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Lorenzo

The grand stage held the power to transform lives. I envied the actor who enjoyed the opportunity to cast off his burdens and identity and replace it with another’s.

A gust of wind tore down one of the banners announcing the upcoming commedia dell’arte performance.

The comedians gathered in the heart of the piazza and bowed, inciting thunderous applause from the public. The Basilica di San Marco loomed over the scene like a guardian of the arts. Its facade, adorned with intricate marble carvings and shimmering mosaics, demanded admiration, and its five domes shone in the bright light of the afternoon sun.

I had always felt I belonged here. Our canals whispered secrets that stirred the imagination, and glistening eyes—the windows of the soul—danced behind every mask. But Death, that grim and unwelcome visitor, had taken its price. All that was left now was a broken man, a fractured vessel. I was trapped on the stage and found myself a prisoner in a theatrical role, one that didn’t suit me very well.

A hand pinched my shoulder. “Lorenzo!” Fratello Luigi patted my back. “Excellent work on those masks. Here to admire your own craftsmanship?”

I shook his hand, which felt rather cold, and smiled. “I merely painted them, Father Luigi.”

“Don’t be modest; you paint like no other! The designs must certainly be yours?” Luigi’s smile was warm and inviting.

“They are.”

“God bless you and your father. How is the old man doing?”

“He is well. Grazie.”

“Excellent.” His countenance grew sombre. “And your brother?”

I clenched my teeth and focused on the cathedral. “God is blind to the candles we burn and deaf to the prayers we speak.”

He crossed himself. “Do not despair. Elio shall recover.”

“Thank you, Fratello.”

We said our goodbyes, and I left the Piazza San Marco. Our shop was located near the Rialto Bridge, a popular gathering place and a vibrant centre of commerce. There were sellers of spices and exotic goods, goldsmiths, bankers and moneylenders, clothing shops, and fish markets.

The colourful streets were ever crowded and full of life. I passed several acrobats, musicians, and puppeteers performing before a backdrop of canals with gondolas and boats. Vendors shouted, selling food and drinks. I purchased focaccia and roasted chestnuts for Father.

As I reached the shop, a vision for a new painting took root. I would breathe life into this image tonight, for my most brilliant ideas found light in the serenity of darkness.

The familiar smell of leather, papier-mâché, and paint crept into my nose. I had known these scents since I was a little boy, playing around in the shop while Father cried for me not to touch anything and to play outside instead. Touching the forbidden intrigued me as much as studying the paintings of Tintoretto.

As always, the servants and apprentices were busy. The Scaasi shop was known for its craftsmanship across the Republic of Venice.

Father was arguing with a customer. It was Signore Ricci, a man who had bought from us before.

“I’m telling you, this price is exorbitant!” he said. “How much do you think I earn, a simple merchant like myself?”

“Signore Ricci, this mask is a masterpiece.” Father held it up in the light to showcase it, and the ruby stones glittered as a testament to his words. “It has been handcrafted with the finest materials. It’s worth every ducat, I assure you.”

“I don’t care if it was touched by the hands of da Vinci himself.” His voice was growing louder. “I’m a simple merchant, and I demand a lower price. A friendly price!”

I left my sketchbook on a nearby table and approached them. “Excuse me, Signore, I couldn’t help but overhear your concerns. Is there anything specific about the mask that makes you believe it is not worth its price?”

He glanced at me. “Who are you?”

“This is my son,” Father said, and a hint of pride lit his countenance. “He’s our master painter.”

“I see.” Signore Ricci’s tone softened slightly, but his eyes remained hard, like the ruby stones that had glittered in the light. “Listen, young man, the price is simply too high. I appreciate fine craftsmanship, but I won’t be taken for a fool.”

I took the mask from the counter. “I understand your concerns. However, this mask is a work of art and reflects the skill of our family. I have worked days on these magnificent details alone. You must be well aware we are one of the best, but I’m sure we can find a compromise.”

“Twenty percent.”

“Forgive me, but that wouldn’t be right,” I said. “Can I recommend paying a visit to Sorbello’s workshop? I’m sure you’ll find a mask to your liking.”

“Certainly not, young man!” He glanced at my father, who was smiling politely, and turned back to me. “Ten percent.”

I shook his hand. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Signore.”

The man paid my father and left with the beautifully decorated box in his hands.

“Thank you, Son,” Father said.

“You look pale.” I showed him the food I had bought. “Here.”

He smiled rather faintly and accepted the paper box. “Where have you been?”

“To the commedia dell’arte at San Marco. I told you before.”

“Yes, but you have been away all afternoon.” His eyes found my sketchbook. “Lorenzo, I need you here, in the shop.”

All I desired was to paint. Not in the back of the shop, but outside. Painting was in my very bones. I longed to capture people, landscapes, life. I had been wanting to change course for a long time, but my most profound wish would break my father’s heart, and familial obligations anchored me here. Now, I found myself adrift. I was a sailor, lost at sea. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to create something that lasted throughout the ages?

“I know,” I said. “I will try better.”

“Sofia is waiting for you in the back.” He looked at me as only old men could, with wisdom and disapproval.

I sighed. “I don’t have the time. Elio needs me.”

“Elio can wait. Do be nice to that woman. She’s family.”

I grabbed my sketchbook and made my way to the back of the shop. Sofia was sitting on the stairs and leapt up, clasping me into the tight embrace of a drowning soul.

I gently pushed her away. “The visits need to stop.”

She pressed her hand to her heart. “But why?”

“I’m trying to get better. Seeing you pains my heart.”

“Let us be in pain together. I miss her. Don’t you miss her?”

“People are talking,” I said. “I don’t want them to think I am sleeping with my departed wife’s sister.”

The look on her face told me I had been too harsh. How she resembled my Anna... The likeness struck me with a brutal force. The familiar brown hair, the same smile.

“Of course,” Sofia said. “Forgive me, I wasn’t thinking.”

“Her passing didn’t change my warm feelings towards you and your parents. I hope you understand that it is too painful for me to...”

She nodded as if she had heard the unspoken words. “To look at me.”

“Forgive me,” I muttered.

“I understand.” Her voice had lost all warmth. She looked up at the stairs. “How is your brother?”

I rubbed my forehead. “For God’s sake, you know how he is.”

She averted her eyes. I knew she meant well, but I was too exhausted to pretend I wasn’t angry at the world. When the heart was burdened, every smile seemed a betrayal.

She touched my arm and left, skirts rustling as she went.

I went up the stairs to see my brother, who was still lying in bed with a fever. Elio was ten years younger than me, and I had always cared for him whenever he had fallen ill. His dark hair sticking against his pale, sweating face turned him into a fifteen-year-old instead of a nineteen-year-old young man. Whenever I touched him, it felt like he could break like a porcelain cup.

I recalled the moment when he had first shown signs of his mysterious illness. He had come home, barely capable of maintaining his balance, and had collapsed in the heart of the shop. His malady had manifested so abruptly that I couldn’t help but speculate that something had happened to him in the streets. It was irrational, yet I also knew that people didn’t fall ill with such severity and abruptness without cause. Not a single physician could offer a remedy. Elio had undergone many bloodlettings, and they had administered salves and had him drink curious concoctions, all to no avail.

“I heard Sofia’s voice,” he spoke softly.

“She will not be visiting again.” I pulled a chair next to the bed and took a seat. “How are you feeling?”

“You were unkind,” he said.

“I was not.”

“Those stairs lead right to my bedroom, Lorenzo. You were rude and insensitive.”

“You shouldn’t eavesdrop on other people’s conversations.”

He reached for my hand. His grip was faint, yet his expression made it seem as if he was breaking his fingers. “You’re pushing everyone away. It might be time to finally let go.”

“It’s only been two years.”

“It’s already been two years.” Now he sounded like the older brother. The wiser one. “I know it still hurts, but all you do is work.” He nodded at the journal on my lap. “And sketch and paint! You barely sleep. You have no friends. None!”

“You shouldn’t worry.”

“How can I not? I don’t want you to end up like me. I haven’t even... I haven’t even kissed a girl.”

Suddenly, the dark circles underneath Elio’s eyes seemed worse than ever. Everything did. “You won’t die.”

“I will,” Elio said firmly.

I rose. “Who’s rude and insensitive now?”

“You’ll have to be there for Papà.”

“You know I want to be a painter.” I lowered my voice. “I long to go to Paris.”

“What about the business? Our family name? Lorenzo... Have you even told him? Does he know?”

“I have to go. Father expects my help in the shop. Do you need anything?”

“I need you to take a good look at yourself,” Elio answered, so softly that one could easily feign deafness.

I returned to the shop, sat at the table, and began painting masks. The strokes of my brush waltzed past the midnight hours when the shop bell rang. Perplexed, I leaned sideways and stared into the darkness, where shadows conspired to conceal the source of the disturbance. Father must have forgotten to lock the door. I laid down my paintbrush and went on my way. There stood a figure, masked and mysterious, leaning against the wall.

The mask, with its oval contour and marble-like finish, bore a simplicity that hinted at the work of Antonio Sorbello. Indeed, Sorbello’s creations were often the subject of jest between my father and me, for they lacked the finesse and ingenuity that marked our own craft. It was clear that he could never rival our artistry.

The visitor was leaning on a staff, but his posture was too perfect to be mistaken for an old man’s. A curious symbol adorned the top right corner of his cape. It appeared to be a crimson M, but I was too far away to see any other details.

I stepped forward. “Pardon me, but we are closed.”

“I seek Bartolomeo Scaasi,” the man said without looking up.

His voice, low and raspy, gave me a chill.

“My father’s not here. We are closed, Signore.”

“You do not sound sick to me.” He still refused to look me in the eye. “You must be Lorenzo, then.”

How did he know about Elio?

“I will take it from here.” Father’s voice startled me. The candle in his hand cast its light upon his worried face. “What are you doing here so late again? Go to bed.”

As Father stepped into the shop, he greeted the customer with a curt nod that radiated hostility. I couldn’t help but feel a pang of curiosity about the man’s face. It struck me as strange that the son of a mask maker would place such value on faces, but to my mind, the eyes held their own silent conversation, while a smile could betray the deepest secrets. True, masks offered the freedom of anonymity, but there was a perilous allure to being nameless, faceless, that I found both intriguing and unsettling.

I pretended to go up the stairs and hid around the corner.

“So,” the masked man began, “Lorenzo looks well and in good health.”

“He’s none of your business,” Father answered. “How dare you show yourself here after what you’ve done! I told you to leave us be. I have a sick son to take care of.”

“You still won’t change your mind, then? This is the last time I shall ask politely, Bartolomeo Scaasi. Where are you hiding it?”

“I told you before,” Father said. “It has been destroyed. Leave.”

“You have brought this upon yourself, Scaasi,” the stranger said. “I regret the loss of your son.”

His words turned the air foul. I was paralysed. The thud of the closing door awoke me. I ran upstairs, nearly tripping over my feet as I reached Elio’s bedroom. God couldn’t take my brother. He had already taken half of my heart, and losing him would shatter all that remained.

Elio’s chest was slowly rising and falling. He took me in as I stood there, panting in the doorway like a madman.

“Can you paint for me?” he asked, his voice barely audible.

“Of course.” I lighted more candles, turned my easel to the bed, and selected the colours. Since Elio had gotten sick, he’d always asked for the sky.

I started working on the scene I had come up with while walking the streets earlier today. “Let’s call it Venice at Night.”

A narrow canal wound its way between buildings, and the gentle glow of light cast shimmering reflections upon the water’s surface. Balconies adorned with pink flowers overlooked the scene, while three gondolas floated in the tranquil waters below, and the sky above was painted a hue of pinkish orange, adorned with a crescent moon.

“Lorenzo...”

The tone in my brother’s voice made my heart leap. I knelt by the bed. “What is it?”

“I’m afraid,” Elio said, almost crying. “I don’t want to die. I’m too young. I haven’t lived at all.”

“You will get better.”

“Don’t leave me.” He was trembling. “I’m cold. I’m so cold. Please...”

I sat on the bed and took him in my arms. “What’s wrong? What can I do?”

There was no answer. All colour left his face, worsening the dark circles blooming around his eyes, and I waited for instructions or a sign.

“Elio, what can I do?” I shook him. “Don’t leave me. Please!” I choked on my words and held him against my chest. “God, I have lost Anna. Don’t let me lose him too.” I stroked his hair with my colour-stained fingers and wept, my eyes averted to heaven. “I’ll do anything you want. Anything you want!”

My brother remained motionless, his eyes frozen on the painting.

My chest had been ripped wide open. I had been taking care of Elio for months, and now he was gone. Death had taken him. “You don’t belong there,” I muttered, tasting the salt of my tears. I wanted to go back to painting the stars for my brother—every night, if I had to, all night. Nothing would ever be the same.

I regret the loss of your son.

When Father entered to check on us, I still hadn’t let go of my brother.

I looked up. “Father...” I said, my voice swollen with tears.

He took in the scene, his complexion as pale as the sheets of Elio’s bed. “My son... My God! Oh God! My beautiful boy...” he cried and collapsed onto the floor.
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Lorenzo

––––––––
[image: image]


We wore our mourning masks during the funeral procession through the streets. Elio was buried in the local cemetery. Our masks, shaped into an expression of sorrow, were made out of black wax and decorated with silver leaf.

I had been trying to find the courage to ask Father about the masked man for two days now. The conversation finally took place when we sat at the dining room table, caught in the horrible muteness that so often followed the death of a beloved. A silence that stemmed from pain was the most unbearable of all silences.

“Who was the masked man?” I asked.

Father slowly lifted his head. “The masked man?”

“The one who visited the shop in the dead of night. I overheard your conversation, and I wish to know the truth.”

“Do not ask for answers I cannot give you.” He sounded old. “Truth can turn a sane man into a mad one.”

“Then let us go mad, indeed! There can’t be secrets between us. He was looking for something, and you knew what it was about.”

His mind had drifted off; he was no longer listening.

I rose. “What was he looking for?”

He eyed me with a grave expression. “A mask.”

“Which we can offer,” I said.

“It’s special,” he answered. “Nothing like we make, Lorenzo.”

“We’re masters in our craft. I don’t understand why—”

He stood up, wide awake and bursting with energy. “You don’t need to understand. I don’t want you involved.”

I followed him into the study, where he had hoped to be free of my interrogation. “Why would you keep this a secret? Don’t run away from me. Father!”

My restlessness grew. The visitor’s appearance, his threatening, icy voice... Somehow, he had known about Elio’s condition.

He faced me. “Lorenzo, listen. You need to stay out of this. It’s a dangerous business.”

“And you are involved.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t choose to be.”

“This man knew about Elio. He knew he was going to die.”

“Many people were well aware of his condition.”

“But he died after his visit!” I cried, realising how ridiculous it sounded. Was I accusing the man of murdering my brother?

“Take a hold of yourself, I pray you. It was a coincidence.”

I went over to the window and stuck out my head. I needed air. If only Elio was still here. He could have told me I was worrying in vain, that all would be well. He would urge me to make friends and snap out of my isolation. I need you to take a good look at yourself.

“Keep your secrets. I’m moving to Paris,” I said, breathless. “I’m going to be a painter.”

A new silence filled every corner of the room.

“Have you lost your mind?” he asked, seeking support on the chair behind his desk.

“I can’t do this any longer. I have lost too much.”

“There are people here who love you. Why won’t you let us in?”

“Because everyone I love dies!” I slammed the window closed. I had loved Anna with all my heart. I had loved Elio beyond measure. Why was I getting punished? All I needed was a new start to escape the cruel reminders of the losses I had suffered.

“I need you in the shop, Lorenzo,” he said. “Tell me what to do.”

The trembling of his voice made me look up. His eyes were watery. “I can’t lose another son,” he muttered. “I wanted to leave you boys a thriving business. Don’t let it be in vain.”

I made my way to the desk and embraced him.

“You’ll find another Anna,” he whispered against my shoulder. “Here, in Venice. I promise you will love again.”

I let go and rubbed my face dry. “I need to think.”

He remained silent.

“You won’t tell me anything, then?” I asked.

Father sighed. “There is nothing to tell.”

The pain in his eyes told a different tale.

“I’ll leave you be,” I said, disappointed that the conversation had led me nowhere. “I’m going to the theatre.”

Elio would say I was isolating myself even more by leaving Venice and starting over my life. I had to distract myself. There was a comedy playing at the Teatro del Sogno. It would take my mind off things. No one would recognise me if I wore a mask, so not a soul would approach me to deliver their condolences for Elio. I remembered a mask lying in the basement—one that Elio had been so very fond of. It had been down there for months, and it deserved to be worn.

I lit a candle and made my way down the creaky stairs. The boxes in the basement were filled with supplies and masks, tools and costumes. I searched my way to the back, for I knew Elio’s favourite mask had been stored there ever since he fell ill.

My eyes filled with tears. There it was, on a dusty shelf, waiting for me to pick it up and caress the dust away. The mask’s features were elegantly sculpted, with high cheekbones and a slender nose. It had a delicate porcelain base, painted in rich hues of midnight-blue and shimmering gold. He would never wear it again. I clenched my teeth and looked away, for I couldn’t bear the sight.

My attention fell on a box I had never seen before. It looked out of place, gold and round amidst the black signature packaging of the Scaasi shop.

I put the candle on the shelf and lifted it. It felt heavier than expected, as if the secret was part of the weight. I removed the lid. The mask inside was gold-coloured, and it looked broken, as if it had been split into three parts. It would only cover part of the left cheek and the left eye. I took it from the box, and a surge of energy shot through me. I held it close to the candle. A name was carved on the inside.

Leonardo da Vinci.

I stared at the elegant inscription with a heart beating unnaturally fast. If Father had created this mask, why would he carve da Vinci’s name on the inside? The other option was far less likely: the mask of one of the greatest minds had ended up in our basement. Da Vinci’s remarkable talents as a painter, sculptor, architect, and inventor had always evoked my respect. This couldn’t possibly be his...

My fingers followed the curves of the eyehole, caressing the rough edges. It wasn’t at all what the Scaasi shop did. We made elaborate, eccentric masks. One could tell a Scaasi creation from any other. This wasn’t one.

Now that it was resting in my hands, it was as light as a feather. Why had the box felt so heavy before? I turned it to all sides and studied every inch.

I approached the dusty mirror and, without truly meaning to, held the broken mask to my face. It felt as natural as breathing. I had admired da Vinci’s artistic skill since I was a little boy, and now I was possibly holding—

My fingers and face were tingling. A sudden light flashed before my eyes, blinding me. My entire body trembled. The mask fell. I sank to the floor, my heart pounding as if I had been running up and down the stairs. Something was amiss.

I moaned, my heart racing, while a sharp pain was splitting my skull. I crawled to the mirror. My face was fine. Relief surged through my veins.

I put the mask back inside the box and stared at it from a distance, panting. I ran upstairs and leaned against the basement door, trying to grasp what had happened. My mind was playing tricks on me. Was I going insane? Yes, the grief had finally turned me mad.

“Stupid,” I muttered as I turned the key to lock the door again. After my visit to the theatre, all would be forgotten. This story would have made Elio roar with laughter.

I didn’t want to go back to the basement to fetch my brother’s old mask, so I put on the one I had worn all week, took my satchel, secured my cape, and went on my way. I was sweating by the time I arrived at the theatre. That must have been it! I was getting sick, and a fever had made me see and feel things that weren’t real. I needed rest. After all that had happened, it wasn’t surprising that I was exhausted.

I found my box, took a seat, and opened my sketchbook. The feel of the pencil calmed my heart and steadied my fingers. I always sketched while watching a performance.

It was as if my fingers knew exactly what to do, and soon all different kinds of designs came to life on the paper. I stared at them in awe, for I had been drawing as if caught in a trance. Tears sprang to my eyes. Anna would have loved these.

I returned to reality when the group of men before me mentioned Marco Contarini’s name, the owner of this very theatre, who lived at the palazzo near the Canal Grande.

“And now he’s looking for a painter, after the previous one left without a word.”

“Ah, will the man ever be satisfied? Every inch of that palazzo must be filled with art.”

“Perhaps it’s the wife. You know women. Hard to keep content.”

“I heard she’s the most beautiful creature in Venice.”

“What’s her beauty worth if she’s barren?”

The manner in which people spoke of others often revealed more about their own character than the subject of their discussion. Deciphering the subtle nuances of speech and discerning the truth beneath was a form of art.

In mere moments, a decision was made. This commission would unlock the path to my aspirations. This was a chance to unravel my desires and discover the true calling of my soul.

I went on sketching during the play, but my thoughts were elsewhere. I couldn’t stop imagining myself in the Palazzo Contarini, working on some grand project.

After the applause, I leaned over to the two men. “Can one of you gentlemen show me where I can find Signore Contarini?”

“He’s the one in the silver mask and blue cloak near the exit. I talked to him earlier, but I warn you, he’s in a bad mood.”

“I thank you.” I tucked my sketchbook under my arm and worked my way through the crowd without losing sight of Marco Contarini. I followed him through the small streets.

Marco was already on his way, taking large steps. He seemed in a hurry. Because he doesn’t want anyone bothering him. It had to be exhausting to be important. Everyone was looking for favours. I would rather not interrupt his plans, but I needed this commission.

No doubt he was on his way to his gondola, and I was trying to find the perfect time to catch up with him. If he reached the gondola, it would be too late.

I rehearsed my lines as I followed him through the labyrinth streets. “My name is Lorenzo Scaasi, and I heard you are looking for a painter.” I shook my head. “Forgive me for bothering you, Signore Contarini...” I grunted. “Pardon me, but...”

Marco Contarini was smacked against the wall. His attacker held a knife to his throat.

My heart throbbed in my temples. It was happening so fast, and for a moment I stood frozen, watching the scene before me like a play.

“Marco!” I cried, not thinking for a second. “Not so fast. We can’t keep up with you!”

I had nothing to defend myself with, and suddenly I felt like a fool, clenching my sketchbook as I pretended to be out of breath while trying to catch up with Marco. Luckily, the attacker was so startled by the sudden intrusion that he made a run for it.

I approached Marco and helped him up. “Are you well, Signore?”

Marco nodded and rearranged his mask. “What’s your name?”

“Lorenzo Scaasi, son of Bartolomeo Scaasi.”

Marco offered me his hand. “You might as well have saved my life tonight. Why did you intervene?”

I shook it. He had the firm grip of a confident man. “I didn’t think.”

He smiled. “Thank God for men like you. Scaasi, you said? I know your and your father’s work. I will donate some money for your help.”

“Please, Signore, no money.”

“What! No money? What else, then?”

I paused. If only I dared to utter the words... I cleared my throat. “I would like to work for you.”

His mask prevented me from seeing his reaction.

“I have heard you are looking for a painter.” I tried to sound as confident as I could.

Marco removed his mask. “If we’re going to talk business, I need to see your face.”

He was handsome, with dark, well-formed eyebrows and black hair. The features of his face were hard yet perfect, an excellent model for any painter, a wish come true for every sculptor.

I followed his example.

“You look nothing like your father,” Marco said.

I couldn’t tell if he was trying to offend or compliment me.

“So, you’re an artist,” he said, “and you think you’re good enough to colour the walls of my palazzo?”

“I believe I am, sir,” I answered with dignity.

“As grateful as I am, I shall need to see and review your work.”

I opened my satchel and presented my sketchbook, which almost slipped from my hands as I offered it to him. “This is all I have on me at the moment.”

Marco studied the drawings with pursed lips. This man was a master in controlling his thoughts and feelings. Nothing could be read from his face. “These are remarkable, but masks and costumes aren’t people.”

“I also paint portraits,” I said, turning a few pages to show him. “I have worked with models before. I can do religious scenes too. Anything you want.”

Marco raised his eyebrows as he studied the model, then handed me back the sketchbook. “I expect you at my palazzo next Monday at eleven. I shall provide lodging, food and any materials you need during your stay. Will your father manage without you?”

It took me a while to grasp what he said. The words still seemed to float in the evening air, just out of reach.

“Signore Scaasi?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes,” I said. “I shall be there!”

“It’s a grand commission.”

“I understand, sir.”

Marco put on his mask and left.

I had never before been so bold. I hadn’t even thanked him! Hired by Marco Contarini! My heart was pounding as I found my way back home. I grieved the fact that I couldn’t tell Elio what had happened. He would have loved this story.

“How was the play?” Father asked when I arrived. “It must have been horrible since they’ve hired the Sorbellos for the costumes and masks.”

I threw my satchel onto the table and presented my sketchbook. “They were horrible, as you can imagine. I’ve had a few ideas for some new mask designs.”

Father approached and stared at the page. He remained silent.

They were rather traditional in shape, but I had made some innovative twists to the design. I had added baroque swirls, filigree, and mysterious motives. The mask’s eye openings were elongated, accentuating the wearer’s gaze, and intertwined vines and leaves adorned the cheeks and forehead. I had added branches, greenery and birds surrounding the face.

“Well?” I asked. “Don’t you like them? They might be a bit daring, but—”

“You’ve never sketched anything like this,” he said.

“Too eccentric?”

“We need to make them, Lorenzo. They’re...” His eyes kept tracing the pencil lines. “This will be our best work yet.”

“Excellent.” I closed the journal and sighed. “I have news.”

“Pray tell, you haven’t gotten into a fight with Sorbello, have you?”

“He wasn’t there.” I filled a glass of wine to stall the moment. “I shall be away for a while.”

“You’re moving to Paris,” he said, frozen as if he’d seen a ghost.

“Allow me to finish, please. I am not leaving. Marco Contarini commissioned me to paint in his palazzo.”

“What?” he muttered. “You can’t—it’s not...” He lowered himself onto the sofa, staring at the carpet’s curled corner. His complexion had turned pale. “Marco Contarini is a dangerous man. You shouldn’t go to his palazzo. It’s asking for trouble.”

“He didn’t strike me as a dangerous man,” I said. “I’m starting on Monday.”

“So you’ll be lodging there? Sleeping, eating?”

“Indeed. I won’t change my mind. What is it that triggers your dislike for him?”

“Powerful men always have something to hide.”

“The only one keeping secrets is you, Father.”

He waited a few breaths before answering. “If you’re so determined to enter the snake’s nest, off you go. But don’t be the mouse. Be the eagle who sees all.”

What was he talking about?

“This is nonsense! What am I supposed to see?” I asked. “Do tell me.”

“Have you never heard the story? The one about his wife?”

“I’m sure people have made up stories about us too. You should take them with a grain of salt.”

“If there’s a story, there’s a reason for it.”

“So, will you tell me the tale?”

“Are you willing to listen?”

I took a seat. “When have I ever not listened to you, Father?”

He smiled absently. His thoughts had already wandered off. “Marco Contarini was in search of a bride,” he said. “Everyone expected him to marry this wealthy young woman named Ginevra Dotti, but instead, he wedded the daughter of a merchant. It was quite the scandal. Many young women wept that day. Not a soul knew why he chose to wed Artemisia Di Mari, but it wasn’t for love. It is said that she never leaves the house without her mask. Many believe she has been forbidden to show her face.”

“Marco must have married her for her beauty, thinking it might lead to love.”

He looked at me with a grim expression. “Theirs is not a love story, Lorenzo. He’s a Contarini. I pity the young woman with all my heart.”

It was rather odd that Father spoke of the man as if he knew him.

“Then pity her, for heaven’s sake,” I said, “but do not ask me to stay. I need this commission, and I need a change of scenery. How can a heart heal when the world is out to break it? God took Mother from us. I see Elio in every room of the house, Anna in all that is beautiful. My entire being goes bent by grief, so let me run. I beg of you, let me run.”

The wooden floor creaked as Father slowly rose from his seat. “Who are you running from, my dear boy? The dead or your very heart?”
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Chapter 3
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Lorenzo

I prepared for my stay at Palazzo Contarini. Ever since Father had told me that curious story, I had involuntarily dreamt about Artemisia Contarini, the mysterious bride. The human mind was a gift that came with many curses. I couldn’t explain why she had carved her way into my brain; it was just a story, and I didn’t care about this woman or her life.

Father stood bent over one of the costumes and instructed a servant where to sew on the bells. We had been working hard to prepare everything for L’Orfeo, an opera written by Claudio Monteverdi.

“I’m going,” I said, loud enough to drown out the bustle of the employees.

His eyes found my two suitcases filled with clothes and some painting supplies. I had taken the mysterious da Vinci mask with me, not knowing what had driven me to do so, but I longed for it to be in my presence. I couldn’t part with it. Ever since I had closed the basement door, I had been enthralled by it. Father had his secrets, and now I had mine.

“You see how an old man gets abandoned by his only remaining son?” he grumbled to no one in particular.

“You see how a father tells his goodbyes?” I said, half smiling. “I’m sure you will manage without me.”

“Yes, yes,” he muttered to himself.

“I will visit.”

“Don’t make promises.”

I embraced him and waited for one final remark.

“Be careful, Son.” He said it with a lowered voice, sounding so grave it sent shivers down my spine.

I left the shop and travelled to my destination by gondola. The palazzo illustrated the opulence and prestige of the Contarini family. The facade, made of Istrian stone, possessed ornate carvings and decorations. It was built in the typical Gothic architecture style. The arched doorway by the entrance led to a spacious courtyard containing a fountain and a beautiful garden. It was located right by the canal.

I was greeted by servants once I reached the entrance hall. They took my coat and suitcases and escorted me into the house. There, Marco Contarini awaited me. He was sitting behind a desk, reading some documents. He rose when the servant announced me, took off his glasses, and greeted me warmly.

“Signore Scaasi, you are most welcome,” he said. “Follow me!” Marco led me into a spacious and elegantly furnished drawing room. “Can I offer you a drink?”

There were statues and paintings, vivid carpets, and bookcases filled to the brim.

“You have a beautiful home, Signore Contarini,” I said.

“Please, call me Marco. You will be granted your own private chamber, of course. I will also provide any materials you’ll need for this commission. You need only ask.”

A servant brought a glass of richly coloured liquid.

“Fresh juice from our own trees,” Marco explained in response to my puzzled expression. “Would you rather have vin brulé, mead, or beer?”

“This is perfect, grazie. I would love to see the room I shall work on.”

“Ah, talking business right away. I like that about you, Lorenzo. Let’s get you comfortable first. My servant Riccardo will lead you to your room, where you can unpack and relax for a few minutes. Meet me here when you are ready.” He returned to his desk and put on his glasses again. “Then we shall talk business.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Marco,” he said absently, concentrating on his documents again.

Riccardo led me upstairs, to my private room. A bright light fell through the window, from where I could enjoy the view of the Canal Grande. By the left wall stood a white lounge chair. There was a grand bed to sleep in. Against the wall were some paintings, still waiting to be hung. A desk stood by the window, perfect for sketching while enjoying the natural light. My suitcases were neatly put down by the bed.

“Thank you, Riccardo,” I said.

“I will be waiting outside, sir,” he answered before closing the door.

I emptied my suitcases onto the bed and organised my clothing and painting supplies. My attire consisted of linen and cotton tunics, leather aprons, and gloves to protect my skin and clothes from the paint.

It would be wonderful to work in this new environment where I could learn to breathe again. This commission was precisely what I needed. I promised myself, looking out the window where the water shone underneath the noon sun, that I would live to paint. It was all that mattered now. Anna had always loved and encouraged me. Elio had shown support. Father was proud of the sketches and of my work in the shop. A dream could only be accomplished when one stopped imagining and started doing.

Before hiding the box with the da Vinci mask underneath the bed, I couldn’t resist the urge to open it and behold its broken beauty once more. As my fingers brushed against its surface, a surge of energy coursed through me, sparking a hunger to paint, to create. Ideas came to my mind instantly: images of grand paintings and detailed sketches. I closed the lid with a heavy heart, returning it to its place of concealment, for Riccardo was waiting for me in the hall. If there had been time, I would have held it longer and made a sketch or two.

I stepped into the hall and followed Riccardo once more. He escorted me to Marco.

“Thank you again for this opportunity,” I said. “The room is perfect.”

Marco laughed and patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t make me regret my impulsive decision!”

“I shall try my best, sir.”

“Your breakfast, lunch, and dinner will be brought to your room daily. I expect you to work from nine until five. At night, you can do whatever pleases you. You also have access to the garden. Come, allow me to show you the room you shall work on.”

We entered a ballroom decorated with rich tapestries and glittering crystal chandeliers. The polished floor of inlaid wood begged for dancing. A harpsichord stood in the corner, waiting to be played, and crimson curtains graced the row of large windows.

Marco made grand gestures.

“I need frescoes on this side of the wall. I was thinking horses—I love horses—clouds and angels. Make it biblical. We want it to scream sacrifice, redemption. And there!” He strode through the room, taking big steps, and pointed to the ceiling. It almost looked like he was about to dance. “I want gods and goddesses of ancient Rome. Love, beauty, power! I need my guests to be inspired and impressed when gazing up.”

I studied the areas and paced from corner to corner.

“Well, what do you think?” Marco asked.

“It is a large-scale and complex work, sir. I will make a preliminary sketch and show you the design. Adjustments can be made according to your taste and personal views.”

Marco nodded. “I like the sound of that. I assume this sketch will serve as your reference?”

“Indeed. It will also help me work out the details, the composition, and proportions. Once you are satisfied, I will transfer the design to the wet plaster.”

He clapped his hands. The sound echoed through the room. “Perfect.”

“I shall get to work at once, sir. I won’t disappoint you.”

Marco smiled. “Lunch will be brought to your room.”

No wonder Marco was in possession of the most beautiful wife. His handsome face and confident smile would make any woman swoon. I couldn’t stop thinking about her, the bride. Curiosity teased me into guessing what she was like. Would his wife, just like her husband, leave a lasting impression on the poor souls who met her? Were they connected by love or by some dark secret the city so loved to whisper about?

Riccardo, who was still standing like a statue in the corner of the room, would surely be able to provide an answer. It would be rude to pry. Our paths would cross eventually. How could they not?

*
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After installing myself at the desk in my room, where I had lunch, I sharpened my pencil and set up the design for the first fresco. I had placed the da Vinci mask before me, and as it rested against the wall, my gaze was drawn to it repeatedly, for I was captivated by it.

Two hours passed. I decided to revisit the ballroom and stare at the wall to gather more ideas. While walking down the corridor, I was startled by Marco’s voice, piercing through the closed door of his study.

“You knew I had someone in mind for this commission,” a woman said. “Why would you accept him, a mask-maker’s son, no less, and not even consult me?”

There was no doubt. This voice, soft yet determined, came from Artemisia Contarini.

“I don’t see why I should have consulted you,” he said. “This young man came to my aid. Commissioning him was the least I could do. He seems talented and motivated enough.”

Marco talked differently, not at all fitting the character I knew. His voice was trying to find balance, as if he was learning to master it.

“I fail to understand why you resent the idea,” he said. “He saved my life and deserves to be here. It was fate.”

I shouldn’t be listening, yet I couldn’t move my feet. The way she had spoken about me somehow bothered me, and even though I hadn’t met her, those degrading words stung my pride. There was no need to lay eyes upon this woman. My dislike for her had already turned her ugly.

“Forgive me for bothering you,” she said.

I left before Artemisia could open the door. I reached the ballroom with a pounding heart, took a seat on the polished floor, and opened my sketchbook. My pencil hovered doubtfully above the page as my thoughts wandered to Marco’s wife. I repeated the conversation until I found myself in a most agitated state. A mask-maker’s son, no less.

“I knew I would find you here.”

Marco’s voice started me. I was about to rise, but he didn’t let me.

“Please, don’t stand.” He sat down beside me and stared straight ahead in silence. He then added in a thoughtful tone, “You know, I have never sat on this floor before.”

It was most uncomfortable, but I didn’t want to be the first one to speak. He radiated a strange mood.

“Do you have many friends?” he asked.

“I’m afraid not. I’m sure an illustrious soul like yourself must have many.”

“As soon as a man becomes important,” he spoke against the wall, “he gains many friends. But they’re all frauds, Lorenzo. They’re all frauds...”

“Sir,” I said, “are you feeling well?”

“I wish I was.”

I laid down my pencil. “I can listen. I’m not a friend, but I’m not a fraud either, if I may be so free to say so.”

Marco smiled. “Tell me, what’s the secret to keep a woman content?”

“I don’t think I’m the right person to give advice, sir.”

“Nonsense.” His eyes found the ring on my finger. “You’re married yourself!”
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