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The Alchemist’s Daughter




CHAPTER 1

Alie.

 

 

I needed a fresh lie to help me escape the house this day. Call it “deceit,” I corrected myself as I threw another log in the furnace, enduring its searing blast on my face before shutting the iron door with a clank. I had chosen the fattest log in the woodpile. The bigger it was the longer the fire would burn without needing tending—all part of my deceit. Use the word, Caterina, I scolded myself. You will be telling Papa a lie so you can run barefoot in the hills today instead of doing your chores.

I grabbed the handle of the bellows and gave them several mighty squeezes, imagining the fierce heat its wind would create inside my father’s alchemical furnace, then threw off my leather apron and face mask and turned to go.

I could see he was making a batch of alcohol on his worktable, the still with its two-headed spouts and receiving flasks all rigged together in a confusing array. It should not have been confusing, I knew. He had been trying to teach me for weeks—a simple process to create a substance especially useful in the apothecary. But my mind, of late, had been elsewhere. Anywhere else but in Papa’s alchemical laboratory, his medicinal garden, or his apothecary shop, where I normally helped him.

A plan was forming in my head. I went back to the furnace and threw in one more log for good measure, praying I would not burn down the house with my inferno of deceit. Had that been one of Dante’s  Seven Deadly Sins? I tried to remember as I started down the stairs from the top floor to the second.

Here I stopped in my bedchamber, a small room with enough space for my covered bed, a chair, a desk, and several wooden chests that held my belongings. I avoided looking at my prettily painted “marriage chest,” the one Aunt Magdalena had insisted on giving me a year ago when I’d turned thirteen, the one she’d begun to fill with linens, fine smocks, and baby things—all that a girl would need as a young bride.

But the sight of it seemed to mock me. Who would marry me? I had never learned the “womanly skills.” And Papa, despite his sister’s nagging, had more excuses than hairs on his head. I was too young, he told her, though of course girls my age were marrying all the time. There was no one suitable in Vinci, he’d insisted, but of course there were other towns nearby, larger places like Empoli and Pistoia, and of course Florence just a day’s ride away.

But the truth of my unsuitability for marriage, I realized as I knelt before the plain wooden chest at the foot of my bed, I was now holding in my hands. It was my much-worn copy of Plato’s Timaeus . . . in Greek. No one would want so freakishly educated a girl as I was.

A girl with secrets even worse than that.

I carefully wrapped the book in a scarlet and gold silk scarf Papa had given my mother before she died—it was now one of my prized possessions—and carefully placed the package in my sturdy cloth herb sack. I took the stairs down another flight, knowing I would find there in the kitchen or sitting room the first obstruction to my hoped-for day of freedom.

“Eat something, Caterina!” I heard, before I saw, Aunt Magdalena calling out as she bent over, retrieving our morning bread from the oven. Her substantial buttocks pointing in my direction blocked sight of all the rest of her, but her position made my “Not hungry!” and my flight down the final set of stairs all the easier. This last would be the difficult part.

All along this lower staircase bunches of drying greenery hung, flower side down, wafting lovely fragrances all round my head, announcing my descent into the world of the apothecary. The entire ground floor, inside and out, was dedicated to the herbal arts. The storeroom and drying room into which the staircase emerged was piled bottom to top with barrels and crates, giant jars and boxes that, through their pungent odors as much as their lettering, sang of exotic lands and mysterious spices.

But I could not linger here. My devious plan took me outside to the garden, Papa’s apothecary garden. I suppose it was mine as well. I was more than useful amidst vegetation. Owned great knowledge of it. Took much pleasure in it. This morning, however, I would shamelessly exploit it. Even destroy a part of it . . . for my selfish purposes.

But it was spring. A fresh, glorious, sun-spangled morning. And it was not my scheduled day for gathering plants in the wild—ones that either refused to grow in our garden or ones that needed restocking, either by seed or seedling.

I had to be outdoors this day. I’d woken with my blood racing and my lungs aching for the crisp moist air that could only be found near running water.

I knew Papa needed me at the shop. There were countless poultices to be pounded this day, seeds to be ground into fine powder. Decoctions to be mixed for our neighbors, who so depended on Ernesto, the well-loved apothecary of Vinci. There being no physicians or surgeons in our tiny village, he had treated the wealthiest landowners and the poorest farmworkers alike. He was even distinguished as a worker of the occasional miracle. I walked in his golden shadow—beloved child in the image of her sorely missed mother. Good-natured young neighbor who was always willing to run an errand or lend an ear to a bit of complaining, and not much of a gossip.

I hurried to a corner of the garden where I knew the verbena to grow. There it was, a fine healthy clump growing in the loamy earth near the garden wall. Before I allowed myself to ponder my wickedness  I gave a final surreptitious glance around me, grasped the base of the greenery and ripped out the clump, roots and all. Stowing it in a waxed cloth bag, I stuffed it in my herb sack and stood.

I straightened my skirts and brushed off some small clods of earth that had fallen on my bodice. As I cleaned myself I could not help but notice the size of my breasts—an altogether new development—one that I suspected had more than a little to do with my recent untoward wildness.

Herb sack over my shoulder, I came back through the storeroom, and doing my best to calm myself, envision myself as the dutiful, truthful daughter I had always been, I let myself in through the back door of Papa’s apothecary shop. With its shelves of herbs and jars of potions—bottles of leaves and barks and spices—it was a simple and humble workplace. It was small—for the house itself was small, as most of the four-story homes in Vinci were—and twice as long as it was wide. If a family had a business, it would be found, like Papa’s shop, on the ground floor in the front, facing the street.

An easy and graceful exit was not to be mine this day. Signora Grasso was sliding a basket of ripe tomatoes across the counter at Papa with a grateful smile. Grateful, I wondered, for the cure he had provided for her daughter’s liver flux or for accepting his payment in vegetables?

“Caterina, beautiful child!” she called out at the sight of me. “I tell you, Ernesto, she is growing more lovely every day. The image of her mother.” She looked me up and down so carefully one would have thought she was buying a horse. “But I must say she has your height. Though there are some men who might not mind a tall girl.”

“Is there anything else I can help you with today, signora?” Papa said in that soothing, unrushed fashion the townspeople loved so much. He was, indeed, a long, lanky man with the air of good health about him and a splendid headful of silver hair. He dressed simply and unassumingly, a style that so matched his nature.

“Well, I do have a rash, Ernesto, in a place I will tell you about, but not show you,” she said confidentially.

Just then the bell over the front door jangled and my heart soared. Now there were two patients to distract him.

“Papa,” I said, “I find we are out of verbena.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “Did we not have a good patch of it near the south wall?”

“We did,” I said, grateful for the small honesty before the larger lie. “But we used it up.”

“Used it up?”

“Remember? Signora D’Aretino for her jaundice and Signor Martoni and his son for their eyes . . . ?” I paused, as though I had a dozen more who had used up our supply, though I really did not. But I knew very well how long my father allowed himself to ponder trivialities, and was not surprised when a moment later he said, “Yes, Caterina, would you go and get us some? And it would be the time, would it not, to find us some woad along the river?”

“Woad,” I repeated, thrilled that my plan had succeeded. I’d forgotten we had nearly spent our supply of the plant that, made into an ointment, was used in the treatment of ulcers. We both knew it would just be coming into flower.

“I’ll go immediately,” I called, already half out the door. I did not wish to hear any last-minute requests, or reminders to finish my chores before leaving. And I knew the alchemical fire would burn quite happily with no further attention till I returned in the afternoon.

 

As I walked the cobbled streets of Vinci—a hilltop village of perhaps fifty households—with its church and the old castle the only buildings of any size, I pondered my newfound rebellion and felt a touch of shame.

Papa had given me so much . . . and this was how I repaid him. Ernesto was the only parent I had ever known, my mother having died of a fever within weeks of giving birth to me, all of her desperate husband’s potions unable to save her. Throughout my young childhood I had been cherished and doted upon. All the love my widowed father owned he lavished on me. There were no beatings. No abuses.  I was made to do the lightest of chores, as everything else was seen to by Magdalena.

Most days I had sat on the apothecary counter and entertained Papa’s customers. I was a natural mimic and could replicate birdsong, a braying mule, or a neighbor’s laugh. Several days a week Papa would take me up into the hills while he picked the herbs that did not grow in his garden. I loved to hide from him in the tall grasses, chase butterflies, or throw my arms wide and race the wind.

He showed me the springs where birds gathered to drink and bathe. They always seemed ecstatic, taking their turns in the shallows. Papa and I would laugh as the sleek feathered creatures turned into shaggy, bedraggled monsters. All in all very little had been expected of me. It gave Papa joy just to know I was such a carefree little girl.

On my eighth birthday everything changed.

He had taken me to a cave that, until then, he’d kept secret from me. It was dark except for a single shaft of light that shone in from its rocky roof. We’d stood silently in that beam of sunlight, altogether illuminated yet surrounded by utter blackness.

“Eight,” he said, his portentous voice echoing in the cavern. “Eight is the greatest of all numbers.”

“Why, Papa?”

“It is the number of Infinity.” At our feet in the sand he drew the number and the symbol, and taking my finger traced it round and round, showing me how it had no beginning and no end. “Eight is the number of endless possibility. Worlds untold. You are eight years old, Caterina. Now begins your true life. Now begins your education.”

And so it had.

That evening after Magdalena had gone home, Papa, carrying a torch, took me up the stairs past our bedrooms to the third-floor landing. Here were two rooms, his sanctum sanctorum, that until then had been locked and I’d been forbidden to enter. Obedient child that I was I had obeyed his prohibitions.

First he had unlocked the street-side door. When we entered I  found myself in a bright, airy, but unadorned room. It was filled with tables, and the surface of every one of them was covered in books.

Certainly I had seen books before. Papa would always have one near his bed at night. Sometimes if I couldn’t sleep and wandered into his room for comfort I would find him, by the light of a candle, leaning on one elbow over the open pages. He would always close the book and welcome me into his bed to warm me and rock me, and tell me a story. He kept a book of medicines in his apothecary—a list of the curative properties of plants. I thought nothing of these books, no more than I did of the Bible from which the Vinci friars read every Sunday at mass.

But here were dozens of hand-copied books lying on the tables, some of them very large, their pages spread open. Papa held his torch over one of these and I saw not just written words but beautiful golden leaves and vines intertwined with giant letters, and tiny pictures on the pages in every color and hue.

“This manuscript,” he told me, his voice suffused with awe, “is one thousand years old.”

One thousand? “Where did you get such a book, Papa?” I asked as I moved slowly round the tables looking at the volumes, which he allowed me, very carefully, to open. I saw many in Latin, which, though I had not learned to read or write, I recognized as such. But there were others with letters that appeared in strange jagged shapes, and others in graceful curves.

“Tell me, you must tell me how you came to have so many books.”

As I was doing, he now began to move about his library, stopping to gaze at a text, holding his torch above his eyes, squinting down and reading a bit, nodding now and again. After a while he began to talk, weaving a story in the same way he had done on those sleepless nights of mine. But these were no stories of dragons and their mountain lairs, or spirits that inhabited the heads of waterlillies.

This was the story of his adventurous youth and his apprenticeship to the notorious Florentine historian and scholar Poggio Bracciolini,  himself in the employ of the greatest man in Florence, Cosimo de’ Medici.

“He is still today much loved for his modesty and humble leadership despite his astonishing wealth,” Papa told me, “but in the old days Cosimo took up the notion that the learned men of his beloved city must begin reading the ancient Greek and Roman writers, scrolls and codices that had been scattered all around the world after the destruction of the great library in Alexandria—that is, Egypt. Many of them were hidden from the Christian church fathers, who thought them heretical.”

“What is ‘heretical,’ Papa?”

“Heretical is believing any notion that the priests cannot find in the Holy Scripture. Heretical is a dangerous thing to be. Heretical is what I am, sweet girl.”

I must have looked terrified, for he picked me up and smothered me in a warm embrace. Then, clearing a place on one of the library tables, he sat me down on it.

“Dangerous or not, Caterina, what lies within the pages of these books are truths that we must never allow to be lost to the world. Truths that must be learned by you.”

“Me?” My voice was very small and filled with dread. Hadn’t Papa just told me that the books were heretical and that this was dangerous?

“Listen to me.” He knelt before me so his face was close to mine and he spoke with a passion I had never before heard in his always kindly voice. “You are a female child. In this society of ours you might as well be a clod of cow manure.”

I stared at him without understanding. I was loved, even coddled in my home. If other girls my age were treated differently, I was yet unaware.

“Soon your ‘only worth’ will become apparent—your ‘marriageability.’ If you should marry higher than your station, you will be thought to be increasing your family’s wealth, its standing and connections.”

I really did not comprehend his meaning. Wealth. Standing. Connections.  These were words never spoken in our household. I guessed they were in short supply here. Surely I had heard the older girls and women speak of marriage as they sat in their basket-weaving circles by the Vincio River, and until then I had always expected to marry.

“But in other places, other times, Caterina—ancient times, pagan times,” he went on, “females were revered. They were high priestesses. Rulers of great lands. They were even supreme goddesses, worshipped by all.”

“Goddesses?” I said uncomprehendingly. “Like the Virgin Mary?”

“No.” He shook his head and laughed a small laugh, then picked up a book with the strange angular letters, and placed it in my lap. “This is the Greek language,” he told me. “In this book the author speaks of Isis, Egyptian goddess of life and love and all of Nature.”

“Does she know Jesus?” I asked.

“No, Caterina, Isis had been a goddess for thousands of years before Jesus was born. But you,” my father told me as he lifted me down off the table, “you will learn to read Greek and Latin and Hebrew—the language of the Jews. I believe that if a female is good enough to become a goddess, then a little girl is good enough to become a scholar.”

“You will teach me, Papa?”

“Yes, I will teach you.”

“But you never told me how you came to have all these books. Or about Poggio.”

“Quite right. I’m afraid I went off on a tangent.”

“What is a ‘tangent’?” I said. “And what is a ‘pagan’?”

He laughed again. “I can see that I have the makings of a true scholar before me, for a true scholar has a mind full of endless questions. Now come along. There’s much more to see.”

Much more! I thought, my brain suddenly afire. What wonders could he possibly have left to show me?

I watched breathlessly as he put the key in the door to the third-floor room overlooking the apothecary garden and unlocked it. Neatly organized as this top-floor chamber was, a darkness pervaded it, so unlike the cheerful apothecary on the ground floor, or the many-windowed  library. A sharp biting smell assaulted my nostrils, so different from the shop’s vegetal fragrance.

Immediately apparent were the tables upon which stood connected arrays of vials, funnels, and oddly shaped vessels. Along one wall was a large furnace with bellows attached, and a store of various fuels for it—from coal and wood to rushes and pitch.

Near the garden window a large manuscript lay open on a pedestal. One wall of shelves held trays, scales, strainers, basins, and ladles. There were flasks of myriad shapes, some with long necks, some with two spouts, and one that coiled like a serpent.

What arrested my attention most, however, were two beakers—one that appeared stained with soot and was like a great egg that, with a hinge, opened and closed at the top, sitting perched on a three-legged cradle. Another of clear glass stood on the floor, two whole feet wide at its bottom, and as high as Papa’s chest. Where had such amazing artifacts come from?

Now my nostrils were assailed by a familiar smell, but one that occurring inside our house mystified me.

“Papa,” I said, “I smell horse droppings.”

“You’ve a good nose, Caterina. It is as you say, but the dung is ‘fermenting.’” He showed me an earthen vessel that, when I moved closer, emitted a stronger smell of the stuff. “In a closed vessel it will work upon itself and create a gentle source of heat. Most all of my work here, my ‘experiments,’ require some form of heat. Come closer, let me show you the furnace. It is called an athenor. Don’t be afraid,” he said gently. “You and this furnace will soon be very well acquainted.” He took my hand and led me close. Even with its door closed the thing gave off a withering heat.

“Child, I am what is called an alchemist, and this furnace is the heart and soul of this chamber, this alchemical laboratory, for it is through fire that nature itself can be changed. Alchemists, they say, are the Masters of Fire.”

From the hook he removed a leather apron and, slipping it over his  head, pulled the garment over his body, crossing its long thick straps behind his back and knotting them in front. Then to my amazement and delight he took a second leather apron from the hook—one much smaller, just my size—and slipped it over my head.

“We speak in a secret language—though the church abhors and forbids it—seeking truth through knowledge, rather than through faith.”

I was very still and silent as he fitted the apron around me. It was reminiscent of a religious ceremony before this fiery altar, Papa’s movements no less reverent than the local priest’s as he placed the wafers on our tongues and the wine chalice to our lips during communion.

“You should never approach the open furnace without protection,” he said, now placing a small leather mask over my face, doing the same with one of his own.

As he opened the furnace door I had gone beyond awe—this magical chamber, its sights and smells, we two like mystical creatures in our animal-skin costumes approaching the profane and sacred alchemical fire.

“The flames can never be allowed to burn out. Everything is done to maintain a steady temperature.” He pulled from the woodpile a fat log and set it on the stone floor in front of the athenor. Then with a brush he’d removed from a bucket of thick black pitch, he slathered the log with a coating of the stuff. Now donning heavy gloves and with almost tender care he placed the pitch-covered wood into the fire. “I will set it at night before bedtime, and see to it in the morning, first thing waking.” As the heat flared he closed the furnace door. “Sometimes in the middle of the night I wake, worried that the fire has gone out. I come upstairs . . . move back, Caterina. . . .” Now he pressed the arms of the bellows several times together. “. . . and I feed the dragon.”

I wondered then why I had never noticed his comings and goings.

“But since I first lit it all those years ago, I have never once let it die. Your mother helped me before she passed away”—he pulled off  his mask and gently removed mine—“and now you will become the keeper of the alchemical fire.”

And so I had.

 

I’d learned the secret language of the alchemist and assumed, even in my youth, the healthy, patient, and humble attributes of the profession that my father instilled in me. He taught me the modes of fermentation, distillation, putrefaction, and extraction. Reduction, coagulation, tinction, and crystallization. My small fingers were thrust into coal, dirt, and sand baths. I became adept at handling pelican beakers, earthenware crucibles, and calcinating dishes. I became proficient in measuring substances on a scale, and the correct use of a dissolving furnace.

There were different classes of alchemists, Papa told me. Ones who sought spiritual transformation from the philosophic teachings. Ones who put great stock in the mineral sphere, and others—like himself—who were more attuned to the “vegetable world,” seeking applications for use in the apothecary. But most alchemists were amateurs—“puffers,” he called them—who sought the “philosopher’s stone” or “elixir” that would transmute base metal into gold. These men were not simply greedy, he’d told me, but caused men like himself serious trouble with the church. Anyone known as an alchemist, no matter his motives, was branded as a heretic, an evil sorcerer. But in the end, if caught, even a man like himself—who used the results of his experiments to heal the sick—would suffer on a pyre in as much agony as a man seeking fame and the glitter of gold.

Too, I began in earnest my education in the apothecary arts—how and when to cut the leaves of a plant just at the moment its flowers came fully into bloom, when the active principle of the herb was at its strongest. How seeds needed to be harvested when most mature, and that roots were best lifted in autumn, once the top growth of the plant had begun to die back.

I became expert at drying and preserving leaves for winter use. That muslin bags placed over the hanging flower heads would catch  escaping seeds. How one should gather certain plants early in the day and gently shake the dew from them, and to be sure that everything used in our medicines was free from insects and disease. Papa taught me very carefully that in certain plants one part—say the flower—might contain a medicine, but the root of the same might be poisonous.

I most enjoyed tending our apothecary garden, watching the seeds we buried in the moist earth sprout, grow to seedlings, and bush into fine plants. We grew agrimony for tonic, and chamomile for soothing tea. Clary seeds steeped in water formed a paste that was used to bathe the eyes or draw thorns from the hands. Dandelion helped kidneys, and water made from soaking dill helped farting babies.

Leaves from our elderberry hedge we took up to the alchemical laboratory. Heated together with lard and suet, then strained through a fine sieve, this was a wonderful treatment for burns, chilblains, and the bite of certain insects. An infusion of feverfew, also concocted on the third floor, was invaluable for bringing down a person’s temperature. I learned to grind marigold into ointments for ulcers and wounds, and decoct the syrup of mallow for stubborn coughs deep in the lungs.

But just as important, Papa taught me that in speaking with those in need of care, we should always make little show of ourselves and refrain from praising our remedies. Gossip was forbidden, as idle chatter was never a help for the sick. An apothecary was best when in full harmony with his work. “Scholarly and intelligent,” my father would remind me to be. The famous Greek physician Galen had always said that a doctor was, by nature, a philosopher.

But that was not all I learned. Not the least of it! Having been allowed admittance into my father’s library, I became its most frequent visitor. Early morning and every evening after the shop was closed the contents of those books and manuscripts was shunted into my head. Papa was a stern tutor, though always kind, for he found me a perfect student—diligent, quick to learn, and “once taught, never forgotten.”

But how could I forget that which was written on those pages? The wisdom of the ages. Fantastical stories of gods and men. The way  to know right from wrong. The magic in numbers. The evil in men’s hearts. Heroic adventures and the throes of romantic passion.

I came to understand that two thousand years had passed since some of the books I was reading had been written. And by whom. The Greeks—Plato, Euripides, Homer, Xenophon—and the ancient Romans—Ovid, Virgil, Livius, Cato.

And I heard, too, the story—this was Papa’s favorite—of how an apothecary from the tiny Tuscan village of Vinci had come to acquire such a remarkable library. Poggio Bracciolini became a legend in our house. In the pay of Cosimo de’ Medici, Poggio’s many missions to the farthest reaches of Europe, Persia, and Africa had delivered untold treasures into the hands of the richest man in the world. Not gold. Not jewels . . . but books.

Those that were lost after the barbarian invasion of the Roman Empire.

Some were originals, the ones that could be pried or bribed away from their owners. Others could only be copied in the hand of Poggio himself. He had found in Ernesto a willing assistant, fearless no matter where their travels took them—into the frozen wastes of the Swiss Alps or the burning deserts of the Holy Land. Sometimes they were confined to a dark, moldering basement cell with only the light of a single candle to work by. Sometimes they were chased from mosques by irate Mohammedans with flashing scimitars who saw the pair as thieves and invaders.

My father had been tireless and, more, appreciated fully the gift of this unique profession. Day after month after year he copied, then learned, the sacred languages of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. He was so quick and adept he found he had time to spare, and Poggio, endlessly grateful for this enthusiastic protégé, allowed Ernesto in the times he was meant to be eating, sleeping, or resting to make copies of the books for himself.

With all these manuscripts delivered into the Medici’s hands, the adventurer Poggio grew rich beyond his wildest dreams. In Florence he retired to a life of writing and dissolution. His own father had  been a poor village apothecary, and the son had bought the man a shop and the house above it in the great city. It was into a second apprenticeship with the elder Poggio that my father learned his present trade. Living and working there Ernesto, like a sponge, had soaked up the knowledge of herbs and the compounding of medicine, and the other “secret endeavors” old Signor Bracciolini had shared with him.

Florence, however, held no magic for my father. With his priceless books and his new profession, he moved from the big city to the small mountain village of Vinci, a day’s ride due west of Florence, along the Arno River. There he had found love with my mother, after whom I was named, and the respect of his neighbors for his careful ministrations. Of the secret heresies he practiced in the third-floor laboratory of his house, none of them were aware.

So from the age of eight I had developed an understanding of, and strict adherence to, the principle of secrecy. Perhaps the greatest of my father’s secrets was that he was, in his deepest heart and soul, a pagan. I had learned the meaning of that word as well. He worshipped the natural world, the Elements and the Cosmos, all of which he believed were more potent forces than the Judean teacher and healer called Jesus, and the dangerously corrupt church that had grown up around him. He never forced me to share in his beliefs, but in time I found them very comfortable to my nature.

That said, my father and I appeared to all in Vinci as the best of Christians. We attended mass, made our communion, swore our allegiance to the pope and Rome. Papa donated the money to have a fresco painted at the altar of the local church, and took tender care of the friars at no charge. Regarding this deception, my father told me it was better to be a living hypocrite than a dead truth teller. Our beliefs, he insisted, were no one’s business but our own.

As I grew older I became well known for my forays into the countryside collecting herbs and medicines for my father’s shop. No other girl had the freedom to roam alone as I did. As far as I knew, no other girl desired such solitary wanderings.

The others of my age and sex were kept at the hearths with their mothers, learning those womanly skills my aunt Magdalena wished me to know, going out only to church or in groups with the village women to weave reed baskets by the river. They ended their childhoods by leaving their fathers’ houses and moving into their husbands’ houses, or in many instances the houses of their husbands’ fathers.

All of them expected to marry.

All of them were virgins.

My father and I had, without speaking of it, delayed talk of my marriage. The only thing that Magdalena’s nagging at her brother-in-law yielded were his claims that I was different from the other girls, better and brighter than them. My father and I were both content with our private life of scholarship and service to the village through the apothecary shop.

It therefore came to me as something of a shock in my fourteenth spring when a strange upwelling of “womanly humors” took hold of me. I had, of course, been expecting my menses. And I had endured Magdalena clucking over the buds that had grown into prettily rounded breasts, the dark silken hair sprouting under my arms and between my legs. But the unbidden urges, moods, and black melancholies that assailed me, and the pleasant but unnerving sensations that tingled in the place I made water, these were things my aunt had never spoken of. And of them my father was entirely unaware.

Whereas I had always happily and unfailingly stoked the alchemist furnace, tended our apothecary garden, and made thoughtful and appropriate conversation with Papa’s clients, suddenly I had become a wild thing. I felt trapped in the too-dark house, bored with every task my father assigned me, unable to concentrate on Pythagorean geometry, and loathing the smell of his sulfurous laboratory.

All of what seethed inside me I hid from him, afraid that the raw animal I had become would be unlovable to him. At home I remained his adored Caterina, his precious little scholar and helpmate. I was the picture of perfection.

Out in the fields I would hoist up my skirts and run like a boy in a  solo footrace, just run and shout into the wind. It was the only way I knew to release the demon between my legs.

 

“Caterina, come sit with us!”

I was jolted from my reverie by the voice and startled to see how far I had come from the village, out past the olive groves on the hill-side, through the pastures where sheep grazed, and all the way down to the riverbank. There I saw before me the girls and women of the town, wickerwork in their laps and strewn about them on red wool rugs.

I was sorry they had seen me, for I had no wish to insult them but no use for idle chatter this day. I had no use for anything save an indolent walk down the reedy banks of the Vincio, filling my sack with fragrant herbs and flowers.

“I’m on an errand for my father!” I called back with my most friendly smile.

“Forget your father! Come sit with us!” they called. Signora Palma was the most insistent.

“If I don’t go pick some valerian, Signora Segretti will not get her nerve tonic and will make all your lives miserable when you go to her shop to buy bread!”

When I heard a chorus of shouts and good-natured curses I knew I was safe to go. I set my eyes on the path going downriver, closing out the sound of chattering women, attuned myself to birdsong, rushing water, and the rustling whisper of reeds along the bank.

I delighted in nature. Except for Papa, nothing was so dear to me in life but what lived and breathed, grew and died in the hills and meadows and caves around Vinci. For a moment I considered visiting a certain cavern where grew a special mold that kept a wound from suppurating. But no. Today I envisioned a sun-dappled meadow along the river path far enough upstream that no one from town would bother me.

I could already see up ahead that the meadow next to the path was a riot of lungwort flowers, their deep rose heads on tall stalks so delicate  that the whole field of them was tossed by the softest of breezes. I decided to walk to a place in the river that elbowed around a tiny eruption of boulders and trees, making for a small waterfall, thick with greenery on either side. Moss covered the ground in a thick mattress. It was pure heaven.

Once at my destination I sat down, and opening my herb sack, I heaved into the river the incriminating verbena. Then I dug deeper till I found my red and gold wrapped book. I had marked the place where I had left off Plato’s most fabulous of all tales, that of the lost continent of Atlantis. More interesting to me these days were not his ruminations on the perfection of the Atlantean society, nor its tragic war with Athens, but the great love affair of the god-king Poseidon and his Earth mistress Clieto. How he had ascended from the stars, married her, and sired on her five sets of twin sons.

My imagination had carried me back, as the Greek sage had written, nine thousand years before even he had ever been born! Just the antiquity of it filled me with wonder. But nothing was as enthralling as the romance of a god with a human. This day I read and reread those passages of Timaeus that evoked such a love. It aroused me, disturbed my passions. I closed my eyes and imagined what it would feel like to have the hands of a man from the heavens on my body. They would be strong, yet tender. As he was a god, he would know my mind, know my nature, know what would pleasure me. . . .

Caterina! I scolded myself. You must stop indulging in these sensual fantasies. You will drive yourself mad! I felt my armpits soaked with perspiration. My skirts were suddenly too heavy, my bodice strings too tightly drawn.

I stripped down to my shift and, closing my eyes again, lay on my back in the shallow water, letting it ripple over my belly and breasts, hoping to cool them.

“Scuse.”

The single word, spoken in a near whisper, but so unexpectedly, had me suddenly thrashing in the shallows, trying to cover my near nakedness. I grabbed for my skirt and bodice, holding them over my  breasts, which, through the wet shift, were not only visible but spiking two hard nipples.

I turned to the male voice, but with me on the ground and him standing, my first sight revealed only a torso—a tall, well-dressed one at that, in a fine doublet of rust and gray. The stockings encapsulated shapely calves and muscular thighs.

That was all I saw before I scrambled to my feet and turned away from him, pulling my clothing back on.

“I saw you lying there,” the man said. “I wondered if you were hurt.”

“Not hurt. No.” I was finally covered enough to face him. When I did I received another shock: the man’s face was achingly handsome. Amidst a lion’s mane of pale wavy hair were broad cheekbones tapering into a proud, chiseled jaw. The eyes were set far apart, their color light hazel. The nose was straight and long, though not unpleasantly so, ending in a fine tip rather than the hooked beak with which so many Italian men were endowed. His lips were thin but carefully shaped, and he was smiling at me with a lopsided grin that all of a sudden caused my mouth to go dry, and my groin to grow damp.

“I am Piero, son of Antonio,” he said.

The name was familiar to me. “The big house just inside the old castle wall?” I asked, finally finding a less-than-stupid voice.

“That’s the one. With the waterwheel on the side, and the grain mill. . . .” His voice was strong and melodious. Though he had been speaking of a mill in his house, his eyes seemed to be saying something different. Something like, “You are beautiful. A goddess. I cannot stop staring at you.”

But I was not imagining it. His eyes had never left my face. He stared so deeply at me I grew even more uncomfortable.

“I should go,” I said and looked for my sack, which was lying on the ground just behind him. Awkward and trying desperately not to touch him, I snatched it up, stuffing my copy of the Timaeus inside.

“What are you doing out here by yourself in the first place?” he asked.

“Gathering herbs. I help my father in the apothecary.”

“Ah.”

“Last year he treated your mother for her bowel affliction,” I said. I remembered the incident because of the extreme pain the woman had suffered, the great relief my father’s potion had given her, and how payment from one of the wealthiest families in town had been made more than six months later, and with no thanks at all.

“How is it that your father allows a young girl to be wandering around in the hills on her own?”

“I am not a young girl,” I said. “I am a young woman.” I wondered if my tone was unpleasantly defiant, but his smile told me he had not been offended in the least.

“What have you gathered so far?” he asked me. It seemed as though he was struggling as hard as I was to make conversation.

“Nothing so far.”

“Nothing?!” He laughed, and immediately I loved the sound of it. “I don’t think you’re out here picking herbs for your apothecary father at all,” he said. “I think you’re a gypsy escaped from your band.”

“I’m not, really!” I cried. I knew the man was flirting with me, a game I had never engaged in but knew something about, having listened to girls gossip. What should I do? I wondered. I did not wish him to think me a woman of no virtue. I lowered my eyes demurely and stared at the ground.

“What’s your name?” His voice was low and somehow demanding, and again I was aware that the triangle between my thighs was alive with sensation.

“Caterina,” I answered, then, forgetting restraint, looked him directly in the eye. “My father sometimes calls me Cato.”

“Cato? That’s a man’s name!”

I enjoyed surprising him. “Not just any man,” I continued. “Cato was a great Roman who—”

“I know who Cato was.” He looked at me oddly. “I just wondered why a girl should know such things.”

Oh no! I had erred. In my desire to flirt and appear worldly, I had  divulged the most important of family secrets—my education. So I shrugged like a silly girl.

“That’s all I know of him,” I said, my second lie of the day. My father had called me Cato because, even as a child, I had been bold and stubborn, demanding the toys or food or hugs I wanted. The great Roman had been described by Plutarch as a man who would strike boldly without flinching. Standing his ground.

This young man was amused. He knew I was lying.

“By your own description you also seem to know what herbals to pick for your father’s apothecary,” he said. “You’re a bit precocious for a beautiful young girl. Forgive me,” he added quickly. “Young woman.”

There, he’d said it! He did think I was beautiful.

“Why are you out here?” I asked him, groping for a way to continue this exchange.

“Just out for a walk. I’m home for a time from Florence, where I’ve begun to practice law. I’m a notary.”

I attempted to suppress my admiration. The Notaries Guild was the foremost of all the guilds, the profession a noble one. Piero da Vinci, I quickly decided, was a man of substance.

And very handsome.

“I think I should start home,” I said.

“Won’t you disappoint your father?” I must have looked confused. “You’ve gathered no herbs.”

I flustered and flushed red. “I’ll pick them on the way back.”

“Will you allow me to accompany you?”

“I don’t see why not.”

I led him to a field where angelica grew and stopped to pick some. I could feel Piero was watching me, and all at once, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, I allowed myself to bask in his warm gaze. I felt beautiful. Knew the sun was casting a shine on the black silk of my hair, the breeze pushing the skirts against my legs to show their shapeliness.

“You’ve very long legs for a girl,” he said, as though reading my mind.

As a god would do, I thought. I was happy to be facing away so he couldn’t see me blush.

“Like a young colt,” he went on.

“You should not be talking about my legs,” I told him in a tone that was unconvincingly stern, “or any other part of my body.”

“Why is that?”

“It is improper.”

“Might I comment on your pretty dark hair?”

“I suppose.”

“Or your lovely hands?”

“My hands are not lovely.” I looked down at them. There was soot under my fingernails from pulling a double pelican out from an ash bath that morning, and green stains from the elder ointment I’d made yesterday.

“Why don’t you let me decide that?” Piero said, coming around in front of me. He’d picked up both my hands in his before I could stop him.

I wanted to die with shame.

“Well, they are a bit grimy.”

I tried to pull them away, but he held them firmly. “But the fingers are long and shapely . . . like your legs.”

“Let go!” I cried, but I was very much enjoying being teased.

“And the skin, where it’s not green or black”—he laughed at his own joke—“is soft and creamy white. Kissable.” Before I knew what had happened he had leaned down and placed his warm lips on the back of my hand, lingering there for what seemed like forever.

Feeling a sudden twitch of pleasure between my thighs, I jerked my hand away.

“I’m going home now,” I announced, starting back toward the river path.

“I’ll walk back with you,” he said, following me.

“No!” I shouted.

He stopped short.

“Have I offended you, Caterina? It was not my intention.”

“You haven’t offended me. It’s just . . .” I lowered my voice, as if anyone could hear. “There are women at the river, weaving baskets.”

He was amused. “And you would not want them to see us walking together.”

“Alone and unchaperoned? No, I would not. There’s already enough gossip in this village.”

“You’re quite right about that. What do you suggest?”

“About what?”

“How should we make our way home without inflaming the gossip-weavers?”

I liked this young man. He was not simply handsome and charming. He was intelligent. He had just made up an excellent new word.

“I know another way home,” I said. “But it takes us through a marsh and over some jagged rocks. If I show it to you, you will keep your hands to yourself.”

“Must I?”

“Yes. And no more . . .” I suddenly became shy.

“Comments on your body parts?”

“Exactly.”

“Then lead the way.”

He kept his word that day. A perfect gentleman. We spoke little as he followed close behind me. Only when I sank suddenly into a too-soft spot in the marsh did he reach out and catch my arm, quickly releasing it once I was upright. When the village was in sight we stopped and stood side by side.

“I have to see you again,” he said. His voice was husky and urgent.

“You will,” I replied, then teased him, “at church.”

“Caterina!”

“I’ll be gathering herbs again.”

“When?”

“I have chores, Piero.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow.” I looked down at my feet. “Early in the morning. I can tell Papa I need to gather the mallow before the dew dries.”

“What place?”

“The meadow where you told me I had the legs of a colt.”

“The meadow where I kissed your hand.”

He grasped my hand again, but this time opened my fingers and placed it over his chest. “You must bring me a remedy for my aching heart,” he said.

Then he let me go on ahead so we would not be seen together. By the time I returned to the apothecary I was dazed. I had no answer for Papa as to why my shoes were muddy or why I had not collected any verbena or woad.

I went up to my room and flopped on my bed. What had happened? I wondered. I had spoken to a young man. Been teased by him. Had had my hand kissed. Promised to meet him again . . . secretly.

I would not think of it till tomorrow, I decided. I stood up and climbed to the third floor to check the furnace, which indeed needed another log. I swept the laboratory floor with tremendous industry, then went across to the library and opened the Cabala to a page of text I’d lately had difficulty translating. I set my mind to the task and was soon immersed in it.

But that night when I fell asleep I dreamed of a handsome horseman who’d arrived on a road through the clouds—a god with light hazel eyes.



CHAPTER 2

After that, almost every day I found excuses to leave my father’s house and meet Piero. We’d seek the privacy of the woods, a cave, the edge of a field. He would bring a blanket. I would take him to the small secret waterfall where grew myrtle and sweet cicely. We’d take off our slippers and dangle our feet in the cool rushing water. We talked easily, laughed at almost anything. My shyness evaporated as quickly as the dew on a hot summer morning, and soon I had blossomed from the studious young hermaphrodite Caterina/Cato into the woman I had, on that first afternoon, insisted I was.

Somehow I’d known how to kiss him, let my whole body melt effortlessly into his in a standing embrace. Later we’d lay back on the blanket in each other’s arms, me with my head in the sweet, musky nest of his shoulder.

He talked of his family. I would admire his father, he insisted, a man who had refused to follow his family tradition of the notary’s profession. Instead, Antonio da Vinci had wisely invested his money in property—groves and vineyards and farms. Piero’s mother was rather stern and prudish, he told me, but would take to me, given time. He was sure of it.

Of his younger brother, Francesco, he had few kind words.

“He is a feckless boy, no ambition whatsoever. He’s content to stroll from farm to field to orchard.”

“He takes more after your father then, as you take after your grandfather,” I observed.

“No,” Piero insisted, flushing with irritation. “My father may not have chosen the law as a profession, but he is a clever businessman. Francesco wanders around talking to his goats!”

Despite the harsh words, Piero introduced me to Francesco one afternoon, bringing him to our assignation, a gesture that delighted me. It was clear Piero wished to “show me off ” to his feckless brother, thinking we would like each other.

We did.

I saw much of myself in the gentle young man, his extreme love of the natural world, and his ease moving through it. Whereas Piero pined for the rich, exciting life in the city, Francesco stopped to gaze at every flowering bush and stuck his nose into the fragrant blossoms. Animals of all kinds loved him—the horse he rode, the birds he fed from his hands. Even sheep followed him around.

“The sheep especially,” Piero had once blithely commented one day as Francesco rode off after a picnic we had shared at the river.

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.

“I mean that he sodomizes sheep, among others. My dear brother is a Florenzer.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

“Caterina, Francesco does not love women. He loves men.”

I was growing very confused. I knew nothing of such things.

“Why do you call a man who loves other men a Florenzer?” I asked.

“Because Florence is teeming with them. They’re so common there that the Germans have taken to calling their deviants after our city. Now all of Europe is doing the same.” Piero softened, brushing a strand of hair off my forehead. “Francesco likes you, though. If he weren’t a Florenzer he would probably be in love with you”—he pulled me to him—“like I am.”

I smiled inwardly. Piero had never said those words before. I could not ignore them, but I did not wish to speak of such things so forth-rightly. “What about your sister?” I asked. “She’s married to a much older man, is she not?”

He nodded, tracing the line of my chin with his finger. “They’ve moved to Pistoia. He has designed a new gun. One so small it can be held in one hand. I think one day he’ll grow very rich . . .” Piero smiled. “Like me.”

“Is she in love with him?” I asked almost shyly.

“My sister with her husband?”

I nodded.

“No.”

“Do you think people who love each other should marry?” I said.

“No,” he answered matter-of-factly, “unless those people are you and me.” He turned to me and kissed me very sweetly.

The words and the kiss were like a pitch-covered log thrown on a fire. I pulled him to me and soon we lay perspiring, disheveled and panting as if we had both run a distance.

Piero sat up suddenly. “I will talk to your father tomorrow morning.”

The breath went out of me. Any normal girl would have insisted on such assurances from the first moment a man began courting her. For that matter, any normal girl would not have made her own choice of a husband, nor spent every afternoon lying alone in a field with him, kissing and touching and longing to give away her virginity.

Piero had always been the one to rein in our passions, stifle our urges. He was a man of the law, he had stated with pride. He wished for a proper wife and legitimate children, most especially sons who would carry on not only his bloodline but his honorable profession. His father and Francesco, despite their many declarations of enjoying the livings they had chosen, he believed, had made a terrible error. His own son would never make that same mistake.

Now Piero was determined to ask for my hand.

I had been, in a part of me, dreading this moment. Of course I wished for marriage with Piero, was longing for my new life as a respectable  wife. But I knew, in some part of me, that my father would disapprove of the match.

He did not think well of Piero’s family. The incident of his parents’ late payment and less thanks for the apothecary bill was but a fraction of it. Piero’s father had a reputation in the village for cheating his workers, cutting wages in a bad season rather than taking the loss himself, and showing no concern whatsoever if his employees were injured or became ill. He was even stingy with the widows of tenants whose families had worked his land for generations.

It was all this that had kept me from mentioning even once to my father that I had fallen in love and was planning to leave his home for the home of this wealthy—but in his mind, undistinguished—family. This, as well as the thought that Piero was an unsuitable husband for a girl with a mind so filled with education, philosophy, and heresy as I was.

I loved Piero so that I had, of late, found myself cursing Papa for having made me into the freakish woman I was. All I wanted was a normal life with my husband. Where we lived—Vinci or Pistoia or Florence or the ends of the earth—didn’t matter. Nor did how many children, girls or boys, as long as we had them.

Sometimes I cursed myself. I was the most ungrateful daughter who had ever lived. Dear Papa, who had been both loving father and mother to me, was suddenly the enemy, he who had opened my eyes to worlds most men and virtually all women had no privilege to know. I was content to open my legs, and like any ordinary woman, let that be enough to take me through the rest of an ordinary life.

But of course Piero was right. He must speak to my father. We stood and he helped me arrange my clothes and hair, and blotted my cheeks with cool water from his flask, so I didn’t appear to be a girl who had wrestled all afternoon with a man ten years her elder.

His eyes had gone suddenly liquid. Smiling with a quiet happiness he took my face into his cupped hands. “My little wife,” he said. “Mother of my children.”

That was all I needed to hear. What was left of my restraint fell away and my womanly humors took hold. I kissed him in a way I had  not, in all those afternoons, kissed him before. In a way that, having heard his intentions, left no doubt as to my own.

We made love that day, on a rug under the broad branches of a fruited walnut. Gentle as Piero was—constantly kissing my face and whispering in hoarse gasps how beautiful I was, how long and graceful were my legs, how like honeyed hills were my breasts—I found the act more painful than pleasurable. I secretly prayed there was more to lovemaking than this and afterward, when I saw the spot of virgin’s blood on the rug, I began to weep.

My lover comforted me very sweetly, and we made plans for his visit to my father’s house the next morning. He would go home now and tell his family of our plans.

I could hardly breathe on the walk home, quivering with mixed delight and fear. What would my father say? Would he be angry that I had kept so important a secret from him? Would he, despite his low regard for Piero’s family, accept him as my husband? And most terrifying, would Father be able to tell from looking at me that I had lost my virginity?

When I reached our house I noticed on the cobbled street in front of the apothecary a clutch of gossiping villagers to whom I managed a “Bon giorno.” They all returned it with friendly smiles, and I realized how easy it was for me to smile back. I was going to be the wife of Piero, the up-and-coming notary!

Inside I found my father just wrapping a package for a woman who, by her reedy thin body, could only be Signora Malatesta. In the package was surely the poultice for her husband, who was suffering from arthritis. Her back was to me as I entered but I heard her say, “I cannot see the door, Ernesto, but by the look on your face there is only one person who could be walking through it.”

It was true. My father’s delight in his only child was known by all of his clients, patients, patrons, and customers, and that constituted nearly every villager in Vinci. I could see his handsome face now, the reserved closemouthed smile and the crinkling at the corners of his eyes.

“Bon giorno, Signora Malatesta,” I said and, after giving my father a quick peck, added, “I’m going upstairs.” That was our code for “I’m going to tend the alchemical furnace.”

As I passed through the storeroom I heard him call after me, “Did you bring the hyssop?” I pretended I was out of hearing and clomped extra noisily up the stairs. In fact I had entirely forgotten to pick any. In the last weeks, every day I’d gone in the hills to meet Piero, I had been careful whether before or after seeing him to do whatever I had told my father was my purpose—to pick an herb, gather moss or a fungus.

This day all of it had gone out of my head. Today I would either confess that I had forgotten to pick the hyssop or explain to him the real reason I had been staying away so often from the shop and our own apothecary garden.

I was racked by a chaos of emotion, wishing desperately on one hand for Papa’s workday to be finished so I could tell him my glorious news, scheming on the other to keep the announcement secret till Piero arrived in the morning. I was tending toward the latter, for I was worried. I believed there was less chance of my father saying no to a grown man, a respectable Florentine notary, than to his fourteen-year-old love-struck daughter.

Piero was charming. He would make it clear that he was better than his family and that, in any event, nothing would satisfy him except Ernesto’s blessings on the marriage. The religious and philosophical differences between Piero and me, I decided, could be overlooked if there were love and children and a full family life.

The more I considered it, the surer I was that surprise was to be my greatest help with Papa. I did not know how I would conceal my excitement till the next morning, and go about my chores, and sit across from him at the table as we ate our evening meal. Or for that matter, how I would get a wink of sleep that night.

In the end it had been torture, sweet as it was, torture all the same. For so many years my father and I had shared the same secrets, held ourselves apart from the world. Though I tried to push such thoughts from my mind I knew that I had betrayed his trust, stolen away from  our “camp” to Piero’s, and nothing I had known would ever be the same again.

 

The moment the sun rose I was up. I bathed carefully, even washing my hair and brushing it till it fell in dark silken curls around my shoulders. I could hear Magdalena at her housework on the second floor, and my father’s footsteps on the stairs going down to the apothecary.

In my daze I remembered only belatedly about the alchemical fire and raced upstairs to the laboratory to pile hardwood into the furnace, hurriedly stoking it with the bellows.

Down again, a kiss on Magdalena’s forehead, ignoring her admonition to eat something, and quickly down to the shop.

Piero had promised to arrive just after opening, and I wanted to be there for every moment of the revelation, the argument—if there was to be one—and the inevitable grant of Papa’s blessings.

There were two customers waiting when father opened the door. Signora Malatesta, looking ashamed, needed a new poultice, as she had allowed the dog to run away with the one she’d been given for her husband yesterday. A young man came in and showed my father some ugly boils on his back.

I became impatient almost immediately, trying not to grimace when Father instructed me to get on the ladder in the storeroom and fetch down the most aged nettle.

I thought I would scream as I mashed the unpleasant leaves for Signora Malatesta’s poultice, and I actually did let out a yelp when, in my nervousness, I knocked a bottle of horsetail tincture all over my chest.

I raced back up to my room, terrified I would miss Piero’s entrance, but by the time I had changed into a fresh bodice and reentered the shop, my love had still not arrived.

More customers came and more time passed. I was annoyed that Piero had not come at the time he said he would. As morning became afternoon I became angry, and when Magdalena called us up for our  midday meal I barked at my father that I had no appetite. He looked baffled at my outburst and said that if I was not eating I could watch the shop while he did.

My whole body was trembling with anticipation. Where was Piero? Something must have happened to him! Perhaps he was hurt, ill. That must be the case, for he was never ever late for our meetings. I should go to him. He needed me. Might need the services of my father.

I was half out the door when I realized I could not just leave without my father’s permission. And what reason would I give? I had not today—as on all the other days of the secret trysts—given him fair warning of my journeying out to the hills, necessitated by a lack of mullein, or our only jarful of woad salve turning rancid and needing replacement.

It would seem odd for me to suddenly rush out. And what if I did, and missed Piero’s visit altogether? There were several ways through the streets of Vinci from his house to ours. He might be stopping along the way to bring us a small gift. What if he was even now in a field picking some pretty flowers? Oh, why could he have not come when he said he would?

My father had returned from his dinner, his usual good-natured self, though eyeing me suspiciously, for I was not prone to such outbursts as I
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