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Part I

1500–1502

I sought to raise myself on wings from here . . .
Defeating, I still live but loveless, lone

—VITTORIA COLONNA, SIXTEENTH-CENTURY ITALIAN POET





Chapter 1

Beatrice stirred and cast an arm across the straw mattress, seeking the warmth of her mother’s body, listening hopefully for her breathing. Predawn, the sky was the color of river silt and the silence was deep; even the rooster slept. She pushed aside the rough linen blanket and pressed a hand to the stone wall, steadying herself against the absence. Only half-awake, she reached for her father’s old quilted jacket and held it close, like a beloved friend.

Three months she had been making the journey to sell olive oil to the artists inside the city. It had become more difficult to gain permission to pass through the tollgates. But, then, measured against what her life had become, that hardly mattered. Her mother had disappeared, traumatized, her face crazed like the night’s constellations. Her father—she would not think of it.

Alone, moving stiffly, Beatrice used her hips to guide the wooden cart down the dirt road, out of the tiny village of Settignano. One of the wheels wobbled, threatening to come off. There were no florins to pay an ironsmith. If she failed to sell her olive oil she would starve, and if she starved she would die. She pinched her thigh hard, giving herself a proper bruise for the self-pitying thought.

Kicking the wheel back onto its wooden axle with a naked foot, she walked on, imagining her feet to be padded like an animal’s, her toes protected by bristled hair. The idea of loping through her village as a she-wolf buoyed her, and she started to trot down the hill.

The road leading to Florence had been pounded flat by heavy wagons pulled by men and teams of white oxen. The stoneworkers traveled from the local quarries, their backs bowed like willow sticks, hauling the pietra serena because the rich favored the calming gray-blue colors. “Serena,” the cutters would joke about the name, a trace of bitterness lacing their voices, their bodies crippled by carrying the stone to the city so that the wealthy could raise monuments to God, to the Virgin Mary and to themselves.

* * *

A white cat, thin as a shadow, angled beside her and mewled loudly. Beatrice set down her cart and stroked its scrawny head, allowing the animal to crawl inside her wool gambeson. Before, even on hot days, her father wore the jacket like a noble soldier preparing for battle, though he was only a gentle philosopher and keeper of a few olive trees. Now he was buried deep in the ground. She held the warm cat and thought of a story she’d heard about prisoners in dungeons who befriended rats to keep from going mad. Being in prison might not be so bad if you were there with your mamma e papà and there was a portal to look out at the world. But her kin were gone, and without them, the joy in her land had run dry.

The air tasted of winter cold descending from the Apennines, and Beatrice knew there was more of that to come. She uncorked her deerskin and sipped wine. Her supply of olive oil was nearly exhausted. Only days ago, she had tenderly raked and sorted the olives from her modest family grove to have them inspected by the owner of the local olive mill. It was her first time representing the family, and she’d felt nervous and excited. He motioned her to the private yard behind the giant granite crushers. “You have money to pay?” Sweat clung to her skin from running her cart, heavy with her harvest, down the road to the mill. She had removed every twig and all the slender silver leaves from her autumnal haul and was bursting with pride at its glistening freshness. Now she was standing in olive muck up to her ankles.

“No money, no olive oil,” warned the miller, his mouth twitching. He looked her over as if seeing her for the first time.

“I have no coins, but I can trade with you.”

She watched his blackened fingers stretching and curling. They reminded her of short, pudgy eels.

“I have a pillow stitched with tombolo lace by my mother,” she said, stepping toward him, pleading her case. “My father brought our olives to you over many years.”

He leered at her. “Orphaned wench. Tombolo does not interest me.” His fingers were suddenly upon her. He gripped her neck and clawed at her tunic. She kicked him hard between the legs and ran for it, dumping most of the olives from her cart by the time she had reached the safety of the road.

The attack had terrified her. Surely she had done something to provoke his rage? Her parents had never raised a hand against her, so it was difficult to know how to gauge the customs of other people. Such an ugly man, with eels for fingers. She remembered how her father had taught her to hurl stones at the black night whenever she fell into a sour mood. “To the moon!” he had laughed, “La luna!” That was a game they had played together. She used to believe in its magic, but now she wasn’t so sure.

She pushed her cart toward Florence, her feet now leaden and unsteady, her imaginary friend, the she-wolf, lying low in a tangle of juniper bush.

The sky was lightening to the gray of Florentine wool. She took two dirty lengths of linen from her satchel, wound them tightly around both hands, picked up the handles again and rolled forward, the wheels lurching down a steep pitch gnarled by tree roots and rocks heaved up from the earth. Her thighs burned with the effort and she felt a crack on her heel run with fresh blood. Her earthenware jars rattled against each other like broken bones.

The road dipped then flattened, and she saw the massive outline of the brick wall that protected Florence from peasants, the popolo minuto, like her. She watched as the outsiders pushed frantically toward the wall, three stories tall—villagers and shanty dwellers coming from all directions, a river of snakes with dull eyes and oily backs. Beatrice set the cart down and knotted her black hair tightly at the back of her head, the better to go anonymously into the crowd and avoid the unwanted attention of the guards at the city gates.

She pulled her hood down low and shifted her mantle so that her breasts were camouflaged, becoming less girl, more boy. Before the troubles, she was adored and coddled, presented as a jewel by her parents whenever they walked through the village. No longer. Now, alone, she carried a blade and kept her eyes down.

She pressed both hands together in a rough prayer to make ready for the humiliating inspection. A group of women hauling baskets of fresh-cut oak on their heads shouldered their way past as the chief sentry called out to open the thick wooden doors. Vendors scrabbled like cockroaches, using their carts and shovels to push their way forward toward the tollgates, ready to pay their meager coins to gain access to the great golden city.





Chapter 2

Outside the city walls, chaos all around, Beatrice hesitated to push into the massive crowd and retreated inside herself. Her hands clung to the collar of her father’s jacket and she bent an ear, the better to hear his counsel.

“Do not hesitate. Be a Roman warrior. The goddess Diana. Walk without fear through each day. Head up, stand tall like the cypress.”

She smiled at his love of the ancients, the way his counsel shimmered like a slab of Carrara marble.

“But I am alone now, and these people—”

He interrupted her thoughts: “Their suffering has corrupted their peaceful nature. You will discover those you can trust. Watch for them, reach out in kindness.”

She gripped the handles of her cart and did not move, the better to hold on to his presence. He had been taken from her when all was right in the world. She knew she should not think of it, but it was difficult to resist going to that place of dark emotion. One year ago, when the sun was falling and pink and orange were stretched like yarn on a loom, the hens had set to shrieking in their enclosure and her father had walked off across the flats to scare off the fox that might be harassing them. Beatrice was at home, melting beeswax over a slow fire, preparing the slender tallows that the priest preferred for his church altar. Her mother bent over a piece of tombolo, her hands flying over wooden spools of thread, braiding lace to edge pillowcases for rich clients in the city.

It seemed, like so many of the evenings the family spent together, as if time was lifted up like an offering and held in a state of suspension. The wax melted slowly, the thread was braided, the sun went down, the birds shrieked, her father walked and then ran toward the henhouse. The wooden bobbins held the thread, the wax turned liquid, and a single lacy curve emerged on the tombolo pillow. From the inside of their little stone home, all was well. Still was the night. It seemed as sweet as the sweat rising on Beatrice’s cheekbones and settling along her upper lip. Her mother’s auburn hair swirled down her back, her eyes fixed on her work. The sweet suspension of time unraveled from the spool and floated in the air like gossamer wings. To interrupt it would be to deny a family’s right to love, and so the mother and daughter continued at their work, lulled by the feeling, sated by the glorious Tuscan day, never noticing how long the man had been gone.

The war between Pisa and Florence had been a simmering feud where men fought each other among the cypresses and along the edges of rivers. Bands of Pisans knew enough to stay away from the heavily guarded battalion of Florence, but they enjoyed their share of violence in the villages that lay exposed and unprotected outside the city. Killing a hen was one way to lure an enemy outside. They waited patiently while Beatrice’s father approached with anxious footsteps. To lose a hen to a fox represented half a month’s wages, and so he went blindly toward the screams of his birds and the darkening olive groves.

* * *

The Tuscan earth was golden and fertile, without the weight of the clay soil to the south. But morning dawned and the land smelled of decay. There was a scent of poison in the air, the blood of her father, which the Pisans had smeared onto the hen hutch. Beatrice looked to the place where she had instinctively dragged the corpse, away from the cruel death by sticks and clubs, to lay him down on the earth in the benevolent shadow of the old olive tree. Her mind had gone numb. It was as if her eyes no longer saw in color, only black and white.

Now she needed to transport her father to the church, where the priest would clean the dead man’s face with holy water, bless the body with frankincense oil, then bury him at the village cemetery. Without these rituals, her father would be in danger of wandering with evil spirits in the underworld.

In the distance, she could see a figure traveling toward her. He seemed to be walking quickly, without a hat, though the morning sun was fierce. Not the priest—he had already been to pray with the girl. While she stood by, he had closed her father’s eyes with patient fingers, set two small stones over the eyes. Some neighbors had also come by, trekking from their homes in the village to heap bouquets of lavender and small sacks of their most cherished Etruscan grains at the front door to sustain the family in the coming months.

She was curious about who was fast approaching. Wary, she picked up one of the clubs the attackers had left behind. She watched as the figure cut down a path to walk alongside the creek before hiking up to where her father lay. Not an enemy. A young man with a serious face, a brow that looked permanently furrowed. She watched him kneel beside the body and bow his head in prayer.

She set down the club and gripped the handles of her family’s wobbly wooden cart. The land was thirsty for rain, and puffs of dirt lifted as she walked toward the stranger, pushing the cart next to her father’s body and keeping it between them like a rough battering ram. “I do not know you,” she said listlessly, looking down on the bent figure. “Who are your people?” She listened to her voice and did not recognize it. She had taken on the sound of her mother, who was inside, curled on the straw mattress, unable to scream or even cry.

He did not speak at first but stood and offered a curt bow. His mouth was set in a straight line, and his eyes flicked gently to her. “My family has a farm on the other side of this grove. Di Buonarroti.”

She shook her head.

“Mostly we live in Florence,” he added, by way of explanation.

“I live here,” she said. “And some of us are dying here.”

He touched his right hand to his chest. “I’m sorry for your loss.” She could tell he was uncomfortable, offering words he had heard others recite, but he stood his ground. “These troubles over the land will not soon be over.” He hesitated, then asked, “Your mother?”

“She is not able to do this.”

“I see that your spirit is strong.”

Beatrice looked at his leather boots, broken and wrinkled. His hands were caked with white dust. “You are a stonemason?”

“I am a sculptor. Though I was taught how to work with stone here in Settignano.”

She looked past him to the olive groves, listening to the gentle rustling of the silver-sylvan leaves, cooling her anger and the desire to seek revenge.

“Scultore,” she said, clicking her tongue to express approval. The word had never been spoken to her before, and she chiseled its syllables with her tongue. The sculptures she had seen in Florence—mythical heroes, lions, angels and saints—transformed stone into things that could live alongside people. Somebody had made them, somebody like this man who stood before her. She wondered if he also drew from his imagination, as she liked to do. The question lay at the back of her mind, though she dared not ask it.

“My name is Michelangelo. Michelangelo di Buonarroti. You must visit me someday at my studio in Florence. If there is anything you need.”

In the distance, the city’s cathedral pushed its orange dome up powerfully, piercing the sky. She wondered how people could live confined to Florence. It seemed a punishment, even if a building like the Duomo offered a better relationship with God. As if that could be true.

“You are careless with your words,” she said, curling her lip, pricked by rage. “I have no business in the city. You will not see me there.” She said these words even as she rounded the cart and lifted her father’s arms. Michelangelo quickly bent to hoist the dead man’s legs. This artist, full of big-city presumptions, could not know the depths of her sorrow. Yet here he was, doing the unthinkable with her.

They heaved the body into the cart. Seeing her father crumple like a doll against the raw wooden boards, Beatrice let out a strangled cry. Weeping, she held her arms out wide and tipped forward toward him. “Papà, papà!” She was only thirteen. To live without her father was unthinkable.

Without hesitating, Michelangelo grabbed her and held her roughly in his arms. “You will see your father again, God willing,” he said. His face seemed to be lifted to the sky. “Pray for him, and he will watch over you from Heaven.”

He carried her back to the stone hut and set her down on the sacks of grain. She hid her face in her cloak, ashamed of her tears.

“You are young. Tomorrow will be easier.”

He straightened and gripped her hands tightly in his. “Please come to see me in the city,” he said, repeating the offer, taking care to speak with kindness. If he felt any awkwardness at their sudden intimacy, he did not show it. “Can I help you push the cart to the church?”

She hesitated and looked at the cloudless sky. Once, blue had been her favorite, the color of horizons and longing. Now its serenity, like her family, had splintered into shards of dispossession. From that day on, Beatrice would remember blue as the color of solitude.

“We will manage on our own,” she said, though she doubted her mother would be able to help.

She watched him walk with a driven, athletic gait to the road, leaving her alone by the stoop of her hut. Michelangelo, sculptor, with a family farm in the olive grove beyond. He had left her with something: an imprint of stone dust on her hands. She rubbed her fingers together, testing the grit. Maybe he was honorable. Maybe he was a lie.

* * *

A woman cradling a freshly butchered leg of venison in her arms pushed past Beatrice, cursing her for standing in the way, wrenching her out of the memory. The smell of blood leapt from the deer to cling like sickness to the girl’s mouth. She surveyed the crowd, seeking out the faces of the women, examining their figures, their shapes, the way they held themselves. Trembling, she willed her mother to step forward and show herself. She had disappeared and left Beatrice alone, but surely her mamma had meant no harm; she had been terribly delayed, that was all.

The crowd surged around her and her head filled with the noise of chaos. Next to her, gray rabbits had been upturned in their wooden cages, and chickens were clawing like madness to escape their woven bags. Clapping her hands against her ears, Beatrice looked to the gates and wanted desperately to be inside the city, where surely her mother would be waiting for her.





Chapter 3

Step aside, ugly ones.” A man with a woolen cap and dull gray eyes growled his command and shoved his cart fiercely into the crowd. Beatrice yanked her cart to one side to stay clear. She needed to sell the olive oil in her earthenware jars or go hungry another day. The priest in her village had advised her to begin trading in the city, sweeping the church steps with swift, angry movements while Beatrice stood with her head bowed, her stomach clenched with hunger.

“An orphan like you—”

“Father, I am no orphan,” she had said flatly. “I am looking for my mother. She is lost, is all.”

She remembered how her mother had rocked herself in a corner for days, sobbing and cursing the murderers of her husband.

“Mamma, can I send for somebody? The healer, the priest?”

She watched, helpless, as her mother paced their little manor like a caged ferret. Language had left her. She seemed incapable of forming words. With the passing of every day, her despair thickened into a fetid soup that no salve or herbal infusion could remedy.

It was when her mother started pricking her arms with her sewing needle that Beatrice finally reacted. “I cannot bear this anymore,” she said. “You must go outside, seek counsel with the stars.” She grabbed her mother by the hand and led her outside. She pushed her away from the door and watched her disappear into their olive grove, caressing every tree with her hands and her mouth. I do not recognize her. This woman. These were Beatrice’s last thoughts as she closed the door on her mother.

“Your mother has fled,” said the priest, averting his eyes from the girl. He was a stout man with a face that reminded Beatrice of a squash gone bad. “Like so many others.”

“What do you mean, Father?”

“Women,” he said, shaking his head. “They leave the village to follow the Devil.”

Beatrice bristled. “My mother is kind and generous in every way. She loved my father—”

“Love?” He looked at her with disdain. “Well, then. Your mother will discover many variations of that in the city.”

What the priest meant by that she had no idea. “Love” was a word rarely spoken aloud in her home, but Beatrice knew the emotion by touch and sound, the way her family greeted each other in the morning with gentle kisses on cheeks and, after sundown, the way her parents pulled the coarse blankets tenderly over her while saying a prayer and raising their eyes to the timbers. She would be astonished to discover that love could exist in the deafening, anonymous city, but the priest had provoked her to seek an answer.

And so Beatrice had hatched a plan to travel into the city, to recover her mother and bring her home. She would sell olive oil to make some quattrini, enough to survive, until her mother could return and life could be as it was. Head down, wheeling her broken cart to artists who would tolerate a barefoot girl in the dirt lanes behind the Duomo. One year ago, her life of hardship had begun.

Four crossbowmen stood guard high on the wall walk that encircled the city like a fortress, dressed in black leather vests with silk sleeves of white and gold. Another four men stood on either side of the monumental arched entrance. They were posted to check and frisk all vendors for weapons before allowing them to pass. They could take liberties, of course; pull anybody young and desirable from the crowd with a shout and a drawn sword, and pin her against one of the massive doors studded with iron nails.

A horse-drawn carriage took the crowd by surprise. Its riggings, oil-slicked and true, allowed the vehicle to glide noiselessly. The driver clicked his tongue at the horses, a black gelding and a silver-gray Andalusian, and the throng parted to make room.

The carriage pulled up next to her and Beatrice touched a hand to the ornate wrought-iron doors. Two men sat slumped against leather seats. One had a face framed by dark curls. The other passenger—his grandfather?—wore a silver-white beard. Bracing herself with both hands, she stood on her toes for a better view. The old man turned his head and Beatrice ducked. There might be a whipping coming her way. Anxious to escape the lash on her back, she rammed her cart forward, and the broken wheel resisted, causing her vehicle to lurch into another, stacked high with oak logs and an exotic caged creature whose feathers were as white as the moon. Beatrice had seen blackbirds, pheasants and guinea hens, but never this kind of fowl.

“May I purchase that bird?”

It was the old man from the carriage. He was now on foot and standing two carts away. His figure was tall and noble, and Beatrice admired the rose-pink color of his tunic and the summertime green of his velvet cape. It reminded her of cypress trees shooting into the air like arrows of hope.

“Market’s not open,” said the owner of the bird. She gestured toward the sky, still cast in gray though the horizon was washing up blue. “After the sunrise.”

“With your permission, I’ll take him off your hands.”

His voice was soft, so unlike the sharp insults exchanged between those who lived poor and dirty in the hills beyond the city walls. The whiskery woman flapped her arms at him: go away. Her silky creature lifted its feathers and shifted restlessly in a basket that served as a makeshift cage.

“Here,” said the stranger, smiling kindly. Beatrice watched him press coins into the woman’s hand as the crowd pushed noisily past.

The bird woman quickly slipped the outrageous sum into her apron. “Just this once, signore.” Seeing that Beatrice was staring, she snapped, “Little whore, with eyes big as a cow’s.” She tightened the band on her wimple cap. “Mind your own affairs.”

The old man turned to Beatrice, an arm wrapped around the birdcage. “Buon giorno,” he said, bowing slightly.

“My lord,” she said, bowing low, amazed by the short cut of his cape and the pink hose on display above his boots.

“What elixirs might be on offer today?” He reached into her cart and uncorked one of the clay carafes. “Olive oil,” he said, breathing deeply.

Beatrice stared at the man, blank-faced, astonished by his brazen sampling of her wares.

“Reminds me of lying in a field of fresh-cut hay.” He stepped aside to let a man hauling a pig on a rope go by. “Which I like to do far too often, according to my taskmasters.”

A woman with a basket of bread balanced on her head moved next to them. He handed Beatrice the birdcage and reached into the baker’s basket, handing her a coin for a round of Tuscan bread sprinkled with rosemary and oregano. He drizzled it with some of Beatrice’s olive oil and stuffed it into his mouth. “My God,” he said, raising a hand dramatically in the air. “It’s good to be home.”

He handed Beatrice a coin and reclaimed his bird. He opened the cage and held the creature against his chest. “Vieni, see how beautiful.” The bird opened its curved black beak and gnawed on the man’s fingers. Beatrice was unsure if he was speaking to her or the creature. His white hair and beard made him look as old as some of the monks in the city, but his eyes had a youthful radiance, and he smelled of cinnamon and rosemary. Country folk continued to move past them, cursing at the roadblock. She reached out to touch the bird.

“You sell in the marketplace?” he asked.

“No,” she said, shaking her head, amazed by the way her hand disappeared into the depth of the bird’s feathers. She could not afford to pay the extra coins to sell in the main marketplace. “To men working in the lane behind the Duomo. Goldsmiths, leatherworkers, painters, sculptors.”

“The artists of Florence,” said the man.

Beatrice shrugged. The studios she visited with her cart belonged to men named Lippi, Granacci. They made altar paintings adorned with gold leaf, mahogany chairs inlaid with ivory, naked bodies from slabs of Carrara marble. But there was never time for her to admire what they were making. That would show herself to be a slovenly villager. More than that, it might betray her interest in making art herself, something girls had no business attempting. “I should go now,” she said.

“This beautiful parrot does not belong in a cage, or in Tuscany,” he replied, as if she had not spoken. He buried his face in the downy feathers and stroked the bird. Then, without warning, he lifted it high in the air and opened his hands. The parrot screeched and took flight.

“He’s gone!” Beatrice watched the sky, her heart lifted with joy even as she felt the dread of a crime having been committed. The man had freed the most beautiful bird, and it had flown like an angel into the heavens.

“Amore, Master, please, are you finished?” The handsome young man was calling from the carriage.

Beatrice impulsively pressed a carafe of olive oil toward the man called Master. His face radiated with peace. “For you,” she said, then hoisted her cart handles. Somebody unseen pummeled Beatrice in the backside. She held tight to her cart, refusing to cede ground. “How long have you been away?”

“More years than you are old.”

“I am fourteen, signore.”

He nodded.

“With your permission, signore, may I bring you more olive oil?”

“You speak like a true Florentine merchant.” There was the shriek of roosters and donkeys passing by. She stepped closer so as to catch his words. “. . . at the monastery?” he said. Then he retreated to the carriage. “Santissima Annunziata,” he called over his shoulder.

“I know it,” she said. She knew all of the streets in Florence. “Near to San Marco.”

The carriage driver whistled sharply and guided the horses into the mayhem. Beatrice pushed forward on foot. At the tollgate, she bent her head low and extended her coin to a guard.

“Show your face.” He ripped the hood from her head.

Sweat prickled on the small of her back. She bit in her lips, making them thin like a boy’s. “The morning has gold in its mouth,” she said, appalled by his smell and his rotten, broken teeth. “Can I pass? Here is my quattrino.”

One of the crossbowmen on the wall shouted angrily down to the guard. It felt to Beatrice like all eyes were on her.

“Face down!” the guard ordered.

She braced herself for what was to come. It always felt like an uncivil war between the peasants and the guards. “Guard, may I pass?” she said.

“What’s this? The village dog can speak?”

The other guards barked in excitement, bouncing in their boots, enjoying the humiliation. Those next in line went silent.

“Signore, gallant soldier of the state,” said the master, suddenly there at her side. She felt his hand on her back, sweeping her away from the nearest guard.

Another soldier elbowed his way forward and brayed loudly, “Nearly winter, but here stands somebody in summertime green.” His arms were heavily muscled, and his uniform was impeccable, the heraldic red lily stitched brightly on his silk vest. He shook his head in disgust at the man’s pink hose and flicked the cape open with his dagger, revealing its sapphire silk lining.

“It was a present from Duke Sforza of Milan.” The man looked at the guard with steady eyes.

“A likely story,” said the guard, enjoying the mockery, “from an old lecher.” Laughter all around, even from those who stood in line, craning for a better look at the interrogation of the man in extravagant dress defending a peasant girl.

“Indeed, signore, you are to be commended for your leaden mind. He who laughs last, laughs longest. As for this girl,” the old man continued, “her clients are beloved Florentines.”

The guard hesitated, looked at the man and back at the girl. “The dog can pass,” he said at last.

Beatrice picked up the handles of her cart and moved beneath the soaring brick entrance into the city. Looking back, she could see that a third guard had joined the others, and that they were taking turns lifting the edge of her savior’s evergreen cape with their daggers, flapping its edges like a sail cut loose in high winds. “Here’s a sodomite all dressed up for dirty business.” Their laughter was loud and malicious. A pair of guards were playing at humping the master.

“Christ watch over you,” she muttered.

As she walked farther into the city, past artisan workshops decorated in olive branches and wool warehouses with facades of local stone blocks, a small red-haired boy appeared at her side; she recognized him from the squatter camp outside the gates. He seemed to be alone; nobody called to him to come back. His fingers sought hers and, still dazzled by the daring of the man called Master, she allowed it. Had she dreamed it, the flouting of rules? For she could actually taste his irreverence and kindness toward the bird as if it were wild honeysuckle in springtime. She felt the boy’s little hand warm in her own, but he was gripping tightly now, whining for some bread, and the sweetness of the moment cracked in half.

Unbidden, a memory of her mother in the Piazza Santa Croce pushed into her mind. At least, she had believed it was her mother; her attire had been so strange, and it was difficult to be sure from where Beatrice had been standing, across the vast square. The woman who resembled her mamma had been with five other women, each of them wearing jingling bells around their ankles and yellow triangles stitched to the sleeves of their dresses. She had called out, but a crowd had surged forward to surround and heckle the women. “Crows! Crows!” they jeered, their own voices harsh like the black birds. Beatrice had picked up the handles of her cart and run as fast as the wobbly wheel allowed. The crowd had formed a nasty barrier between the girl and the dream of finding her mother. By the time she reached the far side of Santa Croce, the women had disappeared down a narrow street.

She swatted the boy away and spat an insult, “Va’ a farti benedire.” Get lost. Go get yourself blessed.

Closing her eyes, she replayed the scene with the woman she thought was her mother parading past the grand basilica and across the piazza. The faint tingling of the women’s ankle bracelets rang in her ears, and a feeling of dread came over Beatrice. That had happened many weeks ago, before the cold winds of the Apennine Mountains descended on the city. What had possessed her mother to leave that night? She might have stayed. Mourning the death of her father was too much for Beatrice to endure by herself. Stonecutters always worked in pairs, never alone, to lift the heaviest of stones.

She gripped the leather ties of her father’s old jacket between her fingers. Her resolve to find her mother hardened. She was somewhere in the city. Then hunger—a miserable friend—forced her to keep moving even as her mood darkened.

She felt weak after the morning’s walk, and her feet were numb with cold. Beatrice headed toward the workshops behind the cathedral, where she might find a place to rest, if only for a moment, away from the mauling crowds and city guards. The harassment at the tollgate had exhausted her, but in Florence it seemed she was condemned to days of constant motion. She looked up at the windows of the stone villas and spied three young noblewomen gazing out onto the streets. Oh, to sit in a chair as they did and live their lives for a single glorious moment. A carriage gilded in silver and gold rumbled past on the cobblestones; a woman in a heavily feathered hat stared at her with joyless, hooded eyes as the conveyance passed. Peacock, thought Beatrice.

The rich—the popolo grasso—loved to flaunt their wealth. Her mother used to say “The rich do not walk. They ride in their own arks and pretend they’re Noah every day of the week.” The girl half smiled at the memory. Her own people were castaways, Christian refugees from Constantinople, trekking to the terraced hills of Florence after the Ottomans had invaded their birthplace. Her grandparents had watched as the Muslims had scarred the wooden bridges with their spiked boots, pushing their invasion across the mighty Bosphorus to take their beloved city. Her father had relayed their stories of the defacement of the Hagia Sophia church, the scraping away and painting over of the angels’ faces high up within its interior domes. “All of it a sacrilege!” her father would shout with bitterness, sounding every bit the philosopher and peasant farmer that he was.

Beatrice bowed her head to show respect as the carriage rolled briskly down the road, the woman in her fancy ark swinging a scented pomander on a chain.

Closer to the Arno, the air spiked by the rank smell of the river, she spied a canopy of trees that hovered above a stone wall. The garden likely belonged to the woman. Walking to a fig tree, Beatrice tore off her mantle and unlaced her father’s gambeson. She pried away the wooden cap of the cart handle and teased out a narrow dagger, the one found buried in her father’s body, which she herself had extracted and washed in the brook running below the olive grove. She placed one foot on the mortar of a stone wall; there was an iron ring for harnessing horses, and she slid her bare foot into it, then hoisted herself up. She reached into the branches and cut several figs, stuffing one into her mouth as she eased herself down. The fruit, shriveled by the cold, tasted like leather, but it filled her stomach.

She took stock of her situation: her supply of olive oil was running low, and there would be no more deals from the miller in Settignano. The inconvenience was that she would have to barter with her neighbor and pay handsomely for more of his oil and his terracotta jugs. Pay with the last of her family’s copper pots. She had already traded the one her mother used for melting beeswax. If there was a God, why did he bless rich men’s olive groves and turn their harvests into ever more gold florins?

Bending down low, she fished a stick of charcoal from a pocket and curved her fingers around it. Within a moment, she had tattooed the base of the garden wall with a drawing of a raging angel, its wings hunched up as if a falcon preparing to land, its heart pierced with the long stem of a peacock feather. She knew this to be a dangerous act—defacing the city—but it felt good to make her mark. Let the sbirri—the cops—throw her in the gallows for being a warrior girl starving for food and some parchment paper. She stooped to emphasize the huge eyes of the angel staring as if in horror, clutching the charcoal tightly in her hand. Satisfied, she blew the black dust off her fingers.

She set off again, and when she reached the fountain carved with three lion heads, she unwrapped the bandages from her knuckles. Sturdy houses, one and two stories high, surrounded the fountain on all sides. She could hear iron pots banging against stone floors and the scolding of children by exhausted mothers. The lions spat thin streams of water into the basin. Beatrice bent over the fountain and scrubbed her hands, then splashed water over her neck, her arms, and loosened her hair. She placed her crown of olive leaves on her head and pinched her cheeks to draw color, to impress on her city clients that she embodied all that was good from the country. Let the Florentines enjoy the lie; she was happy to pretend to be fed on goat’s milk and fattened pig if it brought customers.

She bumped her cart down the dirt road and into the back lanes where guild artists kept their studios. Traffic on the path was growing to a frantic morning pitch. Two finely dressed boys wrapped in matching peach velvet capes passed by; Beatrice felt a silk merchant’s sleeve decorated with pearls graze her naked hand. She walked on to discover a group of ironsmiths kneeling over a fire and, traveling in the opposite direction, a young man, reeking of red wine, who cradled a framed canvas in his arms. Its protective woolen shroud was poorly arranged, allowing Beatrice a glimpse of a woman in a Greek tunic who looked horribly old-fashioned—why paint something from so long ago? Next, several laborers, thick woolen tunics stained with sweat, forced her to the side of the road. They carried a church altar, their hands wrapped around its fat wooden legs, each elaborately carved with bunches of grapes and lilies.

Her first client was Filippino Lippi. He was stiff-necked, with lecherous wet lips, as if he’d just been released from a long stay in a damp prison cell. The right wheel groaned, filling her with bitterness; the stolen figs weighed heavy in her belly. She had not forgotten all of her Christian teachings—she would repent and ask forgiveness for stealing. God would smile down on her, and she would blow him a kiss from the dirt road.

Beatrice selected jars from her cart and approached Filippino Lippi’s studio, passing his healthy lemon tree, eyeing its golden fruit. Before her father was killed, her mother often made a salad with thin strips of lemon peel mixed with olives and parsley. Sometimes she sprinkled violets on top, but only to inspire her husband, who would scratch a rapturous poem in the dirt about their meal and erase it when it was time to teach their child her letters. Beatrice learned well, and this pleased her father and even her mother, who worried that there were never enough florins to support the three of them. Though they owned very little, Beatrice always thought they were wealthy.

The door burst open before she knocked; Filippino was an early riser and moved with frantic energy. He was not an old man, but he seemed to Beatrice not long for the world. His skin had a leaden sheen to it, and his eyes were cavernous. She hoped he would not die too soon, as she needed his business. He waved her inside and shut the door.

She moved delicately away from his hands and placed the olive oil on the table, next to his drawings. Laid out was a sketch of the Virgin and the baby Jesus, drawn in loose strokes of brown ink. Angels and men stood nearby, all of them looking and gesturing at each other.

“It looks like they’re talking to each other,” said Beatrice.

“It’s an experiment,” said Filippino, studying his sketch. “Artists have always painted the saints doing nothing. Just standing and staring.”

“And you?”

“I’m trying to paint a sacred conversation between saints about the Holy Child.”

“A sacra conversazione.” Beatrice considered this piece of news, bending closer to the sketch to seize the details. “Where did you learn how to draw like this?” She gazed at the charcoal sketches on the table, the half-finished altar works propped against the studio wall.

“With Botticelli. I was apprenticed to him.”

“Who is that?”

“Oh dear, you truly are an olive oil girl. He’s only one of the greatest painters ever known to Florence. We painted for the Medici and their wealthy circle of friends. The Adoration of the Kings, a vast work we painted together. He did the crowd on one side. Insisted on including a white horse rearing up and a man wielding an axe. Tempera on wood, the usual technique.”

“What is tempera?”

He looked at Beatrice and let out an exasperated sigh. “Egg yolk, pigment and water.”

She knew she was testing his patience, but she needed to ask: “Were there girls studying with you?”

“Girls? Of course not. Too distracting.” He stepped closer to her and slid his hands inside her quilted jacket. “Like you.”

“With your permission,” she said, her eyes turned cold like the angels in his sketch, “I would like payment for this month’s olive oil.” She paused, looking again at his artworks, absorbing lessons from his technique that she might apply to her own rough sketches. “I would also like three of your lemons.” With the fruit she could make ten jars of lemon oil and sell them for a handsome price.

“Your skin reminds me of copper dipped in gold. One lick of my tongue,” he murmured. She stepped away from him, his hot, sickly breath on her neck. From a safe distance, she held out her hand. He sighed, rummaged in a leather purse and, unsmiling, dropped four quattrini into her palm while motioning her out. “It will take me hours to focus again on my art. Don’t come back next week!”

Outside, she climbed high into the artist’s lemon tree, balancing against one of its magnificent branches and selecting three perfect fruit to toss down into her cart. She took another lemon for herself and bit hungrily into it, enjoying the shock of the sour taste and the yellow flesh dripping all over her hands. It was glorious to be up in the leafy greenery, away from the dirt of the alley. Another bite and she felt brighter than she had for days. She counted on her fingers to make a cold calculation of her world. Finger number one: Father was dead. Finger number two: Mother had disappeared. Finger number three: She was starving. Finger number four: Not everybody can be trusted. Her thoughts thus enumerated on sinewy fingers, she looked down on her misfortunes as if inspecting tongue, tripe and other innards spread out raw on a butcher’s block. But, this morning, there was something else to add to the hardened facts of her world. A great man had defended her at the city gate. She felt a series of knots coming undone around her mouth, possibly, even, the hint of a smile. Perhaps there was reason to feel less alone. She felt something warm—a tiny flame flickering inside her. She cocked finger number five, which was actually a thumb: Survive.





Chapter 4

His humiliation at the city gates continued until the guards eventually tired of the game and turned back to processing the peasants clamoring to pay their tolls and come through.

“Step to the side. Let me see your papers,” said one thuggish guard delegated to handle him. He waved a reassuring hand at Salaì inside the carriage and allowed himself to be shoved below the towering arch of the gate. He stood tall and would not look at the ripped edges of his cape. Somebody’s pig, escaped from a wagon, hurtled by. Above the noisy squeals, he heard a voice ringing out: “Maestro! Maestro!” A priest in a long black cloak hurried toward him, waddling as quickly as his fat body would allow, like an old, broody hen. “We are delighted, all of us, all Florentines—” said the priest, anxious to launch into his speech, a beatific smile printed on his face.

The guard, recognizing the Servant of Mary crest emblazoned across the front of the priest’s cloak, lowered his dagger.

“You know this person?” He tipped his head toward the man in the velvet cape.

“Idiota.” The prior shot the guard a look of disgust. “This is Leonardo da Vinci, a genius come home to honor us with his presence.” He grasped the master’s hands and bowed low, kissing each of them.

Another pig and a pair of donkeys pushed past. The maestro looked at the cart driver as he sped past, mesmerized by his remarkable chin, as if two beets had been permanently stacked there. The Tuscan face, he thought, sculpted from the gifts of the earth like no other.

“Master, many long years have passed,” said the prior, interrupting his thoughts. The priest was quite obviously dismayed to see how Leonardo had aged. His auburn hair had turned white and his erstwhile jawline was now covered by the curly beard of a prophet. Still, he knew he possessed a regal bearing that was missing from most dukes and governors lording over their small, feuding Italian states.

“The messenger informed me of your decision to leave Milan and return to Florence. We have prepared your lodging,” the prior said. “I hope most fervently that you will find my monastery to be hospitable.”

“You have to pay the toll,” the guard interrupted, cocking his chin at the carriage. “Triple for the wheels and the horses.”

The prior dug into his satchel and produced a piece of heavy bond paper. “An invitation, stamped with the pope’s seal,” he said, waving the document at the guard and offering a look of apology to his honored guest. “Can you read, soldier? Of course you can’t.”

“Pay the toll. It’s the law.”

“Prior, allow me,” said Leonardo, bowing slightly at the hip and producing the coins in one elegant sweep of the hand.

Cursing at the guard, the priest stepped up into the carriage, sending it rocking on its wheels. “Now, then, let’s get you to the peace of our monastery.”

The master climbed in reluctantly, but not before gazing back at the crowd, wonderfully wretched as they were. Every face a unique portrait of raw, pure emotion. He would rely on this picture of humanity for a future commission; the memory would fuel his imagination.

“Prior, how kind of you to welcome us,” he said, settling against the leather seat. “Let me introduce my assistant, Salaì, an artist of much talent.”

Salaì ignored the introduction and looked out the window.

“The honor is mine,” said the prior, inclining slightly forward. “I had hoped you’d miss the flood of people, but I fear they are arriving earlier and earlier. All of them God’s creatures, but given to such terrible manners and smells. More animal than human. Born to sell their simple wares, I suppose, and bask in our sunshine.”

The master smiled, unlacing his velvet cape to allow for air. He was accustomed to the elites bashing the downtrodden. “My hometown has changed, it seems, from the little city I once knew.”

“Indeed, the old Roman settlement has grown in population and wealth. And notoriety,” agreed the prior. “What other city can boast the presence not only of a genius such as yourself but Michelangelo di Buonarroti besides, whose Pietà in Rome causes people to fall to their knees and weep?”

Leonardo turned from the prior as if absorbed by the ongoing chaos outside. He had barely cleared the gates of Florence and already Michelangelo’s name was slipping easily from local tongues. “By all reports he is a fine young sculptor,” he said, turning back to the prior. One who was recently commissioned by the monied Wool Guild to sculpt the biblical David to sit atop the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. Word that Michelangelo was being considered by the Arte della Lana had reached Leonardo months earlier, in Milan. The duke had mentioned it at a dinner, wiping his mouth with linen. “This young Michelangelo assigned to sculpt David from the Old Bible? I wonder they did not ask other talented ones, such as yourself? But you have been busy, Master. Tell me, is your fresco of the Last Supper nearly, finally, complete?”

Past the tollgates, Florence unfurled like a sail, and Leonardo inhaled its architectural magnificence under clear Tuscan skies. The marketplace was pumping with energy, and it seemed that the squalor he had witnessed outside the gates had been dissipated and softened within the grand civic spaces where buildings had been demolished a century ago to make way for inspiring views of the city’s monuments. He watched, amused, as boys gathered at the base of the Campanile tower, selling bundles of beeswax tapers wrapped in garlands of gilliflowers. A clutch of women he was sure had deliberately crashed their carts against each other outside of the gates sang in unison to beckon customers, scooping black olives into wooden bowls. The chill air was fragrant with the sweet smell of bread being pulled from a stone oven in a panetteria tucked down Via dei Martelli, across from the Baptistery of San Giovanni. The baker’s son sold the bread to a lineup of customers, digging into the pockets of his apron to make quick change for overworked servant girls. The master leaned forward in the carriage to take in the dazzling pattern of the white Carrara and green Prato marble of the holy monument glowing in the morning sun. He wondered if the local gossips still occupied their place in the square. Right on cue, he spied them: a trio of old men sitting on a long wooden bench with their backsides next to the golden eastern doors. He watched as they watched him, imagining what they might be saying about him.

“Is it he?” the man with a bulbous nose would whisper, elbowing his companions. “His body has not shrunk. But what of his mind?”

Ah, yes, recalled the Master of Arts, the gossiping bench-sitters, known locally as the sersaccenti delle pancacce.

He looked their way. Then he glanced to the north doors of the baptistery, where his eyes lingered on the panel depicting Abraham, sword drawn, preparing to kill his only son to satisfy God’s wishes. His own father might be equally inclined, though not because of a desire to please God.

“Those are his eyes,” another of the gossipers might murmur. “Always hunting for something, like a hawk.”

He watched as the gossipers squinted and pointed at him. One of them had attracted a crowd and was speaking loud enough for everyone to hear, even the subject of their gossip.

“I tell you. That is Leonardo da Vinci, riding by in all his finery. The talented, beautiful one. Arrested for sodomy, as God is our witness. When his hair was freakishly red.”

They were right. He had been accused anonymously, unceremoniously hauled from a late-night party to the gallows behind Florence’s city hall, the Palazzo Vecchio. Accusations, true or false, were easy to make. Scribble something on parchment and drop it into one of the city’s tamburi—letter boxes, or holes of truth—placed conveniently around the city, and let the Office of the Night and Conservers of the Morality of Monasteries do the rest.

He considered himself lucky. He might have been flogged to within an inch of his life if he’d been discovered with other sodomizers in devout Venice, where the doge fancied himself as significant as the pope. But in Florence, money talked. If you were privileged enough to have florins in your satchel (which he did) or friends who were wealthy (which he had), you were forgiven your wickedness after a few nights sleeping rough in stone cells underground.

The horses pulled the carriage quickly over the cobblestones, up the Via dei Servi to the Piazza della Santissima Annunziata, where the congestion of the city was suddenly interrupted. Leonardo breathed his thanks to Brunelleschi as the carriage rumbled through the square. They had never met. The architect had died a few years before he was born. But his belief in lifting people’s spirits through ennobling architecture and grand, edifying public spaces that framed the heavens lived powerfully on. Those squatters on the wrong side of the gates? Brunelleschi believed they had a right to the city and clean air to breathe. On the east side of the square stood his stone arcade fronting the Ospedale degli Innocenti. Leonardo observed every detail—the blue glazed terracotta sculptures of babies in swaddling clothes gracing every one of the archways of the loggia, every column topped by a capital decorated with thick foliage. To him, they were offered like harmonies in a long, sustained chant. To the north, in sober contrast, the Basilica of Santissima Annunziata presented a meditative dome to allow worship in the round.

He gazed out the window of the carriage, and a prayer floated through his mind, words written long ago by Saint Francis of Assisi: “Most High, glorious God, enlighten the shadows of my heart, and grant me a right faith, a certain hope and perfect charity, sense and understanding.”

The driver pulled the carriage below a grand arch and down a narrow lane alongside the church before coming to a halt.

“I’m starving,” said Salaì, the first words he had uttered since crossing under the tollgates.

The prior bristled at the girlish whine. Leonardo knew what he was likely thinking: Italy might be shaped like a womb, but the population of Florence was dwindling thanks to the sodomizers wedged in the carriage next to him.

“Not long now,” Leonardo reassured Salaì, though he was uneasy about their arrival. Shifting house and home from the princely accommodation within the duke of Milan’s monumental castle to a few rooms at the Santissima Annunziata monastery was unsettling. And the scourge of being named a dirty sodomizer more than twenty years ago had never left him. Now the gossipers had thrown his shame back out to the public. He stroked his beard and tried to calm the feeling in his stomach.

The prior heaved himself out of the carriage; the master jumped down easily, the bird basket in one hand, the carafe of olive oil in the other. Salaì followed, stretched his arms and yawned loudly. “Looks a bit of a dump,” he said, leaning over to Leonardo. “Send a message to one of those fancy merchant families. Or the bankers—they must have palazzi with room to spare?”

“Apparently not,” said Leonardo, looking at the two-story compound, its courtyard garden dusted with November pallor. He had memorized the plan of the monastery from a drawing sent to him in Milan by messenger, and his eyes searched for a secret entrance across the commons.

The men ascended a narrow stairwell, white stains of mildew at the edge of its stone steps. Nothing like the Sforza Castle, where he and his assistants had thrived among musicians, dancing masters, military men, servants and dwarfs. How he had delighted in painting a fantastical forest to cover the vaulted ceiling in the magnificent Hall of the Axis, weaving branches and leaves together and then knotting them with a sinewy rope burnished with gold. He scanned the long, low corridor of the monastery and its plain plaster walls. “Icarus descending,” he said to himself.

The prior stepped around a young monk who was sweeping a pile of dirt into a corner. “We have been waiting a long time for a new altarpiece, the great sacred themes, double-sided,” he said, turning to Leonardo.

A painting. Sketching, drawing—he would happily abandon them all. Flight was what excited him now. But he had just arrived, must not speak his mind.

“Prior, I aspire to your expectations,” Leonardo answered, returning his gaze, cradling the empty birdcage in his arms.

“I only ask that you bring your utmost attention to this commission,” continued the prior, driving home his point. “Your time will be monopolized by the wealthy in this city. They are greedy and ambitious. They all want something—”

“And none will interfere with your commission.”

“I look forward to seeing the altarpiece come springtime.” The prior clapped a firm hand on Leonardo’s shoulder as he moved to leave them at their new lodgings.

Leonardo set the cage down and leaned against the doorframe. “An altarpiece,” he sighed. “Two sides. By spring.”

Back in Milan, he had no deadlines. He attended to the challenges
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