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The great galleys of Venice and Florence

Be well laden with things of complacence,

All spicery and of grocer’s ware,

With sweet wines, all manner of chaffer,

Apes, and japes, and marmosettes tailed,

Nifles, trifles, that little have availed,

And things with which they cleverly blear our eye,

With things not enduring that we buy,

For much of this chaffer that is wastable,

Might be forborne for dear and deceivable.

The Libelle of Englyshe Polycye

Medieval poem


For Dad
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Author’s Note


Prologue

It was the carnival of Giovedi Grasso, the last Thursday before the Lent of 1358, and I had spent the afternoon in the Piazza San Marco, watching the many spectacles of the day. A group of young men chased a herd of bewildered pigs about one corner, whilst, in another corner, a different group of young men balanced acrobatically upon one another’s shoulders to make a swaying tower of humanity. And then there was no missing the third group – those fops who simply strode about the square in order that everybody else might admire their fine brocade cloaks, feathered hats, and coloured hose. Oh yes, it was no wonder that I soon lost interest in these sights, and wandered away to seek the less innocent pleasures of Venice.

By the time I returned to the Piazza it was early evening, and the sun was shedding its last rays upon the arches and domes of the Basilica. Now that the night was drawing in, the carnival no longer wore the good-humoured, smiling face of earlier. Instead a sea of masks leered at me at every turn. Sewn from polished leather, and decorated with long noses, beaded edges, and feathered brows, each mask was more grotesque than the last.

I dropped my eyes to the beaten earth and tried to leave, but soon I was caught up in a band of men playing lutes and bladder pipes – their droning, repetitive tune cutting through my head like a long saw. I forced my way into a side street, but my progress became no easier. Horses might be banned in the Piazza itself, but there were plenty of the beasts here, tied to posts whilst their owners drank away their last few coins in the nearby taverns.

And it wasn’t just horses that impeded my progress. Soon I was ducking my head to avoid a shower of perfumed eggs that had been thrown from an upper window. Lanterns were shone in my face, and a terrified pig ran over my foot – no doubt an escapee from the earlier game. I kept moving, as I was drawing the attention of people around me. They were surprised, even suspicious that I wasn’t wearing a mask, so I raised my hood and then kept to the thinnest, darkest alleys of Venice in an attempt to go unnoticed and find my way back.

But this city is a labyrinth. Away from the vast, regimented quadrangle of the great Piazza, it is a bewildering maze of winding alleys and silent canals. A wide street promises to lead to another wide street, but instead it tapers away to nothing more important than a courtyard of washing, or an unannounced drop into stagnant water. To the untutored eye, each path looks exactly like the next.

So it was that I spent an hour or more, walking these dimly lit paths, and crossing the low bridges of San Marco, until I finally pushed my way into the deserted courtyard of my lodgings to hear the bell of a nearby convent ring for Nocturnes. The distant screams and screeches from the carnival still reached my ears, and the repetitive drone of the band still cut through my head. When I looked down at my clothes, I saw that my boots were covered in mud, and my cloak was peppered with the fragments of broken eggshells. Such were my mementos of the carnival!

I closed my eyes in an attempt to shut out the world, but now my ears fixed themselves upon the sounds of the house. The bang of an unfastened shutter. The lapping of the canal against the courtyard wall. The sudden rush of a bat that had woken early from its winter torpor. And then a different sound caught my attention. It was a faint, muffled dragging, and at first I dismissed it as another ordinary noise in this busy household – until it came again, from the direction of the water gate and I could ignore it no longer. There was something too stealthy and furtive in its quality – as if somebody were deliberately leaving a gap between each sound to see if they attracted attention.

Creeping from the courtyard, I was still expecting to find a simple explanation for my noise. A servant working late. A delivery of goods from the canal, or even my mother’s dog looking for scraps of meat. I had not imagined that I would find somebody lying face down across the marble steps of the water gate, with the cold and dirty water of the canal lapping across their boots.

There was no response when I addressed them, so I prodded their back, thinking this might be somebody who had stumbled home from the carnival, before falling asleep on this very spot in a drunken stupor. But this person was not drunk, they were dead, and my fingers had touched a body that was stiff and heavy.

I took a deep breath, pushed both hands beneath the chest and then forced the body to roll over, expecting to see a face. Instead I was confronted by the ugliest carnival mask I had ever seen – sewn from red leather and scored with a knife. I had to look a second time before I realised that the light had tricked me, and this was no mask. It was a person’s face, with skin as raw and shredded as a butchered carcass. Their lips were swollen, and their hair was matted and blackened with blood. And then, as I looked closer again, somebody familiar looked back at me. Their eyes were dead. Their skin was torn and battered. But this was the face of somebody I knew.

It was somebody I knew very well.


Chapter One

The Venetians call their city La Serenissima – the ‘most serene’ republic, and so she had seemed as we sailed towards her from the port of Fusina in the June of 1357. From a distance she appeared to float upon the water of the lagoon, a thin line of dark green between the blue of the sea and the sky. But with each stroke of the oar, Venice came more and more into focus, her campaniles pointing up towards the heavens like the ascenders of letters; her houses and palaces the colour of crab shells or blanched almonds; her boats gathered about her jetties in a joyous, bobbing profusion.

Then, as we drew even nearer, the sounds of the city reached our ears – the loud, feverish roar of the place. We were no longer adrift in the silence of the lagoon, where lonely fishermen stood in the shallow waters and sifted for clams, or where the egrets poked about on uninhabited outcrops of mud and sand. Now we could see and hear the crowds as they thronged along the wide quay of the Molo, making their way to and from the many ships that were moored here. They were people of all races, many dressed in the finest clothes I had ever seen. The fur collars and sweeping capes of the men; the extravagant headdresses and embroidered gowns of the women. Even the lowliest manservants wore tailored tunics and coloured hose.

Venice might have started her life as a marshy refuge from invading barbarians, but now she was the largest and richest city in Europe. The hinge of two continents. The funnel of trade from the East to the West. She had once been a haven from the outside world, but now she found herself at the very heart of it.



I was dawdling in the Piazza San Marco on a warm September morning, three months after our arrival, whilst Mother pushed her way through the crowds to witness an execution. Today a tall pyre had been stacked at the water’s edge between the two Columns of Justice, upon which a man was to be burnt to death. His crime, I learnt from an old woman in the crowd, was to have been caught in bed with another man by the Signori di Notte – the Lords of the Night – a group of odious noblemen who sent their spies about the city in their fight against anything they deemed to be immoral.

I was alone in my corner, for unlike most Venetians it seemed, I disliked executions. In fact, I would never have agreed to come here in the first place, had I known the true reason for our outing, but Mother had fooled me with some story about wanting to visit a merchant who sold lapis lazuli. Upon realising the truth I had quickly made my way to the other side of the Piazza, hoping to avoid all contact with this atrocity, but, as luck would have it, I passed the Signori di Notte’s latest victim as I beat my retreat. He was a pitiful, quaking man who knew what torture awaited him before death. The poor fellow screamed for mercy, though there was no chance for his redemption, since the doge had now appeared onto the raised loggia of his palace to watch the execution, and the man’s fate was sealed.

While the crowds roared in the distance, I leant against the stone pillar of a portico and pretended to read my small psalter in the hope of some distraction from the pyre. I had seen a person burn to death once before, and I had no wish to witness such inhumanity again; but as I studied the text, trying to distract myself by wondering what had inspired the scribe to draw such an array of strange beasts in the margins, I felt a nudge at my elbow. At first I ignored this, for the burning had attracted an army of beggars into the Piazza – gangs of men, women, and children who were now working their way methodically through the crowds, pulling at the onlookers’ cloaks and pleading for alms. When the nudge turned into a prod however, I could ignore my pest no longer.

I looked up from my psalter to find that it was not a beggar at my elbow, instead it was a man in a polished helmet. He was flanked by two more men, dressed in the same uniform, so I stood aside, thinking that I might be blocking their path. Unfortunately, this gesture only appeared to rile them. They wanted to know my name, so I gave a shrug and told them in my loudest English that I didn’t understand a word of what they were saying. This wasn’t true, of course. In fact, after three months in this city I could converse quite adequately in their tongue, for Venetian is a soup whose main ingredients are Latin and Greek – two languages that I had studied in great detail at the monastery where I had been sent as a child.

They asked my name again, and now I realised that these men were wearing the helmets and tabards of the doge’s guard. The winged lion of St Mark looked out at me from their breastplates, its mane flowing and its feathers splayed. As the people about me withdrew fearfully, I knew that I should be polite and deferential to these men – but somehow I was not in the mood. The Piazza was filling with the fumes of the pyre, as the man they were burning shrieked with pain – his prayers no longer able to douse down his agony. These soldiers were part of this barbaric justice, so they did not deserve my politeness, nor my deference.

In retrospect, this was a mistake.



I had wanted to see inside the doge’s palace ever since we had arrived in Venice, but not in this way. Not as a prisoner. As the guards pushed me around the portico of the central courtyard, we passed scribes, monks, magistrates, soldiers, serving women, even finely dressed child-slaves from Africa in this city within a city.

Our journey ended in a chamber with a heavy door, but thankfully this was not the dungeon I had feared. Instead, this room reminded me more of the scriptorium at my old monastery, where the monks of the abbey had copied and illuminated their manuscripts. As the door opened, I saw a grey-faced man of middle age sitting alone at a long table and hunched over a large roll of parchment. He looked up at my entrance, squinted to see my face, and then indicated roughly for me to sit down opposite him. Once I had settled myself into the chair, he dismissed the guards and then offered me a bowl of wine.

‘I demand to know why I’m here,’ I said in Venetian. ‘I’m an Englishman. Known to the King of England himself.’ This lie had proved useful on our long journey south to Venice, when my declaration of a connection to the king was enough to rattle an awkward innkeeper, or silence a quarrelsome pilgrim. On this occasion, however, the lie had little effect, other than to cause the man to scribble on the parchment that lay in front of him. ‘Who do you represent?’ I asked. He didn’t answer. ‘The Consiglio dei Dieci?’ I suggested, thinking of the Council of Ten, who were the true rulers of this city. The man did not react. ‘Then is it the Signori di Notte?’ I asked, unable to prevent a short gulp when I said their name.

My interrogator curled his lips in a wry smile, but said nothing and returned to his writing. As he leant over his parchment, I studied the great pile of wrinkled black velvet that was balanced on his head, and the chain of silver and gold that hung over his collar of weasel-fur – but there was something unconvincing about all this ostentation, as if this man were not as important as he liked others to believe.

He looked up at me at length, sighed, and then reclined against the carved spindles of his chair. ‘What are you doing here, Oswald de Lacy, Lord Somershill?’

‘I thought you might tell me,’ I said. ‘I was reading a prayer book in the Piazza, and your soldiers arrested me. And might I ask how you know my name?’ I said, with exaggerated affront.

He ignored this comment and began to write again, his quill scratching and squeaking as he applied pressure to the parchment. ‘My question is this,’ he said, without looking up, ‘what are you doing in Venice?’

‘If you know my name already. Then you must know my purpose.’

He raised an eyebrow, before taking up the quill again. I have keen eyesight and have always been able to read upside down, so I could see that he was transcribing my words verbatim. ‘Do you need some time in the Pozzi to consider my question?’ he asked. ‘You seem a little unsure.’

‘I’m on a pilgrimage from England,’ I said quickly, for the Pozzi were reputedly the worst dungeons in the whole of Europe. ‘I’m waiting for a galley to Jerusalem.’

He continued to write, and didn’t look up. ‘But you’re an unusual pilgrim,’ he said at length. ‘Most pilgrims have avoided Venice in the last few months. You have noticed perhaps that we are at war?’

I ignored his sarcasm. ‘Of course.’ I said, thinking of the Jaffa galleys that were moored, one against the other in the Molo, like pigs squeezed into a pen – whilst their crews loitered in gangs about the city like children who would not go to bed. The pilgrims’ hospices were empty, and the holy shrines of Venice were selling off their relics and indulgences at vastly reduced prices. So yes, I had noticed the war.

My interrogator lay his quill down upon the table. ‘Where is the rest of your party?’ he asked. ‘Pilgrims always travel in large groups.’ He ran his finger along a line of text. ‘Yet I see you arrived in Venice with your mother. And nobody else. Not even a servant.’

‘Have you been following me?’ I asked in reply.

‘Please answer my question.’

How could I tell the truth? That we had set off in an adequately cordial mood with a party from England, formed mainly from members of my mother’s family, only to quarrel with them until we could not bear each other’s company for another day. These arguments, caused mainly by my black moods or Mother’s ancient and odorous dog Hector, had meant that we parted on such bad terms that they would not even provide a servant to accompany us on the last leg of our journey to Venice.

‘Our party split in Bergamo,’ I said. ‘The others continued to Bari.’

The man gave a short, disgruntled snort. Since the Hungarians had blockaded the lagoon, the Venetians had lost most of their lucrative pilgrimage trade to the port of Bari in the far south of Italy. ‘Why didn’t you join them?’ he asked. ‘You must have heard that Venice was under attack.’

‘My mother was too ill to continue by road,’ I said. ‘We hoped that Venice would quickly make peace.’

His eyes flashed. ‘You think Venice should surrender her ports in Dalmatia?’ he said, as a bubble of foam formed on his lips. ‘To such savages as the Hungarians?’

‘No, not at all,’ I said quickly – though it seemed to me that Venice had no particular claim to Dalmatian land on the other side of the Adriatic. These ports might have been vital to the transport of goods from Constantinople, but Venice had hardly made herself popular with her Dalmatian subjects, having stripped their forests of timber, and refused to pay dockage at their ports. I didn’t find it difficult to understand why the Dalmatians had turned to King Louis of Hungary, in hope of a deliverance from Venice – but this was not an opinion I decided to share.

My interrogator wiped his lips with a square of white linen, which he then folded neatly and placed beside the parchment on the table. He dipped the nib of his quill into the well of ink, tapped it against the side of the glass pot, and then began to scratch his way once again across the page. When he had finished his long sentence, he blew on the writing and watched the ink dry. ‘Why don’t you wear the cloak and red cross of a pilgrim?’ he said.

‘I’m a nobleman. I’ve no need to rely upon charity to pay for my passage to Jerusalem.’

My boast only elicited a short huff. ‘You’re staying at the house of an Englishman, John Bearpark? Is that correct?’ he said. ‘A house that Bearpark calls Casa Bearpark?’ He followed this comment with a further, scornful snort. It was usually only the palaces of Venice that carried such a name, and though Ca’ Bearpark was grand, it was certainly not a palazzo.

‘I am.’

‘Why?’ he asked. ‘There are many inns and hospices in Venice. Even ones suitable for a nobleman such as yourself.’

‘John Bearpark is an old friend of the de Lacy family,’ I said, choosing not to mention that this so-called friend was also charging us to stay at his home.

‘Bearpark has a beautiful young wife, doesn’t he?’ he said suddenly, taking me by surprise. I looked up to see that, for the first time in this interview, the man had smiled, cracking the skin at the corners of his mouth and revealing a set of irregular, pointed teeth.

‘Is she beautiful?’ I said. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’

I made the mistake of adding a shrug to this comment, which caused him to sit up straighter in his chair and fix me with a glare. ‘Do you like women, Lord Somershill?’ he demanded.

‘Of course I do,’ I said quickly, thinking back to the man who was probably still burning to death in the Piazzetta, ‘but I keep away from the wives of other men.’

He raised an eyebrow at my comment, as if this was a curious principle, just as we were disturbed by a scratching noise from a side wall. My interrogator stood up with some reluctance, struggled over to this wall, and then lifted a small flap to reveal a tiny round hole. He put his ear to this hole and listened, whilst somebody on the other side whispered a string of mumbled instructions. Throughout this conversation, my inquisitor frowned and pursed his lips, before finally nodding with a sigh and replacing the flap.

‘How long have you known John Bearpark?’ he asked me, as he returned to his table, sitting down with such a heavy thud that it caused his enormous velvet hat to wobble.

‘Who’s on the other side of the wall?’ I asked.

He shrugged. ‘Nobody.’

‘You had a long conversation with this nobody.’

His stare was humourless. ‘Answer my question please, Lord Somershill. How long have you known John Bearpark?’

‘I met him for the first time when we arrived in Venice,’ I said.

He put his quill to the parchment in readiness for my answer. ‘But you say Bearpark is an old family friend?’

‘Yes. My father fought with Bearpark at the battle of Bannockburn, in 1314. They met again, years later, in Southampton.’

‘Southampton?’

‘It’s a port in the south of England,’ I said fractiously.

‘I know where Southampton is, Lord Somershill. Why did your father meet him there?’

I could not curb a sigh. ‘As far as I understand, Bearpark followed the Venetian merchant fleet to Southampton every summer. My father travelled from our estate in Kent to meet him there. Bearpark sold us Malmsy wine, silks and spices, and my father sold him fleeces. Does that answer your question?’

‘And you sought John Bearpark out deliberately when you came to Venice?’

‘It was my mother’s idea. There’s nothing to be suspicious about.’

How I regretted using this word, as he took great pains to write down my sentence, verbatim, before repeating it aloud. ‘There is nothing to be suspicious about.’

‘I just can’t see why you’re so interested in me?’ I said, allowing the first trickle of despair to taint my voice. ‘I’m just a pilgrim.’

He continued to study me for a few moments, and then pushed the bottle of wine across the table. ‘Have something to drink.’

I folded my arms childishly. ‘No thank you.’

We sat in silence as light streamed in through the opaque window behind him – a large casement glazed with a honeycomb of small circular panes, each pane as thick and warped as the end of an ale bottle. There was something absorbing about the pattern of sunlight that forced its way through these prisms and then cast such strange shapes upon the smooth terrazzo floor. For a moment I watched tiny particles of dust dance in the rays of light that now striped the air, but then a shadow loomed behind the window and the spell was broken.

The shape was blurred at first, but soon I knew its hunched, creeping outline as it paced back and forth before pressing its face against the opaque glass to peer in at me. I kept perfectly still and looked at my hands, just as I always did, and waited for it to disappear.

My inquisitor pushed the wine towards me again. ‘I think you should have something to drink. You look pale.’

‘I’m perfectly well,’ I said defensively.

He tapped his quill upon the parchment, and sucked his teeth. ‘Very well then,’ he said, after a long pause. ‘Have you visited the bones of St Nicholas?’ When I hesitated to answer, he carried on. ‘Or what about the crystal ampoule that contains the miraculous blood of Christ?’ I managed to raise a smile at this, which caused him to frown. ‘Every pilgrim who stays in Venice visits these relics. You say you are a pilgrim, and yet I see here that you haven’t visited a single shrine.’

What was I to say? That I would rather drink the water from my own bathtub than waste an afternoon staring at bones, or viscous potions claiming to be a thimble of Christ’s blood. The Venetians were devoted to their relics, having plundered most of them from Greece, Egypt, or Constantinople, but I could not muster any of the same enthusiasm.

‘I do intend to visit these shrines,’ I said. ‘Of course I do. But I have had a fever, and it seemed unholy to present myself to the relics when I was suffering an illness.’

He barely suppressed a laugh in response to my obvious lie. ‘There are two other English pilgrims staying at Ca’ Bearpark. Is that right?’ He cocked his head to one side, causing the top-heavy chaperon to sway again.

‘Yes, yes. Bernard and Margery Jagger,’ I said wearily, thinking of the odd pair who shared our supper table and slept in nearby rooms. Mother complained that this brother and sister were as ill-mannered as pedlars – which, after all, was the true meaning of their family name – but these jaggers had enough money to sit at the same table and eat the same food as us, so who were we to look down upon them? Not that they were the easiest of company, however. Bernard constantly wore a distant smile, as if he were laughing at some undisclosed joke, and his sister Margery had sworn a vow of silence since leaving England, not intending to speak again until she cast her eyes upon the Holy House of Nazareth. Her strangeness was only amplified by her insistence upon wearing the hooded white habit of a Dominican brother, and the wimple of a nun.

‘The Jaggers have been seen at many shrines,’ my inquisitor told me. He traced his finger across the roll of parchment. ‘Now. Let’s see. They have visited the arms of Saint George and Saint Lucy; the feet of Mary the Egyptian, the ear of Saint Paul the Apostle, and the molar of Goliath.’ He looked up at me, as if he expected an answer to this.

‘They’ve enjoyed better health than I have.’

‘But you have been well enough to visit the Rialto market?’ He rolled back the parchment and pointed to a word. ‘Yes. I also see here that you have been to the taverns of Castello. Many times.’

‘Enrico Bearpark has been showing me around Venice,’ I said quickly. ‘He is John Bearpark’s grandson. We are roughly the same age, and he thought—’

He interrupted me. ‘We know who Enrico Bearpark is, thank you.’ He leant forward again. ‘I’m more interested in you, Lord Somershill. So, tell me this. Why is a devoted pilgrim spending so much time in the inns of Venice, when he says that he’s too ill to visit the shrines?’

‘It was Enrico’s idea,’ I said weakly. ‘He thought it would lift my spirits.’

‘Is there something wrong with your spirits?’

I looked away. Another question that was difficult to answer truthfully. ‘Does Venice always spy on her visitors?’ I said instead. ‘As if we were common criminals.’

He gave a disdainful smile. ‘We are only watching out for our enemies.’

The tapping came again from the wall, causing the man to sigh and then make his way, once again, from the table to the flap. This time the whispering was low and measured, as my interrogator nodded repeatedly and muttered the occasional yes or I agree.

When this conversation ceased, he returned to his chair. Finding his place at the end of the writing, he once again pressed the nib of his quill against the parchment – this time with more force, as if he wanted to hurry things along. ‘Which way did you travel here?’ he asked me sharply.

‘The same way that any pilgrim comes to Venice.’

He lifted his eyes to meet mine. Without breaking his gaze, he then dipped his quill into the ink pot, tapped it, and let it rest upon the parchment.

‘We came through Germany,’ I told him.

‘Your exact route please.’ He coughed. ‘From England.’

‘We joined my mother’s family in Ipswich in late February,’ I said. ‘Then we sailed from Felixstowe.’

The quill once again began to scratch its way across the page. ‘What was your destination?’ he said.

‘The port of Zierikzee in the Low Countries. We wanted to avoid France.’

He nodded at the good sense in this decision. ‘And then?’

‘And then we sailed south on riverboats to Constance, where we continued by land towards the mountains.’

‘You had a guide?’

‘Of course we had a guide! Who would cross the Alps without one?’ I said.

He continued to write, noting down that this comment had made me angry.

I took a deep breath, and tried to calm my temper. ‘There were late snows, so we were stuck in an Alpine village for two weeks. As soon as the weather improved, we travelled over the Splügen Pass to Bergamo, which is where, as I told you before, our company parted ways. The others travelled to Bari. We travelled to Venice.’

‘Did you go through Padua?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you stop there?’

I knew why he was asking such questions. The Lord of Padua was another enemy of Venice – jealous of his neighbour’s wealth and power. He might have signed a recent peace treaty with the Republic, but now he was said to be amassing German mercenaries, ready to take advantage of Venice’s vulnerability, should the Hungarians invade. If I admitted to staying in Padua for any length of time, then this man would, no doubt, accuse me of being a spy. ‘We travelled straight through Padua,’ I said. ‘We did not even stop to eat.’

He wrote to the end of the page and stopped. He then perused the manuscript and struck out some of the words, whilst adding others. ‘Very well, Lord Somershill,’ he suddenly announced, ‘you are free to go.’ He stood up and indicated that I should do the same.

‘No more questions?’ I said, getting to my feet. ‘I thought you might want to know my favourite colour, or the name of my first puppy?’

‘No, no,’ he said, as he ushered me hastily towards the door. ‘Welcome to Venice. Please enjoy your stay.’

It was my intention to stride out of the chamber with something of a dramatic exit, but he blocked my path with his arm, allowing his long sleeves to drag across the floor.

‘One last thing, Lord Somershill,’ he said, before a long and deliberate pause. ‘Please don’t forget. Venice is watching.’


Chapter Two

To look at John Bearpark, it was hard to believe that he had ever been a young man, for he was wizened and whiskery, and possibly in his eighth decade – though it is sometimes difficult to age a person who has spent most of his life in the strong sun of France and Italy. I’m sure that once he had owned the pale complexion of a man with red hair, but now his skin was a patchwork of brown and orange, where his freckles had unified to form great blotches of pigment. A pair of scabs marked the top of his head, though he was quick to replace his cap if he thought anybody was looking, and if you were unfortunate enough to stand too close to him, he smelt as if he was already beginning to decay. I should say that these signs of decrepitude were mainly superficial however, for Bearpark’s mind was quick, his step was sprightly, and he still possessed a surprising strength. I had often witnessed him move the long oak table single-handedly, or lift his heavy coffer up the stairs towards his bedchamber.

Nevertheless, the old man’s appearance had still shocked Mother when we had first arrived in Venice. I believe she had expected Bearpark to look as he had done thirty years previously, when she had accompanied Father on their annual visits to Southampton – but time is cruel, even to the most resilient of bodies. It was the apparatus that Bearpark now wore, almost perpetually, upon the bridge of his nose that had most disturbed her. Bearpark called this strange device his ‘spectacles’ and claimed that these two circles of glass held together by a frame of horn had saved his eyesight. Once or twice, for a little entertainment in the long evenings, Bearpark had even suggested that I wear the things and then tell the assembled company what I could see. The world only looked more warped and out of focus through these strange circles however, so I quickly passed them back to the old man before they induced a headache.

Bearpark might have suffered from the unavoidable deterioration of age, but this had not prevented him from marrying a young Venetian woman named Filomena and getting her with child. She was Bearpark’s third Venetian wife by all accounts – the first having died many years ago in childbirth, and the second having perished in the Great Plague of 1348. In fact, the only member of Bearpark’s whole family to have survived the devastation of this Pestilence was his grandson, Enrico – a young man of my own age who was determined to introduce me to every tavern in Venice. The more I declined his invitations, the more often they were made, resulting in my having to hide or invent a sickness in order to avoid yet another of his ‘lively nights of entertainment’.

Not that I always shunned Enrico’s company. In fact, in my first months in Venice I often sought him out, particularly in the long afternoons when there was little else to do. His command of English was good, since his grandfather had been sure to teach him a tongue that was so useful for trade. In other circumstances, we might have become more solid friends, but Enrico’s fondness for spending his nights with loud and raucous company and drinking until he was sick was at odds with my own mood. Nevertheless, a companionship of sorts had begun to flower, and in the afternoons we often discussed those topics on which I held opinions, such as the trajectory of Venus, and the writings of Pope Pius. Enrico was polite enough to feign an interest in these subjects, but he soon turned the conversation to the poetry of Petrarch and Dante, or the Travels of Marco Polo.

Such times with Enrico were pleasant diversions, but when his friends began to amass in the piano nobile, I made sure to disappear, especially if a man named Vittore was part of their company. I could tolerate most of Enrico’s friends, though they were pampered young men with too much money, too many fine clothes, and too little to do. Some were just foolish, such as the peacock Michele, who always sported a long-feathered cap and had the unpleasant habit of delving around in his striped hose to rearrange himself in public. I could ignore such bad manners and boorishness, but Vittore was different. He unnerved me.

He was tall, with striking blond hair, and features that seemed too big for his face. His nose was wide and upturned, with large nostrils that reminded me of a pig’s snout. I was not the only person to have noticed this porcine resemblance. In fact, everybody had remarked upon it at one time or other, though not, of course, to Vittore’s face. I was not the only person to be unnerved by Vittore either, for he used his size to dominate and subdue a room, and the other men, including Enrico, showed him the respect they might pay to a prince. When Vittore spoke, they listened. When Vittore made a joke, they laughed. When Vittore said it was time to leave, they followed.

The man ignored me for the most part when we met at Ca’ Bearpark, for I kept to my own corner and kept my own counsel, but whenever Enrico attempted to include me in a conversation, it seemed to irritate Vittore. Why should he listen to me? To his mind, I was just another pilgrim, an Englishman with no influence or importance in Venice, so why should he care what I had to say? When Vittore did take the time to notice me, it was only to sneer at some comment I’d made, or to make some joke at my expense. In fact, he soon coined a silly name for me that became adopted by the whole group – ‘The Silent Englishman’, and though Enrico advised me to laugh at this, as it was only a piece of innocent foolishness, I refused to comply. It was a veiled insult, so why should I have pretended to find it amusing?



One night, soon after my interview at the doge’s palace, Mother came to find me in my bedchamber, whilst a noisy party were gathering in the piano nobile directly beneath my room.

‘Why don’t you join Enrico and his friends, Oswald?’ she said, folding her arms and looking about my room with disdain. ‘They’ve been asking for you.’

‘No thank you,’ I said firmly.

‘Indeed?’ she said. ‘And why not?’

‘Because I don’t feel like it.’

She sighed with frustration. ‘If you stay in your shell any longer, then you’ll turn into a snail.’ She then strode across the room to open the shutters as if a cold draught of air might bring me to my senses. ‘You’re not making any efforts to get better, Oswald!’ she scolded. ‘And let us not forget that a recovery of your spirits was the whole point of coming on this pilgrimage.’

I groaned, for I had heard this speech so many times before. ‘Just leave me alone, Mother.’

‘But I cannot leave you alone, can I? What would become of you?’ She then placed a hand firmly on my shoulder. ‘It’s been more than a year and this cannot go on for much longer. You have a life to lead. You have responsibilities.’

‘You think I can just forget what happened?’

‘No. I don’t expect you to forget about it, Oswald. But you need to make an effort to recover.’

Our conversation was interrupted by a sudden burst of laughter from below. This house may have been grand, but the walls of the upper storeys leaked like the cloth of a tent. I looked to Mother with a sudden entreaty. ‘Please. Don’t give me away.’

She drew back from me and returned to the window, closing the shutters now that her cold air treatment had failed to work. ‘Very well,’ she said crossly. ‘But what will you do instead? Sit with John Bearpark and that dull little wife of his?’

‘I don’t find Monna Filomena dull,’ I said. Though, in truth, it was difficult to engage the young woman in conversation, or indeed communicate in any way with her. Bearpark’s wife faced the world with the blank, unknowable mask of the Madonna, and hardly spoke to anybody, including her own husband. She often seemed so sad that it provoked my pity, so I sometimes tried to cheer her up with a little conversation – finding an opportunity to ask her opinion on a piece of news, or even to make a platitude regarding the weather or the taste of a meal – but my attempts at discussion were always immediately stamped upon by her aged husband or his officious clerk, a man named Giovanni. This pair of bullies either answered my questions on Filomena’s behalf, or, in Bearpark’s case, sent her from the room, as if to punish her for being noticed. If I did manage to speak to Filomena alone, then she met my smiles and politeness with an indifference equal to the reaction she meted out to her husband’s slights and lack of respect. Cold and stoic dispassion. Her true feelings lived somewhere behind her face, and we were not invited to share them.

Mother puffed her lips. ‘Well, Monna Filomena should learn to speak English. The girl cannot follow one word of the conversation.’

‘Perhaps you should learn to speak Venetian?’

Mother dismissed this comment with a shake of her head, just as another great cheer reached our ears from below. I tensed up, fearing that Enrico was en route to gouge me out of my bedchamber and force me to join his crowd for another night of entertainment.

There seemed to be some sort of revelry in the city that night, though I had no idea what the Venetians were celebrating this time. I had looked out of my window earlier to see groups of young men sailing past in their small flat-bottomed boats; drinking wine from the bottle, and throwing perfumed eggs at the houses of a favoured lady. Mother had remarked that many of these eggs had been lobbed at our own residence. Their white shells were now floating upon the canal, as their sweet rose water stained the walls. She had even expressed her surprise at being noticed by the young men of Venice, assigning this compliment to her delicate English beauty. Was it for me to tell her that the eggs were thrown for Filomena’s sake? I thought not.

As Mother left the room in obvious disappointment, I heard Enrico and his friends rowdily descend into the bowels of the house and then board the sàndolo that was moored at the water gate. They had not come to find me, and perversely I felt annoyed. Their songs and jeering echoed about the canal as they rowed away, and suddenly I had the desire to run after them, and beg to join their revelries. I was a young man of twenty-six years old, not some crusted old invalid.

I lay on the bed, feeling sorry for myself, but my bedchamber was no longer a sanctuary now that my mood had invited something else into the room. I could feel it lurking in the corners just to the periphery of my vision, so I stood up quickly and walked over to the small basin, splashing my face with cold water and then rubbing my eyes until they stung. Even so, I could still sense the thing behind me, both cringing and discontented, so I quickly descended to the piano nobile, knowing that it would not dare to follow.

I found Bearpark, his wife, and other house guests sitting at the table at the opposite end of this long chamber, and suddenly I wished we were staying in a warm and modest inn – somewhere that I might sit in front of a fire and stare silently into the flames. But this was Venice, and anybody with any money and good taste owned a house with a piano nobile – a vast room that stretched from the windows upon the thin street to the balcony over the canal, and was about as congenial and intimate as the nave of a cathedral.

I joined the others at the table, and, after moving a supper of grey liver and sodden onions about the plate for a respectable period of time, I then allowed a servant to clear my place. It was the third night in a row that we’d been served this same dish, and it was becoming more and more unpalatable at each outing. I noticed that Mother fed most of it to her dog Hector when she thought nobody was looking. The servants were watching however, with disappointed eyes. After months of the Hungarian blockade, meat was becoming increasingly scarce, and they had been hoping for the leftovers.

After dinner I was punished again for not joining Enrico’s party, for tonight Bearpark was subjecting us to another one of his stories – tales that hailed from a surprisingly small collection of anecdotes. Tonight’s account had received its last outing the previous night, but we would hear it anyway – even though I politely tried to indicate my familiarity by making such comments as, ‘ah yes. I think I remember you mentioning this before.’ Or, even the explicit, ‘you told us this yesterday.’ Bearpark did not take the hint, and soon I came to the conclusion that he had not forgotten its recent performance. This story would be told because he wanted to tell it, and we would have to listen, whether it bored us or not. Such is the privilege of a host. Even one who is charging you to stay at his house.

Tonight’s tale concerned Bearpark’s rise to riches, and I resigned myself to hearing it yet again, in the hope that there might be some new detail to ease the experience. Bearpark had grown up as the son of a poor tailor, somewhere in the county of Essex. Far from being embarrassed by his lowly beginnings, Bearpark was keen to stress the poverty of his early life, so that it might emphasise his later achievements – his large house in the most fashionable district of Venice, his army of servants, and his young and beautiful wife. Becoming a tailor had not appealed to Bearpark, so he had joined the king’s army instead, and was soon assisting Edward the Second’s flight from Robert the Bruce, which is where Bearpark had first met my father. After this debacle, he had left England to find his fortune in Europe, arriving in Venice around 1320. Bearpark was vague about the intervening years, and how he had amassed enough money to set himself up as a merchant in this city. It was my suspicion that he had travelled through Spain and France as a mercenary, fighting for whomever would pay the highest fee – though when I made such intimations, Bearpark was suddenly keen to bring his story to an end. He might have been a respectable merchant now, but he had built his fortune on war. I was sure of it.

Mother had listened to Bearpark’s story with rapt attention as if she had never heard it before, meeting every turn with a gasp or even a clap, even though Bearpark peppered his anecdotes with enough platitudes and pompous declarations to render the account painfully tedious. At least the story had ended. I might have made my excuses, but was still not ready to confront the darkness of my bedchamber again, so, when Bearpark’s clerk, a man named Giovanni, joined our party and challenged me to a game of chess, I quickly accepted.

Giovanni spoke English, and could be tolerable company when he wasn’t inventing words in the English language – words that he then insisted were genuine. I had often corrected such terms as ‘childling’ or ‘unfortune’, only for Giovanni to swear that he had frequently heard them spoken by other Englishmen, as if there might be something wrong with my intellect.

Giovanni was also apt to become another of the household bores if allowed to express his opinion on the sin of pride. His unsolicited sermons on this topic always caused me to roll my eyes, since Giovanni was possibly the vainest man I had ever met. His clothes were fashionable, his shoes were clean, despite the mud of Venice, and his hair was assiduously curled at its ends, as if he had slept with dampened rags twisted through it. I should also say that he never stinted from admiring himself in one of the many looking glasses that were hung from every wall in the house.

The only ugly addition to his appearance was the large ring of keys that were suspended from his leather belt. These dirty, heavy keys looked out of place against the fine wool of his hose and the embroidered velvet of his doublet, but Giovanni clearly didn’t feel that they ruined the look of his outfit – in fact he seemed excessively proud of having been given such responsibility, and made sure that these keys were always on display. In any other household, the mistress might have been expected to hold this ring, but Monna Filomena had been denied this privilege, either because of her youth or, more likely, because neither her husband nor Giovanni trusted her with the task.

Sometimes, when Giovanni was boasting about how many doors he could open, I noticed that Filomena allowed the tiniest drop of animosity to slip through her mask. This was not only prompted by the snub regarding the keys however, it was also a response to Giovanni’s behaviour, which was often disrespectful and even contemptuous towards her. Whether Giovanni was following his master’s lead in this behaviour, or whether he had developed his own personal grudge against the young woman I could not say, but it was obvious to me that they heartily disliked one another.

As our game of chess proceeded towards my inevitable defeat, we were joined by Bernard and Margery Jagger. This pair had previously been sitting next to John Bearpark and his young wife, but the old man had fallen asleep and was now snoring in crescendos that peaked with violent, shuddering grunts. For a while, they had endured this noise by sorting through their piles of pilgrim’s badges, those small pewter souvenirs of the many shrines they had visited over the years – Canterbury, St Albans, Bury St Edmunds – but seemingly this activity had not proved an adequate distraction to the cacophony of Bearpark’s snoring, and eventually they had given in and migrated to our end of the room.

Our game of chess could hardly have entertained the new arrivals however, since Giovanni was easily outwitting me. Each time he took one of my pieces, he gave a short growl of victory that was starting to become irritating. As we played, Bernard spoke to his silent sister, whilst staring absentmindedly at the ceiling. ‘Did you see those little silvery fish at the Rialto market today, Margery?’ he said. ‘They looked just like herrings.’ Or, ‘I think they should reorganise the streets of Venice, don’t you, Margery? It would be far more efficient if a person was only allowed to walk in one direction.’ To each of these comments, Margery simply nodded, her face almost completely hidden beneath a thick and messily arranged wimple.

Giovanni took an age between moves, giving me the chance to let my eyes wander about the room, and allowing them to settle on Filomena. Tonight she was sitting silently in a high-backed chair next to her snoring husband, stitching a gown for her child – a child that I had been told was due the following spring. Filomena didn’t seem aware of my interest – or if she was, then she didn’t look up. As I watched her work, I was reminded of my sister Clemence, back in England, and how she had stabbed and pulled at her embroidery, often unpicking great swathes of work in frustration. Filomena, by contrast, worked slowly and purposefully. Her small hands were industrious and light across the cloth, and I would say she found something satisfying and restful in this work. Sometimes she even smiled to herself, though only for the most fleeting of moments, before she once again withdrew behind her impassive mask.

As I looked upon her young face, I found myself wondering again why Filomena had agreed to marry such an old man as John Bearpark? If I had entered the room without knowing this family, then I might have supposed that she was Bearpark’s granddaughter, and certainly not his expectant wife. I turned away with a sigh, for I had only to look around this elegant house to understand the old man’s appeal. And then I found myself wondering what it feels like to buy a young wife. Does the man fool himself into thinking that the woman loves him for himself, or does he simply not care? If this arrangement pleases both parties, then I suppose it cannot be criticised, but it would not have pleased me, and I had the impression that it did not really please Filomena.

I put the thought to one side, for Filomena’s troubles were none of my business, and turned my attentions instead to Mother, as she paced the room with her elderly, flea-bitten dog Hector in her arms, stopping a couple of times to ask Filomena questions about her needlework. Mother spoke loudly in English, as if this might assist Filomena to understand her words, but the Venetian’s shrugs and half-hearted smiles of non-comprehension eventually caused Mother to give up and sit down with a huff, before making an observation about the young woman that was impolite. As Mother passed this comment I noted a flicker in Filomena’s eye, and suddenly I had the feeling that the young woman understood more English than she admitted.

After losing my second match of chess to Giovanni, I decided, in a fit of irritation, that it was time to retire. My bedchamber seemed empty enough when I crept in, so I dropped down onto my bed and spent a while watching the moonlight seep through the shutters and cast her silver lines across the floor. When this no longer distracted me, I closed my eyes, and tried to think of happier times, at my family estate in Kent. But Kent seemed so distant and alien, and I found it hard to conjure her green, fertile fields and her wide, languorous rivers. Instead, it was the years of the Great Plague that played out in my mind. My escape from the monastery at the age of eighteen, as the other monks were dying about me. My unexpected advancement to the position of Lord Somershill after the death of my older brothers. The desolation of the years following the Plague, as I fought to save Somershill from neglect and ruin. I should have been proud of my efforts, for my tenants and villeins were contented enough, and the estate was prospering. But instead my mistakes and failings kept whirling about my head like a game of carousel at a tournament.

I jumped from the bed and threw a light cloak over my nightshirt, before returning to the piano nobile. The room was now deserted, so I opened the shutters onto the balcony and wandered out to stare into the canal below. The air was still, and the moon washed the waters with its silver glow. The scene was distracting, and I felt more composed, when somebody tapped me upon the shoulder.

‘What are you doing, de Lacy?’ I turned sharply to see Enrico. His English was slurred and his clothes dishevelled.

‘You surprised me, Enrico,’ I said. ‘You shouldn’t creep up on people.’

Now Enrico laughed and poked me in the chest. ‘Well, you should have come out with us for the night.’

I walked inside to join him, and closed the shutters of the balcony behind me. ‘Did you enjoy yourself?’ I said, a little churlishly.

He shrugged. ‘Yes. Enough.’

‘But you’ve returned early?’

He waved my question away. ‘The others have different tastes.’

I didn’t ask for an explanation, for taste in Venice stretched far beyond the narrow spectrum that I had encountered in my own life.

Enrico tried to pass me a bottle of wine, indicating that I should take a drink.

‘No, thank you,’ I said. ‘I’m going back to bed.’

He thrust the bottle at me again. ‘Come on, de Lacy. Have a drink with me.’ He was struggling to focus his eyes, and his legs were swaying.

I stepped away. ‘Thank you, Enrico. But I’m tired.’

He smirked. ‘Tired of what?’

‘Just tired.’

I had reached the wooden staircase to my bedchamber, when he hissed at me from across the room. ‘What exactly is wrong with you, de Lacy? Is it life that tires you?’

I froze. ‘I have a problem sleeping, that’s all.’

He laughed. ‘I know about your sleeping. I hear you wandering the house at night.’

‘Goodnight, Enrico.’

He followed me up the stairs, and caught up with me by the door to my bedchamber. ‘Are you enjoying your suffering?’ he said, as he pressed a fist into my shoulder. ‘Your own little dark carnival?’

‘No. Of course not.’

‘On the contrary. I think you are.’ Now he leant forward and whispered into my ear. His breath smelt of brandy and garlic. ‘I think you revel in it.’

‘That’s not true.’ I moved aside, and he fell forward against the wall. ‘You’re drunk,’ I said. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying.’

‘And you’re miserable.’

‘I have reason to be,’ I told him. Then I opened the door. ‘Now leave me alone.’

He heaved a great sigh, and then staggered back down the stairs, waving the bottle in the air. ‘I know about you,’ he said, as he nearly tripped on his descent. ‘I know all about you!’



For a week after this unpleasant encounter, I succeeded in avoiding Enrico. I came to dinner late, or to breakfast early. If Enrico entered the room, I childishly left immediately, or if there was no possibility of escape, I made an effort to laugh as loudly as was appropriate. I thought to convince Enrico that I was not wallowing in self-pity. Not in the least. But Enrico seemed troubled, rather than impressed, by my displays of jollity, often trying to catch my eye, or to take me to one side. It is to my shame that I rebuffed every one of his approaches.

One morning, before I had risen from bed, a square of folded parchment was pushed beneath my door. I picked it up with some trepidation, for I knew the seal – it was Enrico’s, and I suspected the letter to be full of criticism and rebukes for my unfriendly behaviour. I put the thing to one side for a while, but then it sat upon my bed and looked at me reproachfully, until I broke the seal and unfolded the letter.



De Lacy. I apologise if my words to you were hurtful. Your mother has explained your troubles to me, and I am sorry indeed for your woes.



I was tempted to screw the letter into a ball and throw the thing from my second-floor window into the canal. Mother had no business in discussing my private life with strangers. No wonder Enrico had taken to regarding me with sad eyes and exaggerated concern. I would write back immediately and tell him to keep his sympathy to himself, as I did not need it... and yet I carried on reading.



You have every reason to be sad, but I ask only this. Please, take care with your disposition. I have suffered such spasms and moods in my own life, and I know that an ill-tempered mind may commit treason against its own body. Be kinder to yourself. The past is done, and you cannot change what has happened, especially as it was not your fault. So, why not come out sometimes with men of your own age? You spend too long with your mother. I mean her no disrespect, but her company will not lift your humours. You need to laugh and be merry. You need to spend your nights with beautiful women and handsome young men. It is time to put your sadness aside and live again. Please de Lacy, let me help you.

Enrico Bearpark, Your Friend



I folded the parchment and fell back upon the bed – both furious and shamed. How dare Enrico write such a letter to me? I did not need his help. What condescension! But lying in bed made me feel no better, so I stalked over to the window and opened the shutters and looked into the canal, where a solitary boat cut through the water, its hull loaded with lumpy sacks of cloth and great casks of wine.

This was not enough of a distraction, for then I heard something behind me. It sounded like the scampering of feet – and yet I dared not look, for I knew what it was. I need only have turned around to see its face.

I stared at my hands and waited until it was gone, then I looked up and opened the letter again. As I read along the lines, I knew that Enrico was right. I did need to take care with my disposition, for my mind was ill. It was, indeed, committing treason against my body.

So I re-folded the letter and placed it safely away in my chest. I wanted to trust Enrico. I wanted to believe that he could save me.
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