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			PART ONE

			1481–1492

			FORMATION

		

	
		
			 

			ONE

			Caprese, 1481

			Lodovico loomed over Lionardo and Michelangelo’s bed and shook them awake. The boys climbed out of bed and their father ushered them into the hallway.

			‘You must come and see Mama, she is very sick,’ he said as he led them towards their parents’ bedchamber. Michelangelo and his older brother, Lionardo, held their father’s hands as they padded down the hallway towards the light. The brightness from so many candles in the room blinded the boys. They rubbed their eyes, trying to adjust. They knew their parents’ room but were rarely invited in.

			As Michelangelo’s vision cleared, he saw his mother, Francesca, lying in the large bed. A tall man stood beside the bed, reading prayers out of a book. Michelangelo recognised the priest from the village church. Lodovico’s brother, Francesco, stood to one side, not looking at the children but at his sister-in-law. In the corner stood a cot, the very one Michelangelo and his brothers had occupied as babies. He looked up at his father, trying to ascertain what was happening, but was astonished and frightened to see him crying. Something awful was happening. Lodovico bent and picked up Lionardo and took him to his mother’s bedside. Michelangelo saw her raise her hand to touch him. Lodovico, still crying, took the boy away and turned to lift Michelangelo but the little boy avoided him and ran to his mother’s bedside, tugging at the sleeve of her nightgown.

			‘Mama, Mama, what’s happening?’ 

			Francesca always answered his questions but now she didn’t even look at him. Lodovico lifted Michelangelo up so he could see his mother properly. Francesca reached out to him as Lodovico held him close to her. She tried to bring him even closer but was too weak. Michelangelo could see her face was very white.

			‘My darling,’ she whispered.

			Lodovico put him down and lifted her off the bed, holding her close in his arms. After a few minutes he laid her down again.

			Michelangelo screamed, ‘Mama. Mama. Mama!’ His mother was lifeless in the bed, her dark hair lying over the pillow.

			Francesco took the children from the room and put them back to bed. Lionardo was sobbing but Michelangelo had stopped crying. He lay beside his restless brother. He could hear his father and brother talking with the priest in the hallway. Then there was silence. He crept out of bed and down the hallway into his parents’ room. His mother was still there, in the bed, covered in a sheet. The room was lit now by a few candles and he tiptoed over to the baby’s cot and peered in. The infant boy with a shock of black, matted hair slept on his side, still swaddled in tight coverings.

			‘You took my mama away. I don’t like you,’ Michelangelo said to the baby. He reached into the cot and twisted the baby’s soft ear. The baby screamed. Francesca sat up, the sheet falling from her body.

			‘Michelangelo, what have you done?’ She looked at him with eyes no longer alive but blank.

			‘Sorry, Mama. Don’t go!’ he screamed, running to the bedside. She looked at him in silence and lay down again, her limp body flattened onto the mattress, a billow of dust around her in the light like gold dust, angel dust. Michelangelo ran out of the room towards his bedchamber before his uncle and father saw him. He climbed in beside his brothers and, with the baby’s cries still echoing throughout the house, he lay in bed and trembled. His mother was dead and with this unwanted certainty, he eventually fell asleep.

			The next day the house was silent, the windows closed and shuttered, the drapery drawn. Francesca was lying in a long box in the front salon. Michelangelo could not bear to look at her. She looked stiff and cold, no longer like his mama. The boys watched as their father and uncle and some local men from the church carried her outside. They watched the procession from the window as it wound its way towards the church. Then she was gone.

			A wet-nurse was found for the baby, Sigismondo, while the other children, caught in the miasma of their father’s sorrow, quietened and kept away from him. He had become a stranger with unkempt hair, a black beard and red eyes swollen from weeping. Michelangelo did not like his new father and whenever he had to pass his parents’ room, he skirted the space to walk on the opposite side of the hallway, just in case he saw his mother again, alive, yet dead.

			An emptiness surrounded the children, bored into them. Sometimes Michelangelo took a big sniff and tried to smell her presence in the kitchen or the salon where they used to gather around the tall chimney place with the fire lit. The smell of Hungary water, tinged with rosemary, lavender, jasmine and tumbling white roses from the fields which she always picked and arranged in vases in the villa, had gone. After some time, Michelangelo ventured into his parents’ room and stared at the bed as if she were suddenly going to appear before him. But she had gone for good.

			How would they live without her?

		

	
		
			 

			TWO

			Settignano, 1484

			Michelangelo stretched his legs to climb up and stand on the wooden kitchen stool. With a piece of charcoal he sketched a satyr on the kitchen wall of the villa at Settignano, half man and half goat, hooves and a thick hairy coat, ugly and frightening. Lodovico had told him about the satyrs from Greek mythology and warned that if he didn’t behave, they would come and get him. His father hadn’t told him that satyrs also had a benign side, playing musical instruments and dancing with nymphs. How old was he? Eight? Nine? 

			The satyr he had seen in his father’s book frightened him but he found if he looked at the pictures in the book just before bed time, he didn’t dream about them. So he decided that if he drew one, he would be less frightened and would never have nightmares again. It worked. He drew his fears out on scraps of paper and looked at them before he slept. His father found them, raged about him drawing and threw them away and Michelangelo’s nightmares returned. So he tried again, this time on the wall because there was no paper in the house; his father had forbidden it.

			Lodovico walked into the kitchen, caught Michelangelo by the arm and dragged him off the stool. He told him to bend over and belted him with a birch stick. Backside stinging, Michelangelo ran from the house, all the way down the dusty road, around the corner and over the fields to the home of his former wet nurse, Mona Basso. His sobs echoing in the confined yard, he skirted the house and ran into the barn where they kept the animals, the coolness a relief against his hurt body and his tear-stained face. He climbed the ladder into the loft and buried himself in a pile of hay.

			‘Michelangelo! Where are you? I saw you run in here.’

			Michelangelo listened. He recognised the voice of Bernardino Basso, his friend, the boy who refused to grow.

			‘I’m up here, Dino. I don’t want to come down. My father beat me and if my uncle knows about it, he’ll beat me too.’

			‘We won’t tell them you’re here Angelo. Come down. Papa is coming.’ 

			Michelangelo scrambled to the edge of the loft and looked down. He knew for certain that Piero Basso would not beat him.

			‘Come, Michelangelo,’ called Piero. ‘We have fresh baked bread and nutty cheese in the kitchen, and fresh milk. Come on, you must be hungry. Boys are always hungry,’ called Piero, standing beside Bernardino in the shaft of sunlight from the open door of the barn. Dust motes swirled around them. Gold flecks from Mama, thought Michelangelo. They were painted in sunshine like angels. He would like to know how to paint sunshine. His tummy rumbled, he had not eaten since breakfast.

			‘You won’t tell Papa I’m here?’

			‘No, but come, what’s the matter?’ 

			Michelangelo climbed slowly down the ladder and stood before Piero and Bernardino. He was shaking and his bottom and legs were stinging but he felt the light, reassuring pressure of Piero’s hand on his shoulder and his kind face bending down to him.

			‘Come, Michelangelo. Come with us, and we’ll help.’

			He walked out of the barn between the two, towards the stonemason’s house where he had spent much of his young life. Soon, as he entered the familiar kitchen with its bright hob and flickering flame, he felt better.

			‘Oh, Michelangelo, what happened to you? Look at your legs! Have you been whipped?’ Mona shook her head in alarm, glanced at Piero with eyebrows raised and enveloped the boy in her arms. He felt her warmth, her softness and love and suddenly cried out for his mother. Mama had been dead three years but it felt like yesterday. Mona wrapped him in her arms and crooned, ‘Shh-shh….’ 

			‘Papa beat me. I drew on the kitchen wall,’ Michelangelo sobbed. ‘He told me not to draw or carve stone anymore, and I did.’

			‘Why doesn’t he like you drawing, Michelangelo? You are very good at it,’ Mona bent over the boy and took off his shirt. She turned him around and covered her mouth with her hand.

			Bernardino and Piero were silent as they looked at Michelangelo’s back and lower legs. The boy knew he was scarred, not only from this beating but from others too.

			‘He doesn’t want me to draw because he doesn’t want me to become an artist He tries to take it away from me but it’s all I want to do. I like drawing! It makes me happy,’ Michelangelo sobbed.

			‘Take your shirt and hose off. I will clean your back and legs and apply some salve to help you heal,’ Mona said gently.

			Piero took the boy aside, peeled off his clothes and wrapped him in a blanket. After Mona applied some ointment, Michelangelo and Bernardino drank warm milk and devoured the bread and cheese, vaguely aware of Piero talking quietly to his wife.

			‘Bernardino, do you still have the stone animals Michelangelo carved for you?’ Piero said, joining the boys.

			‘Yes, Papa.’

			‘Fetch them. We’ll take Michelangelo home and you can show his Papa his carvings.’

			Mona hugged Michelangelo, and the three of them walked down the road towards the villa of Michelangelo’s father. Arrow-sharp cypresses on either side of the road pierced the sky and fell in long shadows across the cobbles in the afternoon sun. Fields of barley and maize rolled beyond the road, giving way to vineyards heavy with blue grapes ready for harvest. Beyond them stretched rows of olive trees that flashed silver as they were laced by a breeze. In the distance, a blast of red poppies seared a hill before disappearing into the blue dimness of valley. The colours became imprinted on Michelangelo’s brain. This was Lodovico’s land where, during the height of summer, Michelangelo and Bernardino loved to run and jump and climb the olive trees, then lie under the grey-green foliage in the shade. But now the late afternoon air chilled Michelangelo as a flock of swifts in a feeding frenzy, with rapid darting flight, flitted from tree to tree, their calls high and strident. Michelangelo was nervous despite Piero’s reassuring hand on his shoulder.

			At the door, Piero removed his cap and bowed to Lodovico di Buonarroti Simoni, the former podesta of Caprese and Chiusi which was not far from Florence in the Tuscan Hills. His had been a civic office, a former mayor. He liked being bowed to but he gave Piero a curt nod. Michelangelo hung back, his view of Lodovico blocked by the bulk of the stone mason. Bernardino stood quietly beside him.

			‘You brought him back. I wondered where he was. I should have known he would have run to you.’ Lodovico made no effort to curb the impatience in his voice as he showed the three into the house. ‘He has been disobedient. I told him not to draw anymore and he deliberately disobeyed me.’

			‘His drawings are very good, Signore Buonarroti,’ Piero said, as he stood cap in hand. ‘He is talented and carves well — animals and people. He’s only a child and yet he can do this.’ Piero drew out of his pocket some figurines including Bernardino’s stone rabbit, holding them up so Lodovico could see them clearly in the light. ‘These have been carved in the soft sandstone found here in your Settignano quarries,’ Piero said.

			Lodovico nodded impatiently, ‘I know the stone. It’s macigno.’

			Piero nodded. ‘When he visited us some time ago, he gave these to Bernardino, and look at the detail, how well he captures the fur of the rabbit, how crisp the carving is. This is the work of a child, yet how fine it is. Polished to perfection.’ 

			Michelangelo watched as his father took the rabbit in the palm of his hand. The carving seemed alive, the face, ears and nose of the rabbit were almost twitching. Lodovico turned it around, looking at it intently.

			‘Imagine what he could achieve if he received the right tutelage?’ Piero continued.

			Lodovico took Piero aside so the boys could not hear him. Michelangelo’s brothers Lionardo and Sigismondo stood behind their father. They had witnessed the beating and Sigismondo cried at the violence; he was too young to understand what was happening. Michelangelo disliked Sigismondo and found the now three-year-old simple-minded and demanding of his father.

			The men’s voices were quiet but Michelangelo could hear what was being said.

			‘There’s a reason I don’t encourage him in drawing. I don’t want him to be an artist. It is below our station in society. Art doesn’t pay well unless you are very successful and it’s not an honourable profession. You know what is said about artists, they love boys, not women. Look at Leonardo da Vinci; he cultivates young men and uses them as he pleases. He doesn’t hide it. He has no shame. Florence is rampant with sodomites. I don’t want my son to be part of that.’ 

			‘I can understand your anxiety, Signore, but if you take charge of your son’s schooling and he is guided by you and living with you, then surely there will be no harm done, and his talent will flourish. To have such ability go to waste is a sin.’

			Lodovico remained silent.

			‘My own father,’ continued Piero, ‘didn’t have enough money to give me a career. I ended up as a quarry worker, carving out stone and marble for sculptors when I would much rather be a sculptor.’

			‘Are you sure it was not you who carved those figurines?’ Lodovico narrowed his eyes suspiciously and looked hard at the stonemason.

			‘No, Signore, they are your son’s work.’

			‘But you taught him?’

			‘A little. How to handle a mallet and chisel, types of marble. All  I know.’

			Lodovico’s eyebrows formed a straight black line across his forehead. ‘We are returning to Florence soon,’ he said, half turned away from Piero as if in dismissal. ‘There the boys will have adequate schooling, and religious instruction and this nonsense in Michelangelo’s head will disappear. But I shall decide when we are there whether he has tuition in the arts.’

			Piero bowed to Lodovico and patted Michelangelo on the shoulder as he and Bernardino were shown out of the house. After closing the door on the visitors, Lodovico sternly ordered Michelangelo to go to bed. ‘No supper tonight!’ he added.

			Michelangelo obeyed, glad he had eaten at the Basso’s. He was looking forward to returning and living permanently in Florence. It was full of art, churches and buildings. There was bound to be someone there who would teach him to draw, sculpt and paint. If only he could convince his father.

		

	
		
			 

			THREE

			Florence, 1487

			Florence enchanted Michelangelo. Lodovico occasionally took the older boys into the city when he had business to attend to. The time spent there was never long enough. When Lodovico had finished for the day, they would climb into the family carriage and set off home, to Michelangelo’s dismay. One day, he persuaded his father to include Bernardino on their journey to Florence. His father hesitated because Bernardino was deformed and he did not want to be associated with such abnormality. Michelangelo finally persuaded his father and Bernardino happily joined Lodovico and the boys.

			As the day went by, Michelangelo wondered if he had done the right thing. Bernardino kept up with him and his brothers but Michelangelo became aware of people staring. Some talked behind their hands, some pointed and some laughed, others blessed themselves. Michelangelo glanced at Bernardino; he was aware and, perhaps, hurt but he didn’t seem to notice as he trotted happily alongside Michelangelo.

			They had spent the day looking at everything around them – the ochre colours of the crowded buildings and the uneven roof lines of terracotta tiles within the city walls. The sight of the Duomo, Brunelleschi’s Dome, the Campanile and the carved doors of the Baptistry took Michelangelo’s breath away. Lodovico had to grab him by the arm and pull him away. As far as Michelangelo was concerned, Florence was paradise.

			Wide-eyed, the boys watched the rush and bustle, noise and colour of people in the streets and in the piazzas. The smells coming from flower stalls, food cooking in shops and stalls and the heavy odour of horse dung. The people paraded in a tumult of colour. Merchants, officials and clergy, noble men and women dressed in shiny, smooth silks and plush velvet; the women with tall headdresses, the men with soft hats, cloaks and caps. Everything looked prosperous.

			‘People are rich here, Papa,’ said Michelangelo, impressed by the milling crowds.

			‘That’s because of the wise governing of Florence by Lorenzo de Medici, Il Magnifico,’ answered Lodovico.

			‘Is he a prince, Papa?’ Michelangelo asked.

			‘No, not a prince by birth, but he is a princely figure,’ answered Lodovico. Michelangelo wondered if the magnificent man would be his sponsor but said nothing to Lodovico.

			‘Where does he live, Papa?’

			‘He lives in the Palazzo Medici.’ Lodovico pointed across the road towards the fortress-like façade of the building facing the street.

			Michelangelo studied it carefully. Perhaps one day he would visit the palazzo.

			His eyes weren’t wide enough to take in everything around him. As they passed tall buildings, Michelangelo glimpsed the sluggish Arno running through and dividing the city.

			Michelangelo wanted to explore the churches with their art, to walk amongst the crowds of people in the Piazza della Signoria and gaze at the Palazzo Vecchio, Florence’s town hall. He longed to run down the narrow cobble-laid streets, narrow lanes and tight alleys, past merchants’ and nobles’ houses, civic buildings and churches but his father, as usual, was in a hurry. Lodovico impatiently and frequently turned and called to the boys to hurry up as they dawdled behind.

			To Michelangelo, the city buzzed with a life of its own. He noticed the play of light off the buildings and the dark shadows between, where light never seemed to penetrate, yet the air, to him, shimmered like gold in the light, brimming with promise. His promise. His excited heart tumbled within him. This was where he wanted to be.

			Bernardino followed Michelangelo, listening to every word as Michelangelo explained and pointed things out to him. Exhausted, both boys fell asleep on the way home. Michelangelo felt he had done the right thing in asking Bernardino along. He may be short, but he had an inquisitive brain and an artistic soul. And Michelangelo was grateful for his adoring company. Perhaps Florence did that to people.

			•••

			Shifting to Florence was no hardship for Michelangelo. To his delight, the Buonarroti house on the Via dei Bentaccordi was not far from the gothic Santa Croce Church. On his own, Michelangelo entered the church and his eyes widened with delight at being in the presence of great art works. The church seemed to stretch before him forever and soar to the heavens above his head, making him dizzy. Santo Croce was crowded with tombs, chapels and statues. He saw Donatello’s wooden crucifix and closely studied the interior frescoes painted by great painters, Giotto and Gaddi and the domed Pazzi Chapel by Brunelleschi. Once again Lodovico had to drag him out of the church but any opportunity and Michelangelo was back inside copying and studying. He knew his father would not be pleased. He sat cross-legged before Giotto’s paintings and quickly copied them. Absorbed, he did not hear the rapid footfall of his father until the man was upon him.

			‘Out. Home. Now,’ Lodovico hissed, pointing towards the entrance of the church.

			Michelangelo didn’t argue as he gathered his chalk and papers and clambered to his feet. He had been warned. He knew what was coming. He ran ahead of his father down the nave of the church and out the door, his father close behind.

			After a silent family supper and evening prayers with Lucrezia, the boy’s stepmother, the boys were sent to bed.

			Buonarroto, Michelangelo’s favourite brother, and Lionardo lay beside him on the bed.

			‘Why is Papa so against you drawing, Michelangelo?’ asked Buonarroto, looking at Michelangelo staring through the rooftop window at the sky above his head.

			‘You’re not going to stop, are you?’ said Lionardo.

			‘Papa’s beatings haven’t stopped me before,’ Michelangelo said, feeling soreness on his back from the latest beating.

			‘But why do you keep doing it?’ asked Buonarroto.

			‘Papa wants me to be a Florentine dignitary, not an artist. I could never do that, it’s too boring. He’s really scared I won’t get married and have children. I can’t help it. I want to draw everything I see,’ answered Michelangelo. ‘Will you get Auntie Mona’s salve out of my drawer and put it on my back?’ 

			Buonarroto climbed over Michelangelo and out of bed. He found the pottle in the drawer and came back to Michelangelo. ‘Turn over,’ he said. Michelangelo did. ‘Your back looks awful.’ Buonarroto took a scoop with his finger and smoothed it over the painful weals. ‘But how can you get married and be a papa? You’re just a child yourself.’

			‘Not now, later, when I’m grown up.’

			‘Go to sleep, you two, or I’ll call Papa in here,’ threatened Lionardo.

			Michelangelo and Buonarroto kept quiet until Lionardo went to sleep. Michelangelo wondered how he could get around the problem of his father’s intolerance. He needed to find a tutor who would teach him art. There must be someone in Florence who would persuade his father that his talent must be nurtured. He lay on his bed and looked up through the window at the clear Florentine sky. The stars were bright and close enough to touch.

			‘One day I will be up amongst the stars, and Papa won’t be able to touch me,’ thought Michelangelo. He fell asleep.

		

	
		
			 

			PART TWO

			1510–1534

			THE MEETING

		

	
		
			 

			FOUR

			Rome, 1510

			Bernardino remembered the stars. Michelangelo had told him about the stars on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel and he wanted to see them. On a winter’s day, Bernardino arrived in Rome to seek out his friend, the famed sculptor Michelangelo. The Roman sky was a brilliant blue, and the icy air smelt fresh and stung his nostrils. The city was full of noise, horses neighing, the clip-clop of their shoes on the cobbles, the cries of hawkers, shouts, laughter and chatter. Bernardino clutched his knapsack and trudged through the crowded streets, grateful for the warmth of his cloak around him. He was conscious of his size even more than he’d been in Florence. He seemed to be surrounded by a world of knees, hosed legs and long skirts. The bodies of people stretched into the bright sky above him. He was light on his feet and dodged and darted, accompanied by the startled swearing of passers-by.

			Rome was not new to him; he had been before when Lodovico and Buonarroti had visited Michelangelo in Rome. They had taken him along at Michelangelo’s request, much to his delight. He found the city crammed within its ancient Aurelian walls, full of new buildings erected out of the ancient Roman rubble. The Colosseum stood near the Imperial Forum, its arches home to a variety of vagrants, and the Forum stood proudly nearby with its arches and columns, the surrounding area full of toppled stone. Trajan’s Market was noisy and bustling, and Bernardino noticed the people weren’t as grand as in Florence; there seemed to be many beggars around. Life and important buildings appeared centred around the ancient basilica of St Peter and the accompanying Papal Palace. It was built over the area where Peter had been crucified, not like his Lord and leader, but upside down on the cross, as he deemed himself not worthy enough to be crucified in the same manner as Christ. Through it all, ran the Tiber, sometimes clear and clean after recent rain and other times stinking and cloudy with filth and garbage.

			It wasn’t that long since he had seen Michelangelo in Florence and the artist had told him if he ever needed help to come to him in Rome. Bernardino had heard Michelangelo had left Florence in a tearful fury because Pope Julius had ordered him to stop working on the tomb he had commissioned for himself. Julius stopped supplying him with money then ordered him to come to Rome to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Bernardino had received a long letter from Michelangelo in Rome complaining about his treatment by the Pope. He also told him that Julius was supplying the architect, Bramante, with money so he could start rebuilding the new St Peter’s. To someone he could confide in, Michelangelo’s fury knew no bounds. He wrote:

			I’m a sculptor, not a painter. It was Donate Bramante’s idea for me to paint the chapel. He knew I wouldn’t want to do it. He and Raphael are jealous of my work and my sculptures and they know I’m supposed to be working on the Julius tomb. Now I’m taken away from it. Frustration! 

			Michelangelo had been in Rome for some time and Bernardino wondered if he would still be furious. Knowing Michelangelo as he did – yes, most probably he would be. At last, he found the Piazza Rusticucci not far from the Vatican. The piazza was a cramped square space in the midst of rows of houses and shops.

			Bernardino knew where Michelangelo lived and worked. He skirted the piazza and walked behind the church, Santa Caterina delle Cavallerote, to Michelangelo’s house and workshop which was in a narrow street close to the great overhang of the Vatican’s wall. Relieved to be there, he knocked on the door only to be told by one of the boy apprentices that the Master was at St Peter’s in the Sistine Chapel, producing the most ambitious painting in Rome.

			Gritting his teeth to cope with yet more walking over rough cobblestones, Bernardino made his way back to the crowded piazza in front of St Peter’s Basilica. The Vatican Palace and the Basilica appeared to be a jumble of medieval buildings in the process of being demolished and rebuilt. The whole edifice was surrounded by building materials scattered over the surrounding streets.

			Carpenters and stonemasons crawled over the building site, creating a cacophony of shouts, banging, tapping and sawing. Pope Julius was determined that his tomb, the one Michelangelo had designed and started to sculpt, needed a new basilica to house it. The old basilica was in a state of disrepair and could not house Michelangelo’s construction. The Master had written to Bernardino that his current work was thirty-four feet wide and fifty-feet high, with forty-five life-sized statues. Bernardino realised that, despite Michelangelo’s unhappiness at leaving the tomb commission behind, he was part of St Peter’s historic renewal.

			The guard at the door to the Apostolic Palace did not seem pleased to see Bernardino who tried to persuade the guard that he was Michelangelo’s greatest friend and brother, which to his chagrin was met with ridicule and disbelief. Red-faced and humiliated, he was rescued by a passing priest whom Bernardino recognised as the chaplain of the Florentine cathedral, Father Giovanfrancesco Fattucci, and one of Michelangelo’s friends who frequented the house in Florence.

			‘He is, indeed, the artist’s brother,’ Father Fattucci said to the guard. ‘It’s not that long ago that I met him in Florence.’ 

			How could Fattucci forget him? Sometimes Bernardino’s distinctive appearance came in handy. The priest insisted the guard admit him. The guard was still unconvinced. Was this short, stocky person with the bowed legs and large head really a ‘brother’ of the great sculptor? Fattuci again assured the guard who Bernardino was.

			By the shield of Florence emblazoned on his soutane the priest was of some importance and he couldn’t be challenged. Eventually, the great door into the Apostolic Palace was opened but not before the guard blessed himself as he ushered the pair inside.

			Bristling, Bernardino would have dearly loved to have kicked the guard in the shins, something he was good at and normally did if anyone riled him. However, if he did he would probably end up in the Vatican’s dungeon or locked up in the Castel Sant’Angelo. Instead, he walked with the priest down the marble-floored corridors filled with frescoes on the walls, towards an anteroom dominated by large double doors. Bernardino could hear noises of workmen coming from rooms around him. Already there was a great spiral staircase within a tower in the Vatican Palace designed by Bramante, which Michelangelo had told him about. Pope Julius was cementing his legacy to the Church and to Rome. Once more a guard tried to stop him and added to Bernardino’s discomfort, and again the priest was insistent. The guards relented, opened the large door and ushered him inside. He bowed with thanks to the priest who bowed in return then disappeared back down the corridor. Bernardino turned to find himself, for the first time, in the vast chapel usually reserved for the Pope and cardinals for their Mass and ceremonies.

			The place was cavernous. Michelangelo had told him it had been built in the time of Francesco della Rovere, Pope Sixtus IV. As Bernardino looked up at the large vault, he searched for the traditional medieval painting featuring gold stars on a blue background which Michelangelo had described to him. To his dismay, it was covered with a layer of plaster. He liked the ceiling full of stars as he had seen in other churches and had wondered about the stars in this great vault. He was disappointed. He had imagined himself up amongst them, looking down upon the earth. But they had gone.

			Scaffolding and ladders half-filled the large space, reaching high above him. He tipped his head further back and squinted into the dimness illuminated in places by the light of many candles and lamps. On platforms above him, Michelangelo’s helpers mixed paints and fixed cartoons in sections to the ceiling that had already been covered in intonaco, ready for painting before the plaster completely dried. Some Bernardino recognised, as Michelangelo preferred to employ men from Settignano because he trusted them more than others. Bernardino’s old childhood friend and ‘almost’ brother would be up there, somewhere, with his assistants. He hoped Michelangelo would be pleased to see him.

			The Master’s reputation for wearing dishevelled clothes, having wild ways and a bad temper preceded him. Bernardino knew him of old. The ranting didn’t scare him. Bernardino’s mother taught him to look after himself, to be clean, to wash, to cook and eat the right foods. Michelangelo had not been blessed with the mother Bernardino had and, after leaving his father’s home and living on his own, he had quickly lapsed into untidiness and squalor. He was too busy concentrating on his art to worry about niceties.

			His head tipped back, Bernardino wondered what would be painted on the ceiling. The space was so vast, like the arc of heaven, that Michelangelo and the workers could only prepare and paint a small section at a time.

			‘Michelangelo.’ Bernardino’s voice reverberated back to him as he heaved his short frame up onto the first rung of one of the ladders attached to the scaffolding. He stayed there, clinging to the next rung, searching for Michelangelo somewhere up near the roof. He couldn’t tell if his voice had reached the Master’s ears high up in the vault so, calling as he went, he continued to climb, dragging himself up by his hands, his legs swinging with the effort. A bombastic roar, a sound he remembered from his days in Florence, echoed down the ladder. He stopped climbing and stared upwards towards the noise.

			‘Bernardino, what are you doing here? And how did you get past the guard? No one is allowed in here to see my painting. Even the Pope himself has to ask for permission.’

			‘The guard didn’t believe me. He thought I was a work of the devil. My persistence scared him. He blessed himself,’ Bernardino called back, still unable to see Michelangelo. The voice of the Master seemed to come from behind a layer of drapery. Bernardino recognised the rumbling laugh.

			‘He was most probably right, he should have kept you out,’ came the voice from heaven.

			Laughter echoed around the chapel as the others up above joined in.

			Bernardino resumed climbing and reached the level close to where the Master’s helpers were working. Michelangelo was up on the next level, paint splattered over his shirt, face, hair and apron. He towered over him at the top of the scaffold’s ladder, looking down. It was very high up, and Bernardino wondered how he was going to get down.

			‘You have broken into my work time. Go. You are not to come here. No one is to come here.Why are you here?’

			‘Mama has died. I can’t work as a stone-mason, as you know, and my brothers sent me to Rome to see if I could be of use to you.’ 

			Michelangelo growled under his breath and shouted down. ‘Mama? Your mother, dead? The one who fed me with her milk, held me close as a boy, dead? God rest her soul.’ Suddenly sobered, he made the sign of the cross.

			‘Yes, one month ago.’ Bernardino also blessed himself, his eyes filling with tears. He wondered if this feeling of hurt and loss would ever leave him. She was the only one who’d treasured him, calling him her precious little one. He knew she’d treasured Michelangelo too, and when Michelangelo went to Settignano, he always visited her.

			There was silence from the ceiling. Then Michelangelo’s voice echoed down again.

			‘Your brothers are about as useless as mine. Well, you certainly can’t draw, paint, or sculpt, I know that. What else can you do?’

			‘I can cook, Michelangelo.’

			‘What? Standing on a chair?’ 

			More laughter. The sound echoed, annoying Bernardino. The whole of the Sistine Chapel and the workers need not know about his lack of height.

			‘If necessary,’ Bernardino replied. Michelangelo could hurt when he wanted to.

			‘God in heaven. As if I haven’t got enough to worry about, now there’s you, falling from the chair into the fire and killing yourself.’

			Bernardino saw the helpers stopping their work to turn and stare at him. Smirking grins stretched the paintwork on their faces, making them look like clowns in the marketplace. Bernardino cringed, despite being used to ridicule throughout his life. The sharp sting he once felt at rejection was now a dull ache, often exacerbated by an amused, mocking glance, a thoughtless comment, or someone pointing and sniggering. He would have to endure ridicule until the day he died.

			‘Go back to the house and wait for me. I will talk to you then.’ 

			Michelangelo turned away in dismissal and disappeared under drapery out of sight. Bernardino looked down at the floor nearly sixty feet below, and his stomach turned at the thought of climbing back down there. The climb up had been difficult, now going down seemed an impossibility with his short legs. He would be swinging on every rung. He needed a pole to shimmy down but there were no poles in sight.

			One of the assistants came over, looked at Bernardino askance and blessed himself with the sign of the cross.

			‘Come, I will lower you down in the basket we keep for hauling supplies,’ he laughed.

			Bernardino frowned; he hardly looked like a ‘supply’. The helper, someone unfamiliar, not from Settignano, smelt of oil paint, stale sweat and plaster as he bent and lifted Bernardino off his feet.

			‘We didn’t know the Master knew anyone like you,’ he said, putting Bernardino into the basket. ‘He usually demands physical perfection in his associates.’

			‘Really? You’re not so perfect,’ Bernardino looked at his helper up and down as he bristled with silent anger and heat flooded his face. ‘People usually keep their friendship with me hidden, ashamed to reveal to others that they could be friendly with such an insignificant person, such as myself, but Michelangelo has always been my friend.’

			The helper shrugged and swung the basket over the side. ‘Hold on,’ he instructed.

			Bernardino closed his eyes and clutched the roughly hewn cane, feeling a jerk as the basket was released. For what seemed an endless time, the basket descended to the marble floor below. Only when it touched solidity did he open his eyes.

			‘Show me, Bernardino.’ Michelangelo’s voice echoed above him. ‘Show me that you can look after me, my house and my apprentices.’

			Bernardino tipped the basket and rolled out. He looked up towards the ceiling. Michelangelo was up there somewhere but Bernardino couldn’t see him for platforms, dancing candlelight, scaffolding, draperies and ladders. It could have been the voice of God Himself coming from the firmament.

			‘Show me what you can do,’ boomed the voice again.

		

	
		
			 

			FIVE

			Rome, 1532

			Bernardino looked up. Michelangelo Buonarotti Simoni, Count of Palatine, stood in the doorway. His silhouette blocked out the Roman sun and surrounded him with a golden aura.

			‘Master, did you enjoy your ride in the country?’

			‘I did, Bernardino. It’s invigorating. I love riding,’ the Master said as he removed his riding cloak and gave it to Bernardino.

			The sound of the horses’s hooves clattered in the entrance as one of Michelangelo’s apprentices led the Master’s horse to the stables behind the house.

			‘Come, sit down,’ Bernardino said, pulling up a chair. ‘Let me help you remove your boots.’.

			Michelangelo nodded. ‘Sometimes… I need time to myself to think, relax, distance myself from work, create new ideas, banish all my troubles, get my affairs in order in my thoughts and decide what I want to do next,’ he said, lowering himself into the chair.

			Bernardino nodded. Michelangelo had loved riding since boyhood. Today the Master’s eyes held a faraway look, his cheeks flushed, his expression open.

			‘Are you happy to be back in Rome, Master?’ Bernardino was slightly puzzled. ‘You normally don’t like being here.’ 

			‘Rome is Rome. Untidy, dirty, full of ruins and beggars. And yet for all that, it is sublime. The lovely wide straight roads, the carefully designed and executed buildings in the newer part of the city. The architect, Peruzzi, has outdone himself. There is so much here. So much past, so much future. This time, to me, it is ravishing, captivating, riveting, and inspiring.’

			Bernardino raised his eyebrows at such praise. Usually, Michelangelo couldn’t wait to leave Rome and travel back to Florence. He was gazing at Bernardino from beneath a shelf of overhanging brow, and Bernardino knew he wasn’t the reason for such a soulful look. The Master’s voice had shaken with some hidden emotion, and Michelangelo didn’t usually fight his feelings. If he was displeased, the entire house knew it; if anything worried him, they knew that too; if he was angry, sad or depressed, his face would convulse even more than it already was. Michelangelo raged whenever he wanted to, laughed – though not very often – and groaned and moaned and shouted. He even cried readily but then it was fashionable for an artist to be melancholy and it suited his face. Occasionally, annoyed about some misdemeanour, Michelangelo would kick Bernardino out of the room, making sure it wasn’t the kitchen since Bernardino cooked his meals. Once he had even kicked him out of the house when he was in one of his moods. When Bernardino returned Michelangelo always had him back, relieved to see him. Bernardino liked to think so, anyway.

			Michelangelo’s chair scraped on the marble tiles as Bernardino bent on one knee, grasped the leather of one of Michelangelo’s riding boots and pulled with all his weight. The boot came off with a rush. Bernardino, balancing on his short legs, was ready and staggered back, clutching the boot. The second boot was even harder and Bernardino ended up on the floor.

			He squinted up at the man’s craggy face, illuminated by the light of the dying day shining through the high windows in the hallway. Bernardino could remember that face before its even features had been squashed by a ferocious blow from a fellow artist apprenticed in Lorenzo de Medici’s court. Now, his brow bulged and his eyes were deep set behind the flattened nose. Very rarely was his expression relaxed and glowing with happiness as it was now.

			Bernardino pushed the boots aside.

			‘Rome is never sublime, Master,’ Bernardino shook his head. ‘The streets are rough and dangerous. They stink of urine, the ruins are overgrown with weeds. The older buildings are slung together like drunkards holding each other up. The people’s speech is lewd, and they’d rob the eyes from out of your head. They certainly don’t respect the teachings of the church. Mind you, the church’s hierarchy leaves much to be desired. How can you say this place is wonderful when I know, and you know, that most of the time you’re glad to be out of it and back in Florence?’

			Michelangelo leaned towards his friend. ‘Not all of Rome is like that, Dino. Parts of it are fine indeed. Peruzzi has done a good job rebuilding after the Sack destroyed many fine buildings and houses. Rome was certainly a sad place then. You remember how it was when we returned.’ Michelangelo shook his head. ‘No, Florence holds no sway over me now. That irascible Duke Allesandro de Medici hates me. You know I had to go into hiding in Florence to get away from him. I’m sure if I stay there for much longer he’ll have me killed.’ 

			Bernardino shifted on the floor at the Master’s feet. ‘I heard a rumour in the marketplace that Allesandro is the illegitimate son of Pope Clement.’ 

			‘Perhaps. Or of Pope Clement’s uncle, Lorenzo. Such rumours abound easily. Look what’s said about me!’ he said heatedly. ‘It’s a relief to be out of Florence. I have to return there to finalise details of Pope Julius’s tomb then I think we will leave for good. As much as I love Florence, I want to leave and come back to Rome.’

			‘This decision is sudden, Master,’ Bernardino said, not entirely surprised.

			Michelangelo often sprang things upon his household.

			‘No,’ Michelangelo’s eyes, set deeply under his heavy brow, were brooding as they looked down upon Bernardino. ‘I have been thinking about it for some time but there’s someone who has helped me make up my mind. I have met my beginning and my end. I have met the epitome of beauty. I have met the meaning for my existence. It is in Rome. He is in Rome.’ 

			Another young man thought Bernardino, keeping his face impassive. He might have guessed. The Master was being poetic again. His poetry was good, almost as good as his sculpture and painting. When he wasn’t busy doing those, he was writing poems in his leather-bound notebook. The one he tied with leather ties in a tight knot, the cover stained with paint and marble dust. However, Bernardino was startled. To claim he had met his meaning in life was astonishing. Surely, his art was that meaning? His sculptures, frescoes and paintings? Yet Bernardino knew Michelangelo had another love, the love of beauty, especially that of young men and now there must be another perfect youth. Michelangelo often exaggerated but that was who he was – his whole life was an exaggeration expressed in his art.

			Definitely another youth, Bernardino thought with a smile.

			‘I shall bring you something to eat in your salon, but first I will wash your feet.’

			A short time later, in an adjoining room off the salon, Bernardino knelt at his feet as Michelangelo placed one foot at a time into the bowl, and Bernardino bent to his task, scrubbing firmly. Michelangelo sighed and closed his eyes as Bernardino kneaded the flesh of his foot, the heel, instep and toes. Embedded dust and dirt slipped away and the feet revealed themselves. They were long, slim, sinewy and strong, much like the man himself. The floor was cold under Michelangelo’s feet as Bernardino wiped them dry and placed each foot in soft house shoes. Even the Pope would not have had better treatment.

			Michelangelo shivered. ‘These floors are freezing in the winter. We are not as clever as the old Romans, Bernardino,’ commented the Master. ‘They knew how to heat their houses by running hot water in channels through the stone floor.’

			‘Perhaps that’s what the old Roman furnace in the garden was for.’ 

			‘Probably, and the channels are more than likely under the earth and beneath the house, and it would be impossible to dig them out now.’

			Bernardino wondered at the word impossible. It was one Michelangelo rarely used. The usual sigh came with a word of thanks as Bernardino climbed to his feet and lifted the basin of water.

			‘Why so tired today, Master?’

			‘I didn’t sleep well. My mind was reeling with excitement! My friend Bartolemeo knows Tommaso de Cavalieri’s family. I’m going to write to Tommaso and Bartolomeo will deliver the letter for me. I know of the name of Cavalieri from Florence too. I think Tommaso’s grandfather was a banker there, though the family has Roman roots.’

			‘Where does Tommaso live, Master?’

			‘On the Capitoline Hill.’ Michelangelo bent down to Bernardino. ‘No one must know about this,’ he instructed in a low voice.

			‘Of course, Master. No one will know.’

			The craggy face softened into a relieved expression as Bernardino put a stool under Michelangelo’s feet and carried the basin and clothes out of the hallway and into the utility room behind the kitchen. Before he reached the door, he turned and looked at the man in the chair – Michelangelo the greatest sculptor in Christendom, his chin resting on his chest, was snoring softly.

			•••

			Bernardino laid a cloth on a table in the dining salon in front of the open windows. Michelangelo appeared in the doorway rubbing his eyes from sleep. The reflection of rays from the low sun, muted by the grimy glass of the lead-lined window, cast a yellow glow over the cloth. Bernardino placed dishes of fruit, olives, salted meat, cheese and bread on the table before Michelangelo, then ladled broth into a bowl. At least Bernardino could make sure he was eating well despite the Master’s protests that he did not need much food. The truth was that if left to himself, Michelangelo would hardly eat at all. He was the same with sleeping, working until late at night in his workroom on some project, then falling exhausted into bed, sometimes fully clothed, boots and all. Bernardino knew he didn’t wash regularly because his Master’s clothes stank with stale sweat and plaster and it was his task to wash them.

			The workshop in the back part of the house reverberated with hammering and tapping of mallet and chisel, along with the murmurings of the apprentices. There were four of them today, including Michelangelo’s favourite, Febo. This cramped house in the Piazza Rusticucci was temporary, while Michelangelo’s usual residence in the Marcello dei Corvi was being repaired after being damaged during the Sack of Rome. Michelangelo looked forward to when they could return to the big house, given to him by Cardinal Aginensis of the de Rovere family, not far from the old Forum and Colosseum of imperial Rome. The cardinal had given him use of the house as a favour, to give him room and comfort while he completed the tomb of his uncle, Julius II. The cardinal had since died but the de Rovere family allowed Michelangelo to stay on.

			The last time Michelangelo had lived at the great house, as Michelangelo called it, he and Bernardino had heard rumours of the strained relationship between Pope Clement and Charles V of Spain. They sensed trouble coming and had locked the house and fled to Florence. Later, upon their return, they found Rome destroyed by Spanish troops. Even the Vatican had been attacked. Pope Clement, fearful for his life, had taken refuge in the Pope’s castle, the Castel Sant’Angelo. The devastated streets were littered with rubble, the houses torched, and broken into. The house on Marcello dei Corvi had not come through unscathed. Sword marks and fire stains covered the outer façade and the interior had been ransacked. The doors and shutters over the windows had been broken open, and the usually light and airy vestibule was full of dumped, broken furniture, dirt and broken glass. Floors and walls were covered in pigeon droppings, furniture had gone, windows were broken, frescoes on the walls had been damaged.

			At least it hadn’t been burnt to the ground as a few surrounding houses had. They both loved the house, Michelangelo especially, with its large workshop and garden. The de Rovere family had promised to repair it for him and Michelangelo would soon be able to move  back in.

			‘Has everything been alright in the workshop?’ Michelangelo always asked this after coming back from riding.

			‘Yes, though I’m not sure how much work has been done.’

			Bernardino poured the wine, the Master’s favourite, Trebbiano.

			‘Join me, Bernardino. Have some wine.’

			Another surprise. The Master never liked eating or drinking with his servants, although Bernardino was almost a brother to him. Bernardino didn’t hesitate, he lifted the carafe and poured the rich red liquid into a second cup, waited until the Master drank his and quickly swallowed it, feeling the warmth fill him. He had not eaten yet.

			Bernardino sat on the stool beside Michelangelo and waited. The Master would tell him, because he was the only one Michelangelo confided in, apart from one or two friends in Florence and Rome.

			‘I have met my life,’ Michelangelo quietly admitted, half to himself, half to Bernardino.

			If he asked any questions, the Master would withdraw into himself and never reveal what was on his mind, so Bernardino remained silent and waited.

			The setting sun cast long shadows over the piazza and onto the ochre stone facade of the house, dimming the rooms facing the street. Outside horses’ hooves clattered over cobbles and voices called to one another. The crack of the driver’s whip echoed past the house, accompanied by the rumble and creek of cartwheels. Bernardino climbed on the chair near the windows to shut them. The apprentices would be finishing in the workshop soon and tumbling into the kitchen, looking for food. He had to cook for them too.

			‘He is beautiful to behold,’ Michelangelo said.

			How old? Bernardino wanted to say. He stayed quiet. The rest would come.

			‘He’s twenty-two and perfect, a young nobleman. He’s what I have been waiting for all my life.’

			Bernardino sighed. Again? 

			‘I have seen the young man,’ he commented congenially, knowing what would please Michelangelo. ‘He is indeed very handsome, the talk of Rome with his good looks and aristocratic manners. Very gracious.’ Then he cautioned, ‘Master, you must be careful. Your love of beauty inspires your art. You bury your desire and burial is transferred and released in your work. Many do not understand that. Already the rumours fly that your youths please you in ways undesirable and that the practice of art is not the only thing you teach them.’

			Bernardino had been a witness. Both he and Michelangelo pretended he knew nothing. He never told anyone what went on in Michelangelo’s private life. There were enough rumours flying around about him anyway.

			‘Ah, Bernardino. Always with my welfare at heart. Thank you for your concern but it’s unnecessary. There’s nothing
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