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Prologue

Before you hear about it at Florian, let me tell you what happened next. It was night, and noiseless except for the waves, the brusio of the mosquitoes and brulichio of the water rats and the secret corpses shifting gently in the dark silt of the Grand Canal.

I was cleaning the squirrel-fur brushes. I did not hear him enter. He was so slight that, in the long shadows of the room, I did not see him until he was standing with his small, white hand on the back of my chair. Then the air curdled around me, and he took my neck in that hand, hard.

‘Show me your Casanova,’ he said, seven years apart unacknowledged.

‘Is that why you have come?’ Neither, then, would I acknowledge them.

‘Show me your Casanova, and I will show you why’

‘I have a hundred Casanovas here.’

‘Then I want to see them all.’

I picked up a large portfolio and carried it to the table. Byron followed me with his dragging step. Then I felt it again, that pincer at the back of my neck, the way a cat mates.

‘Open it.’

He did not loosen his grip on my neck. With his left hand he raked through the paintings and the sketches. He isolated six of them, sweeping the rest to the floor. There they lay, with their kind eyes and mouths upturned to the ceiling.

I saw the heel of Byron’s foot descend upon a Casanova nose as he fanned out his chosen pictures on the table. The impossibility of this present scene released a memory: I saw myself painting by candlelight in the gondola, and the next day in my bedroom. I saw my small, unlined hand reaching out of its sleeve to dip my brush into the gallipot. I had painted every part of Casanova, while the waves jostled the steps of the palazzo and Casanova’s cat lay beside us, refusing to be perturbed by the smell of oil paint, or the smell of us.

‘This one. Did his eyes really burn you like this?’

‘Yes, he made me hot when I painted him, just by using his eyes. It was a way he had.’

‘Hot. I can imagine. And these hands – were they really so pink, so soft-looking?’

‘But strong. You remember, he had fought duels with them, climbed the roof of the Doges’ Palace with them. He could hold me around the waist with just one. However, Casanova was always gentle.’

‘When he lifted you onto the bed. And I suppose he was a monster, where you she-creatures prefer monstrosity?’

I did not answer.

Byron continued, ‘And those lips. Are you telling me that his mouth was so fleshy? Don’t those lips look feminine to you?’

‘That had not occurred to me. I do not kiss women as a habit.’

‘You should try. I know your Casanova was happy with troilism. He was particularly fond of sisters, as I recall. And the Sapphic sorority, of course.’

‘Yes, I know that too. But we were enough for each other.’

‘You and I were enough for each other, once. Was it, with me, as it was with him?’

I did not answer. The pincer clenched my collarbone. ‘Was I like him?’

I did not reply.

Suddenly, he released me. I skidded on the discarded paintings; I fell backwards to the floor. Then Byron was above me, and I was inhaling the vinegar of his breath.

Until we were both naked, the questions never stopped: ‘Did he kiss you like this? Did he bite your nipple like this? Did he swallow your saliva like this? Did he enter you like this, or did he wait until you were ready?’

Afterwards, we lay still among the pictures. Charcoal and paint from Casanova’s likenesses smeared our bodies. When it was over, Casanova’s lips were to be found imprinted on Byron’s thigh. Casanova’s eyes were, as ever, on my breast.


Casanova’s Recipe for Chocolate Cake

First, you need the lips to eat it.

Lips of purple heather, lips of persimmon, lips like mandarin skins

scraped through honey.

And then the occasion to eat it.

The first time you make love to her, the last time you make

love to her, one of the times in between (may they be many,

or at least long).

Of course you also need the sweet wine to moisten it.

With the soul of a bottle inside you, your tongue sees more

clearly. This is true, be it Falernian, Scopolo, Tokay, Burgundy,

pink partridge-eye Champagne, or that liquid chalk they make in

Orvieto. No matter. Maraschino from Dalmatia, even, with

cinnamon and sugar. Or milk. Once I myself, on my knees,

suckled from the rose-pink spigot of a young mother in Milan.

In those days, I had teeth.

Where was I? O yes, chocolate cake.

Then you need a bed.

A bed to lie on, a bed to feed on, sleep on, in which to lose the

crumbs to lick off the next morning.

And a surprise is always acceptable, too.

A snuffbox with a secret spring, an unexpected dearth or

luxuriance of hair, a fruit preserved for just this moment, a virgin

who proves as amorous as a pigeon.

Oh, and yes, you need a chocolate cake, too.

Send out for one immediately!


Part One


Chapter 1

La fame fa far dei salti,

ma l’amor li fa Jar più alti.

Hunger makes you jump,

but love makes you jump higher.

VENETIAN PROVERB

That is what I was doing when the cat found me. I was eating chocolate cake and drinking fragolino, a sweet swarthy wine distilled from the strawberry grape, in my bath. The sins of greed and sloth and the subsidiary peccadilloes of drunkenness and luxurious nakedness – as many as possible was my aim in the dark of that starless early spring night. Day by day, I had assembled what I needed for this entertainment.

My hands swam through the water until they came to rest like those of the Botticelli Venus. One arm reached down my belly. I curved my palm over the tokens of puberty that were beginning to show. The thumb, still more curved, I held for a moment motionless on the little jut of flesh which we Venetians call the màndola, the almond. How had she refrained, Venus? At that moment I thought of Casanova, and I welcomed the thought.

For I had seen him, in a doorway, with a girl, once. From my bedroom window at Miracoli, I saw a tall man moving as dogs do, but more slowly, and more tragically. The girl was hidden, except for exquisite doll’s feet, which he had first raised to his lips, one by one. I saw the back of his head disappearing into the darkness that must have been the delta of her legs. Then I saw the head rise, disembodied in the darkness, and plunge towards what must have been her mouth. She was very small; he stooped. So all I saw then, for a long time, was the rise and fall of his buttocks clenched in sagging white pantaloons. The first time I heard his voice it was uttering a rich sigh and an extravagant endearment that put an end to the fascinating movements. After he had helped her to rearrange her clothing, he kissed her forehead, tenderly. I saw him hand her a coin. I saw her disappointment.

‘Casanova,’ she whispered. Through the still night air, I heard even her intake of breath.

‘Yes, my soul?’ He took her hand, and kissed it, then both of her eyes.

But she hesitated, and then slipped away without a word. What I still don’t know is this: was she disappointed because the coin was small, or because he had offered her money for something she had in fact taken, and which he seemed to have given, with love?

‘Who is Casanova?’ I had asked as my family breakfasted the next morning.

My mother bit her lower lip and stared mistrustfully at a perfect red apple in her hand, as if it were the original fruit that led to all vice. My little sister, Sofia, stared fish-eyed over her bowl of milk at me. My father’s stern face purpled. ‘Casanova is not a name I want to hear from the mouth of a pure young woman. I will not have it uttered at my table.’

So I must find out at the convent, at the Caffè Florian, or on the street. Va bene.

‘Don’t say that to her,’ whispered my mother. ‘You know how contrary she is. Remember the caterpillars!’

It was the endlessly repeated family story, the one which, for them, had always defined my perverse character. One morning, years before, my sister and I had been told that the courtyard garden was infested with a species of stinging caterpillar. (These small, vivid plagues come to Venice sometimes.) We were forbidden to play there. I had immediately run downstairs to sit among the roses, allowing the beautiful green beasts to striate my arms and ankles. Sofia stood watching me, weeping for the pain. I did not make a sound, though the insects flayed and feasted on my skin. ‘Why? Why?’ my mother had lamented as she washed away the blood in my bath. I lay silent while Sofia sobbed at the keyhole. How could I explain that I had merely wanted to see what it was like? It was not nice, but it was something I had not experienced before. The caterpillars had been of such a ravishing green. And it might have been nice. The warnings against it had promised as much.

Certainly my father remembered the caterpillars, but he persisted, ‘Casanova is not to be mentioned in this house again. I am shocked with you, Cecilia.’

He turned to my mother. ‘How old is she? Thirteen? Fourteen? Is this what the nuns teach her?’

It was a fair question. Nuns, I was soon to discover, were a great speciality of Casanova’s.

Before I can tell you about Casanova, there are some things you must know about Venice. I need to tell you how she was in the days when my account begins, for in her gaunt and ghostly decline, as you poverini must see her, you would not recognise the city of perfervid happiness which spawned both me, Cecilia Cornaro, and Giacomo Casanova, and our story.

Ah, we were a happy city! It was our entire occupation to be happy. We were mad with happiness, stuffed with it like truffles. When I think of Venice as she was in 1782, I think of a hundred thousand souls all devoted to pleasure. Souls like that become insubstantial and faintly luminous. You see, we were in the phosphorescent stage of decay.

We were a happy city. We were harmless and slightly worn out, loose and languid in our frisks. We had a child’s sense of fun, latterly a tired child’s. We were always up to something. There was no viciousness in us, only the irresponsible trespasses that unfortunately happen when pleasure runs wild. We loved practical jokes. We were constantly in that exquisite, perilous state of happiness, the gasping moment before the belly-laugh jumps out of the belly. We were so happy that we could not bear tragedies in our theatres. The one sad play they tried was a tremendous flop. In the comedies, when the villains were despatched, we cheered the corpses: Bravi i morti!

The deepest of our philosophies was this:

A’a matina ‘na meséta,

Al dopo dinar ‘na haséta,

A’a sera ‘na donéta.

In the morning a little mass,

In the afternoon a little gambling,

In the evening a little lady.

We gambled like lunatics. In Venice people staked their clothes and walked home naked. Others staked their wives or daughters. The poorer we were, the more extravagant we became. We lost the concept of the value of money because we did not earn it. At Arsenale, where we should have been building ships to defend ourselves, fountains of wine ran continually. We forgot how to sleep: we merely fell into stupors. We rose to start our routs when civilised cities were going to bed. Our masses were like gala concerts. Our very beggars spoke in poetry.

Yes, we were a happy city. Our morals were indeed somewhat nimble. And our dress might be called immodest, but this was because we considered it our duty to show the world every beautiful part of ourselves. And yes, our pleasures were spiced with a few picturesque depravities. Actually, we were ripe as old fish! There were lewd acts engraved upon our snuffboxes and calling cards. Certainly, we took no nonsense from our priests. Think on this: there were ten times as many courtesans as noble or respectable bourgeois wives like my mother. But Venice was not a bordello. It was a haven for women. Their cavalieri serventi – their gallant lovers – whispered into their pretty ears a light fare of compliments as continuously as the lagoon utters waves. We wore our hearts upon our sleeves all year round, for love-affairs were always in season.

Everything was decoration in that happy city. Luxury became us. In Venice, we were mesmerised by our own entrancing vision in the mirror: the mirrors of the water and the speckled mirrors in our sumptuous bedrooms. In Venice, every boat wore at the point of its prow a lacy little spume of foam. As the world closed in upon us, we used our depleted stocks of gunpowder not to arm ourselves but for fireworks! Fortunately, we were so beautiful that we frightened our enemies; they did not think themselves good enough to conquer us. When you hear that it was necessary to forbid the Venetian laundry women to wear velvet, satin and black fox fur, you start to understand what kind of city we were then.

Ah, we were a happy city! Venice had become so old that she had fallen into her second childhood and laughed at everything. We were voluble as parrots. Our hands conducted simultaneous conversations, eloquent as a pair of poets. With a flourish, we welcomed in all the self-styled counts and virgins, the fortunetellers and the snake-oil salesmen. The very men who swept the streets sent the dust dancing in graceful arcs, tendering their brooms like slender ballerinas. We even made joy of acqua alta! We pirouetted over the passerelle with the water clucking underneath us like an old governess. We splashed and giggled even as the sea dragged our chairs and our underwear into the lagoon.

The sea took all our memories and our sins away. She bestowed upon us her strange mother-of-pearl light which changed every instant and gave us a taste for lightness and infinite variety in all things. She revived us with her fresh breath upon our cheeks after we had spent ourselves in our debauches. She was always behind us or ahead of us, winking at us, showing us the futility of caution or even planning. For us, the sea was a liquid stimulant like coffee or hot chocolate. And she was everywhere. You could not close your bed curtains against her moist, lascivious sighs. You could not stop up your ears against her saucy whispers.

We had Carnevale six months of the year. In our strange and beautiful masks we always had a choice of who to be. In our masks, we were accountable to no one, and we took full advantage of this. In those days Venice kept eight hundred and fifty mask-makers in business. For our masks were not merely for Carnevale. They were for the fairy tale of the everyday, to be worn every night.

We ate foolish foods: meringata and towering confections of spun sugar. We were so spoiled we thought cherries fell from the trees without stones. We drank pomegranate sherbet from Araby and herbed raspberry kvass. Afterwards we dabbed the corners of our greedy mouths with silk handkerchiefs and threw them away! We ground the detritus of our pleasures into the paving stones until they made a harlequinade of orange peel, confetti and pumpkin seeds under our slippered feet. In the crowds, the women were liberally fondled.

You start to have an idea of us, now perhaps. But don’t even try to imagine the joy of being born Venetian in the time when Venice was a happy city. You would not come close to the truth. These things I knew in my bones about Venice before this story began, even though I myself lived in a family that tried to hold itself aloof from the happy city, that tried very hard not to be happy, but, instead, to be good.

Now this is what I, Cecilia, found out at the convent, at Florian, and on the street about the happiest son of the happy city – Casanova.

The Empress Maria Teresa of Austria took up a list of the deadly sins. Seeing that there were seven, she thought it possible to close an eye to six of them. But Maria Teresa hated Lust. Against it she unleashed all her passion, and sought it out everywhere for extermination. When Casanova was known to have entered Vienna in 1747, Maria Teresa set up an Emergency Chastity Commission. Girls walked the streets carrying rosaries to forfend him.

Giacomo Girolamo Casanova (the very words send the tongue dancing and the saliva swilling round the mouth!) – how does one think of him? As satyr of the bedchamber, necromancer, gambler, alchemist, spy; the only man ever to escape from the Leads, the dread prisons of the Doges’ Palace. Not so much a man, was Casanova, as a trademark for louche behaviour. If he were rendered in stone – God forbid – it would be as the spouting priapus of the Grand Canal. You like to see him as universal human lusts written larger than life, complete with black cloak and foamy cravat. You have this sinister feeling about him: that he was irresistible, that he exerted occult sexual powers, that he devoured women as if sucking up a sherbet.

But only one third of Casanova’s memoirs are devoted to his love-life. According to my present calculations, Casanova conquered one hundred and thirty times. He was erotically diligent for thirty-five years, so he conducted fewer than four love-affairs every twelve months: scarcely a matter for bringing out the rosary! The most vigorous organ of Casanova’s was his heart. Intimate congress was rarely mere recreation for him. He made love with love. ‘Without love,’ he always declared, ‘this great business is a vile thing.’

He was fifty-seven when I saw him in the doorway with that doll-like girl. He was African-skinned, large-eyed, taller than any other man in Venice. We would have some months together which will stay with me for the rest of my life. There was another man, later – between them, they cut me in two, like a magician’s assistant. Always think of the numbers. Casanova did. He was a cabbalist: he believed in the spirituality of numbers, in the fusion of alphabet and algebra. His women and his trysting places were chosen scientifically, after delicious deliberations over charts and amulets, jujus and periapts. He loved the confluence of dates and times that brought him to his newest lover. If it did not work out, it was not meant to work out: thus he preserved himself and his lovers from pangs of disappointment or of self-doubt.

It was an astonishing and fine thing to be desired by a man like Casanova. All his courtships were Arcadian. To win us, he would suffer any kind of physical or moral humiliation, philosophically. When he had time, he would win us with the most assiduous attentions and deliciously elaborate scams. When he was in a hurry, then, yes, sometimes he had recourse to gifts and money. Love always cost him all he had. Casanova gave everything in the shop window; he left nothing in the store-room. But when he had conquered, well, the women were the true winners, for he devoted himself to our pleasure with the intensity of a vocation. Indeed he believed fervently in female pleasure, thinking it greater than his own. After all, he reasoned, the feast takes place in our own house.

The women he loved seldom hated him afterwards, and I believe we felt a kind of sisterhood. We knew about each other. This was a sorority of good fortune, of having known a man who was able to unite his heart, soul and sexual parts. A man who would say, ‘You are bewitching. How did you get that way?’ And truly want to know. He could tell you everything about yourself, every slightest motion of your soul, run a tender finger through every concealed fold of your thought. Here was a man who would be aroused by watching you eat a peach, write a poem about it, share the peach and the poem with you, and lick the peach juice from your chin on his way to your lips. And outside your window the next day he would leave a peach, the sight of which would turn to soft sweet pulp both your memory and the lining of your womb.

He would be faithful to you, with regard to the peach, that is. No other woman would receive her tributes in this kind. One day he would make you and your peach immortal, by writing your story in his memoirs with breathless and renewing tenderness. In the meantime, he would sympathise with the monthly agitations of your loins. He had memorised the swell of your cheek and the turn of your leg. He knew the track of your life-line on your palm and exactly which kind of kiss caused your heart to fandango inside you. He would love your body odour, fresh or sour, and the sweat he distilled upon your skin during love was the sweetest smell of all to Giacomo Casanova.

Of course my own womb was scarcely functional when we met. I would like to say that our first encounter was something extraordinary for him – as it was for me – but Casanova courted me in the ways long proven.

He used his cat. This cat has become famous among the women of Venice, though the men know nothing of it. In the old days Casanova was adroit at climbing in and out of windows. But by the time he chose me for his lover, in the very young spring of 1782, he was no longer so flexible of spine and limb. He sent a messenger.

Women first became aware of the cat in their dreams: the rhythmic throbs of its purr infiltrated their sleep. Eventually they would wake one night to find the cat sitting on their pillow, with its paw gentle upon their throat. The stroking of the throat was one of Casanova’s own signature gestures. The organ of ingestion was loved by Casanova, who adored food and adored watching women eat. For him, anyway, a throat was an amatory part, and one of his favourites.

The woman would not know that yet. The eyes of the cat would unnerve her. She could no longer stay in bed. She would become suffused with unbearable heat and sexual electricity. If she had a lover or a husband, she would turn to him. Thinking that she wanted attention, he would shrink from her in pretended sleep. For Casanova was always meticulous in his research. When a new affair was the talk of Florian, he smiled to himself. A neglected wife or lover awaited him, whether she knew it or not.

She would run feverishly down to the kitchen for wine or water, or to the canal, for air. There she would find Casanova waiting for her: Casanova would sweep her onto the kitchen table or into his waiting gondola, where they would shed their clothes like snake-skins, writhing in the dark. They would talk for hours in the tender intermissions, and she would return to her bed, happier than when she had left it. She might never see him again, or she might; she would know when the cat came to her in her dreams. Or she might find herself purring, and know that he was nearby, or ready for her. On summer nights, she might wake to hear Casanova’s feline violin below her window and turn to find the cat looking into her eyes.

Sometimes the cat delivered love letters tucked in his velvet collar – charming leaves of paper in Casanova’s clear hand, notes that sang like his violin. These notes gave times and places for assignations, the more risky, complicated and difficult the better.

As I have explained, I myself must have been chosen by number. He would never tell me which one. Was I, perhaps, the seventh convent girl to cross his path on the seventh day of the seventh month? Did my birthday or the hour of my conception run on a ley-line towards his bed? Was it my tough wit? (He would later explain to me that intelligence had become the medium that his blunted senses needed to enter into play in these depleted days of his middle age. In the old days, a pretty face or even a shapely elbow would have secured a hearty performance.) So it could have been my tongue, which was already sharpened on the tears of my sister, Sofia. Or was it something in my future – a dream, a child, a lover – that made me the piatto del giorno on May 1st 1782 for this hungry man?

In view of what happened afterwards, I think that this last may have been the case: I was chosen for the future I already contained inside me. But, knowing Casanova, it could have equally been my eyes, or my hands, or it could have been the way I ate torta al cioccolato. The performance with the girl in the doorway – was it a gentle education for me? At the time I thought I would never know. Indeed, even now, I truly know only what happened to me, that night I drank fragolino for the first time and took the bath that would become even more sinful than I had planned.

I had taken precautions. If I was to be discovered, I had reasoned, it would be through the door, and by my mother or my sister. I made sure the door was barred and bolted after the maid had filled the bath with water. The maid warned me, as she left, that my namesake, Saint Cecilia, had been boiled alive in her bath as a punishment for her wilful nature. How many times had I heard this? Through the steam and the candlelight, the maid looked insubstantial, like an annunciating angel. But she gave me a very earthy smile as I lifted my nightdress over my head and unloosed the sheaf of my hair with a subtle thud against my naked back. This was followed by a little nod, acknowledging my maturing body. Then she was gone.

It grew quiet. I entered the bath, sipped the fragolino from a crystal glass, and dipped the cake into it. The image of Saint Cecilia, thrashing like a lobster, faded, and I sank deeper into the water. I watched the candlelight posturing on the walls, like the warm ghosts of the watery reflections that keep us company by day in Venice. I assumed my Botticelli pose, a swag of my hair in my hand. The appearance of the cat, through the window, took me by surprise. I watched as he approached me, sat by the edge of the bath, and reached towards my throat with a soft paw. I am a lover of cats. I let him stroke me. Then I heard the violin.

To this day I cannot resist a violin. That night, the fragolino fluttered in my blood, heated by the steaming bath water. The window was big enough for me to climb through. Still wet, still naked, still streaked with chocolate and with fragolino sticky on my chin, I dropped from the window-sill into strong arms. The fragolino had made me drowsy – I must have been a dead weight for him – but, big man that he was, he swept me easily under his cloak, through our courtyard and water-gate and into the gondola. I felt the lurch as we left dry land together. I smelt his breath in the darkness: garlic, cinnamon and prosecco. I felt the hairs of his wrists on my back, and his cool porcelain buttons against my wet breasts.

All Venetian gondolas are black, by decree. In the extravagant days of our early splendour, they were every colour, darting like birds of paradise across the Grand Canal. Later, sumptuary laws had stripped them of their vivacity. But that was merely on the outside. Even the Inquisition could not penetrate the opulent secrecy of the felze, the surprisingly commodious cabin perched on the top of the boat. Inside Casanova’s gondola, where the moonlight leaked in through the felze’s black curtains, there was refulgence of crimson velvet and purple satin. I distinguished a low divan, draped with a coverlet of squirrel fur. Onto this, he laid me tenderly as an egg. I looked up and saw Casanova’s face. He kissed both my eyes, and both my feet. He laid his lips on mine, which fell open. After a long time, he drew away. His eyes never left mine while I watched him undress. I saw thighs and elbows emerging from brocade and velvet. I saw the unpeeling of stockings. I saw lace and linen discarded. When it was done, he kneeled in front of me, and reached for my hand, which he placed between his legs. My fingers curled around him and my thumb rested at the tip, where it seemed to belong.

‘Saint Cecilia,’ he said, his eyes swimming with tenderness, ‘still hot from her boiling bath. My beautiful little martyr, you are about to make a more gentle sacrifice.’

He lowered his head but kept his eyes fixed upon mine. I kept my hand upon him while he licked the chocolate from my face, and the droplets of bath-water from my shoulders. He did not lose sight of my face for a second. I held my breath and felt the hot nudge of his tongue upon my ribs. I was not frightened. I was only afraid I might die of excitement before it was over. He bent to kiss my belly, my breasts and my throat, where he lingered a moment. When he moved up to my mouth, he whispered into it, ‘Yes?’

Yes. I may have said it aloud. I cannot tell you if I did.

That first time was silent, apart from my small cries, and finally, his. Then he blew quick puffs of cool breath over my efflorescent face and neck until I stopped trembling and could hear above the noise of my heart.

The second time, he took inventory of my body. How grateful were his appreciations of my throat, my fingers, my breasts and my thighs! How grateful to my ear were those unfamiliar words: beautiful, exquisite, adorable! My feet were large, but in Casanova’s fingers they felt such little delicate china ones, little whispers of white skin and coral enamel. He found reasons to love even the parts of myself I disliked: my long arms and legs — ‘See they were built to be wrapped around a man!’ He told me things about my face I did not know before: about the conch-shell curve of my closed eyelids, the cat-like triangle of my jaw, the pomegranate-seed translucency of my lips and the interplay of the Tiziano reds and Tintoretto browns in my hair.

‘And you have Aventurine eyes, Cecilia,’ he told me, finally. I thought of the goblets in my parents’ palazzo: glistening brown Murano glass flecked with gold. Aventurine eyes, that’s what I have, I told myself.

I had been addicted to beauty since I learnt, precociously, to distinguish one colour from another. Remember the ravishing green caterpillars! Now it occurred to me that beauty might also be found in my very own person. I held up my much-praised hand to the moonlight – yes! It was lovely! Casanova seized it and kissed it softly from fingertip to wrist, punctuating each touch of his lips with a new and more subtle compliment. Now he praised my unabashed curiosity and my instinctive skills in giving pleasure by accepting it. I was absorbent as muslin to this downpour of compliments.

Hours later, when we had poled to San Vio, and lay throbbing like lizards in the moonlight, I asked, ‘Why me? How do you know me? Why did you want me?’ I was still greedy for extravagant tributes and endearments. After that night I always would be.

But now Casanova took my hand and replied, very seriously, ‘Does it matter, now? Didn’t you find love a good thing, Cecilia? Must you question where it came from?’

My curiosity was not to be repressed. ‘But why me? Was it because I was a virgin?’

‘It’s true that virgins are a delicacy, and that I love to pluck the first fruits. But then I have also loved brides-to-be, with their wombs ready in happy agitation, and even women with their bellies already swollen with a little passenger, which means that it’s the safest thing in the world. But in your case, let us say that I saw you. And that it was you who seduced me in that moment. And because you were difficult to obtain. For me, love gains in strength when I see that the conquest will cost me an effort.’

‘Do you ever fail?’ I found myself hoping that he did.

‘I prefer to relegate the possibility of failure to the category of impossibilities,’ he said, with a flourish of his fingers. ‘But yes,’ he added, with his hand clenched in his lap, ‘it has happened. It happens.’

He ran a gentle finger over my eyelids and kissed my nose. I thought about the violin, the cat, the waiting gondola, his foreknowledge of my bath via the complicity of the maid. I thought about the performance in the doorway. It was more attention than I had received in my whole life.

‘I’m glad that you did not fail. I felt it very strongly. Something happened inside me.’

‘Yes, I know it did, my soul.’

‘But I loved it. I would like to do it again.’

‘Yes, I know you would, Cecilia,’ he said, and he stroked my throat down to my breasts. His fingers swam gently around my nipples. I writhed on the rug and he smiled. ‘But my steed is presently resting in his stable.’ He pointed at his depleted organ upon its bed of damp hair. I had never seen anything so fascinating. I could have gazed at it for hours. However, Casanova gently raised my eyes to his, with a handful of my hair. We looked each other fully in the face. ‘This intermission is a good thing,’ he continued, ‘because it means we have time to talk. Talking is in many ways the best part of the thing.’

‘But I can talk to anyone. I can talk to my sister.’

‘You and I have the privilege of talking in a special way together. We can describe the pleasures we have just enjoyed. I believe that I can feel myself stirring again when I remember them. We can describe what we want, which will bring fire to our desires, and then we can make our wishes come to life.’

Outside the gondola, the moonlight wavered over the water and the pearly domes of Santa Maria della Salute. And inside I groomed the steed. Casanova talked in tongues to every part of me. Later, he asked me about my dreams. When I told him I wanted to be an artist, he stretched supine, opened his arms, and said, ‘Paint me.’

‘I have no brush.’

‘Then use your tongue, Saint Cecilia, patroness of all musical instruments, and inventor, I believe, of the organ.’

Such confidence he had in his body! He showed no self-consciousness about the flowing sweat I licked up and the crepy crevices into which I, tentatively at first, but with increasing enthusiasm, inserted my tongue. He let me investigate all the little pouches of loose skin that hung at the base of his spine, the neat yellowed toenails, his sweet, tired hair-fringed nipples, the salty hollows under his arms. He did not stop me. I was welcome to everything. Where mere inquisitiveness might have stopped, a fervent new instinct took me further. For this kind body, author of such happiness in me that my skin now hummed with delight, I began to feel something I had not known before: a desire to give that same kind of pleasure myself. Casanova understood my epiphany the moment I did. He opened his eyes wide, grateful as a baby looking up at its mother before it takes the breast.

‘I knew it!’ he said, and turned me gently upon my back again.

The third time, when he suddenly withdrew and released his joy upon the well of my stomach, he traced a word in the drying stickiness. I realised that he had done this each time, but only now was I sufficiently composed to question him.

‘What word is that?’ I asked, straining my neck to try to read it.

‘It is the word that I have spilled on you. The Creative Word. The Procreative Word. My Word.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘It’s part of the poetry of life. God’s Word created the world. Man’s Word, this effervescing liquid that gushes out of us in our joyful congress, this makes the babies to repopulate God’s world. For this reason, I spill it outside you, because, at this moment, we have no need of more Cecilias. This one in my arms is sufficient joy for me. We have other contrivances at our disposal, too, to keep our love to ourselves.’

Then he showed me a little device which he called ‘my English Overcoat’. He explained that this pale pink transparent pouch fitted over the steed in its rampant state. Fastened with a satin ribbon at the hilt, it would capture the Word as it threw itself inside me.

‘And we have this!’ From a leather pouch he produced a small golden ball, shining like a firelit mirror. He warmed it in his palms for a moment, and then parted my legs and pushed it gently inside me. When he removed his fingers, without the ball, I could not feel it inside me at all.

‘Why … Where’s it gone?’

‘It’s deep inside you. When we use this ball the Word is dazzled by the gold, and forgets about its duties in your womb.’

I think we slept. Yes, we must have done so, for I remember waking and turning to him. It was the golden bells of Venice that tore us from each other in the end. Entwined like a pair of eels, fastened lip to lip and thigh to thigh, we heard the mattutin strike an hour before sunrise. Then, it seemed mere seconds later, marangona of San Marco intoned the dawn, calling people less privileged than ourselves to work. When it was nearly light, Casanova walked me home. We lurched a little. We were drunk with copulation, reeling with it, loose-limbed under its tooth-numbing influence. We passed through the streets where people stood muttering their morning prayers in front of shrines in tattered walls, pushing shabby flowers through the grilles, which framed paintings and small sculptures of the Virgin. Automatically, I curtsied as we passed. Each time, Casanova kissed the top of my head. ‘My little saint!’

We arrived at the Campiello Santa Maria Nova at Miracoli, the street entrance to my home, and I wondered what would happen next. But Casanova had planned, in what I was to learn was his meticulous way, every moment of our encounter, including the final one, in which I, wrapped in his cloak, was to creep into the house behind the sleepy servants arriving to make the fires. He delighted in every detail of our night, including this final triumph of discretion. He, of course, already knew which was my room in our palazzo, and the chamber of every other creature who dwelled in it too.

‘Will we be together again?’ I whispered at the last moment. I had no conception of modesty or coquetry. My new-found needs were simple, and simple to express.

Casanova understood. He took responsibility for the desires he had aroused; he knew their implacable nature. ‘Do not worry. My flesh will suffer too, Saint Cecilia, without yours. I have only the beauty of Venice to comfort me until I can see you again.’

That, I was to find, was a lie, but like all Casanova’s lies, it was a beautiful and practical and necessary one.

Casanova was a true son of Venice in this. La Serenissima, as we Venetians call our city, is as beautiful and practical as a peacock’s tail: her beauty is serviceable. It’s a beauty that seduces people to admire, respect – and to pay. Our beautiful Venetian palazzi are pragmatic. My family’s little palazzo, which now stood in front of us, was a microcosm of those vast airy dwellings wading on the edges of the Grand Canal. Like them, beneath the decadent, useless loveliness of its facade was a kind of private manufactory, a living creature, efficient as a battleship, economical as a convent.

So our palazzo consisted of four floors, starting with a magazzino, or warehouse, at water level where my father’s goods came in and out at the landing stage on the canal. Above this was a low-ceilinged mezzanino floor where his clerks slaved over the ledgers and the precious articles were stored away from the damp depredations of acqua alta. Above this was the piano nobile, which housed the frescoed reception rooms and large, light bedrooms of my family. Finally, beneath the roof, the servants had their hot, high domain. The palazzi on the Grand Canal often had two piani nobili, one for public and one for private use. My family could afford such a palazzo, but our position, on a distant and relatively lowly limb of the noble Cornaro family tree, would have rendered that extra piano nobile ostentatious, something my father would never countenance.

Even before I met Casanova, I had claimed an eccentricity in my family’s home. I had moved from my grand bedroom on the piano nobile to a large room on the lower mezzanino floor, just a few feet above the garden. There had been no little difficulty about it, but in the end my family consented. Perhaps it would be more truthful to say that I coerced them. After my first request was rejected, I spent hours of the night pacing the creaking floorboards of the piano nobile. I could not sleep, I told my parents, when they came with candles to take me back to bed. I told them that I dreamt monstrosities, and sometimes I hallucinated. I told them that I saw pantegane, huge water rats, swarming in front of me. Some nights I ran, as if flying over their soft pointy heads, into my parents’ bedroom, where I would bite my mother’s toes through the coverlet to wake her up. Still, they would not let me live downstairs.

I escalated my campaign. I told them that the piano nobile was most certainly haunted – that palpable evil spirits glided through its corridors at night. I even drew a few such horrors to show them. My sketches, which I still have, showed a precocious talent for obscenity. Many and bulbous were the extremities of my monsters, and I borrowed the palette of Tintoretto’s apocalypses to colour their bruised and scaly flesh.

‘She might show them at the convent,’ my mother said to my father, in terrified whispers. ‘Don’t let Sofia see them.’

I told my parents that I was uniquely sensitive to these manifestations for they sought me out. After this, I was forced to submit to the ministrations of an exorcising priest. I endured his mumbling rites and prodding fingers with all the appearance of touching and hopeful acquiescence but the next night I was screaming in the corridors again. In the end, I told my parents that it had come to me in a dream that I would be safe from the floating spirits on the mezzanino, closer to the ground. I saw my mother clutch my father’s arm; I concealed a smile as I watched their tired eyes meet over my head. A servant was sent for. The best room on the mezzanino, looking over the courtyard garden on one side and over the church of Miracoli on the other, was lime-washed and cleaned for me and my small chest of possessions carried down there. My victory was worth all the sleepless nights. Finally, I had my own little kingdom where I might draw and read all night if I wished. I knew that no one would hear me.

This was how Casanova had managed to find me and to catch me in his arms. I had just a few feet to drop into the garden, and no one to watch me. When he brought me back, I was able to return to my room without passing the chambers of my parents or my sister.

I was thirteen years old, and I had already claimed my privacy and my liberty. Now, in one night with Casanova, I had glimpsed the kind of happiness Venice offered her true children. I had taken my place in the happy city. I had no regrets for the innocence I left behind. My self-confidence and happiness were insuperable. It would be a long time before anyone made me realise that this feeling could be taken away from me.

In my room, that important morning, I stood in front of my mirror and saw that my body was entirely unmarked by its great and new experiences. Casanova had been so gentle. I wondered if the golden ball was still inside me. I investigated and decided that it probably was not. I smelt the Word on my fingers, smiled to myself, and rubbed it behind my ears. There was no time to go to bed. I dressed. I went to the convent, I studied the lives of two minor saints and three irregular French verbs, I came home, I ate, or at least the girl whose body I inhabited did so. My prim little classmates, with their sensitive pubescent noses, must have scented something corrupted in me, for that day they avoided me more than usual. I had never been popular: my tongue was too mordant and my behaviour too erratic. But today they shunned me as if I were a Turk.

I took no notice. I myself was somewhere else, a good place. I passed the day in the company of my re-lived pleasures, each recollection a wave of sensation crashing against my skin. I was over-sensitive to light, and to noise. I shrank back from the world and retreated inside my memories. There was almost too much to remember, of feeling, of taste, of words. So much of it had happened in the dark that I had only to shut my eyes to re-enter the world of Casanova’s gondola.

By the afternoon, when I returned home and to my mirror, my naked body had started to change again. Some slight bruising was marking my thighs. And my chin flaked, revealing tender shiny skin underneath; Casanova’s kisses, his saliva, the rasp of his cheeks, the buffeting of his hips, had marked me after all.

By that night I was anxious. I had been awake for too many hours. My eyes felt peppery. Was I to know just once what it was to be the morosa of Casanova? Would I see him again? He had made many declarations, but no promises and no appointment. I remembered the doll-girl in the doorway. I wondered if she had seen him again. Perhaps she was with him that minute! I sniffed my bottle of fragolino and was swept with lust, and a sudden pain of a colour and quality I had never known before: erotic jealousy. I took my bath again, hoping childishly for the same results. The maid would not meet my eye as she left the room. When she had gone, I waited naked by the window. The water droplets cooled and dried on my skin, which became prickly with anticipation. Still, he did not come. Finally I went to bed, exhausted by disappointment.

But at midnight, cradling the fragolino bottle between my thighs, I heard the violin again. It was not easy for him, but for the entire duration of our time together Casanova would never again let me be lonely or insecure for him. When he saw how I hungered for them he would never willingly deprive me of a compliment, a caress or an endearment. He would never leave me wondering where I stood in his heart.

It was the same that second night, but more so. Because I had lost him, albeit for a day, I treasured him more.

Every morning, we were exhausted but not satisfied. Each night just taught us better how to love each other. Any night I did not spend with him was a mortification of my flesh.

And every evening, before I fell into his arms, I took my bath.

In it, like Saint Cecilia, I sang.
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Praise for Carnevale

‘There is something irresistible about trying to trace a connection between notorious lover and memoirist Casanova and notorious lover and poet Lord Byron in Venice the seductive city where both men worked their way through galleries of women … Maybe Casanovrians play the same game that Byronists play, the search for the missing link, the one unknown woman who will make sense of some strange bits of Byron’s life. M.R. Lovric, in her first novel, has gone one better, conjuring not only the woman who makes sense of Casanova’s story, but who, thirty-odd years later, solves Byron’s story as well … This is a lush book, dripping with opulent descriptions and elegant imagery … Ambitiously imagined’ Australian Book Review

‘Think gondolas and pigeons and A Room with a View… a dreamy, fantastical novel’ Sunday Business Post

‘Cecilia is a charming character and this is a touching … even moving read’ Independent on Sunday

‘Extraordinary, an intriguing, magical tale woven around the enigmatic character and grandeur of the Venetian Republic’ AXM

‘Rarely have I seen a historical period so brilliantly portrayed. Lovric has brought Venice to life in all of its tattered glory’ Historical Novel Society

‘Lovric has made the city she loves into a character in its own right in her sumptuous debut novel’ WHO

‘The writing is sensual in a poetic kind of way … elegant with witty turns of phrase’ Melbourne Age Review

‘Lovric immerses us in the life and loves of beautiful Cecilia, the artistic daughter of an 18th-century Venetian merchant. The setting is faded yet decadent – think gondolas, palazzi, delicate food and amorous trysts. Cecilia has affairs with Casanova and the dashing Lord Byron. It’s a lavish description of a sensual education that drips detail and drama’ Elle

‘Venice, the decadent, beautiful and doomed city is the setting for this quasi-historical drama set during the last decades of the 18th century and the opening years of the 19th. This novel mixes fiction with reality as surely as water mixes with the air and stone in that strange, floating city … Part love story, part lesson in aesthetics, part history lesson, this is a fascinating book’ Tatler

‘Whether imagined as fiction or documented in history, the coming of age of a woman in Venice promises a provocative tale … Cecilia tells her own story in a confessional, first-person narrative – with occasional comments from Casanova’s sage and world-weary cat – but in her intimate account Venice appears as a ghostly presence’ Art Quarterly

‘M.R. Lovric’s debut novel is a lush account of love and intrigue in 18th-century Venice ... A dazzling, baroque tale’ Sunday Tribune
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