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			“L’appetito vien mangiando”

			“The appetite comes while you are eating”

			Italian proverb

			A good story should be very like a good meal and should be just as satisfying. Each will have its own stages or courses, and each course should make you look forward to the next. Like guests at my dining table, I offer my story to you for your entertainment and enjoyment.

			We start with the traditional Italian aperitivo, designed to whet the appetite, encouraging you on to the next course and the course after that. At each course, I offer a simple Tuscan recipe to represent each stage of the story. We finish the story with a dolce or dessert and a simple digestivo, which I hope will leave you figuratively patting your stomach in satisfaction.

			Of course, you should accompany this with the wine of your choice!

			Buon appetito!APERITIVO
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			A summer drink or cocktail is the perfect way to start a meal. It is fresh and welcoming and encourages you to stay and taste more. A good aperitivo should not be all fruitiness and fizz, though. Pick up a large juicy olive for unexpected bitterness. The contrast will intrigue you. What will come next?

			Aperol Spritz

			Ice

			100ml Aperol

			200ml Prosecco

			Slice of orange

			Soda water, to top up if necessary

			Place a generous handful of ice in a tall glass. Pour in the Aperol and the Prosecco. Add the sliced orange, and if required, top up with soda water. Enjoy while fresh and fizzy!

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE
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			Fiesole, 1460

			Summer in the Tuscan mountains. The haze of dry, dusty soil and the smell of thyme and rosemary hung heavily in the air. The sky above was approaching that magical mix between the gold of the setting sun and the first blue of the approaching night, giving the rooftops of the surrounding farms a fiery glow. A lone buzzard circled in search of an evening kill. Beneath its beady eye, a dormouse scuttled into the undergrowth and survived another day.

			Fiesole, the small town on the hillside overlooking the bustling city of Florence, breathed a soft sigh as it began to rest in the early evening. The farmers and shepherds had returned home from the fields. Wealthy businessmen and noble families rested in their summer villas, enjoying the cool breeze from the mountains, so different from the hot, dry, foul air of the city. Wisps of smoke rose steadily from the chimneys of the farmhouses and villas alike, heralding the promise of the evening meal, and the aromas of cooking filled the air of the town. While the kitchens were busy, out in the town and surrounding farms, there was little sign of life on this lazy evening. 

			Just outside the town however, a cloud of dust rose from a small pathway. As the dusty trail got closer to the town, the sound of running footsteps grew louder until they reached the gates of a grand villa, a little way down the hill from the main town square. 

			In the kitchen of the villa, the cook was disturbed from his work by a frantic pounding on the door. With a sigh, he brushed his hands in his large apron and wearily rose to answer the summons. As he unlocked the door, it was flung open, and he looked down into the face of a young peasant boy. The cook knew him as the son of a local farmer, who often ran errands for the family and the staff, but he had never before seen the boy so agitated.

			“Heavens, Tommaso! What on earth is wrong? You nearly knocked the door off its hinges.”

			“The young master!” the young boy almost shouted. “I need the young master. He needs to come now. Where is he?”

			“The master is about to sit down for his evening dinner, young man. He doesn’t want to be disturbed by the likes of you,” said the cook, as he folded his arms over his ample stomach. “Now get along with you. You can speak with him tomorrow.”

			“No, no, no,” said young Tommaso, his voice beginning to rise. “Tomorrow will be too late.” With that, he pushed past the cook, ran through the kitchen and burst through the door leading to the family quarters. 

			“Dio mio!” said the cook, rubbing his forearm across his brow. “What was all that about? Something and nothing, I expect.” And with a sigh, he picked up his knife and went back to chopping the vegetables for tomorrow’s soup.

			The villa was grand by the town’s standards and envied as a summer residence by many in Florence and beyond. It had been built into the hillside just ten years earlier, to much acclaim. The loggia of the house led onto the terraces and provided the perfect position for admiring the gardens and the magnificent views across the valley and into Florence. Near the kitchen was a healthy herb and vegetable garden, but the other side was designed to display the flair of the garden designers and the skill of the villa’s gardeners. These formal gardens were well-organised as they flowed down the hillside. Each terrace had its own lawn, and the winding pathway was lined with lemon trees, releasing their bright, citrus aroma. Splashes of colour were provided by terracotta pots filled with orange and red pelargoniums. The whole garden was a delight to the senses.

			Sitting in the garden was a young man, insensible to the delights surrounding him. He gazed absently at the view before him. He knew how lucky he was to be allowed to stay here and study during the recent months. The family was very generous. He also knew that things would be difficult when he told his own family of the decision he had made. Much was expected of him, but in his own heart, he knew the path he had to take. This was not some flight of fancy that he had decided to follow on a whim, but a deep-seated absolute knowledge that it was the right thing, indeed the only thing, to do if his life was to have any meaning. He knew that his family would not share his conviction, and the knowledge that he was to cause such damage and hurt to his beloved parents broke his heart. He was torn from his thoughts by the sound of running footsteps along the gravel path behind him.

			“Sir, sir, you must come!” gasped the young boy. “It’s not good. It’s really not good at all.”

			A little further down the hill stood a farmhouse. It was not a large farmhouse by any means, with just a small, enclosed yard at the back where chickens scratched the ground, pecking at seeds. Through a small gate and just beyond the fence, a neat vegetable garden led to a few trees with a healthy crop of olives just beginning to ripen. The farm stood in a pleasant position on the hillside, just a little way from Fiesole, where the sun nurtured the crops grown there. The house was small but well cared for, the terracotta roof absorbing the summer sun, and windows open to allow the mountain breeze to flow through. On this tranquil evening, the door also stood open, and through it flew a piercing scream.

			Inside the house, in the single room which was used for living, sleeping and cooking, the screams came again. On the bed in the centre of the room lay a young woman, clutching the bed sheets, writhing in pain and bathed in sweat from her labour. 

			The older woman next to her looked worried as she bathed the young woman’s forehead with a cooling cloth. “Stai calma, cara mia. Be calm, my love,” she soothed. “I am here, and your baby is almost with us.” 

			Under her breath, the older woman whispered a prayer to the Virgin Mary to protect this young girl and her baby. This birth was more difficult than any of the dozens that she had attended before, made more difficult for her because the mother in labour was her own daughter. A short while later, after the screams had died away, the older woman gently handed a soft bundle to its mother. “You have a beautiful daughter, una bellissima figlia,” she said, with a smile, trying to hide the fear that grew inside her. As she looked at the growing red stain on the bedsheets, she knew she could do no more. She looked up into the eyes of the new mother, and their gaze remained still and peaceful for many moments.

			“Mamma…” said the young mother. 

			“Hush, cara mia. Rest now,” she replied, even as she watched the colour drain from the face in front of her.

			“No, Mamma. I know I have to go. I have no regrets. I have known love unlike anything I could have hoped for, and this love will live on in my little girl. She is the reason for my life. Promise me that you will take care of her, Mamma. Promise me…” 

			As the older woman released the lifeless hand, she thought her heart would break.

			In the heavy silence of the following minutes, the only sound to be heard was the gentle snuffling of the tiny new born creature tucked up in a makeshift cradle in the corner of the room. 

			Outside, a young peasant boy and a well-dressed young man ran up the path to the farm as if the devil was on their heels. They both skidded to a stop as they entered the farmhouse through the open door and were hit by the silence. The two faces turned to the bed, but it was the young man who reached the bed first in just two strides. 

			“No!” he cried. “No, this cannot be. I don’t believe it. Wake up, Clara. Wake up! We have so much to plan. We have so many things to do together. Clara! Clara!” 

			A gentle hand on his shoulder pulled him away from Clara’s pale, limp body. “Hush now, child. There was nothing I could do. Sometimes, the good Lord sees fit to take those we love, and we must not question His reasons.” 

			The young man buried his head in the older woman’s shoulder and sobbed tears that he felt would never end. 

			When the tide eventually subsided, the woman pulled away and said, “We both loved Clara with all our hearts, but there is a new life to love now. Your daughter is sleeping in the cradle. See! She truly is a God-given gift.” 

			He turned and took a tentative step toward the cradle. He stood and gazed at the baby, who slept peacefully, unaware of the emotions surrounding her in this small room. A few moments later, he gently stroked her cheek and touched the small pink birth mark behind her ear before turning and striding from the house.

			The woman, drained and heartbroken, sat down, took the sobbing peasant boy onto her lap, closed her eyes and sighed deeply.

			ANTIPASTI
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			The antipasti is an exciting course, because it is open to all possibilities, and so it is with a story. What will be served today? Where will it take me?

			To accompany slices of salami, prosciutto and mozzarella, I am offering a sauce which complements thin slices of crispy, toasted focaccia. It contains fresh, wholesome ingredients but has an unexpected kick.

			Davanzati Sauce

			1lb ripe, red tomatoes  •  ½ cup extra virgin olive oil  •  4 cloves garlic  •  1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley  •  1 dried chilli pepper  •  Pinch salt

			Peel the tomatoes by cutting a cross in the skin and placing in a bowl of boiling water for 10–15 mins. The skins should easily come away from the flesh.

			• 	Chop tomatoes, discarding the hard core.

			• 	In a saucepan, gently heat the olive oil, finely chopped garlic and chilli pepper.

			• 	Add the chopped tomatoes.

			• 	Cook on high heat for about 15 mins.

			• 	Season with salt.

			• 	Serve warm with thin slices of toasted focaccia.

			Recipe reproduced with kind permission from Nonna Viela and the family of the Davanzati Hotel, Via Porta Rossa, Florence.
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			Monday before Lent - morning

			The morning dawned with early spring sunshine but with a brisk chill in the air. The narrow streets had been washed clean by recent spring rains, and the city was preparing itself to meet the sombre season of Lent this Wednesday. Some had been shopping in preparation for last-minute feasting, as there were still a few days left of Carnival season. Others were getting ahead in their quest to avoid the horrors of purgatory, by walking sombrely to church, head bowed. On the surface, all seemed calm and contented. 

			La Volpe stood on the bank of the River Arno, which runs through the centre of the city, his city. He leaned against the wall, his back to the river, which was teeming with the detritus of the butchers’ shops which lined the main bridge. He had become immune to the stench, which pervaded the air and seeped along the side streets. He stood in a good position: it was a busy part of the riverbank, full of traders, shoppers, fishermen, and plenty of characters of questionable repute. He could see all the activity along the riverbank and the main road that ran away from the river and towards the city’s great Duomo, the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore.

			He was unremarkable in his appearance, which helped to make him anonymous in a crowd and therefore very good at his job. The only features that a passer-by might have noticed were his darting, ever watchful eyes and the fox’s tail, which hung from his belt. He was pleased with the addition of the tail to his appearance, as he believed it added to his mystery and gave him a dangerous edge. Who was to know that the fox had died of old age, rather than by his own hand? Even so, he was good at what he did and was paid well for his skills.

			As usual, he was waiting to meet his latest employer, the next person who was willing to pay for his services. Was it his imagination, or was the demand for his work picking up lately? Who was he to complain? 

			He spotted the man easily. Some were very good at being invisible in a crowd, but others made too much of an effort and became too obvious. He smiled to himself as he approached the man. This would be an easy job.

			In a quiet, respectable neighbourhood, overlooking a small piazza on Via Porta Rossa, not ten minutes’ walk from the River Arno, stood Palazzo Rosini, the home of the Rosini family. The Rosini were a wealthy family of textile merchants, not of noble birth but of honest and honourable standing, well respected by those who knew and conducted business with them. Signor Francesco Rosini lived in the Palazzo with his wife, Cristina. Their son and daughter-in-law, Niccolò and Tessa, and their young grandson, Gino, also lived in the family home. They shared this home with Nonna Isabetta, elderly nursemaid and now more a member of the family than staff. 

			On the top floor of the Palazzo, as in most rich Italian homes, was the kitchen, where the clash of the pots and pans, and the hustle and bustle of staff could be found. Far from being chaotic, the whole orchestration was carefully controlled and conducted by Eleonora, the cook. There were five members of staff in the household, and they were as much a family as the family they served. There was little hierarchy between them, but in the kitchen, there was no doubt who was in charge.

			Eleonora was a short woman of indeterminate age, with strong arms from kneading bread and a soft bosom for comforting those in distress. She was a kindly soul with a gentle heart, except on banquet days, and this was a banquet day. Anyone with a certain sense of self-preservation either jumped to her command or stayed well out of her way. The banquet was to be held that evening, and preparations had been going on for days, but the final push was always fraught with last minute jobs and errands. Eleonora was always afraid that one small error would ruin the whole banquet. She did not believe there had been errors last time, but the evening had gone horribly wrong. So, she made sure that everyone concentrated on their duties carefully. 

			“Lucia!” called Eleonora across the kitchen. “How is my stew?”

			“Tutto bene, Eleonora,” Lucia replied. “It is all good. Your stew will be sensational, as always.” Lucia was Eleonora’s second-in-command in the kitchen and learning her craft well. A young girl of nineteen, she had been in the kitchen with Eleonora for around four years and was now quite skilled. The skills included much of the culinary magic that occurred in that kitchen, but also how to handle Eleonora on banquet days. As she stirred the pot above the open fire, Lucia pushed a strand of her long dark hair back under her cap. 

			The stew was but a small part of the banquet, although an important one. After all, Eleonora had a reputation to uphold. She was proud to be one of the very few women and yet one of the best domestic cooks in Florence, although she tried half-heartedly to hide it by waving off compliments with a blush. The only blushing to be seen in the kitchen today was as a result of heat and hard work. While most of her contemporaries would buy their bread from the bakeries in town (while catching up on the local gossip), Eleonora always insisted on baking her own bread. The Rosini were wealthy enough to buy the expensive white flour that Eleonora used to impress their guests and build her reputation. She was kneading a large mound of dough on the enormous wooden table at the centre of the kitchen. Her eyes were on the work in front of her, but she didn’t miss someone trying to steal a taste of the stew. 

			“Antonio Matelli! Get your spoon out of that stew!” 

			Antonio jumped away from Lucia and the pot of stew, licked his lips, grinned at Lucia and wandered over to Eleonora, wrapping his arms around her. A good-looking young man with dark hair and smiling eyes, Antonio was well-liked in the household, did his duties well and enjoyed the attentions of the pretty Lucia.

			“Ah, Eleonora, you know I can’t resist your cooking. How has no man snapped you up? I’d marry you myself, but there are so many other demands on a man’s time.” He was used to using his charm to get him out of trouble. 

			Behind him, Lucia smiled, but Eleonora batted him away with floury hands. 

			“With so many demands on your time,” she replied, “I’m amazed that you have time for this nonsense. Now get away with you! Have you and Matteo collected the fruit from the market yet? I don’t want that Agnese from the Conti house to get the pick of the produce. When the Contis dine here tonight, they are going to get the best, but I wouldn’t put it past that woman to buy up the good stuff out of spite.”

			“Eleonora, are these boys giving you trouble?” The soothing voice from the doorway came from Gianetta, a ladies’ maid who also helped care for young Gino. Gianetta was just eighteen, but capable of ensuring the efficient running of the servant quarters and household events, while her youthful cheeriness spread a happy atmosphere wherever she went. 

			Eleonora huffed and went back to her kneading. 

			“I think you’ll find I had nothing to do with it,” piped up Matteo from the corner of the kitchen. Matteo was the most recent member of the group of servants, joining the Palazzo staff after a brief, unsuccessful period as an apprentice in a local artist’s studio. It had not taken long for him to become a valued and loved member of staff, especially by Gianetta.

			“I’m sure it was just a matter of time, Matteo,” replied Gianetta, smiling back at him. “I see you sneaking tasters when you think no one is watching. Now, you know what Eleonora needs, so be off with you both. We still have much to do before this evening, and I have a list of jobs for you.” 

			Antonio gave Eleonora another hug, which she shrugged off impatiently. 

			Matteo, tall, with long, unruly black hair and a twinkle in his bright blue eyes, bent down to kiss Gianetta on the cheek. 

			“Ciao, Bellissima,” he whispered. 

			Gianetta pushed him away with a smile and a wink. 

			“Andiamo, Matteo,” called Antonio from the door. “Let’s go.” And with that, they left the kitchen and ran down the stairs.

			Lucia had left the stew to its own devices and was now plucking one of the dozen pigeons which were to be roasted alongside a brace of pheasants, already prepared and sitting in their roasting dish. Her slight frame was sitting beside the fire, into which she threw the feathers. “It’s very exciting, isn’t it?” she said with a faraway look in her eyes. “So many important people dining here.” 

			Eleonora carried on pummelling her dough, and Gianetta took a stool next to Lucia, picking up the next pigeon to be plucked. 

			“You should be used to seeing the Signori de’ Medici here,” she said. “They dine here often.”

			“Oh, I know that, but it’s always a treat to serve them, especially Signor Giuliano.” She winked at Gianetta, who laughed.

			“You’re wicked, Lucia. I thought you only had eyes for our Antonio.”

			“Oh, I do,” she replied, “but it doesn’t hurt to keep your options open. Who else is coming tonight, Eleonora?”

			Without pausing her kneading, Eleonora said, “I believe we are expecting Matteo’s old employer, Signor Sandro. With him and Signor Lorenzo de’ Medici here, we can expect a late finish. They always talk late into the night.”

			“Ooh, did you know that they are calling him Botticelli, the Little Barrel? Signor Sandro, I mean. It’s after his big round brother.” Lucia paused in her work as she laughed, but Eleonora was quick to respond.

			“There will be no use of that name in this house. We always have the greatest respect for our guests.”

			“I know, Eleonora. I wouldn’t dare…but it is quite funny.” And she giggled to herself again.

			“I heard you mention the Contis, Eleonora. Are they bringing their son too?” Lucia had a mischievous look in her eye.

			“Yes, I believe Signor Cesare will be joining us.”

			“You had better be careful, Gianetta,” said Lucia. “He has taken a great liking to you.”

			“Don’t you worry about me,” replied Gianetta, firmly. “I can handle him.”

			Eleonora had finished her kneading and set aside the dough to rest. “Enough gossiping, Lucia,” she said, brushing her floury hands in her apron. “Wash your hands and take Nonna Isabetta her lunch tray. There is cherry sop in the bowl in the cold room and fetch some bread from the cupboard. Take a small cup of wine too.” 

			“Oh, may the Lord bless her,” said Lucia with a smile. “Poor Nonna. She’s not as bright as she once was. I don’t understand half of what she says.” 

			“Oh, don’t you worry,” said Eleonora, wisely. “Nonna Isabetta is still as sharp as a knife. She misses nothing.” 

			Lucia gathered the bread and sop, filled a cup with wine and completed the tray with a single iris from the bunches in the corner of the cold room, which were waiting to be made into displays for the dining room. “Nonna loves the colour of irises.” Lucia smiled as she left the kitchen with the tray, the heavy door closing behind her.

			In the meantime, Gianetta had finished plucking the pigeons and placed them neatly on the tray ready for Eleonora’s magic touch of herbs, before roasting later. “Eleonora, come and rest for five minutes,” said Gianetta. “We are on time with our preparations, so we can take a minute for a drink.” 

			Eleonora nodded and sat wearily on her chair by the fire, while Gianetta poured two cups of herbal restorative from the jug in the cold room. Eleonora, known for her skills in the kitchen, was also skilled in her use of herbs for all ailments. Her father had been an apothecary, and as a young girl, Eleonora had been a watchful and receptive student. This draught included chamomile, vanilla and honey, although she used many recipes, depending on the season and what was growing in the herb garden. 

			“I know Signor Francesco loves this drink when he is busy or when he doesn’t sleep, but I’m sure he won’t mind sharing it with us today,” said Gianetta, handing a cup to Eleonora, taking a sip of her own and sitting on the stool opposite her. “You know it will all be fine, don’t you, Eleonora? Everything will come together as it always does. The family and their guests will eat and drink their fill, and you will again be celebrated as the best cook in town! La prima cuoca!” 

			“Oh, I don’t know about that,” she said, trying to hide a proud smile, but then her face changed, and she began to frown. “This is such an important dinner. I really have to keep an eye on every single detail today…after what happened last time,” she said quietly, almost to herself. 

			“Do you mean Signor Lorenzo getting sick?” asked Gianetta. “You know what those Medici are like. They love fine food and wine. He probably drank far too much of Signor Francesco’s best Vernaccia.” 

			Eleonora shook her head. “They do love fine food and wine, as you said, Gianetta, but they never over-indulge. They are neither drunkards nor gluttons. They are fine gentlemen. No, this was something else.” Her frown grew deeper, as she thought back to the dinner held at the Palazzo on the last Saturday before Christmas, just two months ago.

			It had been a cold evening. It rarely snows in Florence, but there had been a whisper of it in the air that night. All the fires in the Palazzo had been lit; the rooms decorated with winter greenery, brought in from the marketplace. The cosy atmosphere was one of cheery anticipation ahead of one of the Church’s biggest celebrations, the Birth of the Christ-child. As usual, the kitchen had been a hive of activity for some days, and Eleonora had surpassed herself with the sumptuous spread. It had been an intimate affair, with only Signori Lorenzo and Giuliano as guests of the family, but the evening had been a great success. Such was the closeness of the two families that by the end of the evening, Rosini and Medici were singing a mixture of devout Christmas hymns and bawdy tavern songs, which made Donna Cristina blush and Nonna Isabetta chuckle to herself. As the evening came to a close, the guests rose to leave. Lorenzo, however, clutched the back of one the dining chairs, complaining that his heart was pounding and holding a hand to his chest. While gasping for breath, he lurched towards the corner of the room and promptly vomited into a large decorative pitcher. He became so unwell that he had to be helped home by Antonio and Matteo. He remained unwell for some days but eventually recovered completely, and the incident was all but forgotten. 

			It was still fresh in Eleonora’s mind, though, and not because of the injury to her pride. No, what bothered Eleonora was a memory of her father’s apothecary shop. One night, a woman in great distress had pounded on the door of their home in Pistoia, waking the family. Eleonora’s father had been preparing a potion for the woman’s husband for some weeks. It was designed to treat his frequent headaches and palpitations and had been working well. However, on this occasion, it transpired that the woman’s husband had mistakenly taken the whole concoction and was now in a dreadful state. His palpitations were worse than ever, and he was delirious and vomiting. Eleonora remembered being a young girl watching in distress as her father broke the news to the poor woman that there was no antidote to this poisoning, and all they could do was to pray to the Virgin Mary to take care of him. Sadly, later that day, the woman’s husband died.

			As Eleonora recounted this story, Gianetta was captivated. “The same ailments as Signor Lorenzo,” she whispered. 

			Eleonora nodded. 

			“What was in the concoction?” asked Gianetta. 

			“The main ingredient was a flower,” she replied quietly. “Some call them fairy fingers or throatwort. I believe the English call them foxgloves. They are rare here in winter, but I remember that Donna Cristina had ordered some from the hothouses for the display that night. After Signor Lorenzo became so ill, I kept thinking of that poor woman and her husband, and I wondered. I just wondered…” she tailed off. 

			“But you can’t think that it was deliberate, Eleonora?” said Gianetta, shocked. “Who would do that? It must have been an accident.” 

			“It can’t have been a simple accident. The flower display was far away from the credenza where the cold food was presented, and even if it were just a flower petal, dropping into a salad, it wouldn’t have been enough to cause such a serious reaction. No, there must have been quite a significant amount put into Signor Lorenzo’s food or drink.” 

			“But how? And how did he survive when the man your father treated died? And why try to poison Signor Lorenzo, anyway?” Gianetta was mystified. 

			“How?” replied Eleonora. “That’s fairly easy. Any part of the plant and even the water from the vase is poisonous. The display was in the room for most of the day, and anyone could have got what they needed. How did he survive? I can only assume that it is because he is young and healthy. The man who died was old and already frail. His body probably did not have the strength to fight the poison. Why Signor Lorenzo? Well, that’s a bigger question, but it’s no secret that there are some people in Florence who would like to see the end of the Medici. Just look at that Pazzi family. They strut around Florence, proclaiming their nobility and boasting of their history of being in the Crusades, but what they really want is the Medici power over Florence. Signor Lorenzo is the head of the Medici family. What greater target?” She shook her head and sighed, but Gianetta wouldn’t hear of it. 

			“I don’t believe it. I don’t pretend to understand the politics of men, but it has always been the same. There are always arguments and disagreements. One family is the rival of another, and that is always the case here in Florence, as it is in Pisa, as it is in Rome, but surely nobody would resort to murder in a family home…and at Christmas too!” 

			Eleonora smiled, leaned forward and took Gianetta’s hands into her own. “Oh, my dear girl, you have much to learn. Sadly, the world is a wicked place, and a man’s home is no longer the protection that it used to be. Those who wish to wield power in the Signoria will stop at nothing to achieve their ambition. A simple case of poisoning would mean nothing to them. You go out into the streets of Florence, and you will hear talk of uprising, revolt and unrest every day. You must have heard it.” 

			Gianetta still looked doubtful. 

			“Dear Gianetta. Dear, dear Gianetta. You are young; you are in love. Do not deny it. I have eyes in my head, and I see you and Matteo together, the way you look at each other. The whole world is bright and full of promise for you, and that’s as it should be, but don’t let that blind you to what is going on around you. What is bubbling under the surface in Florence will affect us all eventually, and it is better that we are prepared and know who our friends and allies are.” 

			“Ah, Eleonora.” Gianetta smiled, blushing. “You miss nothing, do you? It is true. Matteo and I love each other, but whatever is going on in Florentine politics will never affect that. I still don’t believe it. Who in this household would do such a thing?” 

			As Lucia returned to the kitchen, Gianetta jumped up to help her with the heavy door, and Eleonora whispered to herself, “Who indeed?”

			Lucia was laughing, as she recounted her visit to Nonna Isabetta’s chambers. “Apparently, cherry sop is only for babes or the elderly with no teeth, and would it really be so difficult to have some real meat at lunchtime? Oh, and as much as I’m good at my job, she would much rather have her tray brought to her by that charming young Antonio.”

			“You have competition for Antonio’s affections, Lucia.” Eleonora laughed.

			“I do! However, I did find another charming young man heading in our direction.”

			“Gino!” Eleonora held out her arms to welcome the little boy onto her lap.

			“Eli!” he cried. At six years old, with dark hair and eyes like his father, he was already using his charms. He was the only one who could shorten the cook’s name without fear. “What have you been cooking? Can I try? I’m so hungry!”

			“Let’s see what we can find. Andiamo!” She stood up and led Gino by the hand to the pantry, Gino’s favourite place in the whole world.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			Later the same day

			Dusk approached, and as the sun set, the Palazzo was ready to greet its guests. It was a dry evening, and the central courtyard was warm and welcoming. Dozens of candles and lanterns were lit in the alcoves and on the stairways, and the aroma of many hours of cooking gently wafted through the open corridors and balconies and into the rooms. Above the courtyard, on the first floor, the dining room stood with its large doors open like embracing arms. All comfort, from food and warmth to wine and friendship, was to be found in this room, starting with the roaring fire in the enormous fireplace at the end of the room. Eyes are always drawn to a flame, and this fire sent great, hypnotic flames licking the back of the fireplace and up the chimney. A generous pile of logs in the basket alongside the grate would ensure that the early spring chill would not spoil this evening’s merriment.

			Donna Cristina walked slowly around the room, inspecting every detail and finding it impeccable, as always. The centre of the room was dominated by the vast dining table, set with twelve places. Each place setting included the best silverware from the Palazzo, plates, knives and spoons and silk napkins. Cristina admired the shine on each piece of cutlery. Was this Matteo’s handiwork or Antonio’s? She reached out to straighten a knife but pulled her hand back, afraid of spoiling the gleam caught from the bright candles. The hand-crafted drinking goblets of finest Murano glass were a gift from a Venetian family, grateful for the safe delivery of the best quality brocades bought for their daughter’s wedding dowry bundle. The table’s centrepiece was a sugar sculpture, one of the newest fashions to adorn Italian tables, and it brought a smile to Cristina’s lips. Her husband always knew how to create a talking point. The sugar required to make such works of art was rare, and the practice was not widely known, but Signor Francesco’s business contacts had enabled him to locate and purchase these ingredients. There were also enough local artists who were keen to try this new medium for sculpting. This sculpture was of a vase of roses, decorated with cochineal colouring to create red roses in honour of the Rosini family emblem. The decoration had caused great commotion when it was delivered, as it was the first of its kind to be seen in the Rosini circle of friends. Signor Francesco, a lover of all arts and new innovations, was very proud of it, and it would surely be a great topic of conversation in the evening to come. The enormous candelabra either side of the sculpture ensured that it was lit to best advantage, while also allowing the guests plenty of light to see and enjoy their food.

			Opposite the doors, behind the table were three long windows, which, when open, would normally allow in enough light and air for long summer evening banquets. The windows of this Palazzo were glazed, as befitted the home of a successful businessman. The panes were made up of small circles of glass, and thus the windows were heavily leaded, stealing some light but providing warmth during the cold winter evenings. At this time of year, with the sun already set, they were closed and covered with heavy curtains of red velvet, trimmed with golden silk. Silk was the most expensive textile available in Italy, but in recent years, Florence had become one of the new centres for silk weaving, and while still expensive, it was becoming more popular among the rich and noble families. 

			While he was usually a modest man, Signor Francesco was more than happy to display his success by showing his wares in the dining room. These curtains had, with the aid of several jugs of good Vernaccia wine, led to several lucrative contracts for the supply of high-quality textiles to wealthy local families. Business was not a part of this evening’s festivities, but the golden silk reflecting the flickering flames, added to the warmth of the welcome. 

			Cristina ran a hand over the fabric, savouring the sheen of the delicate silk and the luxurious warmth of the velvet. Above her, the high ceiling was adorned with a beautiful fresco. Francesco’s patronage of the arts and his friendship with Lorenzo de’ Medici ensured that he had access to many of the best artists
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FLORENCE

(ONSPIRACY ERUPTS IN THE HEART OF FLORENCE.
GLAMETTA KNOWS THAT HER LIFE WILL NEVER BE THE SAME





