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Prologue







Palazzo Rosini, Florence



1485







The bowl of ribollita had stopped steaming. It had been sitting there for twenty minutes, its rich aroma filling the air, but now a skin was forming on the surface where it had cooled.



“Where is she? Five minutes, I said! Five minutes, and her meal would be on the table waiting for her. But did she listen? Did she take any notice of me? Does she ever? No! Twenty minutes that bowl has been sitting there, getting cold. Does she think I have nothing better to do? 
Madonna mia
, that child lives in a dream world. I despair, I really do!”



“Don’t worry, Eli. I know where she’ll be. She’ll be where she always is.”



Gino soothed the bristling cook, leaving her muttering about a blessed painting and a head in the clouds, as he went in search of his cousin.



In the 
sala
, six-year-old Francesca sat on Nonno’s chair with her legs tucked up and her chin resting on her knees. She was gazing up at the wall, and then back at the paper in her hand. Her imitation of the figures was crude. Even at six years old, she could see the parts that didn’t quite work, didn’t quite convey the right angles, or mannerisms. But she would get it right one day. 



She loved this time of day, late afternoon, when the sun shone through the windows, onto the polished wood floor, giving the whole room a warm, dream-like radiance, but particularly the painting…her painting. Of course, it wasn’t really her painting. It belonged to Nonno Francesco, her beloved great-grandfather, after whom she had been named. But oh, she loved that painting. No, it was more than that, but her young mind didn’t have the words to express it.



She knew that it was painted by Nonno’s friend, Signor Sandro, before she was born, and that Signor Sandro was now considered to be rather a famous painter here in Florence. She also knew that some people called him Botticelli, but she considered that rather rude. He had always been very kind and polite to her, and she liked him, so she was not going to join in with such discourtesy. Besides, anyone who could create this beautiful painting deserves the greatest respect. She knew that much and nodded firmly to herself. Gazing back at the figures in the picture, she was again drawn into the scene. Three angelic figures, ladies, dressed in fine, gossamer-like gowns, dancing in the woods without a care in the world. Putting her paper and charcoal down, Francesca picked up a scarf that had been left on the chair, and, in her bare feet, danced gracefully across the wooden floor, her long dark hair swirling around her head as she spun.



“And which of the Three Graces are you, 
cara
?”



“Gino!” Francesca stopped dancing and flopped back onto the chair, laughing. “Oh, you are silly. I am going to be all of them…all at once.”



Gino smiled at her and nodded. “I have no doubt you will,” he said. “Until then, though, you had better make your peace with Eleonora, who does not like her ribollita being left to go cold.”



“Oh no! Five minutes, she said. Have I been longer than five minutes?”



Gino raised an eyebrow and smiled at her. “Just a few minutes,” he said. “
Andiamo
. I’ll come too. There may be some left for me. I’m starving!”



Hand in hand, they ran from the room, leaving the Three Graces dancing in the golden sunlight.









Chapter 1







Florence



 August, 1495







The old man’s breath rattled harshly as he tried to raise his head. In his makeshift bed, the threadbare blankets barely covered his withered frame, and he shivered continuously, despite the heat in the room. The young woman at his side tried to help him lean forward, so that she could spoon some broth into his dry, cracked lips. His mouth made the actions of a ravenous man, but most of the liquid spilled down his chin. He sighed as if he had just finished a hearty meal and rested his head back onto the thin pillow.



“
Grazie, Mamma
,” he said and closed his eyes.



A middle-aged friar, dressed in the grey robes of the Franciscans, sat down next to the bed, and placed his hand over the old man’s skeletal fingers.



“How is he?” he asked. Francesca shook her head sadly.



“He has hardly eaten anything for days, 
signore,
 and he keeps talking to his mother.”



“Then it won’t be long now. Stay and pray with us, child.”



Together, they sat and prayed with the old man, whose name nobody knew, until late into the night. As they prayed, the old man’s lips moved with them, reciting the familiar words but with no sound. Occasionally, he talked to his Mamma about brothers and sisters, about his Papà, about their harvest and about his dog, but mostly, he was silent, apart from the uneven, ragged breaths. Still, the friar continued to pray, and Francesca held the man’s hand, giving him comfort and warmth. As Francesca’s eyes were beginning to drop with tiredness, the old man opened his eyes and looked directly at her and then at the friar beside his bed.



“
Grazie
,” he said, in a weak but clear voice. “Thank you for your prayers and for your kindness to this old man. May God forgive my sins, and may He remember your good hearts on the day of judgement.”



After this brief moment of lucidity, the old man closed his eyes. His breathing was still laboured and uneven, and eventually it slowed, until it stopped completely. Francesca looked up at him, and he looked at peace, more peaceful than she had ever seen him since he was brought in several days ago. She shed a silent tear, as the friar said another prayer for the departing soul of the dead.



“Go home, child. You can do no more here. You gave him comfort in his last hours, and he is at peace with God. Now, you must rest.”



“
Grazie, 
Fra Donato. 
Buona notte.”



Francesca stood and left for home, so tired that her bones ached. She stepped out of the hospital door and walked the few steps to the open space of the 
Piazza di Santa Maria Novella
, found a bench and sat down. Raising her face to the night sky, she took in deep gulps of fresh cool air, as she prayed for the soul of the old man, as it winged its way to the stars above her.



She felt a sadness at the hopelessness of many of the city’s poor and sick, but gratitude for the presence of hospitals such as this. The 
Spedale di San Paolo
 had been caring for the sick of the city for over two hundred years and was needed now as much as the day it opened its doors. The people who worked there, mostly Franciscan laity, devoted their whole lives to the care and comfort of those who needed it most.



“Saints,” she thought. “They are all saints.”



Francesca first came to the hospital two years ago, aged fourteen. She lived in the Palazzo Rosini on 
Via Porta Rossa
 with her parents and the wealthy Rosini family. Her mother was an illegitimate but much-loved member of the family of textile merchants. Since the discovery of their family ties, her parents, Gianetta and Matteo Cavallo, had been welcomed into the Rosini home and found their place in the family. Her father, Matteo, worked alongside Signor Francesco Rosini, the head of the family and the family business, Tessa, his daughter-in-law, and Gino, her son. Matteo had discovered a love for the textiles they sold, a skill in the diplomatic dealings with their customers and a good head for business. They made a formidable team. Gianetta had helped raise Gino, who was six years older than Francesca. As they grew, Gianetta became more involved in the running of the household, helping Signor Francesco’s wife, Cristina. Since Cristina’s death almost three years ago, she had taken over the role completely, while supporting the whole family in their grief. Now, the family worked together smoothly and efficiently, each comfortable in their own role. Signor Francesco, Tessa, Gino and Matteo ran the business, and Gianetta and the staff ran the household.



Francesca’s role in the household was less clear. She wasn’t needed in the business. In fact, while she loved browsing the new silks and brocades that arrived at the palazzo, she had little interest in the business dealings that went with it. There was an unspoken assumption that at some point in the future (in the very distant future, Francesca hoped), a husband would be found for her, with Signor Francesco providing a very respectable dowry. It was not a prospect that filled her with excitement.



Growing up, Francesca spent many hours in the kitchen with Eleonora, the cook, watching her create banquets for family and business associates, comforting bread and broths for Donna Cristina when she was ill and medicinal tonics for anyone’s ailments. As Cristina was coming to the end of her life, Eleonora helped to control the pain with an infusion of hemlock and opium poppy, a skill she had learned from her apothecary father many years before. It had been difficult to watch Donna Cristina suffer. Francesca would sit and read to her until she fell into a fitful sleep, and it broke her heart to hear her great-grandmother cry out in pain.



On that last summer evening, with the windows open and the smell of herbs and the chirruping of the swifts floating in, Francesca and Nonno Francesco were sitting with Cristina as usual when Eleonora brought in her medicine. Cristina had been suffering more and more, and the doses were becoming increasingly frequent. As Eleonora closed the door, she looked at Francesco and Francesca, and a silent understanding passed between them. She held Cristina’s head as the sick woman took the liquid. Shortly afterwards, Cristina closed her eyes for the last time.



Eleonora had watched Francesca closely through those last weeks of Cristina’s life. The young girl had a gentle strength that had given comfort to the dying woman, and after the period of mourning, she suggested Francesca visit the hospital, where her caring nature and cool head would be so valuable to the sick and those who looked after them. With Gianetta’s approval, she began by sending her to the hospital with bread, soup and vegetables for the kitchen, and very soon, Francesca was helping tend the sick and the dying, as Eleonora had known she would.



The old man who had just died in the hospital was the latest in a long line of patients Francesca had cared for, and she wondered about him. She wondered what his name was, where he came from, what he did during his life, whether he had a family who missed him. How sad that there was no one to mourn him.



“Well, I will mourn you, 
signore
,” she said out loud.



“I’m not dead yet, 
signorina
,” said a voice behind her, making her jump from her reverie.



“Oh, Angelo, it’s just you! You startled me.”



“Just me? You offend me, Francesca! I am your saviour. You could have been accosted by any one of the unsavoury characters who frequent the streets at this hour.”



Francesca smiled as she replied. “Does that include you too, Angelo?”



“Now you are teasing me, just as you always do. 
Andiamo
, I’ll take you home.” And they linked arms, chatting as they headed off the 
piazza
 and towards 
Via Porta Rossa
. After her long and difficult night, it was a comfortable and comforting walk home, and she was grateful to have Angelo’s company.



“Will we see you at the workshop tomorrow?”



“Yes, I’ll be there,” replied Francesca. “Eleonora has made one of her berlingozzo cakes for you all. She believes it helps to keep you happy as you work.”



“And she would be right! 
Eccolò!
 Here we are. Safely delivered to your door.”



“
Grazie,
 Angelo. 
A domani.
 See you tomorrow.”



“
A domani
,” Angelo replied and leaned in to kiss her, but Francesca had already turned away. She waved and ran down the small alleyway alongside the 
palazzo
, to let herself in through the small back door and avoid disturbing the household. It was late…or was it early?



Of course, the household wasn’t completely asleep. As she entered the house, Francesca heard sounds coming from the kitchen on the top floor. Eleonora was awake and working, preparing the dough for tomorrow’s bread. She looked up, as Francesca entered the kitchen.



“Late again, 
cara
?”



Francesca sat down heavily in the chair by the fire, which never went out.



“Yes, sorry, Eleonora. I should have sent word. Remember the old man who came in last week? I told you about him. Nobody knew who he was, what his name was or anything about him.”



“Was?”



“Yes…he died this evening.” As Eleonora crossed herself and said a silent prayer, Francesca finally let the tears fall. Eleonora said nothing, just waited for the young girl to share her feelings.



“I think we gave him comfort, Eleonora. We prayed with him, he wasn’t in any pain, and he actually seemed…content. He was talking to his Mamma…”



“She came to take him home. I have heard that happen many times. He is at peace now, child. Be happy for him.”



Francesca nodded. “Signor Volpe said the same.”



Eleonora laughed. “Signor Volpe? Is that really his name?”



“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I don’t think anyone knows his real name. One of the other women said he used to wear a fox’s tail, but it disappeared years ago when he first came to the hospital, but he has always been known by that name.”



Eleonora laughed and then frowned, as she carried on kneading the dough. Volpe. Volpe. For some reason, it struck a chord.



“Are you going to the workshop tomorrow?” she asked.



“Oh yes!” Francesca’s eyes lit up. “Signor Sandro has nearly finished his painting, and I can’t wait to see it. It’s a shame that it’s going to some politician who won’t appreciate the work and the skill and the hours of effort that it takes to create such a work.”



Eleonora paused and looked at the young girl, whose face had come to life at the mention of Signor Sandro’s painting.



“It really means so much to you, doesn’t it?”



“Yes…yes, it does. To be able to produce work that makes people… feel… know… think… question… To be able to create such emotion in a person’s heart… How special is that? I just wish…”



“I know, child, I know. Maybe in another world, years from now, women will be allowed to paint, if that’s what they want to do. Who knows? Until then, we let the men think they are in charge.” And she smiled, as her husband, Carlo, came through the door, yawning and rubbing his eyes.



“What time is it?” he asked, stretching his arms above his head.



“It’s time Francesca got some sleep. Off with you, child. I will make sure you’re called in time for some breakfast before we lose you to old Botticelli,” and she winked, knowing that Signor Sandro’s nickname irritated her.



Francesca stood to leave, muttering “Perhaps I’ll visit our Three Graces before bed.”







Later that morning, after just a few hours’ sleep, Francesca closed the door of the palazzo behind her and headed along 
Via Porta Rossa
 towards Signor Sandro’s workshop. The air was cool and clear, and she inhaled deeply, happy in her anticipation of a day in the company of the Maestro. All his staff called him Maestro, but she simply called him Signor Sandro. He and the Rosini were good friends, going back many years to the time of Lorenzo de’ Medici, 
Il Magnifico
, and he had known Francesca since the day she was born. Never having married or having a family of his own, she knew he considered her as close to a daughter as he would ever experience…or maybe a favourite niece. She knew she had a privileged place in his workshop, where she was allowed to help with the preparation of paints, cleaning brushes, and many other tasks that others felt to be menial, but Francesca relished. She also knew she would never be able to complete an apprenticeship like Angelo and the other boys, so she was happy with any scraps that came her way. All she wanted was to be around Signor Sandro as he created his work.



Before Francesca was born, Nonno Francesco had commissioned Signor Sandro to create a painting of the Three Graces, and it had adorned the wall of their 
sala
, or living room, ever since. Francesca had been enthralled by it for as long as she could remember, and it still captivated her imagination whenever she looked at it. She would like to discuss it in detail with its creator, but there never seemed to be the time. One day, maybe…



The city was beginning to come to life. The smell of fresh bread wove its way along 
Via Nuova
, closely followed by vendors, dragging their carts to the market, where a long day of haggling and trading awaited them. As she approached the workshop, Francesca heard raised voices. She rolled her eyes and smiled. Always some disagreement, she thought. She guessed that it came with the artistic temperament, but as she pushed open the door, the voices became louder.



“Florence is not the same since Lorenzo died, I tell you. Florence was in good hands.”



“But then his son came along and gave away half our land to that French king.”



“And now we have a republic. Who knows what goes on inside the walls of the 
Palazzo della Signoria
?”



“But what is the alternative? Will that little friar govern the city?”



“At least he is a God-fearing man.”



“Or should we just wait and hope that the friar’s prophesies come true? That Florence will be the New Jerusalem?”



Francesca had heard it all before. It seemed that Florentine politics was every man’s business, now more than ever, not just the concern of the elite. She had some interest in the goings-on, but not enough to become so passionate about it. She knew what such passion could do. Her grandfather, Niccolò, had been killed in an uprising before she was born. He’d been caught up in an assassination attempt on the lives of the ruling Medici brothers, Lorenzo and Giuliano. Her mother hadn’t even known Niccolò was her father at the time. It was such a sad story. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to grow up without your father. She said a silent prayer of thanks for her own, beloved Papà.



Angelo, Lapo and the other workers stopped arguing as she walked past them, holding Eleonora’s berlingozo cake and allowing the smell to waft under their noses. She left it on the table at the back of the studio, where the men were eagerly gathering and headed to the Maestro’s studio. He worked upstairs, where it was quieter, and the large windows could let in more light. As she reached the top step, the noise of men disappeared, and she found herself bathed in silent sunlight. The room was large and airy. The atmosphere was reverent, almost church-like, dust motes lingering in the warm air. Still, this was a place of work. A large table held all the accoutrements of a skilled painter: bowls of prepared pigment, lapis blue, orpiment, malachite and lead, an assortment of brushes, clean rags, dirty rags and a stack of papers, holding the Maestro’s drawings.



Around the room were easels, holding paintings at various stages of completion. One or two were covered by a sheet. Francesca knew that Signor Sandro painted many commissions, but he also liked to paint for his own pleasure. She had seen some of these paintings but didn’t really understand them. One day, she would ask him about them, but not today. Today, he was nearing the completion of one of his commissions. He had his back to Francesca, and his attention completely focused on the portrait in front of him. Francesca sat quietly on the floor, where she could see him work.



The easel held a canvas about one braccio tall, not a big work, like some of his others. The painting showed a profile portrait of a man. Francesca looked at it carefully. He was not a handsome man, with his long, hooked nose, but there was something about him that made you look closer. His robes and his hat were a bright vermillion red, with the white tails of a skull cap peeking out from under the hat and covering his ears. Around the hat was a wreath of laurel leaves.



“Dante.” Without turning around, the Maestro answered the question that had been on the tip of Francesca’s tongue.



“The poet, Dante Alighieri,” he repeated.



“He’s very…stern,” she replied.



“He had much to be stern about. Have you heard any of his work?”



“I have heard some stories, yes, about how he journeyed through Hell and Purgatory and eventually found Paradise.”



“Then, you can see why his mind is so full. I prefer not to think of him as stern, but thoughtful. I wonder how many souls he has saved, giving us his idea of what Hell must be like. 
“You were not made to live like brute beasts, but to pursue virtue and knowledge”
 he wrote. If we could only follow these words, Florence could be the City of God that we keep hearing about.”



The Maestro put his brush back on the pallet, stepped back and sighed, still gazing at his work.



“What would you think of your Florence now?” he spoke, quietly, as if he were speaking to the poet himself. The silence stretched for a few minutes, until he shook himself from his musings and turned to Francesca with a smile. He sat down on the floor in front of her, crossing his legs.



“Francesca, my little one, how do you fare today? You look tired. Have you been working at the hospital?”



“Sì,”
 she nodded, looking down at her hands in her lap, hands that had held the hands of the dying man. “Yesterday was a difficult day, and a long one, but that’s how it is at the hospital,” and she shrugged. Looking up at the Maestro in front of her, she put her hand to her pocket. He smiled.



“Have you been drawing?”



She nodded, unsure of whether to show him her sketch. Sitting at the bedside of the dying man, she had gazed at the hand in hers, wondering what it had done during his years on earth. Had it worked in the fields? Had it caressed a lover or held the hand of a child? Had it crafted or written? Had it hurt or killed? So many possibilities from one hand in one lifetime. In the hours before his death, she had taken the notebook that she always kept with her and sketched the hand, while also etching it into her memory. Tentatively, she pulled the notebook from her pocket, opened it at her latest sketch and passed it over to the Maestro.



He took it and studied it for some time, his brow furrowed and lips pursed. When he looked up at her, there was a hint of a tear in his eye.



“This is remarkable,” he whispered. Francesca said nothing.



“It’s truly remarkable. It’s technically very good. You have the proportions correct, the anatomical detail of the blood vessels on the back of the hand, the positioning of the fingers…but that isn’t what makes it remarkable. It’s as if…it’s as if I am holding this hand. I can feel what you felt. I can imagine the suffering of this man, and I can feel the comfort you gave him.” He looked at Francesca intently.



“You have a gift, child. What are we to do with you?” By now, Francesca was crying.



“I’m sorry, 
signore
. I don’t know why I’m crying. I should be happy, but…what’s the point? I’ll never be allowed to do what you do, but it’s what I want. More than anything, I want to draw, to paint, to create the beauty that you create…but I know I never will.”



The Maestro held her hands, trying to comfort her but knowing that she was right. A woman had little influence on anything but the home, and even then, she was subject to the wishes of either her parents or her husband. He bowed his head and said a small prayer of thanks to God for creating him male. Looking around his studio, the studio he loved so much, he knew that he should be forever grateful for that lucky chance of gender.



“Come,” he said, standing up, pulling Francesca with him. “I have almost finished my latest work.” He led her to an easel near the back of the studio. It had been carefully draped with a sheet to prevent dust and other paint pigments from landing on the wet paint. He gently removed it to reveal his work.



They spent some time discussing the subject matter, the choice of colours, and the use of different brushes. As always, Francesca was full of questions, and the Maestro was happy to share his thoughts and ideas.



“I do love looking at your work, 
signore. Grazie
,” she said.



“Francesca, you are a grown woman now, no longer a child. I think we can dispense with the 
“signore”.
 Please call me Sandro when we are together. Perhaps keep the 
“signore”
 for others to hear,” and he winked at her.



Francesca smiled at the man she had known all her life, the man she respected and admired, not least for the talent of his paintbrush. She bowed her head in acknowledgement, then ran to hug him tightly. He pulled away, holding her at arm’s length.



“You have a great deal to give, child. Always be grateful for the gifts that God has given you. Use them wisely and for His glory. Now…did I hear talk of cake?”

























Chapter 2



August, 1495



The Following Day



Francesca spent a long day working with the Maestro’s apprentices. She swept floors, washed brushes, fetched and carried, prepared food and drink for the Maestro and his workers, and she was even allowed to help Lapo grind some coloured pigment. All the while, her happiness burned inside. She was where she wanted to be, where she belonged, surrounded by the noise of the workshop, the smell of gesso and linseed oil, and the visions of Sandro Botticelli in all their stages of completion. She felt at home. Indeed, it was her second home, as she had been coming here for as long as she could remember. Her father had brought her to the studio often. He had been an apprentice to the young Maestro as a boy but had shown no aptitude for the work, so eventually began working for Signor Francesco Rosini, where he remained. He still enjoyed visiting his friends, though, and Francesca would accompany him as a child. Signor Sandro would give her an old piece of parchment and a chunk of charcoal, and she would sit happily for hours, copying shapes and eventually drawing the faces of the people around her.



As she cleaned the grinding stones, she mused at the capriciousness of fortune that gave her father the opportunity to work in this world, the world that had been denied her, when it was the one thing in the world that she desired. But so be it. For now, she was content with her life, helping in the hospital, working with Eleonora in the kitchen and spending any spare time in the Maestro’s studio. Eleonora! She was supposed to be taking food to the hospital kitchens, and Eleonora had reminded her this morning not to be late. Francesca rushed upstairs to the Maestro’s studio.



“
Signore
,” she said, hastily. “I mean…Sandro… I am supposed to be taking one of Eleonora’s stews to the hospital, but I had forgotten the time, and I am late. May I go?”



“
Certo!
 You are not paid to be here. You may come and go as you please.”



“But may I ask for some help? Eleonora will have made a large pot, and it will be heavy for me to carry alone.”



The Maestro smiled, put down his brush and walked to the top of the stairs.



“Angelo!” he bellowed. “Francesca needs help. Go with her but come straight back here. I know how you enjoy her company,” he winked at Francesca, “but I need you to finish applying the gesso to that panel before the end of the day.”



“
Sì,
 Maestro!” came a shout from the workshop below.



Francesca shook her head, smiled a little and reached up to plant a small kiss on the cheek of the man who would always be her favourite, second only to her Papà. She ran down the stairs to see Angelo, who had hastily washed his hands, and was trying to brush back the hair from his face.



“What do you need?” he asked, eagerly.



“Eleonora has made a stew for the hospital kitchen, and I need help to carry it there.”



“You want me to go with you to Eleonora’s kitchen?” He began to look uncomfortable.



“I don’t know why you’re scared of her, Angelo,” Francesca said with a laugh. “She’s a very good woman, with a heart of gold. She has a sharp tongue occasionally, but nobody has ever died from it.”



“I just don’t think she likes me.”



“Then, she’s also a very good judge of character!”



“Again, you tease me,” he said, pretending to look very hurt.



Francesca laughed and grabbed his hand, as she ran out of the studio.



“Come on! We’re already late, and we don’t want to be on the receiving end of that sharp tongue!”







As they ran up the stairs to the kitchen of Palazzo Rosini, the aromas became stronger. By the time they reached the kitchen door, their mouths were salivating. Inside the kitchen, the air was thick with the smell of roasting meat, freshly baked bread and all manner of herbs and spices. Eleonora, looking hot and harassed but otherwise in complete control, was at the fire, stirring a large pot of stew. She looked up as the door opened.



“There you are!” she said. “And I see you have brought…help.”



Angelo withered under her gaze, and Eleonora turned her head to hide a smile. No point in making it too easy for the boy. 



“You’ll need to eat before you go to the hospital, Francesca. So, sit yourself down, and you can have some of the stew that you’ll be taking with you. You too, young man.”



They eagerly took their seats at the large table in the centre of the kitchen. At one end, there were birds waiting to be plucked, and in the middle, vegetables waiting to be prepared, but there was a small space, just enough for them to sit side by side. Francesca passed a spoon to Angelo, as Eleonora placed two steaming bowls in front of them. Angelo took a few nervous mouthfuls, glancing up at Eleonora as if she were about to launch at him with a meat cleaver, but before long, he was tucking in hungrily. 



“
Delizioso,
 
signora
,” he muttered, through a mouthful of bread. “
Grazie!
” As they were eating, Francesca’s mother entered the kitchen.



“
Buona sera
, Gianetta!” said Eleonora.



“Mamma!” said Francesca, jumping up to embrace her.



“I missed you today, child. Where were you?” As Francesca opened her mouth to answer, her mother put a finger over her lips and smiled. “Let me see. A blue smudge on your cheek. Charcoal under your fingernails, and what’s that?” She sniffed the air. “Is that…linseed oil I smell? How is Signor Sandro today?”



Francesca laughed. “He is well, Mamma. He has completed the painting of Dante. It’s…”



She broke off as her mother raised her hand. “I know. I know how wonderful it must be. Everything he touches is wonderful. Isn’t that so?”



“Now, you’re teasing me,” she said, and behind her, Angelo laughed.



“And how goes your work with the Maestro, Angelo?” asked Gianetta, turning her attention to the young man at the kitchen table. “Is it also wonderful?”



“I don’t know about that, 
signora
. It is hard work, and there is much to learn, and some days I think I will never be as skilled as Carlo.” He glanced up at Eleonora, knowing that Carlo, the Maestro’s foreman, was in fact Eleonora’s husband. Eleonora ignored the remark and continued to prepare the pot to be taken to the hospital. 



“Mamma, can I take Angelo to the 
sala
 to show him our Three Graces? It is important that he sees such a beautiful work from his Maestro.” Gianetta smiled and nodded, as Francesca grabbed Angelo by the hand and raced him along the corridor. She burst into the empty 
sala
, pulled Angelo across the floor, and stood him just in front of the painting.



“Isn’t it wonderful?” she said, her eyes gleaming as she looked at it.



Angelo looked up at the Three Graces, dancing without a care in the world. He’d seen similar subjects in other works of the Maestro, but he’d never seen the effect they could have. He looked at Francesca and back at the painting. Yes, it was beautiful and of course, technically perfect, but it was just a painting. Seeing the look of love and wonder on Francesca’s face, he wisely stopped himself from saying as much.



“Why is it so special?” he asked.



“It’s a painting. I know that’s how everyone sees it, but it’s so much more than that. Each one of the graces carries their own meaning, and it’s like… it’s like seeing a prayer for our family. It’s a prayer that I have grown up with, and it will always be a part of me.”



They stood and gazed at it for a while, Francesca mesmerised by the imagery, and Angelo trying to figure out which pigments had been used. By the time they returned to the kitchen, the pot of stew had been removed from the fire, covered tightly with a blanket and the handles wrapped for carrying.



“Now, take care. This is hot and heavy, but it should be easy enough for you young things to manage with no trouble, as long as you pay attention to what you’re doing.” She cast a sharp eye in Angelo’s direction, and he blushed but nodded. Putting some bread in a sack, she gave it to Angelo, who threw it over his shoulder. With the pot swinging heavily between them, Angelo and Francesca left the kitchen and headed for the stairs.



“Don’t be late, Francesca!” Gianetta’s voice carried from the kitchen.



“I won’t, Mamma!”







Sinking into her favourite chair by the fire, Gianetta sighed.



“I worry for her, Eleonora. I really do. What will become of my little girl?”



“She is no longer a little girl, though, is she? Just look at Angelo. He is besotted with her.”



“And that is why I worry. I don’t think Angelo is a problem. Francesca sees him as a good friend, and I’m sure he understands that. The trouble is, she sees life as an adventure waiting to happen. She does good work in the hospital, and that’s very commendable. I can’t argue with that, but she spends so much time with Signor Sandro. Painting is an obsession for her. It always has been. It’s all very well for a child, but it’s not going to last.”



Eleonora stayed silent and waited for Gianetta to continue.



“Matteo told me last night that Signor Francesco spoke of her dowry and how the family is searching for the right husband for her.” She looked up at Eleonora. “I fear…I fear that no husband will ever be right for Francesca.”



Eleonora sat quietly beside her, resting from her work. She nodded and took Gianetta’s hand. “We were both lucky. We were able to marry the men we love. In my case, I had to wait longer than most to find that man, but our husbands were our choice. When you became part of the Rosini family, some of that choice was taken away from you, and it means that Francesca is now considered a valuable part of the family, in terms of the bonds she can make in marriage. Whether we approve or not, that is the way of the world. Signor Francesco is right to be looking for a husband for her. He is ensuring her future. We must trust that he will choose well for his great-granddaughter.”



Gianetta nodded her head, sadly. “He will, but I’m sure Francesca will object, however suitable the match. I believe we have some tricky times ahead.”



Eleonora remained silent in agreement.







The pot was heavy as Francesca and Angelo made their way to the 
Ospedale di San Paolo
 in 
Piazza di Santa Maria Novella
. More than once, they had to manoeuvre around mounds of horse dung, or groups of children playing in the street. All the while, they chatted happily together.



“That really was a good stew,” said Angelo. “I don’t know how she does it.”



“It’s simple, really. Eleonora doesn’t waste anything. Chicken carcasses, lamb bones, vegetable peelings. Things that most people would throw away, Eleonora transforms them into something nourishing and tasty. That’s why it’s so good for the hospital patients. They need good nourishment, and it’s hard to come by in this city if you don’t have the means.”



“Then, she’s very generous, too.”



“Well, it’s more that my great-grandfather is generous. When my great-grandmother became so ill, the hospital helped by sending someone to help care for her. It’s his way of paying them back. He gives Eleonora an allowance for extra supplies, so that she can send in food like this for those who can’t afford it. He is a very kind man.”



“But you help? You knew how to make the stew.”



“I’ve spent a lot of time in that kitchen, probably more than in Signor Sandro’s studio.” Francesca laughed. “My cousin, Gino…you know Gino? He’s not really my cousin. He’s my mother’s half-brother, so I suppose that makes him an uncle of sorts, but I’ve always considered him my cousin… Anyway, he’s older than me and is learning to take over the family business when the time comes.”



Angelo nodded.



“Well, Gino was always hungry. When we were children, we’d play together, but he would always stop in the middle of our games to go to the kitchen, to see what Eleonora had in the pantry. As his favourite young cousin…his only cousin…I would follow him everywhere. Eleonora began to show us how she made our favourite cakes and so on. When Gino started to be involved in the family business more, I spent more time in the kitchen, learning from Eleonora.”



“In that case, I will have to marry you!” said Angelo, light-heartedly but looking at Francesca for her reaction. Francesca’s face gave away nothing.







By the time they reached the hospital, their arms were aching, and they were bathed in sweat. Finally, they reached the steps of the hospital and hoisted the pot up each one in turn, until they entered the main door, where they were able to rest the pot on the floor without fear of it being taken by some passing opportunist. Closing the door behind them, they both straightened up and stretched their arms, easing their aching muscles.



“
Buona sera,
 Signor Rapelli!” Francesca waved to the man sitting behind the desk in the office near the main door. The man, small, balding with thick eyeglasses perched on the end of his pointed nose, raised his head from the book he was writing in. His thin eyebrows drew together in a disapproving frown, as he caught sight of the two people in the corridor and the large pot on the floor. He shook his head, muttered something incomprehensible and returned to his writing.



“What’s wrong with him?” whispered Angelo. “Have we offended him?”



“Everyone in this building offends him,” replied Francesca. “Signor Rapelli is the main administrator of the hospital. He looks after the finances, the appointment of staff, the numbers of patients, discussions with the Guild and the Church. In truth, he does look after the hospital very well, but he treats everyone as if they were an inconvenience. One day…one day, I will get a smile from Signor Rapelli!” She winked at Angelo as they carried the pot along the main corridor to the kitchens.



Angelo laughed. “I believe you will,” he said. He looked around, curiously.



“I’ve never been inside here before,” he said. “It’s not like I imagined.”



“What did you imagine? Screams? Rivers of blood? Make no mistake, the hospital sees its fair share of that, but the 
pinzochere
 look after the place well. It’s always clean. The patients receive the best care. The doctors are excellent, and it even has its own apothecary.” She pointed to the room they were passing. The remedies and unguents made in the hospital apothecary were also available to the public, and there was a queue of people waiting at the door, clutching coin in hand, hoping for relief from whatever ailed them.



“Signorina Cavallo.” A stout, middle-aged man with red cheeks and a thick moustache nodded a greeting to Francesca, as he passed, carrying a bucket of blood. Angelo’s eyes widened in horror.



“
Signor Andretti.” Francesca bowed her head in acknowledgement.



“Signor Andretti is the barber,” she whispered to Angelo, who managed to look even more horrified.



“The barber? He must be a very bad barber!”



“No, silly! He helps the surgeons with bloodletting. I suppose they both need to keep their blades sharp. Over there,” she pointed to a large set of double doors “is the ward, where the patients sleep. The women are on the left, and the men on the right. Sadly, the beds are nearly always full, but most of the patients aren’t seriously ill. They are usually convalescing from an illness and will recover with care.” She frowned as she remembered the poor man who passed away the previous night. She stopped talking.



“I am sure you comforted him,” said Angelo, quietly. “You are thinking about the man from last night, aren’t you?” Francesca nodded and smiled.



“You are a good friend, Angelo,” she said. Angelo put his hand over his heart and rolled his eyes.



“You pierce my heart! A friend!”



Francesca looked at him. He was tall and well-built, which fitted with some of the more strenuous work in the studio. His curly hair had fallen across his face, as it frequently did. Behind his unruly hair, she saw the long eyelashes resting on his cheek as he closed his eyes, feigning his torment. She supposed that he was a good-looking young man, and she even understood the envious glances she received from young girls when they walked past them, but could she love this man? She thought of how her mother loved her father, how they looked at each other. Could she imagine looking at Angelo in the same way? Somehow, she couldn’t. Perhaps she just wasn’t ready. Perhaps God had other plans for her.



By now, they had reached the kitchen, which was bustling with activity. Unlike Eleonora’s well-ordered kitchen, the hospital kitchen had an air of chaos, with men and women buzzing back and forth like bees. Through the commotion, Francesca spied Anna, who somehow managed all the helpers in order to feed the patients and the 
pinzochere
 who lived and worked there. Anna was a round, jovial woman, who had lived at the hospital since she was orphaned as a young girl. She had grown up in the kitchen, first washing the many dishes, then fetching and carrying, eventually helping with the preparation of vegetables. When the old cook died, Anna automatically took his place.



“Francesca!” She bustled across the kitchen. “I thought I could smell something delicious!” She eyed the pot with a gleam in her eye, then called a couple of young lads to lift the pot onto the table near the fire. The gleam then travelled to Angelo. “And who’s this young man?”



“Angelo, 
signora
,” he said, with a bow.



“Angelo works at the Maestro’s studio. He helped me to carry the pot from Eleonora.”



“An artist?” Anna cocked her head and raised an eyebrow, and Angelo blushed.



“Well, I’m just an apprentice…I just…” he stammered.



“Angelo was just leaving,” said Francesca, and she turned him towards the door. 



“Take no notice,” she whispered. “She’s just teasing. Thanks for your help. I’ll see you later.” And Angelo was gone.



“You’re a wicked woman, Anna!” Francesca said, laughing.



“Ah, he’ll be fine. Now, are you able to stay to help give out this delicious stew? Here’s Volpe now. He must have smelt it too.”



“Yes, of course. Signor Volpe, 
buona sera
!”



“
Buona sera
, Francesca. I didn’t expect to see you today, after the long time you spent here last night.”



“
È bene
. I can help with the distribution of the food this evening, but then I must get home.”



By now, Anna had prepared a trolley with bowls, spoons, towels, a bowl of water and the pot of stew, with two young boys standing nearby, ready to push the trolley carefully along the corridor. The group slowly made their way to the ward, where Francesca and Signor Volpe pushed open the double doors to allow the trolley through, stopping at the first bed.



“Mario, 
come stai, sta sera
?” said Signor Volpe to the young man, lying listlessly on his pillow. “How are you this evening? You are looking much improved, I believe.” Mario nodded.



“I believe you are right, 
ser
,” he replied, weakly. Francesca had already taken a seat beside the bed, with the water bowl and towel, to allow Mario to wash his hands.



“Francesca, Mario has had a tremendous fever these last three days. We did think he was going to leave us, but I’m glad to say that he decided to stay.” He winked at Mario, who blessed himself with the sign of the cross. 



“Thank the good Lord for his healing, and may He bless you for your care.”



“This stew will help you to recover your strength,” said Francesca, as Signor Volpe brought a bowl and spoon, taking Francesca’s seat by the bed. She watched as he patiently spooned the stew into Mario’s trembling lips, wiping his chin with every spilt drop. Signor Volpe was an older man, clean, but slightly unkempt with a long straggling beard and wild hair. The beard and hair all but hid the long scar, which travelled from his ear to his chest. He had never spoken about it, nor had Francesca ever asked. She was content that the kindness in his eyes and his actions showed him to be a good man.



Two hours later, they had finished delivering stew and comfort to every patient, and Francesca knew that each one of them would be feeling better after their visit.



“Will you stay for a bite to eat, child?”



“I will help you back to the kitchen, but I won’t eat, thank you. Mamma is expecting me home early tonight.” She glanced through the window at the darkening skies. “Well, earlier than I was last night. 
Grazie
, Signor Volpe.”



Pushing the trolley and looking straight ahead, Signor Volpe said “Volpe. Just Volpe. It’s what everyone calls me.”



“Very well…Volpe.”



Volpe pushed the trolley into the kitchen, and Francesca found a bowl and spoon. She dished out some soup, as Volpe washed his hands. He came back to the table, sat down and began to eat. Francesca watched him curiously.



“Volpe…may I ask you something?”



With a mouthful of bread, he nodded.



“You have been here for a very long time, no?”



Again, he nodded.



“How did you come to be here?”



There was silence as Volpe continued to eat. It stretched for so long, that Francesca was afraid that she had offended him by asking a personal question. Eventually, he mopped up the last of his soup with his bread, finished eating and turned to look at Francesca.



“I have lived and worked here for…” he paused, trying to count the years. “Maybe fifteen, sixteen years. They are good people here. They took me in when I needed them most. At that time, I had nothing and nowhere to go. It was…it was a very difficult time. It seemed only right that I repay their kindness with my work.”



She noticed that his fingers were following the scar beneath his beard. One day, she would ask him about it, but not today…





















Chapter 3



August, 1495



The Following Week



It was her favourite time of day. Early evening, and the late sun seeped through the windows of the 
sala
, across the wooden floor and up the wall, highlighting her painting. The other paintings and wall hangings fell back into the shadows. Francesca sat on the chair, hugging her knees, as she had done countless times since her childhood, lost in the beauty of the imagery within that small frame. At the other end of the room, the heavy wooden door creaked open, and Francesca looked up.



“Nonno!” She jumped up to help her great-grandfather across the room, but he waved her away.



“I’m not in my dotage just yet,” he said with good humour. “I can just about manage to reach my chair.”



The old man walked slowly across the room, leaning heavily on his walking stick. He had always been an upright, lean and strong man, but the death of his beloved Cristina had sapped him of some of his vitality. Nevertheless, his mind was still as sharp as it ever was, and nobody who conducted business with him would dare underestimate him. He exhaled heavily as he rested back on the chair next to Francesca.



“The Maestro knows how to speak to the soul, no?” he said, following Francesca’s gaze.



“Tell me how he painted for you, Nonno,” said Francesca.



Francesco looked at her, unsure if she was humouring an old man, or if she really wanted to hear the story again. Her eyes hadn’t left the painting, but she held his hand and leant her head on his shoulder. He nodded.



“It was before you were born,” he started, “before we even knew that your Mamma was part of our family. We were good friends with some powerful people.”



Francesca nodded. “The Medici,” she said.



“
Sì, i Medici
. Particularly, Lorenzo and his brother Giuliano. They were good men.” He stopped and shook his head sadly, remembering how the younger brother Giuliano was so cruelly murdered all those years ago. It was a different time, but how much had really changed?
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