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To my mum and dad, who raised me with love, and let me be bold and curious.




Much of the past sinks into the ocean of time to be drowned forever; but once in a while the waters part, allowing us to glimpse a flash of hidden treasure, if only for a moment.

—Margaret Atwood, The Testaments




Historical note

In 1696 a baby was posted through the wall of the Ospedale della Pietà, an orphanage in Venice. She was named Anna Maria della Pietà and became one of the greatest violinists of the eighteenth century. Her teacher was Antonio Vivaldi.
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VENICE 1695

Dusk, and the Marangona bell tolls in the Piazza San Marco. The chimes shiver out from the bronze mouth, glide over the domed roof of the Basilica, lick the cockles lining the mud-drenched canal and filter through a gap between pavement and wooden door. Behind it, a girl standing in a narrow, dimly lit passageway looks up.

To some, the bell indicates the time. To others, it notes holy days, gatherings of the council, public executions. But to her, it is a signal that she and her fellow workers may take to the streets for the night. Now is the time for business.

She wraps her yellow scarf around her neck, a light wool that signifies her trade, and walks outside. Her home is a brothel in the San Polo district, tucked away behind the Ruga dei Oresi, the main thoroughfare for travellers and locals crossing the bridge to San Marco each day. A strategic location: this is where the work is.

The clip of her heels echoes off the cobbles as she turns. Left out of the brothel door, left again at the corner where the butcher sells entrails and straight on until she reaches her usual spot on the edge of the Rialto Bridge. She nods to a woman who has arrived moments before and is setting up. Then she folds her cloak and scarf and places them on the cobbles beneath the bridge. There is a silent understanding – we keep our things here, neatly, while we work.

Hers is a green linen dress with a high waist. A ribbon weaves around the deep, square neck. Her fingers find the collar and she tugs the shoulders down until her breasts are naked to the night, perches on some pale brickwork and waits for the next customer. This person is usually male, usually alone, often with a whiff of wine about them.

Her heart pounds, sitting here, but less than it used to. At seventeen she feels she can handle most things. Three a day, on average. Six months, nearly six hundred clients. She taps her foot to the beat of her mind. It’s just another night’s work.

He’s not a regular. Male, yes. Alone, yes. But she’s never seen him before. He’s businesslike, she doesn’t mind that, but he must be forty years her senior with eyes as dark as the devil.

‘Let’s go,’ he says, looking over his shoulder as if worried about being caught. He smells of woodsmoke, tobacco. His voice is gravelly and low.

She leads him back to the brothel, up the wooden stairs which creak under his weight. He grunts and crouches to avoid hitting his head as they enter the room. His red cap and tin-buttoned coat suggest a position at the naval yard. She’s heard they can build a warship in a day there.

There’s a large bed with dark wooden posts and a few candles burning down to the stub. Their shadows flicker and tremble against the walls. She takes a deep breath, and the door clicks shut behind her.

Nine months later her stomach is swollen and tight. She wakes before daybreak because a pain, electric and astounding, has begun to pulse through her. Following the plan, she gathers her matted yellow scarf around her and tucks the fabric she’s been embroidering into her pocket.

The first challenge is the stairs. The pain throbs scarlet. There’s a hot, tearing feeling somewhere deep and low inside, buckling her legs as she clings on to the splintered wooden banister. She makes it to the street but then drops to her knees, clutching her stomach on all fours. Is she going to make it in time? It’s not far from here, but in her condition…

You can’t stop, she tells herself. You can make it, she decides.

She struggles to her feet and continues down the street, body sliding along the brick walls for support. Beneath her shoes puddles split, reflections shattered in two. The journey is just a few streets but it seems endless. The pain is breathtaking, so much worse than even fifteen minutes ago.

Three knocks, some shuffling, and a midwife, wrinkled and grey, cracks the door open an inch. Her eyes drop to the stomach, where a younger hand clutches taut skin. The midwife’s face changes from frustration to concern. The door opens wide.

‘Between your teeth,’ the midwife says, wrestling a bone from her small black and white dog and handing it to her.

The dog growls. The girl growls back. She bites down, more animal than she’s ever been. The pain becomes spectacular, a vivid red, like she is being torn apart from inside.

It’s her last waking thought. Spectacular.

Two days have passed in the darkness of this small room in the midwife’s house. It’s nowhere near long enough for her ripped body to recover, but the bed is needed. Another girl is screaming now.

‘Time to go,’ the midwife says.

‘But where?’ the girl asks. She hadn’t expected to survive the labour.

The midwife hands back her yellow scarf, and she’s surprised to find a wriggling creature wrapped inside. She’d almost forgotten about that. It is blotched, wrinkled, blue-veined. The midwife holds up a spoon, feeds it the last drips of sugar water. The girl wrestles with its squirming limbs, unable to focus, unable to think, until her eyes roll back in her head and pain begins to spasm through her thighs. Her tears drip on to its face. The creature screams in anger.

The girl walks for a while, turning through the maze of backstreets and bridges with little direction. She is so tired, her body still bleeding and raw. All through the night she has battled the penetrating screams, but there is quiet now at last.

Dawn approaches, a thick fog snaking down the canal. She just has to keep walking. Just keep walking and this thing will stay quiet. She reaches an opening where ornate buildings with peaked windows back on to the jade-green canal. Four steps lead down to the water. It laps against them enticingly.

Come to me, it calls. Come to me.

The water is cool, but even this early on a spring morning it’s refreshing. She clutches the creature to her body and wades in deeper, deeper.

This. Of course this is the solution. It is so peaceful, so calm. The girl leans back and, simple as breathing, sinks both their bodies beneath the surface.

But the creature, shocked by the chill, by the wet, by the lack of oxygen, erupts. It’s angry and alive and real again all of a sudden, struggling against her grip.

Just stop, just shush, she begs. Not much longer. Not much longer now.

But it is a raging firestorm of a thing, and she cannot hold it back. Their heads tear above the surface as both of them scream for breath, for life.

The creature grips her hand harder now. It’s not screaming, it’s begging her as, somewhere in the distance, a single note, elegant and long, pierces the air. She slings the creature out of the water, folds it into her sodden cloak and runs.

The giant, carved doors of the Santa Maria della Fava are open, awaiting the first attendees to Mass. The girl is dripping wet, her teeth chattering, the creature quiet in her arms as she staggers in. She is met by the swift steps of the priest, the click, click, clack of his feet down the aisle.

‘No whores allowed,’ he says, shoving her back toward the tall wooden doors. His embroidered silk robes billow in the breeze.

‘Please … brother,’ she begs, tugging back her cloak to reveal the creature in her arms.

His face turns from disapproval to disgust. He shoves her again. She feels the whip of air as the door slams in her face. She sinks down to the ground, her legs splayed out in front of her. Breathes in, breathes out, another jolt of pain quivering through her thighs.

The air, she realises as she grimaces against her own body, smells sweet. A blend of butter, sugar and flour drifting from the pastry shop nearby.

Her breasts are throbbing; the creature starts to scream again. The solution is simple. It’s animal. She already knows what to do. With a listless hand she peels down her dress, exposing a bare breast. It latches on and starts to suck.

The woman that finds her was once a cortigna lume too, a hustler who lost her looks but kept her resilience. The girl wakes in the hustler’s humble home, on the floor surrounded by a few cushions and a blanket. There is a slim table against the wall, and on it a box filled with playing cards. She’s handed a cup of coffee, steam winding from its surface. She brings it to her lips, blows gently and then sips. The warmth sinking into her body is almost enough to draw tears.

The hustler is bent down, talking now. One hand nurses her lower back, the other collects an empty plate and cup off the ground next to her. She doesn’t catch the girl’s eye when she speaks.

‘You can stay here until you’re recovered, and then you’ll pay me back by month end. I can get you work at my old brothel. They’ll like the look of you, once your snatch is healed.’

The plate and cup clink together as she straightens up. The hustler points with the cup.

‘You’ll take her to the Pietà. Two weeks from now, once you’re stronger. But not a moment longer. If she gets much bigger she won’t fit in the hole.’

‘What’s the Pietà?’ the girl says quietly.

‘They’ll raise her there, give her a good life. She’ll get an education, opportunities. They even teach them instruments.’ It’s not a conversation, the hustler doesn’t wait for a response. She turns and leaves the room.

The girl blinks, watching her go. Then there’s a gentle cooing, a wriggle. She feels a swelling inside and braces herself. But pain does not come. In its place is something stronger, something enduring, something good. She looks down to see what has caused it. And for the first time, she realises she has a baby girl in her arms.

The next week or so is the sweetest of her life. She watches the baby start to focus, locking on to her eyes and learning this is her mother. The girl feeds her, cuddles her, strokes her cheeks and wipes the spittle from her mouth. And although they are not of the same body anymore there is a fundamental understanding. They are, and will always be, part of one another.

She breathes in the warm, milk smell of her and thinks of what she wants to say to her one day. Things she wishes someone once said to her.

She will tell her to run. She will tell her to dream. She will tell her to let what is inside pour out. And when her daughter asks what she might do with her life one day, what she might be, she will tell her: anything. Anything that ignites your world in multicolour.

Three days before it is time the girl takes her daughter and her coins and walks across the city. She will buy paper, beautiful Venetian paper, paper fit for a queen, with the little money she’s saved.

The shopkeeper sniffs his disapproval at her as she selects the finest she can afford – a thick cream sheet marbled with flecks of green. She hands over more coins than she’ll spend on three days’ food, but that doesn’t stop her.

A sign above the next door reads Scriba. A rope hangs from the centre of a black metal bell. She clanks it against the edge three times and a handsome man with ink-stained hands answers to its chime.

‘Write this,’ she says once inside, and he transforms her words into beautiful loops on the paper. She folds it carefully and tucks it beneath her cloak.

Back at the hustler’s house, she slips a playing card from the deck on the side table and, using a small knife from the kitchen, slices it diagonally in two. She slides one piece into the folds of her corset.

It is dawn again, a time which will forever mean pain to her now.

‘It has to be today,’ the hustler says.

The girl bundles her baby into her yellow scarf and takes to the streets once more, stirring a thick layer of fog at her feet. Her skirts slap against her ankles as she hurries through the dizzying maze, her heart strumming in her chest. Gold masks in the windows jeer at her as she passes. The animal inside her is alert, prey anticipating an attack. Her ears are more attuned to every twitch and whistle, her hands wrapped protectively around the child beneath the cloak.

Get there fast, don’t dawdle, pay attention. Left, right, right, left, right. At the first sound of danger, run, she tells herself. Run.

But the journey is silent, and as she approaches the Pietà from the alley to the side, she feels herself slow. How long it takes to make those final steps she will never know.

She stares at the grate, at the hole in the wall where she will lay her baby, this part of her, this bundle of fire and energy that makes her flare with pride. This creature which begged her to live.

She can’t do it. She staggers back, clutching her daughter tighter to her chest, when a whimper distracts her attention.

On the ground beneath the hole in the wall there are boxes. They look to be filled with snags of material, discarded food and rubbish, but a noise coming from one of them draws her closer. She peels back the lid of the box and stifles a scream.

Inside, a child blue with cold and covered with the scratches of an animal takes its final breath. The baby looks large, too large to fit in the hole in the wall.

She takes a deep breath and places her fingers to its neck, but the beat is gone. She closes its eyelids and, ever so gently, lifts some fabric over its face.

It is everything she needs to see.

She stands up, takes one last look at her daughter, and slides her carefully into the hole in the wall. She slips the folded note and the other half of the playing card into the bundle of blankets. She kisses her on the head, stands back and rings the bell. Then she turns and, not bearing to look back, disappears forever.

‘Go now gentle babe,’ the note says, ‘and know that you were loved.’

On the other side of the wall, the tempo is different.

‘First one of the day,’ Sister Clara calls as the metal clapper dings against the mouth of the bell. She rushes out into the courtyard and from the hole pulls a wriggling baby girl.

‘Fifteenth April 1696,’ she instructs Sister Madalena, who is jotting down the details into a huge string-bound book filled with names.

Chiara della Pietà, arrived 20th February 1687, with a stamped coin and a note from the mother. Paulina della Pietà, arrived 29th April 1695, with an embroidered cloth. Agata della Pietà, arrived 4th May 1695, with a poem and a head wound from the box.

The baby is unwrapped, taken to a basin and washed. Her skin is checked for infections, the little hair she has for lice. A rod is placed in the fire. There’s a sizzling, the iron smell of flesh and a fierce scream. In the rod’s place there is now a ‘P’, angry and raw, on her upper left arm. The wound is bandaged. A priest baptises her. And then they return to the file.

The baby’s breath is short, staggered: she is suffering with pain. But there is a look in her eye. A furious determination.

‘And what shall we call her?’ Sister Madalena asks.

Sister Clara looks down at the child, who takes her finger in her tiny hand. She squints in concentration.

‘Anna Maria della Pietà,’ she announces, as the baby squeezes tight. ‘I have a feeling about this one.’
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She is standing on a podium, poised for the moment. The moment of her lifetime. Soon she will accept the certificate of maestro. She will be, officially, a master of music.

It feels like every second Anna Maria has breathed has led to this. Like every choice, every beat, is connected. The lights blind her, heat radiates from the audience. She feels thousands of adoring eyes, all of them fixed on her. And the respect. It has a weight to it. It moves through the air, thick and alive and glorious. She sucks it into her lungs.

Then, a giggle.

She frowns, snaps from her imagination and into her dormitory, where her podium is a single wooden bed, her certificate a handkerchief.

‘It is my duty, and my honour,’ Paulina, a thin girl with a pointed chin, bellows in a mock-low voice, ‘to … to…’ Her focus shifts, the moment almost gone.

‘Bestow,’ Anna Maria whispers out of the corner of her mouth.

Paulina swallows the laugh bubbling up inside.

This may seem like child’s play to some, but not to Anna Maria. Because there are some things that girls just know. Some know their spirit can rage like a fire. Some know that power is up for the taking. Some know that death comes early and cruel. And some know that they are destined for greatness.

Anna Maria della Pietà is destined for greatness.

At eight, she knows this as surely as string knows bow, as lightning knows storm, as water knows sky. She knows, like she knows that one of her toes sticks out at an angle, that the meat on Wednesdays tastes like fish, and that the note C is green. It, like so many things, is a certainty. So standing on this stage, hands on her hips, accepting her title, is as natural as dreaming.

She gives a cough, encouraging her friend to continue.

Paulina’s smile drops. She nods. Serious. ‘To bestow this title upon the one, the only, Anna Maria della Pietà,’ she cries.

Anna Maria smiles, throws her hands out to the crowd, and then, reaching forward from her podium, takes the certificate graciously.

The crowd goes wild. She leaps from the chair in the corner of the room, beaming as she applauds. Because today, like every day, the crowd is Anna Maria’s other best friend, Agata. She is dark-haired like Anna Maria, but shorter, softer. There are whoops and cheers as Anna Maria bows, again and again, her mess of short curls bouncing into her eyes. She steps down from her podium and takes the hands of her fan.

‘All my life I have worked for this honour. Grazie, grazie, grazie,’ Anna Maria says.

Paulina is giggling, cheeks flushed with two pink dots. One piercing blue eye meets Anna Maria’s. In the space of the other is a sunken hole, the lid badly stitched, the flesh bunched and red. ‘My turn, my turn,’ she begs.

‘One more go,’ Anna Maria says, climbing back on to her podium, thinking about how she can improve her speech, ‘and then you’ll have your chance.’

At daybreak, the bells clang in the Piazza San Marco. It is not five minutes’ walk from the imposing Ospedale della Pietà building which overlooks the lagoon. Behind the green-shuttered windows, three hundred orphaned girls are already awake and working. They form a repetitive stream, one after the other, moving through the hallways, wearing white.

On the fifth of five floors, Anna Maria is stripping her bed as the deep purple bongs flood her senses.

B flat, she thinks.

Sliding her hand through the bars, she cracks open the small dormitory window. Cool morning air floods through. She breathes in deeply, peering out over the terracotta tiles to listen to the new day. Far below, someone is running along the cobbles. There’s the rumble of a cart being pulled, the shriek of a baby, the bark of a dog. But the crescendo will come in about an hour, when the world will pour out on to the streets and canals and Venice will be alive once again.

First comes Mass, taken in the chapel. The girls drone devotions back to the sisters.

Next comes gruel, taken in the refectory. Anna Maria slaps her spoon against the gritty lumps in protest. Then there are the chores. Washing and scrubbing and sewing and steaming, chopping and boiling and scraping and cleaning. Freedom comes after noon prayers each day.

When the sisters are practising their hymns and psalms, Anna Maria sneaks away. Takes the curving stone staircase two steps at a time, crashes into the attic dormitory.

The bed screeches as she pulls it to the right. She clambers up, fidgeting for the latch between the shutters behind. A scraping sound and it submits as she crawls forward on to a small wooden platform. Once, they hung washing here. But when a storm left it splintered and cracked it was forgotten. Now they use the bigger platform on the other side of the building. Now it is all hers.

Sunshine floods Anna Maria’s face; the planks creak under her feet. She takes her position, gathering her stained cotton smock beneath her and crossing her legs over the hot wood. Satisfied, she surveys her kingdom.

In her city, the roads are made of water. Life breathes from every direction, energetic, colourful and loud.

She raises her hands to the orchestra, ready to conduct. Cue the gondoliers, who hum a sprightly tune as they glide through narrow streets. Cue the fruit sellers in the square chanting, ‘Dates for a denari, lemons for a lira!’ Cue the comb makers, knife sharpeners, woodcarvers and more, each faction is singing a tune of their making. Cue the crowd who applaud the dance of the jokers, the gulls who cry out as they soar through the sky. Cue the spinners who tap to the whirl of their looms, the shoeshiners who buff overlooking the lagoon
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