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Preface

The Wedding is a fictionalized story about a very real, very famous, but very mysterious painting by a Flemish painter, Jan van Eyck.

Painted in 1434, The Arnolfini Portrait now hangs in the National Gallery in London, England, where generations of art lovers and critics have gazed at it in awe, wondering, “Who are these people?” and “Is this painting just about two people getting married or about something else?” You might look at the painting and even ask, as I did, “Why in the world is a dog in a wedding portrait?”

Did the newlyweds in the painting hire the artist to paint it the way a modern bride and groom hire a photographer to take wedding pictures and videos of their nuptial ceremony and reception?

In some ways the answer to the question is yes, and in other ways, no. Back in the fifteenth century only very wealthy people or royalty could afford to hire an artist to paint their portrait—even for so solemn and joyous an occasion as their betrothal, which in many instances was still regarded as being as binding as the actual marriage in front of a priest. And unlike today’s wedding photographs—even the formal ones taken of the bride, the groom, and the whole wedding party—The Arnolfini Portrait has little to do with the actual event or occasion of the bride and groom’s betrothal. We will never know if parts of this painting are in fact a visual reenactment of the real ceremony: The couple’s clothing may or may not be the same clothing worn during the ritual. But it is highly unlikely that anyone was betrothed or married in a lavishly decorated bedchamber, without wedding guests or family members present and with the family dog at the bride’s feet!

In a way this extraordinary painting is more like a marriage certificate, for the tiny figures of a witness (perhaps van Eyck himself) and a notary or priest are visible in the mirror behind the couple’s heads. Above the mirror Van Eyck also has inscribed a Latin phrase which when translated, reads, “Johannes van Eyck was here.”

Surely he wasn’t just saying he was present when he painted the painting but rather that he was at the very ceremony of betrothal or marriage—critics still are not sure which event the painting commemorates.

What we do know for sure about this painting is that Giovanni Arnolfini married someone—perhaps Giovanna Cenami—in 1434. Until recently it seemed the girl in the painting was indeed Giovanna Cenami. But now scholars have unearthed court records that mention Arnolfini married a woman named Giovanna Cenami in 1447, thirteen years after the painting was completed—and seven years after van Eyck’s death.

What we also know is that the couple in the painting were definitely very wealthy. Giovanni Arnolfini was one of the most prosperous merchants and cloth traders in Bruges. He serviced the Duke of Burgundy’s court, as did Giovanna Cenami’s father.

Not only did Arnolfini have the financial means to hire the duke’s personal court painter to execute this work, but his connection with the duke must have influenced the Painters Guild in Bruges to allow Van Eyck to accept the commission—for in those days the guild did not readily permit a court artist to work for private citizens.

Other clues to the couple’s elevated status in society include their clothing: Arnolfini is dressed in the height of fashion, and his bride is wearing the equivalent of today’s couturier gowns—from the fabulously expensive green dye of her dress to its lining of squirrel or possibly ermine fur (either one a fifteenth-century extravagance for private citizens). The quality of the furnishings—from the rug, to the elegant coverlet and drapery on the bed, to the chandelier, to the mirror itself, which besides being beautifully adorned with miniatures from the life of Christ was itself a luxury item during that period. Oranges, as Giovanna’s maid notes in our story, were expensive in northern countries in the late Middle Ages, and only the very rich could afford them.

The Wedding however is a “what-if” story. I found myself wondering: Exactly who were these people? Had they known each other long before their marriage? What if the bride really didn’t want to marry the groom? What if, on the other hand, she was crazy about him? Did they love each other or was this simply the usual arranged marriage orchestrated by two families for financial and social advancement?

Although some critics think the bride looks unhappy, to me she doesn’t. She looks shy and a little reluctant whereas the groom looks serious and solemn, with a gravity that suits the occasion as well as his status in the world: He is a successful businessman, who has finally, in early middle age, taken a young wife.

Since so little is definitely known about Van Eyck outside his paintings, or about Arnolfini and his bride, most of my story is fiction. Van Eyck may or may not have had a sister, but she is a character in this story. Royal blood indeed might have flowed through Giovanna Cenami’s mother’s veins. But Angelo, the Grimaldis, Emilia, and all the supporting characters in the book—including Rags, the dog in the picture—are my creation.

Van Eyck however really did serve the Duke of Burgundy, not only as a court artist but as emissary to the Spanish and Portuguese courts, where he not only successfully arranged the duke’s marriage to Isabella of Portugal but also functioned as a spy.

The Duke of Burgundy, Philip the Good, was an extremely powerful man—as powerful as any king, more powerful than some. He reigned over a large area of what is now France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. After his father’s death he continued and expanded upon the extravagant traditions of the Burgundian court: Sponsoring everything from sumptuous banquets, to large colorful jousts and tournaments, to supporting the arts in all forms. The duke was a prodigious collector of illuminated manuscripts and commissioned exquisite tapestries, jeweled caskets and goblets, and other decorative objects masterfully crafted with precious jewels, precious metals, and filigreed gold. His expensive tastes and habits made him a great patron of the arts, and Jan van Eyck was an official court artist on the duke’s payroll for a good part of his working life.

After the death of his father, the Duke of Burgundy really always did wear black, though it is not certain his whole court followed suit.

One last “fact”: The Arnolfinis never had any children, and records indicate that Giovanni Arnolfini had no heirs. Thus the question many people ask about the girl in the painting is easily answered: In spite of her appearance, she is not pregnant; in fact, if you look at other paintings of the period, you will see it was fashionable for women to stand with their tummies out, swaybacked, holding their skirts in the same manner as Arnolfini’s bride.

After Giovanni Arnolfini’s death in 1472, his wife, Giovanna, received a pension from Louis IX, the French king, until she died in 1480. This is possible proof that she did have royal blood, as is suggested in my story.

As for the fiction, the story of The Wedding was one of many that occurred to me—and continue to occur to me—when I look at the print of the painting hanging in my studio. Maybe after you read this book, and look at the picture, you’ll spin your own wonderful yarn about this mysterious couple who lived long ago in a faraway land.


NOTE TO READER: Bruges is a city that still exists in modern-day Belgium. In the fifteenth century Flanders was a medieval country that included the modern states of Belgium and parts of modern-day northern France and parts of the Netherlands. Flemish is the language that was spoken in Flanders. It is still spoken in parts of Belgium, along with French.


[image: ]
Prologue
FEBRUARY 1433

Bruges in winter smells like a wet cat. It’s about as pleasant too. I am sitting for a portrait in Master van Eyck’s studio bored to tears and so cold I would not be surprised if the Master painted my skin blue. Also my feet hurt. This is because sitting for a portrait seems to involve standing for hours on end, pretending that this block of wood my fingers are resting on is my betrothed’s hand.

“Giovanna! Your shoulders—they slump!”

I would love to tell him in plain, no-nonsense terms that “sitting” for a portrait is hard work and smelly business. The pungent odor of the animal hide glue his apprentice Piet left simmering in a small pot over a brazier tickles my throat. Worse yet, the smell of the stuff Master van Eyck uses to dampen his paintbrush makes my eyes burn. Nevertheless the first time he saw me he said I would make a very good model. More than anything I want to live up to his expectations.

So I straighten up, careful not to disturb the heavy folds of my green gown. I force myself to be still and not turn to see why his apprentice Johan has stopped sanding the panel he is preparing in another corner of the studio. Everything about the Master’s studio intrigues me. Though I’ve spent much time here, I still find this place enchanted … though magic has nothing to do with making art, as the painter has told me more times than I can count: The work in his shop isn’t performed by magicians but by artists, craftsmen, and apprentices very hard at work.

Master van Eyck is painting on the front of a sturdy wood panel. Even when he allows me to walk around the room and rid myself of the numbness in my legs, I am not allowed to peek at the progress he has made so far. I am only half of the double portrait.

“No, my dear young lady, do not shift your gaze. Try to focus here.” He gestures with the tip of his brush to the edge of the panel. Then he catches my eye and his expression softens. “Do not be impatient. Another quarter of an hour, no more I will work today. The light grows poor.”

And yet it’s early afternoon. If possible the light wanes sooner here than back in Paris even on a rainy day. But rain is too kind a word for what is happening outside Master van Eyck’s studio: The gray, soggy sky seems to be shedding sheets the way it did the night I first met Master van Eyck.


CHAPTER ONE
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An Invitation
OCTOBER 1433

That day had started out with ungodly weather and glorious news: I, Giovanna Cenami, was invited to a feast at the duke’s palace. Of course it was not really my lowly fourteen-year-old self that had been invited; it was my father, William, who had been summoned to the festivities at Philip the Good’s court. My father was so honored by virtue of being one of the main suppliers to the duke’s household of the velvet, satin, silk, and wool used to make the court’s wardrobes.

My father sent for me during my lesson with my dancing master, Monsieur Tavers—usually my favorite morning activity, even though Monsieur was as old as time and smelled highly of garlic.

As I approached my father’s study, the sound of his raised voice stopped me in my tracks. He was arguing with Zia Clara.

“I don’t ask much of her. If you accompany me, there is nothing unseemly …”

“William Cenami, it is beyond unseemly, …” my aunt argued, then lowered her voice.

What in the world were they arguing about now? Ever since Mama’s death, tension in the house had been high. At twenty, Zia was Papa’s youngest sister. She had become my mother’s ally against his temper, his tirades, and what in the end was his ruthless selfishness. Mama was dead because my father insisted that she bear him a male heir … even after doctors had said she should not go through another difficult childbirth.

Zia was still furious at him and so was I, and not only because of Mama’s death in childbirth. Though our household was still in mourning, Papa hastened our move from Paris to Bruges because Duke Philip, who had recently become my father’s best customer, had taken up more-or-less permanent residence in Flanders. This was the self-same duke who no longer dared to show his face in Paris because of his role in the betrayal of our beloved Jeanne d’Arc, selling her to his English allies, which led to her death. Duke Philip no longer visited his family home at the Hotel d’Artois in Paris.

Now I pressed my ear to the study door and heard Zia Clara saying something about the palace. Then she mentioned my name. And, may the good Lord forgive me, as I listened I forgot all about my mother’s death and my father’s meanness. For my heart truly leaped up in my chest. Was I really to accompany my father to the duke’s feast that evening?

I strained to catch more of the conversation, but hearing my father approach I straightened up. I raised my fist as if to knock on the door just as it flew open.

My father looked up, startled to see me. Then as I curtsied he grumbled, “Took you long enough to get here … dawdling as usual.”

“I was in the study,” I responded. “With Monsieur Tavers …”

My father waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal. For a moment it was as if he couldn’t place the name. “Tavers …” Then he brightened. “Oh, the dancing master. He says you are uncommonly graceful.” My father stopped talking, put his hand under my chin and tilted my face up toward his, then moved my head first to the right and then the left. I had the feeling he was sizing me up as if I were a new horse for his stable. His eyes narrowed, and he gave an approving nod. “Ah … you have ripened nicely. You’ll do. In fact, you’ll more than do. Tonight you will come with me to the duke’s palace. Your aunt will serve as your chaperone.”

My father then dismissed me, and my aunt sent me to my room to bathe and dress.

Hearing the news, my maid, Emilia—who was also my closest friend—was as excited as I was at the prospect of me visiting a royal court for the first time.

“I just wish we could trade places,” she was still lamenting a little while later as she slipped my cotton shift over my head.

“Part of me does too!” I squeezed her hand. “I’m afraid to go.” I didn’t admit that it seemed too soon to take part in such an elaborate public festival. My mother had died only three months before. We were officially still in mourning. Instead I added, “So many people and so much commotion frightens me. I’m shyer than you.”

Emilia chuckled. “I wager not for long! Once you’ve gotten a taste for the world outside of this household, you’ll be craving more of it.”

After she laced up my overgown and arranged my headdress, she held up a looking-glass so I could check my reflection. For a moment I didn’t recognize myself: My pale complexion was tinted pink from the heat of the fire and maybe the excitement, and my eyes were large and pale blue. I could see Emilia grinning at me in the mirror. Her rosy face was framed with dark curls and her brown eyes were full of mischief.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she teased.

“You always pretend to,” I reminded, as I stood up to let her adjust the laces on my undergown.

Emilia continued blithely. “That you will always be the shy one.”

“Won’t I?”

“Maybe.” She giggled. “In which case you’ll always need me in your employ. When your Papa marries you off, be sure I’m part of your marriage contract.”

“Marries me off?” I made a face. “That’s at least three years from now. By then surely you will have found a husband of your own!”

While she finished helping me dress, I blocked out her chatter and silently sent up a little prayer, not for the first time, to my mother.

We arrived at the gates of the duke’s palace just as the rain stopped. Still, a stiff northern wind blew, cutting through my fur-lined cloak.

Because of the weather, Zia and I had traveled in palanquins, surrounded by my father’s personal guards. Papa and his aging manservant, Luigi, rode alongside us on horseback.

When our entourage came to a stop, I parted the curtains and peeked out. We had arrived at the duke’s palace, where torches burned on the battlements and armored guards sporting the duke’s livery guarded the gates. A man-at-arms asked for our invitation to the fête. After Luigi produced the parchment scroll, the guard let us continue into the brilliantly lit courtyard.

A footman helped me out of the palanquin. Pennants snapped against the flagpoles and heralds blew long trumpets, announcing the arrival of the more noble guests. While a stable boy led my father’s gray gelding away, I waited, amazed at the sight of so much splendor.

“Your eyes are as wide as saucers, Giovanetta,” Zia Clara said. She took my arm and we joined the crowd of lavishly dressed courtiers and their ladies. Following close behind, attendants carried their mistresses’ lapdogs, which, despite their jeweled collars, yapped as nosily as the hounds in my father’s stable.

After servants took our outer cloaks, pages escorted us into the brilliantly lit great hall.

A long, raised dais ran across the far end of the room. On one end of the dais was a canopied throne. Long tables, heavy with victuals, stretched from the dais toward the screened-off serving area. Musicians strolled among the diners strumming lutes and mandolins. On the other side of the hall, a raised platform was framed with startlingly lifelike sculptures of beasts, gargoyles, and masked figures.

I grasped my aunt’s arm. “Zia, do I really belong here?” I whispered. For though my clothing was of excellent fabric, I felt decidedly under-dressed in comparison to the other women milling about the grand chamber. My form-fitting, rose-colored overgown had winged, fur-lined sleeves. But the plain fabric lacked the gold-threaded embroidery that seemed the latest fashion at court. My headdress was trailed by a modest white veil. I wore no jewels and no coloring on my cheeks or lips.

“You belong here as much as anybody,” Zia Clara assured me, patting my hand. “Beneath all this splendor are ordinary people. Not everyone is a courtier, and even among the duke’s advisers and closest counselors are people of the same station as the Cenamis … and some from even less illustrious burgher households.”

“Is the duke here?” I asked.

“Yes.” My aunt nodded discretely toward another corner of the great chamber. “That is he, dressed in black.”

Through the sea of headdresses I spotted the duke standing on the dais, holding a goblet. His head was bent toward a lovely noblewoman holding a tiny white dog in one arm. The duke was easy to pick out for he was tall and cut a splendid figure: slender, of comely features, his pale skin set off by his black velvet doublet and hose.

“He always wears black since the death of his father,” my aunt continued, “though whether from grief or because black is the height of courtly fashion in Spain I have no idea.”

Soon my father joined us. He is of a stocky build and not as elegant as the young duke. But that evening he looked more like a courtier than the merchant he is. Having ordered our household to dispense with wearing mourning black, Papa nevertheless wore a somber outfit.

“Are we to be presented to the duke?” my aunt asked, adjusting the folds of her gown.

My father frowned. “My relationship with the duke and his retainers is simply that of a businessman. He has no interest in my family … or myself, except as a purveyor of fine cloth. But in time, if I rise further in Duke Philip’s favor, we can present Giovanna formally here at court.”

“Without question,” Zia Clara interjected. “Don’t forget her mother’s royal blood.”

“Not much of that to speak of,” my father said. “Still, it’s enough to count and allow Giovanna the opportunity to mingle with nobility.”

“More to the point,” Zia added, “your wife’s blood will help your family to marry up.”

“Marry?” I looked from Zia to my father. Needless to say I knew that within two or three years I would be formally betrothed to someone of my father’s choosing—to solidify Papa’s position in society as well as to enhance the financial status of our family. I had been brought up to expect this ever since I first asked where babies came from. But the prospect of betrothal seemed so far away. Besides, I had only begun my monthly bleeding back in June.

“Of course,” my father said, not even bothering to look at me. He was distracted by the crowd and kept scanning the chamber, nodding toward an acquaintance here and there. “That’s about all girl children are good for.”

“William,” my aunt hissed, then touched my shoulder. “Don’t listen to him. You are not just good for marriage.”

“True, but as she’s my daughter, I will see that we make a useful match. She’s young enough that we can wait until the best candidate comes along, but I certainly have not raised her all these years, and cosseted her, and indulged her foolish whims, and clothed her with such extravagance just to send her and her dowry to a convent.”

This whole exchange made me boil inside. I hated when the question of “royal blood” came up. Several generations ago someone on my mother’s side of the family was the bastard son or daughter of a wayward Burgundian noble. And my father was determined to exploit that fact to further his business, himself … and of course, my marriage prospects.

My father could talk about me making a good match till the moon set in the east, but I had barely given the idea of marriage a thought. It felt too far away and I felt far too young—particularly tonight in the midst of this illustrious company.

My father made me face my aunt. “You have to admit, Zia Clara, the girl has turned out well. Better than, well—her looks surpass her mother’s before Maria went all wan and sickly.”

“Do not speak of Maria like that!” my aunt broke in, voicing my own thoughts. “The poor woman bore you a beautiful daughter; you owe her departed soul some respect.”

For a fleeting moment raw grief shadowed Papa’s face, surprising me. I hadn’t seen him express even the slightest bit of sorrow or regret once Mama’s funeral in Paris was over.

As quickly as it appeared my father’s grief-stricken expression vanished. He continued in a calculating, cool tone. “I hope while the duke is in residence here we can arrange for Giovanna to meet Princess Isabella, perhaps even tonight.” He looked back up at the dais. “She hasn’t arrived yet.” Suddenly he spotted someone in the crowd and waved.

“I’m to meet the princess tonight?” I gulped. But my father was already elbowing his way across the room toward his friend.

“Don’t count on it!” my aunt said.

“Why not?”

Zia Clara gave me a sly look, then shrugged. “You’re old enough to learn how the world works. We women are married to men who benefit our families—financially, as in my case, or in Isabella’s case, politically as well. The men do their duty to their wives but have lovers.”

“I’ve heard as much,” I said, trying to sound as if I’d known this for ages. Actually it was Emilia who had told me recently about married men—and women—being unfaithful to their sacred marriage vows. The thought had horrified me, but Emilia had told me that someday when my father married me off to some very rich, very fat, exceedingly old man, I wouldn’t be so horrified. She said I would yearn for a young lover of my own. I told her I’d rather die first. Emilia’s answer was a lusty laugh, followed by a cryptic comment: “Ask Signora Clara how she feels about it.”

Now Zia Clara casually added, “Even the duke has his eyes on other conquests tonight.”

Granted, the idea of the duke being unfaithful to his wife troubled me; still, surveying the room, I silently wondered how he picked his current dinner partner from the bevy of the incredibly lovely women milling around the chamber. Could any one of them possibly outshine the legendarily beautiful Isabella of Portugal?

Just then the crowd surged forward, bodies pressing me from behind. Suddenly the sound of horns, drums, and stringed instruments filled the air. I turned to see what was happening. A new troupe of performers was dancing into the hall. They moved boisterously to the grand chamber through the ranks of guests bottlenecked at the entrance.

In the commotion I didn’t notice at first that I’d become separated from Zia Clara. I was positively bewitched by the spectacle of the masked jongleurs sporting parti-colored hose—one leg red, the other leg black—and belled, fringed doublets. They wore gaudy peaked caps and shoes with long, upturned and pointed toes. Musicians blew on their flutes with one hand and beat tambours with the other. Some strummed on sweet-sounding lutes, others plucked strident notes on pear-shaped rebecs. Their raucous tunes were as merry as their finery, and the crowd applauded their entrance.

But as they passed farther into the great chamber, I found I was alone in the crowd, unable to even see my aunt. My heart began to pound. I felt small, and vulnerable, and lost. As I was swept deeper into the crowd of revelers, I feared I might be crushed.


CHAPTER TWO
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The Minstrel

Determined not to get caught up again in the crowd, I hugged the edges of the room. I tried to spy my father or Zia Clara, but to no avail. Then I heard a man’s voice mention my father’s name. He spoke in Italian. He sounded as if he was from Lucca, my family’s ancestral home.

“Cenami? Here? Tonight? I scarcely thought to find him in Bruges.”

I peeked around a column, trying to see who belonged to the voice. Could one of my father’s Lucchese friends be here? Perhaps even one of the cloth merchants or traders I’d met dining at our old home in Paris—though the chances of someone I knew being here in Bruges at the palace seemed slim.

A second voice scoffed. “Of course he’s come to Bruges like the rest of the duke’s hangers-on.”

I bristled at the second man’s tone. My father was no “hanger-on.” He was one of the duke’s most favored purveyors of fine textiles. I craned my neck, but all I saw were two men, their backs toward me. Both wore elaborate, velvet, turbanlike hats, embroidered doublets with fine hose, and dark leather boots.

“The Grimaldis are here too, you know,” the second voice continued. “Either Cenami’s spies have fouled up or just not reported the fact.”

The first voice let out a low whistle. “Interesting.”

“Cenami had better be sure not to cross their path. You’ve heard about the accusation leveled against him.”

“Which one?” The first voice laughed. “Those two clans are always hurling wild accusations at each other. No one bothers to pay much attention to either one of them.”

What in the world were they talking about? No one at home had ever mentioned feuding clans—or the name Grimaldi.

The second man turned slightly over his shoulder to check who was within earshot. He seemed for a minute to catch my eye, but then he fixed his gaze over my shoulder. I ducked back behind the column. But before I did, I saw his profile: It was distinctive, with a pronounced nose and receding chin. I wouldn’t forget that face, and I was sure I’d never seen him before.

Then he dropped his voice and continued. I had to strain to hear him, and even then couldn’t believe my own ears. I lost the first few words, but I heard enough to make my heart almost stop. “… poison. An apothecary on the outskirts of Lucca was implicated in the plot. Fortunately for Cenami, Alberto Grimaldi recovered, and a physician …” He paused, and snickered slightly. “… one I know for a fact is beholden to the Cenamis, by the way, swore before a magistrate that it was only a digestive upset. But no one believes him. The wretch was probably bribed, or perhaps was even threatened if he didn’t hide the truth.”

“Or the Grimaldis engineered the whole thing themselves, in such a way as to cast suspicion on the Cenamis,” the other man suggested. “If anything, they’re even more ruthless, with their family far flung. At least two of their sons have insinuated themselves in foreign courts. Cenami has no son, though there are nephews back in Italy, well placed among the moneymen and bankers.”

“And so probably no strangers to intrigue, if not outright murderous plans to poison their rivals.”

What in the world were these men implying, that my father was a would-be murderer who would use poison to gain his ends? I was horrified and at the same time furious. Part of me wanted to march up to the men and demand they take back their slanderous lies. But as hot headed as I felt, my heart grew cold with fear. Could there be any truth in this? I knew so little of the world outside my home, and the women’s gossip never dealt with the intrigues of merchants, bankers, and men of trade. I leaned back against the column, hands pressed to my chest, as if somehow I could quiet the rapid beating of my heart.

“Giovanna!” The sound of my name startled me.

I turned in the direction of the familiar raspy voice. At first I saw no one I recognized in the sea of silks and velvets, ermine and elaborate horned headdresses. Then I glimpsed a gloved hand waving in my direction. It belonged to Signor Arnolfini, whom I knew from back in Paris. He made his way toward me. A lean man with a thin angular face, he was not handsome; but when he smiled, as he did now, his light eyes shone and his aspect became wonderfully pleasant. At the moment he looked as happy to see me as I was to see him.

At the sight of that familiar face my stomach unclenched and I cried out, probably louder than a proper young woman should. “Signor Arnolfini.” Heads turned.

He quickly elbowed his way toward me, his eyes narrow with concern. As he neared, I dropped a quick curtsy and his thin face brightened. He laughed as he took my arm. “You look surprised to find me here.”

Surprised, yes. And happily so. “I’m beyond glad to see you. There are so many strangers here, and I got separated from my aunt. and then I heard …” I stopped in midsentence. I was tempted to blurt out everything I had just heard just to have Signor Arnolfini laugh off the evil gossip. But some instinct warned me to keep the men’s vile accusations about my father to myself, or at least not speak of them directly, to anyone, not yet, for Signor Arnolfini was a merchant like my father and moved in the same circles. He was the perfect person to put my mind at rest about my father. But what if those men were Signor Arnolfini’s colleagues or friends? So instead I only spoke to him of my fear of all these strangers, and of getting lost in the crowd.

“No need to worry, Giovanna, now that I’ve found you. Together we’ll brave the onslaught of revelers.” He looked concerned. “You seemed overwhelmed when I spotted you. Where’s your father?”

I shrugged. “Off with some business associates, I imagine.”

Signor Arnolfini shook his head. “It’s unlike him to leave you unescorted.”

“Oh! But he didn’t! Zia Clara is here somewhere. We got separated when the musicians entered the hall.”

His face relaxed, and I realized suddenly how young he was. Though he was one of my father’s closest confidants and business associates, he was younger by a good ten or fifteen years than Papa. I had known him as long as I could remember and thought of him as an uncle. He was practically family. When he came to dinner, he always brought me presents. When I was very young, he brought small dolls dressed in exotic finery from the Levant, or whimsical, carved animals—camels, griffins, dragons, and elephants—I had only seen in pictures in the bestiaries my father collected. More recently, he came with lengths of lovely embroidered ribbon from Tuscany and precious lace from Spain. He felt more familiar to me than my uncle Guido and in fact was the same age as my cousin Francesca’s new husband, Nardo, who was twenty-eight.

Signor Arnolfini mocked a courtly flourish, then took my arm. “It seems impossible that a lovely young woman like you should be drifting alone in a crowd like this.” He patted my hand, and I gripped his arm. “Shall we be off to find your aunt?”

I hesitated, but just for a moment. I looked back over my shoulder, hoping to spot the two men who’d defamed my father. Perhaps I could casually ask Signor Arnolfini who they were. But if anything, the hall was more crowded than before, and I caught no glimpse of them.

Putting aside my worries for the moment, I nodded to Signor Arnolfini. “I’d like that.”

“Here,” he said, laughing.” I will be your gallant escort for the evening.”

I went along with his little game and pretended I was a grown courtly lady. “Escort? Perhaps we are an old married couple like those people there.” I pointed to two elegantly dressed but stout figures shuffling arm in arm through the crowd, the woman as old as my nurse, Anna, the man surely as ancient as God himself.

Signor Arnolfini drew a deep, quick breath and looked down at me. There was a strange expression on his face, and his eyes suddenly had a soft look.

“Have—have I said something wrong?” I asked. Something about his countenance unnerved me. I wondered if I’d offended him.

“Wrong?” he repeated, then laughed lightly. “It’s just that I can never imagine you old. Let’s pretend to be a couple, and young as we indeed both are
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