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Praise for Appetite


‘Kazan’s rich, sensuous prose is always a pleasure’


Sunday Times


‘A celebration of the senses: what Patrick Süskind’s Perfume did for scents, this does for flavours. A love story which will also appeal to fans of Joanne Harris’ Chocolat … The ultimate foodie version of Perfume, this is an addictive page-turner filled with lavish literary gastro-porn’


Red


‘Appetite by Philip Kazan has had me salivating. Yes Kazan writes good food … [Florence] is wonderfully evoked … Delicious stuff’


Big Issue


‘Ambitious and engrossing … a novel of exceptional energy and colour’


BBC History Magazine


‘Kazan brings medieval Italy to life with an astonishing degree of historical detail. Appetite has the vivid colours of Tracy Chevalier’s Girl With a Pearl Earring and the sharp odours of Patrick Süskind’s Perfume … Readers will certainly come away with an appetite for more’


We Love This Book


‘Intense, sprawling and most convincing’


Sydney Morning Herald


‘A delicious and mouth-watering read, this is a novel which engages all the senses’


New Books Magazine




Dedication


In Memoriam: William E. Spruill


‘O Ariel, Ariel,
How I shall miss you. Enjoy your element.
Goodbye.’


(from The Sea & The Mirror by W. H. Auden)
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The heavens set your appetites in motion – / not all your appetites, but even if / that were the case, you have received both light / on good and evil, and free will, which though / it struggle in its first wars with the heavens, / then conquers all, if it has been well nurtured.


Dante, Purgatorio, XVI


The wheel of Fortune turns; / I go down, demeaned; / another is carried to the height; / far too high up / sits the king at the summit – / let him beware ruin!


Anon, Carmina Burana
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NIGHT IS FALLING VERY GENTLY, shaking the light from the dusty air. After the clamour of the day, the city is settling its affairs, settling down, grudging, grumbling, a caged lion submitting to its pallet of musky straw. Behind, in the house, footsteps tell me someone is doing this or that. Whatever it is, there’s nothing urgent. In the eaves of the loggia a fat brown gecko has woken up too early and is fussing among the beams. The cathedral dome is turning from red to orange, hanging over our rooftops like our own setting sun. The whole city is lion-coloured, and out beyond Careggi the mountains are already fading.


There is a bowl of peaches on the balustrade, ripe enough to have lured a single hopeful wasp. I’m trying to remember something, but remembering can be so hard in a place like this, where every stone has some meaning or other. Florence is always remembering itself, and at the same time creating new things to remember. Confusing … Perhaps that’s why we have the dome, sitting on us like a giant’s paperweight: to keep all the memories in order. Anyway, I have enough to keep in my head. Menus, orders, a man coming up from Pisa with shrimps and cuttlefish. I ferret idly through my thoughts, but it’s all distracting. Even the air is complicated. The smells of cooking are weaving through other scents: pine trees, rotten fruit, rubbish piled up behind the houses. So I let myself surrender to Florence, like I always do. I do not have a choice – I’ve never had a choice. I am up here on my balcony looking down, but I am not separate. I’m just another ingredient.


The peaches are beautiful. They are blushing to the same shades as the dome: the red of the tiles, the gold that’s winking off the orb on top of the lantern. A friend of mine helped put that up there. I don’t know where he is these days. The world seems to have got bigger lately. But that’s the world beyond the walls. Something about the light, the way the city appears cupped by the mountains, makes Florence seem like the centre of everything – it thinks it is, of course. But I don’t care about that. I just want to remember something. So I reach out for the ripest peach, pick up the soft ball, feel the nap of its skin. It smells a little like the bowl, and a little of camphor, the way very ripe peaches sometimes do. I don’t really like the feel of peach skin against my tongue so I just bite, and let the gobbet of melting fruit burst inside my mouth.


The flavours settle across my tongue in shapes and colours. Sweetness pools, smug and tarry, like pitch seeping from a sun-warmed beam. Quicksilver balls of sourness skitter for a moment, then freeze into shards and fall like icicles brushed from a window sill. Tiny pricks of vinegar mark out the footprints of the wasp. I let it all dissolve into golden light.


A hand settles on my shoulder. I lean my cheek against it, hold up the peach. An everyday gift. It is accepted. I close my eyes, feel the dying sunlight brush against the lids. The city breathes, and its breath is fifty thousand voices, fifty thousand souls waxing and waning, rising and falling. This evening it is hardly a whisper, but I have heard it roar. Many times: when so many beautiful things were burned; when they burned the priest who hated beauty. When our rulers fled; when the French marched in. When the great bell of the Signoria tolled for a boy who was butchered under the great dome, and the dead were dug up and dragged through the streets. When dead men hung like black pears from the palace walls, and the wasps went mad from gorging on spoiled meat. These things have happened: I saw it all. And still the peaches taste of amber, and of drowsy wasps. So much is lost, but should we miss it? The dome still holds us all in place. The fires are lit and food begins to fry, to boil. Smoke rises up in threads like the warps of a loom. I breathe it all in, all this perfume, all this life. My life, threaded across this great loom.


The hand at my shoulder is gone. Then it returns, brushes my cheek. I turn and catch a finger between my lips. The taste of peach is there, and something else. Another thread of the loom, the thing that takes the complication out of the air, that makes sense of our great beast, our city; of our lives. I’ve found it, hidden in plain sight. Because it was never lost. It was there all along.


So. Now I remember. Now I can tell you.




Fortuna Turns Her Wheel Once:
‘Regnabo’ – ‘I Shall Reign’
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Florence, 1466


MY MOTHER DIED THE DAY before I turned fourteen. I watched her take her last breath, a long, shuddering gasp. It didn’t make much difference, really. The figure lying in Mamma’s bed – a waxy creature with the translucent skin of a slaughtered hog after it has been bled empty – had stopped being my mother days and days ago. The room smelled of sweat, of lavender and sage and chamber pots: and when the priest gave me a little shove in the direction of the corpse, and I knelt at the bedside, took her already cold fingers, raised them reluctantly to my lips, her skin smelled of the same things. I rested my lips against the veins ridging the back of her hand and did what I had always done: flicked my tongue against her skin and tasted it.


Some people call a talent like mine a gift, and some call it a curse. It is both. I doubt that most people would like to know what death tastes like – we might not like to share the dinner table with those who do. But I, not quite fourteen, discovered it for myself. You will perhaps be disappointed when I tell you that death has no taste. I’m talking about death itself, the moment that removes us. Dead things have flavour. We like some of them, or we would not hang our meat. Really, we wouldn’t eat at all, or perhaps only oysters. But death itself is flavourless. It is a void on the tongue. My mother’s skin had the saltiness of sweat and the rankness of consumption. I didn’t expect to find those tastes I loved: garlic and onions, water from the well in our courtyard, sometimes ink, always the flower water she bought from the apothecary near the Palazzo della Signoria. I was expecting sickness and soap, and there they were, but the tastes were hollow. I staggered to my feet and ran upstairs to a corner of the loggia, and rocked on my heels, trying to shut it all out. It was not that Mamma was dead. I had been expecting that, and people died all the time. I had just realized she had had her very own flavour, and I had discovered it only by its absence. It had gone with her, and I would never quite know what it had been.


She had wanted her brother to be at her bedside, but Filippo wasn’t there. He hadn’t lived in Florence for years, although the whole city knew what he’d been up to in Prato: how he had made a nun pregnant, run off with her, and then managed to persuade the Pope, no less, to let them marry. He was always a charmer, my uncle Filippo Lippi, but in Florence they still remembered how he’d been caught embezzling, tried to blame someone else, and been racked for it until his guts had popped out – only a few guts, mind, because he’d been sewn up again and sent off to do more mischief. They all remembered that. The fact that he was the greatest painter of our age was less appreciated, though his glorious work was everywhere. Which just proved that flapping tongues are mightier than keen eyes.


But Filippo would have been there if he’d known. If my father had bothered to tell him that Mamma was dying, he would have ridden the shoes off his horse to get to her bedside. He was only her adopted brother – a cousin, from the Lappacchia side of the family – but they had loved each other as if they’d slipped out of the same womb. He couldn’t have saved her. I think it would have made it easier for me, though, if I could have seen his stubby, tonsured form at her side. And he would have drawn her, alive and dead. It seemed to me, in the days that followed, as my mother’s corpse lay among candles, and then was slipped, without much fuss, beneath its plain marble slab in San Remigio, that if I could have seen it all through Filippo’s eyes, through the lines he made with charcoal on paper, trying to capture what it was his eyes saw – really saw – it would have made more sense. Filippo might have showed me something I had missed. Because I understood, even then, that Filippo’s eyes did something to him, in the same way that my tongue, my palate, did something to me. A real artist has hungry eyes. Filippo, with his appetite for everything, certainly did. He saw things other people missed. I tasted them.


I was still slumped against the wall of the loggia. My father was calling me; pigeons were scraping around on the beams above me; and footsteps were clattering, down in the street. I wanted to scream at them all to shut up, to give me peace, but this was Florence where there is never peace. I got to my feet, slowly, painfully. Papá called again. I looked out over the balustrade, half hoping to see a friend there: Arrigo, Tessina, the Lenzi boys. But I saw only heads, balding or greasy or capped, and no faces turned up to where I stood. So I pulled myself together and went back downstairs to kneel by Mamma’s bed. The priest and the surgeon were gossiping about a magistrate. Papá went out to arrange the funeral. Then the others left, and I was alone. Mamma’s mouth was open, her lips almost white. I tried not to look at her, but I could not bear the dark oval of her mouth, and so I tried to shut it. The looseness of her jaw terrified me, and as I bunched up the damp sheets to prop it closed I winced with the horror of what I was doing. Mamma was gone, but her corpse was still here, an empty thing with a mouth that could not breathe, or speak, or taste. Empty: a crypt. I finally got it closed, and buried my face in my hands.


But as I shivered, my forehead pressed into Mamma’s hand, a slight breeze rustled the curtains. I remembered the priest opening the window after it was over, and now the air brought me the most ordinary scent. Someone was making a battuta: frying an onion, parsley, beet leaves. The sugar of the onions, the metallic edge of the beet, the smoky, barnyard sweetness of the lard plucked at my misery: This is life, they said. This is what we do every day: give ourselves up for your food, for the sake of your Florentine bellies. And all of a sudden I felt the city all around me like a vast, dirty flower, and there I was at its centre like one of the lugubrious black bees that lumber through our gardens in summer. There was the house, the walls that held us. We were the Latinis, and we lived here, on Borgo Santa Croce. Around the house, the neighbourhood curled, our gonfalone of the Black Lion, where people were frying battuta as if nothing had happened, and where they would go on frying it if the whole world was coming to an end. Further out, the quarter of Santa Croce with its great basilica, whose bells would be tolling soon, as soon as Papá paid the priests. And all around me, Florence itself, a cobweb of clattering streets, countless alleys, towers, workshops, tanneries, cloisters, churches and burial grounds, where the sky is a thin strip of blue above, and the earth is a great belly of brick-lined guts held in by the walls of the city, with its towers and gates. Out there, thinking of their dinner, sixty thousand citizens: paupers, tarts, guild members, monks, nuns, painters, apothecaries, bankers, cripples; their stomachs all rumbling now that the battuta was cooking. I wasn’t alone at all. No one is alone in Florence, not even the dead. Mamma would vanish into soil that was black with the dust of other Florentines from other times. And still the onions would be chopped, and the beet greens, and the parsley. The sizzling fat would heat patiently in pans that no one would ever count. And people would eat.
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MY BIRTHDAY CAME AND WENT. I spent it working for my father in his shop on the Ponte Vecchio. Papá was a butcher – the Latinis had been butchers for a hundred years or more, building up the business slowly and cannily. Papá was as patient as the beasts whose flesh he cut up and sold. He had been in the shop the day before his wife died, and he was there the next day. I hated him for it, back then, because it would never have occurred to me that Papá might have feelings the way I had them. But when he asked me to help him with some sheep that needed preparing I said yes – not that I ever had a choice in those things, though perhaps it had been my birthday present, this pretence of free will – and found the hard, meticulous work to be a great gift after all. We stood side by side, sharing a whetstone for our knives, both knowing what to do, because I had already received the teachings he had received from his own father, and I was just the latest link in a chain that stretched back to the Latinis’ past as slaughterers in the slaughterhouses of San Frediano, and before that, as farmers in the Mugello. There was comfort in that, or at least the absence of pain. I had been getting used to absence, that summer, but this pain was something new. It was as if Mamma had been my skin, and her death had left me flayed and raw.


It was difficult to look for comfort in Papá. Mamma had been soft and quiet, as neat as a turtle dove, and Papá was a big, untidy buzzard. Everything about him was solid and practical. His shaved head sat on a neck as thick and corded as a Chianina bull’s. His nose, a ridged beak, had been broken, his lips were forever gathered into a belligerent pout. Below, the hard prow of his chin jutted like the spur of a galley. That year, he could still put one hand under my armpit and lift me high above his head – I was a big lad, but smaller than a side of Chianina steer. He was always caught up in his work, always happier when he was somewhere other than our house. The house, and Mamma. How could I have known they’d loved each other?


I am ashamed, now, to remember how surprised I was that Mamma’s death had upset him so much. I was the one who had loved her, because I had understood her. She had been quiet, where Papá was loud. She had read books and could talk about painting and music, and had grumbled about her husband all the time: he messed up her kitchen, his clothes smelled of the slaughterhouse, he spent too much time at the palace of the Butchers’ Guild. She read Boccaccio while Papá crashed about, bellowing about the price of steers. She had been close to her brother Filippo, who my father cordially disliked. So why did he miss her so much? He’d barely seemed to notice her when she’d been alive. She’d been a sort of neglected possession – even her epitaph said as much:


ISABETTA DI NICCOLAIO LATINI


Niccolaio Latini’s Isabetta. And now he hadn’t spoken to anybody for days, and was more or less living in his shop.


I am laying out cuts of meat with my father. We have made stacks of chops, shanks, glistening frogspawn piles of kidneys, silken heaps of liver. Now I’m struggling to hang up dressed sides of mutton in the front of the shop. I’m not quite tall enough to reach the iron hooks, though I will be, next year. I can’t remember if I leaned against Papá then, after we’d done what needed doing, just rested against him for a moment. I’d like to think that I did. I would like to think he pulled me to him, so that we stood, father and son in bloodstained whites, for all the passers-by on the bridge to see. Perhaps he did. I hope he did.


The last carcass was hung when I saw, framed between gently swaying meat, the tidy black-clad shape of my friend Arrigo Corbinelli. He held up a hand, shyly, grinning an uncomfortable little grin. Papá saw him too. He patted me on the shoulder.


‘You can go with Arrigo,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a lot done here.’


‘Are you sure?’ I asked, dubiously. I felt safe in the shop with Papá. It was as if, out there in the streets, all the horrors that had come with Mamma’s death would find me and pick me to pieces. ‘Aren’t we going to cut steaks next?’


‘I’ve got to give him something to do,’ muttered Papá, jerking his chin at Giovanni, his assistant, who was lurking in the back of the shop.


‘But, Papá …’


‘I can’t make you work here all day,’ he said. He put down the knife with which he had been trimming flaps of skin away from the carcasses. ‘Do you want to go back to the palazzo?’


I bit my lip, feeling the horrifying sadness coming up in me again. Mamma was laid out in the main room, candles at her head and feet, lilies all around her. The whole house stank of cloying lilies and guttering candles, but not of my mother, who seemed to have vanished as though she’d never existed at all. Everything needed dusting and sweeping, though Mamma would never have left the dirt from the mourners’ boots lie unswept. And yet there was this thing, this effigy, lying on a table in our grand room …


‘I’ll go with Arrigo,’ I said. ‘But I’ll meet you back here, yes? At sunset?’ Papá nodded. I went into the back and changed into my ordinary clothes. Arrigo was still standing in front of the shop, scuffing the toes of his shoes against the flagstones. When I came out into the noise and light of the bridge he took a step back, as if the death of mothers was something you could catch, but I understood. We were at the age when our bodies seemed too awkward for our brains. Children hugged, grown-ups hugged, but not fourteen-year-old boys. I folded my arms, just as awkwardly.


‘Sorry, Nino,’ he muttered. ‘About your mother. My parents say …’ He kicked at the stones again. ‘Look, do you want to play dice? There’s a game going on behind the church.’


‘All right,’ I said. I glanced back at my father, who was standing with his back to me, broad shoulders soft and sagging. He’d picked up the knife again, and a whetstone, but just seemed to be staring at them. I wanted to run inside and stand there with him, but somehow I knew I couldn’t. So I turned and took Arrigo’s arm, and we set off through the shoppers, heading north.


‘So what did your parents say?’ I asked him, when we were away from the main street.


‘Just that your mamma’s with God,’ he said.


‘I know she is.’


‘That’s what I told them.’


Years ago, I’d often wondered why I was friends with Arrigo. I mean, I’d known why we were friends: because our fathers were confraternity brothers. Messer Simone Corbinelli was a middling-well-to-do lawyer who lived in Corso dei Tintori, and he and Papá dressed up once a year and carried a wooden saint around the streets of the Black Lion. Arrigo was skinny, tall for his age, and big-nosed. When we were small he always seemed to have a cold sore in the winter, and in summer the grass seed made him sneeze. Some of us called him ‘Priest’, because his mamma dressed him in black and cut his hair with a pudding bowl. He was bookish as well – not surprising, for the son of a lawyer. He had an older brother who was studying law at Bologna, and that was what his father had planned for Arrigo as well. I had been five or so when we had first clapped eyes on each other, suspiciously, in the basilica. Our parents had shoved us together and expected us to get along.


To the surprise of us both, we did. It turned out that we shared a love for the streets, for calcio – our Florentine game of a ball, thirty men and much blood, played by young nobles on feast days in our great piazzas and imitated by lesser mortals in the back streets and on the wastelands inside the city walls left over from the Black Plague – and for wars and intrigues. Arrigo was a reader, and Mamma had taught me to read as well, though I was never as diligent as my friend. And he believed, quietly but with huge conviction, in Our Lord. Who doesn’t? you ask. Exactly so – but perhaps I should say instead that Arrigo saw the world as the saints must see it, whereas I have always approached God as the layman that I am. He wasn’t a preacher, though, and he wasn’t pious – you can’t be pious and play calcio, and Arrigo was the best calcio player in the Black Lion.


‘Who’s at the church?’ I asked.


‘The Buonaccorsis, and the signorina.’ The signorina meant Tessina Albizzi. ‘It was the signorina who told me to get you, not my parents. They just sent me to pay my respects to your mamma.’


‘Did you?’


‘Yes.’ He paused, and lowered his head. I wished he hadn’t seen her; I didn’t want anybody else to see the thing that everyone was telling me was still my mamma. ‘I’m so sad for you, Nino. I really liked your mother.’ He closed his eyes. ‘You know, “it is in dying that we are born to eternal life” – Saint Francis said that.’


‘But … Arrigo, she’s just dead!’ I burst out. ‘How can she be so dead here, and alive somewhere else? I don’t understand …’ Oh, Christ. I couldn’t cry, not in front of someone else. So I turned and kicked out, savagely, at a large pot at the side of the street that held a half-dead sage plant. It exploded in a burst of shards and dusty soil. Arrigo paid no attention.


‘You have to have faith that it’s so,’ he said carefully. ‘You have to believe.’


‘Just like that? So easy?’ I said bitterly.


‘It’s not meant to be easy. What’s easy is me talking about your ma being dead, and how you should believe she’s in heaven. But only you can do the believing. Saint Francis was really talking about letting your doubts die, so that you can be reborn on earth.’


‘Have you done it, then?’ I snapped.


Arrigo gave a little snort and shrugged his shoulders. ‘’Course not,’ he said. Then he twisted his mouth into a half grin, as he did when he was trying to show he understood you. ‘Come on, then! Someone’s going to be angry about their pot.’


We found our friends in a passageway behind San Pier Scheraggio. Tessina Albizzi was playing dice with the Buonaccorsi twins, Mario and Marino. Tessina liked to gamble, though she was bad at it. But it didn’t matter, because it wasn’t her money. Recently she’d found a stash of almost worthless old coins that she thought her uncle had hidden and forgotten about, and she’d go down behind the church and throw dice against the wall, swearing like a mercenary when she lost. Tessina’s mother was dead, and her father as well. She lived with her aunt and uncle, who were horribly respectable, and if they’d ever paid her any attention they would have beaten her for the company she liked to keep.


I knew Tessina had heard about Mamma yesterday because the whole neighbourhood had known: Niccolaio Latini’s wife won’t last out the week. Tessina didn’t say anything when I squatted down beside her. She took my hand and dropped the dice into the palm. Then she lobbed a clunky old coin onto the small pile that lay in front of Mario’s bare feet. Mario was always the banker. Though he and Marino were dyers’ children and had probably never touched a book or an abacus, Mario could do anything with numbers. Tessina nodded gravely, and I gave the dice a shake and tossed them at the pitted bricks of the church.


I lost, of course. But Tessina dropped her coins on the pile, one by one, and I threw the dice, and lost, until Tessina’s purse was empty. Then we stood up.


‘You’ve ruined me,’ she said to the twins, and bowed. ‘Coming, Arrigo?’


‘I have to get home,’ he said, dusting off his black tunic.


‘Cowards, the lot of you,’ said Marino, gathering up the dirty coins. He stood, and dusted off his knees. ‘Sorry about your mother, Nino.’


‘Very sorry,’ said Mario, and the twins crossed themselves solemnly, in perfect unison.


Tessina took my hand and we wandered off down to the river. I don’t remember what we said, or if we said anything at all. It was enough just to sit and watch the water, and listen to the noise of the crowds on the bridge. A man was catching eels, and another man was hawking grilled ones. Tessina bought a skewer of them with one of the proper coins hidden in her dress, and made me eat. They were good: the firm meat, rich with fat and faintly muddy, was hidden inside a crust of salt, cinnamon and breadcrumbs. It was the first thing I’d eaten since Mamma had gone, and Tessina fed me, breaking the fish apart and holding it out so that I had to take it from the palm of her hand. Beneath the salty fish and cinnamon, I could taste Tessina, and the coins she’d held, and the dirt of the alley. When the eel was finished, she licked her palm, threw the skewer into the Arno, and led me back to the shop, and my father.
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WHEN I WAS A CHILD I put everything into my mouth, and what didn’t fit, I licked. As a result of this habit, grown-ups were forever slapping me, yelling at me, and even now there are some tastes that immediately bring back a ringing between my ears, because our cook, whose name was Carenza, caught me and cuffed the top of my head: For God’s sake, child! That’s copper polish! Or perhaps it had been the stuff for bleaching our bed linens: I’d tried everything. It wasn’t because I wanted to fill my mouth – I’d never sucked my thumb, so Mamma told me – but the reason was too hard for a small child to explain. I suppose at first I assumed that everyone tasted things the way I did; that a dab of something on the tip of the tongue caused things to appear in their mind’s eye: colours, shapes and patterns, or pictures of things, even of people. The copper polish, which Carenza made with sal ammoniac, must have been disgusting. I remember it burned my tongue, sent an intense flash of sky blue through my skull and, for no reason at all, the image of cobblestones. I’d ducked away from Carenza, gone out to the courtyard and spat … Eat some proper food! They were always yelling that, and I ignored them. There was plenty of time for proper food. Because I wasn’t hungry: I was exploring my city, so vibrant and alive. Always searching, I’d tried the moss that grew around the old marble well-head. Moss was just moss to eyes, nose, fingers. On the tongue, a piece the size of my thumbnail became a field of grass rippling in the wind. I licked the marble, which seemed like the flavour of the world itself.


Mamma would have been watching from the doorway. She had shouted at me for trying the polish, but mostly she let me do what I wanted, as long as it wasn’t too mad, or too dangerous. Mamma understood, I think, what I needed to do. She had grown up with Filippo, so she was used to people with unnatural senses. She knew her brother was seeing things in a different way from most people. Drunk on paint – that’s what Mamma called Filippo. But it was the colours that made him drunk, not the paint. Paintings are simple, really. Think of an Annunciation: it’s just two people in a room. One of them happens to be an angel, of course. But really, a man with wings is talking to a rather alarmed young woman. Ignore the wings and you could be looking through a window anywhere in Florence. The story – the real story – is told by the colours.


It is Filippo’s colours that let us watch as a creature from Heaven – not a man at all, and those wings: they’re for flying across oceans of light – performs his miracle and steps through the veil into our world. As that concerned young maid realizes she is carrying the child of God, we feel her terror, and her wonder. A room, a man (ignore the wings just a little longer) and a woman, washed in colour and the suggestion of light: colour and light doing something they don’t do in our drab world. Filippo’s sight showed him things in their true nature, the way they really looked. My mouth showed me what things really tasted like, and every time I touched my tongue to something, I was reaching through the veil into the angel’s world.


It faded, in time. The angels banished me, as angels are wont to do. Everything began to settle down. Perhaps I had mapped things out to my satisfaction, or maybe all the strange tastes had damaged my tongue, but by the time I was five years old I’d realized that I wasn’t moving through an endless corridor hung with painfully bright, gauzy curtains, each one dazzling. I could put a spoonful of pottage into my mouth without the room disappearing. There was less wonder, I admit, but relief as well: it had been exhausting, that relentless assault of sensation. Now I began to understand something I’d never grasped before: the notion of food. And with that, I began to notice the kitchen.


When our house had been built a hundred and more years ago, kitchens hadn’t been as fashionable as they are today, and ours was quite small, an oblong box of unrendered stone with a fireplace at one end and a small stone larder set into the wall at the other. There was a big table, the top of which was almost the colour of ivory from years of scrubbing. Pots hung from the ceiling beams, between the festoons of braided garlic, the hams, the salsicce, bunches of mountain herbs for medicine, strings of dried porcini, necklaces of dried apple rings in winter, chains of dried figs. The smell of onions, of hot lard and smouldering oak wood, of cinnamon and pepper, always seemed to hang in the air. The larder was full of meat at all times, needless to say: not small pieces, but huge joints and sides of beef and lamb, which Mamma and Carenza could never hope to use just for our household, and which were quietly passed on to the monks of Santa Croce so that they could feed the poor. Carenza made salami with fennel seeds and garlic, prosciutto, pancetta. Sometimes the air in the larder was so salty that it stung your nostrils, and sometimes it reeked of spoiled blood from the garlands of hares, rabbits, quail, thrushes and countless other creatures that would arrive, bloody and limp, from Papá’s personal game dealer.


Next to the larder, a door led out to our courtyard, which Mamma had kept filled with herbs. An ancient rosemary bush took up most of one side, and the air in summer was always full of bees. Sage, thyme, various kinds of mint, oregano, rocket, hyssop, lovage and basil grew in Mamma’s collection of old terracotta pots. A fig tree was slowly pulling down the wall, and a tenacious, knotted olive tree had been struggling for years in the sunniest corner. I had spent a lot of time out there when Mamma was dying. I thought she would have been happier out there too, but the grown-ups wouldn’t hear of it. Typical of grown-ups: to want to die in the dark, on damp sheets, when you could slip away on warm stone, with bees and lizards to watch over you.


The kitchen would become more important to me than church. Mamma and Carenza loved to cook the things the people of Florence have always cooked: grilled meats, sausages, stews, torte, pies, eels, even lampreys. It was watching Mamma that I first witnessed the smelly, fiddly surgery required to turn those sinister creatures into a delicate, succulent feast. Later, the two women would teach me all their secrets, so that by the time the first hairs had appeared on my chin I could cook as well as any housewife of the city. But first I had to learn how to eat. One particular thing I remember. It was Lent, and Mamma had made something she loved: a menestra of elderflowers. We were sitting in the kitchen, just Mamma and me. She put the dish in front of me, and the horn spoon. Eat, she said, because people had to tell me to eat in those days. I was a thin child, all sharp corners and bulbous joints, because I hardly ate. It made no sense to me, to force things through my mouth and down into the dark mysteries below, where all their light was snuffed out. That was something an animal would do. I would watch in horror as Tessina and my other friends bolted their food. The way my father chewed meat with a feral look in his eyes frightened me. I preferred to sip or to nibble, until someone shouted in my ear, as they always did, or cuffed me on the skull.


Eat. I hunched my shoulders and picked up the spoon, reluctantly, because the smooth cow-horn had a gloomy mildew-green flavour of barns and old toenails, no matter how often it had been washed. Mamma had set out an olive-wood spoon for herself, and on a sudden impulse I grabbed it and, to avoid a telling-off, hastily scooped up some pottage and slurped it into my mouth. All the flavours lined up, an army getting into ranks: peeled, ground almonds; elderflowers; bread, sugar, the lush heat of ginger. It is hard, looking back, to remember exactly what a mouthful like that would have done to me, but I think it would have told me some kind of small but complicated story, or perhaps I would have seen a piece of carved ivory, for all the white things: almonds, bread, flowers, sugar. Something obvious like flames for the ginger, or less obvious: a sun-warmed brick or a cockerel’s comb.


What I do remember about this particular bowl of menestra, though, is that nothing like that happened. I tasted … almonds. I still saw them as bright green in my mind’s eye, but somehow it didn’t take over the whole world. Instead I thought to myself: There are almonds in this. An almond is a nut. It grows on a tree. A tree with sweet white flowers, of course, and there’s the nut itself, nestled inside its speckled, woody shell. I found myself savouring the milky bitterness of almond meat, noticing how the sugar seemed to flow over the bitter, not destroying it but creating a separate taste. The ginger and the elderflowers fell into each other’s arms, and all four things sank into the comforting blandness of the soaked bread. To my amazement I discovered that I could keep each clamouring taste, with its colour, in its place; and pick out other flavours too, each with its own colour and image. I dipped my spoon in again, tasted, swallowed. Another spoonful, then another. The flavours weren’t disappearing into nothingness, they were becoming part of me.


‘Do you like it, caro?’ said Mamma, astonished.


‘They go into you,’ I said in wonder.


‘What do?’


‘All the tastes. They don’t just go down and get lost inside you. It’s like I’m a birdcage, and they’re the birds.’


‘Hmm. That doesn’t sound very nice.’


‘No, it is!’ I took another spoonful. ‘They’re pretty birds, and this way they don’t fly away.’


But whether or not I had become a birdcage, or a crystal goblet, or any of the other things that occurred to me over the next few days, I began to eat properly, and soon I looked like the other children and not like some little waif who’d barely survived a siege. I began to notice that different foods made me feel different in my body, something that had never dawned on me before: I thought it only did things inside my head. I began to crave some things: sugary, milky sweets; charred meat; lemon rinds. Then I started to watch Mamma and Carenza as they cooked, the two women working together, arguing quietly over the food, laughing. Mamma was short and fine-boned. Her face was rather long and her eyes were green and very big. She hid her brown hair modestly under a coif of fine linen, and to look at her you might think she was a simple, plain person, but like her brother she saw the world with heightened senses. Carenza stood more than a head higher than Mamma. She was a tanner’s daughter from the slums of San Frediano, with a tanner’s tongue which she didn’t always keep in check. Where Mamma was fine, Carenza was heavy: heavy, wavy black hair that was going early to grey, black eyebrows, earlobes stretched by heavy gold rings. Her arms were as strong as her accent and when she moved around the kitchen you made sure not to get in her way. But her sculpted, square-jawed face might once have been beautiful, and her heart was as kind as Mamma’s. If you saw them together you might, for a moment, think that they were sisters, leaning together in the steam from a cooking pot, bickering over the seasoning.


One day they let me knead the ingredients for sausage meat, and the raw foods themselves seized me: lean pork and soft, white fat – The one talks to the other, said Carenza. Without the fat, the lean is too dry, and without the lean … she stuck out her tongue, too much. I grated some cheese: dry pecorino that had been in our larder for months, and some fresh marzolino, tasting both. Mace went in, and cinnamon, and black pepper. How much salt? Mamma showed me in the palm of her hand, Let me sweep it into the bowl. Then she broke some eggs onto the mixture.


This is my secret, she said, and grated the rind of an orange so that the crumbs covered everything in a thin layer of gold. Do you want to mix it, Nino?


Almost laughing with excitement, I plunged my fingers through the cold silkiness of the eggs, feeling the yolks pop, then made fists deep inside the meat. I could smell the orange, the pork, the cheese, the spices, and then they started to melt together into something else. When it was all mixed together I licked my fingers, though Carenza slapped my hand away from my mouth, and after we’d stuffed them into the slimy pink intestines and cooked up a few for ourselves, I discovered how the fire had changed the flavours yet again. The clear, fresh taste of the pork had deepened and intensified, while the cool blandness of the fat had changed into something rich and buttery that held the spices and the orange zest. And the salt seemed to have performed this magic, because it was everywhere, but at the same time hardly noticeable. I licked my fingers over and over again, and if I had seen Mamma hugging Carenza, her face flushed with relief and happiness, I probably thought it was because the sausages were so good. From that day on, I was allowed to do whatever I wanted in the kitchen.


It puzzled my friends, all this fuss about food. Arrigo, who was often at our house while our fathers were doing neighbourhood business, used to sit with me in the kitchen and share the meals I cooked with Carenza and my mother. I remember one particular dish, a peposo, that we ate together. Peposo came to Florence with the men who made the tiles for the great dome of our cathedral. It’s simple: cheap beef, garlic, red wine, bay leaves, salt, and black pepper, lots of black pepper. Simple, yes, but if you get the pepper wrong it becomes uneatable; if the salt is wrong it’s revoltingly bland; too much wine, too little garlic … That day, Carenza and I both agreed we had got the balance right. I savoured mine, making sure I understood what had happened between the ingredients, how the proportions had created the exact taste we wanted. Beside me, Arrigo was ladling stew into his mouth like a metalworker stoking a furnace. As I watched, he reached absently for the salt, scooped up a fistful and dropped it into his bowl.


‘What did you do that for?’ I said in horror.


‘Not salty enough …’


‘It’s perfect!’


He turned to me, eyebrows high. ‘Keep your hair on,’ he said.


‘No! I mean …’ I pulled his bowl away from him. ‘Can’t you taste it?’


‘Not really,’ he said easily, taking back his bowl. Then I noticed. His nose was streaming, as it always was. He sniffed and wiped it on his sleeve. ‘But it’s delicious.’


‘Delicious … You ruined it! What do you mean, delicious?’


‘That’s what grown-ups say, isn’t it?’ he said cheerfully. ‘“Mmm. Tasty. Lovely.”’ He shovelled some more into his mouth. ‘Finish up and let’s go and play.’


I worked out, that afternoon, that Arrigo could hardly taste a thing because his nose was always stuffed up. But what I couldn’t really comprehend was that he didn’t seem to care. I almost stopped being his friend, because he must be some sort of monster, but the next day we took on the gang from the Via dei Malcontenti on a patch of waste ground behind San Noferi and while we were busy lobbing stones at the enemy I decided to forgive him.
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AFTER MY BIRTHDAY, PAPÁ VANISHED from my life for a while. He had been at the funeral, of course, but then he’d withdrawn to the shop. It was Filippo who rescued me. He arrived three days later, hammering on the door, bringing the dust down from the beams as he shouldered his way past the serving girl and bellowed for someone, anyone, to tell him what in the name of Christ was going on. I heard his voice and rushed downstairs.


‘Nino?’ he said. ‘It’s true, then?’


I had not spoken to a soul since we’d buried Mamma. I’d hidden myself away in my room, drinking well-water, eating stale bread that I took from the kitchen when Carenza had gone to bed, afraid to taste anything in case it reminded me of something I’d cooked with Mamma, because then her loss would flay me all over again. The funeral had been unbearable: long and boring, and I’d been surrounded by old people I didn’t recognize, and butchers who’d probably never even met Mamma. Carenza was somewhere at the back of the church. Tessina hadn’t come, though I hadn’t expected her to: her aunt and uncle would have felt themselves much too fine to attend the funeral of a butcher’s wife. But Arrigo had been there, thank God, though he’d had to stand further back, next to his parents. I spent the whole service trying not to cry. I almost chewed through my bottom lip as Mamma was lowered beneath the floor, though in a way I was glad that her corpse was finally leaving me, because its presence in the house seemed to have stifled my ability to feel anything but a soft, prickling horror. That in turn made me feel guilty, and so did my boredom, because the priest droned on and on. I couldn’t help being bored, just like I couldn’t help feeling as if the world had ended. Only once did I turn my head, and there was Arrigo staring right back at me. He gave me a crisp nod, and I felt a little better. But when I got back to the house I went straight to my room and stayed there. All I wanted was to remember the taste of my mother’s skin, and I couldn’t. All I could taste was the raw place in my mouth where I had bitten deep into the flesh. It tasted like my own death, but I didn’t want anything else. Carenza brought bowls of soup and bread and fruit, but I left them untouched. Arrigo came to visit, but I couldn’t bear to see him. Tessina came by, but I was asleep and Carenza hadn’t wanted to wake me.


And now here was Uncle Lippo, holding out his dusty arms to me. I ran into him and hit his squat, solid form with all my weight. He gathered me into his road-stained robe and held me tight. Without meaning to, I began to cry. There wasn’t anything to say, anyway. Filippo’s hand settled around the back of my head and stroked my hair. I breathed in, and the road from Prato to Florence unwound on my tongue as the dust dissolved: sour mountain stones, lowland mud, horse sweat.


‘I’m so sorry, Nino. I’ve come too late.’


‘She didn’t know that, Uncle,’ I said into his robe. ‘She didn’t know anything for a long time.’


‘She’s with God, my son.’ He let out a great sigh. ‘If anybody deserves to be with God, it is my sister. You know those white lilies that Gabriel holds when we paint the Annunciation? I believe she’s in a field of those, Nino. I can smell them. I’ve smelled them all the way from Prato …’ He stopped. I looked up, to see tears pouring down his cheeks.


He sniffed mightily, wiped his face with a dusty sleeve. ‘But now, look at you! You’re all bones, dear one. How did a butcher’s son get so skinny, eh? And your mother wouldn’t want you to starve yourself to death. I think we should have something to eat, don’t you?’


He led me into the kitchen. When Carenza saw Filippo, she bowed her head respectfully and asked him for a blessing. Normally I would have found that amusing, because I had never really believed that Uncle Lippo was a proper friar. It seemed so unlikely. True enough, he almost always wore the white cloak of the Carmelites, but he didn’t look like one. He didn’t look like an artist, either. My uncle was wide, solid, and a bit bow-legged, with a generous belly and big, thick-fingered hands – labourer’s hands. His face was framed by ears that stuck out from his close-cropped hair but seemed too small for his head. His jowls were starting to sag and were usually covered with three or four days’ worth of stubble. His nose was delicate and starting to redden from years of wine, and his cheeks, too, were filigreed with broken veins. It was a plasterer’s face, or a bricklayer’s. Or perhaps a butcher’s. Maybe that was why my father didn’t like his brother-in-law: because Filippo’s father had actually been a butcher, and so had my mother’s father, who had adopted Filippo when he was small. The meat business was in my uncle from head to toe. Slop some blood onto his monk’s whites and he could have walked into the Butchers’ Guild without anyone blinking.


And his reputation … If you’d heard of Filippo Lippi, you had heard all about the girls, and the drinking, and getting caught for forging a contract. You would certainly have heard how he’d seduced a nun over in Prato and given her a baby, and then married her, even though he was in Holy Orders. You’d heard he had done some painting, and that old Cosimo de’ Medici had taken a shine to him, but just look: do you ask him for some veal cutlets, or to build you a wall? And for Christ’s sake, don’t leave him alone with your wife.


But then you noticed his eyes, a deep slate grey, and set wide apart under arched, questioning brows. By their shape, they didn’t seem to belong in Filippo’s face at all. They gave the lie to everything you might have assumed about my uncle, but you had to look closely. And if you did, you would discover that he was looking back at you. But if you felt uncomfortable, or perhaps even naked under his level gaze, you really had nothing to fear. Because Filippo was searching out what it was that made you beautiful. You might not think that you possessed any beauty at all – the whole world might find you repulsive, even, but Filippo Lippi would find something. Then you’d find yourself shaking his hand, laughing at something he’d said in his raspy voice, still heavy with the tones of Oltrarno across the river. You’d be charmed. You might even find you’d lent him a little bit of money. And though you’d never know it, your nose, or your hair, or a shoulder – whatever morsel of beauty Filippo had seen in you – might end up in someone’s altarpiece.


Carenza was chopping onions at the great rough oak table. Carrots and celery were already chopped; beet leaves and parsley for the evening’s battuta. She was from Oltrarno like Filippo, and she liked him because of that. She said horrible things about him sometimes, about his women and all those debts, but he was a man of God, and more important, he was from her side of the Arno.


‘More comely than ever,’ my uncle bellowed, in an accent so thick I could barely understand him. Carenza blushed redder than the onions and the steam had already made her. I could see that Filippo was right: she had been almost beautiful once upon a time. When she saw me lurking behind Filippo’s broad back she beckoned me over with her knife.


‘Nino, come here! Where have you been, caro?’


She knew where I’d been. She had been leaving food outside my door since the funeral: everything plain, white, in bianco, as befitted a family suffering bereavement. I had brought it inside, sniffed at it, but I didn’t want anything. I was trying to remember the taste of my mother’s skin, as it had been when she had been healthy, and I didn’t want to be distracted by food.


‘You look like a skeleton, little one! Have some sole – fresh from Pisa this morning. White as a virgin’s slip.’ I shook my head. ‘Some rice and peas? Some bread and milk?’


‘I’m not hungry, Carenza.’


‘How about some …’ She winced, as she did when she was wrestling with her conscience. ‘Your father left us some Cinta Senese. You love that, Nino! I’ll cook it in milk, the way you like it.’


‘Is it loin?’ I asked, despite myself. My stomach had come to life. There is nothing quite like Cinta Senese.


‘A lovely piece. Your uncle will have some, of course?’


‘You are a temptress, Donna Carenza,’ said Filippo, somewhat thickly.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘But …’


‘But what?’ Carenza was wringing her hands. I couldn’t bear it.


‘Only if I can cook it myself.’


‘Anything! You little bastard, anything! Your mother didn’t leave you with me so that you could starve yourself! Don’t torture me any more! Cook, if that’s what you want! Cook!’


Filippo settled himself in the kitchen’s one decent chair. Carenza tried to keep her place in front of the fire but eventually she gave up and retreated, muttering complaints in dialect. I went and had a look in the cold room. Papá had been wandering in and out of the house, dropping off bloody, greasy parcels of meat and then leaving, wordlessly. There was some ordinary pork, a heap of pigs’ livers and some caul fat. Carenza had been to the market that morning and bought fronds of bronze fennel with their pollenheavy flowers still on them; sorrel; bitter lettuce. I chose the fennel, went out to the courtyard and picked marjoram, thyme, parsley and mint.


I decided to make some tomacelli, because I liked them and it was the kind of fiddly, absorbing dish I could lose myself in. So I put the livers on to boil, and then cut up some veal haunch. Carenza liked mortadelli and so I’d make her some with the veal. I chopped the veal up finely with a bit of its fat and some lardo, mixed in some parsley and some marjoram. The livers were done, so I drained them and put them in a bowl. Into the mortadella mixture went a handful of grated parmigiano cheese, some cloves, cinnamon and a few threads of saffron. An egg yolk went in too, and then I sank my hands into the cool, slippery mound and mixed it with my fingers. When it was smooth I shaped it into egg-sized balls, wrapped them in pieces of caul and threaded them onto a spit.


While the mortadelli sizzled over the flame, I took the livers and crumbled them up, added some minced pancetta, some grated pecorino, marjoram, parsley, raisins, some ginger and nutmeg and pepper. I bound it all together with a couple of eggs and made the stuff into balls, smaller than the mortadelli, wrapped them in more caul and set to frying them in melted lardo.


I put them on two plates: one for Carenza, one for Filippo. My uncle fell on them, licking his fingers and mumbling delightedly. Carenza nibbled one and frowned. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ I demanded.


‘Nothing’s wrong with the food. It’s delicious. But you’re behaving like a pazzo, a madman. I’m scared for your brains. First you starve yourself, then you start doing St Vitus’s dance all over my kitchen.’


I shrugged – I wasn’t finished.


‘Porca miseria … What the fica are you up to now?’ demanded Carenza, when I started flouring the table top.


‘Ravioli,’ I said.


Carenza sighed bitterly and crossed herself.


I kneaded for as long as I could bear it, soothed by the rocking back and forth over the table, letting my muscles ache and start to tire. Then I borrowed Carenza’s rolling pin and began to roll out the creamy, elastic sheet. Carenza was watching me, growing more and more indignant. Finally she stood up, gave her gown a shake and stamped over to the table.


‘Now what, pazzo? Stop it! Madonna strega … Here.’


She snatched the pin from me, bumped me out of the way with her well-padded hip, and started, delicately and methodically, to roll out the dough. Carenza’s hands were one of my earliest memories. They had always been there, to hold, to feed, to scold and comfort. Big hands, almost as big as mine, they were red and puffy and chapped from steam and water. The ball of her left thumb was a great pad, hardened from years of chopping vegetables against it. Her fingers were getting rheumaticky and the knuckles were swollen, and yet she ran her palms over the dough as if she were smoothing a bridal bed.


‘Gently. No madness.’


‘Madness? You can talk,’ I said.


‘Pazzo.’ She went on rolling: pushing away, drawing back. All the heaviness, all the bad temper and love that was Carenza, seemed to hover over the table with the lightness of a sparrow’s wings. I stood close, and listened to her sigh gently with the effort. ‘There. Done. What are you going to fill the ravioli with, pazzo? Your brains?’


‘I thought some cheese, some breast of capon, a bit of calf’s udder …’


‘Raisins?’


‘No.’


‘Good. Didn’t like them in the tomacelli.’ She rested her red fists on her hips and examined me. Depending on her mood, Carenza could make you feel like the baby Jesus or something hanging in a cold room when she looked at you like that. But right now her eyes were warm. ‘Your mother, God rest her soul, did this as well,’ she said at last.


‘What, made ravioli? Of course she did,’ I said.


‘No, no. Cook like a madwoman when something was wrong. She would come down here and, oh! she’d get in the way. And she wouldn’t eat anything. Just serve it up to you – and your father, the ungrateful beast.’ Carenza sniffed pointedly. She was devoted to my father, because loyalty was more important to her than her own skin, but she had honestly loved my mother. ‘All he ever wants is half-raw meat, and plenty of it. And there was your poor mamma, serving up aspics and fried zucca, torte, the most beautiful sauces …’


‘I ate them,’ Filippo pointed out.


‘Yes, but then you went away east, didn’t you?’ Prato was less than fifteen miles away, but Carenza had never been out of sight of the city walls.


‘I didn’t know that about Mamma,’ I said. ‘Was she unhappy very often?’


‘Some people think that life is a field strewn with peach blossom,’ said Carenza. ‘While some see things as they really are – that we live through every trial the Lord sends us, just to get to the next one.’ She crossed herself.


‘And your mother saw that better than most,’ said Filippo sadly.


‘Anyway, she came down here because the food did what she wanted it to do, and I paid attention to her, which none of you lot ever did.’


‘That’s not true,’ I muttered. ‘I did. I do. I miss her.’ I started looking nervously around for ingredients, but suddenly Carenza grabbed me and hugged me, hard. I was engulfed in her scent: sweat, onions, and the bergamot oil she bought, once a year, from the apothecary around the corner from Ognissanti.


‘You really are like your mother. She couldn’t take care of herself, only other people. Foolish way to live. But I loved her, yes? Now do something useful.’


Later on I went out with Filippo, because Carenza said I should stop moping. We’d made the ravioli, arguing happily about ginger and sage, then boiled them, saying the pater noster together twice, because that was the time it took to cook the little walnut-sized balls perfectly. Then the three of us had sat in front of the hearth and eaten a bowlful each, and talked about Mamma, not as she’d been since the beginning of the year, but when she’d had her health. I’d wanted to tell them what I’d discovered about death and its taste, but I didn’t. If Carenza thought I was pazzo now, she’d be calling the surgeon to drill a hole in my head if she got wind of the thoughts that were filling it up to the brim.


We crossed the Ponte Vecchio when the sun was halfway down the slope to evening and the swallows were swooping through the arches, calling to one another as they chased flies across the river that shone like burnished copper in the sultry light. Papá wasn’t in the shop on the bridge, or perhaps he was in the back. Anyway, he wouldn’t have been happy to see Filippo, and I didn’t know what I would say to him, so we walked on into Oltrarno. The threatening bulk of Luca Pitti’s new palace, still unfinished, reared up in front of us, and Filippo, who hadn’t seen it for a few years, made us walk around it while he muttered about Pitti’s vanity and cursed him for levelling the streets he had played in as a boy. Then we headed west, threading our way along Via Sguazza, past the basilica of Santo Spirito, down Via Sant’Agostino and into the Piazza del Carmine.


The big old church hunkered down at the far end of the square was almost empty except for a priest reprimanding some choristers, a few black-draped crones and a younger priest who was pacing around absently, as if he was slowly going out of his mind with boredom. Filippo led me around the corner to the chapel of the Brancacci family, where we lit candles for my mother’s soul and knelt for a little while in front of the altar. But I knew we were here for something else.


On the walls around us, the frescoes glowed in the fading light. Filippo leaned back against the wall and I settled down next to him. My eyes flicked over sad old Saint Peter chatting to Paul through the bars of his cell, and across the crowd watching Christ wake the son of Theophilus from the dead, but they didn’t rest there. The real drama, my own drama, was being played out above Saint Peter’s head, where the gates of Paradise had just closed behind Adam and Eve.


Filippo was mad about these paintings. He’d start twitching, almost: more excitement than I’d ever seen in a grownup. I would have been four when he first brought me here, and I’d have been trying to tear the place apart, I’m sure; but I wouldn’t have been as excited as my uncle.


Just look at that, he’d said, hand clamped on my shoulder, turning me to face Adam and Eve as they staggered, wailing, from the Garden.


That’s Tommaso Simone’s work, that is, he’d said the first time. Masaccio. The father of us all. My master – and he was only five years older than me, God rest him. Well, what do you think, eh?


I had loved all of it. The way Eve lurches, her head back and her face blurred and ugly with despair and terror. The way Adam’s prick is right there on show, hair and all, just like some man at the bathhouse. The angel hovering overhead, orange, if you please – but looking at him, you think, well of course, angels are orange. And the blue sky. I’d wanted to dive into that blue, fly into it like a pigeon.


And look there: Saint Peter curing the sick with his shadow.


It’s … I hadn’t finished, too busy gaping at the people who seemed to float there, unearthly, ghostly even, but then again more real than me and Uncle Filippo. It was the clothes I liked best, I’d decided: all those gorgeous apricots and blues and pinks, the folds so real they might have been sticking out of the plaster. There was a long painting of a naked man kneeling in the middle of a crowd of rich Florentines, bankers and guildsmen by the looks of them, and I thought, It’s more real than life. And there was Jesus, young and stern and draped in blue, all the apostles or whoever they were looking cross about something. And behind them, a rocky mountainside with a little village hanging from its slopes. I wondered what it would be like to go there.


Where’s the rest? I’d said at last.


He died, Filippo had said. Didn’t finish it.


What’s died?


Died means stopped working, for ever, he’d said. And then he’d ruffled my hair.


After that I had come here many times, sometimes with my uncle, sometimes on my own. I’d always loved the way the cherub glides over the two naked people on a tidy square of his own coral-coloured robe, his finger pointing to some unseen wasteland, his sword heavy and black as death. I’d never really seen the humans themselves, though. I mean I’d looked at them. I’d even studied them, because Filippo had told me to, but I don’t think I’d ever really seen them until today. Because, like them, I’d just been thrown out of Paradise. I stared at Eve. That mouth, black and dug out of her face like a grave, was howling the way I wanted to howl. Her eyes were screwed up and crying for all the millions of her children yet to be born, and I was one of those too.


‘It hurts, doesn’t it? My master knew,’ said Filippo, putting his arm around me. ‘I don’t know how, but he could touch pain. And he was such a kind man …’


‘I can’t help wondering about the apple. She had to taste it. Adam didn’t care, but she did. I would have done the same thing. I’d have to have known.’


‘The flesh is weak,’ said Filippo. ‘We’re compelled to do what is forbidden.’


‘No, Uncle. I wouldn’t have cared about it being forbidden. If God had said “Don’t steal my gold” or “Don’t swim in the river”, I would have obeyed him. But what did the apple taste like?’


‘I don’t know,’ he sighed.


I wanted to know: had the fruit been sweet or sharp? Had its flesh been crisp? Had the juice spurted into her mouth, or had it been bland, woody, tasting of wasp? I still felt sorry for Adam, but not for Eve. I stared at her mouth, and felt nothing but envy.
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FILIPPO WOKE ME UP THE next day, sitting on the edge of my bed and saying matins in the rumbling voice he used for church.


‘Get dressed,’ he said. ‘I’m going to Verrocchio’s studio. You’re coming too.’


‘I’m not,’ I snapped, pulling the bolster over my head.


‘You are. When was the last time you drew anything? Eh? You’ve a good eye, a very good eye. And a good firm line. I’m not letting the butchers have your soul, Nino.’


‘I just want to sleep, Uncle. Leave me alone.’


‘Verrocchio is working on a new commission. Have you seen it?’


‘The Doubting Thomas?’ I mumbled, despite myself. ‘There isn’t much of it yet. Some sketches for Christ’s face,’ I conceded, sitting up and rubbing my eyes. ‘They’re quite good. Sandro’s been helping.’


‘Well, that’s what I want to see.’


‘But I don’t want to …’


‘Stop whining.’


‘I’m not!’


‘You are, my dear boy.’


‘I’m in mourning.’


‘Well, so am I. So’s your father. He’s mourning with his cleaver and his knife, and very sensible too.’


‘It’s … it’s unchristian.’


‘I absolve you. Now get up.’


‘I don’t feel like drawing, Filippo! I’m no good, anyway.’


‘Don’t, then. Don’t draw. Sandro will be there, though, and you know what he’s like. His stomach will be going off like siege artillery come noon. Verrocchio’s too. You can make them something for their lunch.’


‘Go away. I’m not an artist – I draw like a two-year-old. And I’m not a cook. I don’t care about any of it, Uncle! Get Carenza to make something. Buy something in the market. Some tripe from Ugolino …’


‘Ugolino be buggered. Get up, you idle little sod, or I’ll have you excommunicated.’ Filippo’s hand shot out and got me under the armpit. I convulsed in reluctant laughter and before I knew it, my uncle was throwing clothes at me and I was pulling them on, cursing him.


‘There’s no time to make anything,’ I said. The clock in the Signoria had just struck eleven – Filippo had let me sleep late, after all – and I knew that Carenza wouldn’t ever give me the run of her kitchen at this hour. ‘We’d have to go out and buy the ingredients, come back here and prepare them.’


‘We’ll buy things on the way and cook them there,’ said Filippo, clapping his hands together and rubbing them, as if to seal matters.


The bottega of Andrea del Verrocchio ran the full length of a two-storey house a little more than halfway between the Bargello and the Porta alla Croce. You entered through a wide brick archway into a world of noise and seething disarray. The space was vast. It stretched away under receding brick vaults like a nightmare exercise in perspective. The vaults were festooned with winches, ropes and pulleys that dangled among a mismatched forest of stepladders, half-finished armatures, wooden scaffolding and easels. That day, the kiln at the back was lit. Verrocchio got his wood from the cooper down the street, and the bottega was filled with the sour incense of burning oak and pine. Near the front entrance, a tangle of metal rods was on its way to forming the outline of a human figure, like the drawing of a man scratched out by a child. A slab of marble bore a complicated frieze of bodies in frenzied motion. Near the centre of the room, a large model of the dome of our cathedral stood on a table like some outlandish dessert for titans with a taste for architecture.


Two boys were arguing loudly in shrill, unbroken voices. A heavy woman was trying to make herself heard over the racket, pointing to a large basket of fruit and holding up her fingers, bargaining with a man whose back was towards me. Someone was sawing a piece of wood, and a girl was trying to open one of the windows. Further off in the outer regions, a hammer was striking something hollow, and a chisel was tapping against stone. The cool, mineral tang of marble dust fought with the acrid fumes of hot metal and the tang of vinegar from the fresh tempera. Verrocchio himself was banging away with a pestle, surrounded by a slight haze of greenish pigment. The pestle had been carved out of porphyry, I guessed from a scrap of the stone for Old Cosimo’s tomb. One of the boys pushed the other one, who shrieked with rage. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, because they were speaking in a heavy street dialect as thick and rich as pig’s blood. Just when I thought they would come to blows, the market woman turned and unleashed an appalling torrent of oaths on their blond, curly heads, and they both shut up.


Andrea di Cione – I called him Andrea because I knew him, though he liked his customers to call him Verrocchio, which I suppose sounded more impressive – was thirty-one, but just then he looked a lot older. The pigment had settled on his face and every time he had wiped the sweat away he had rubbed colour into every line and pore. His handsome, rather heavyset features looked like a glazed terracotta bust that had been fired wrong, webbed by cracks and fissures. Only his bright blue eyes had escaped.


‘Why are you doing that, Andrea?’ demanded Filippo. ‘Can’t you put someone else to work? One of those little horrors, for instance,’ he added, nodding to the boys.


‘Them? All I need those little sods to do is stand still and look pretty, but even that’s too much to ask. Christ knows what would happen if I let them near the paints.’ He held up a finger and then sneezed thunderously into his cupped hands. They came away trailing a string of vivid green snot.


I went over and found a more or less clean kerchief for him. He took it and blew more verderame out of his nostrils. There was a fair bit on his face, smeared in with some lemony streaks of orpiment and some expensive-looking red that had got into one of his eyebrows. It looked bright enough to be lac. Of all the painters in Florence, only Verrocchio was rich enough to throw lac around like that. But there again, he wasn’t really a painter. This was a hobby for him – or so Filippo had told me once, a bit ruefully. Sculpture was what brought in the money. When you’d made a tomb for Cosimo de’ Medici, and been paid for it, you could afford to dabble a bit.


‘Is Sandro about?’ I asked.


‘Hmm?’ Verrocchio muttered, distractedly. He gave another bright green sneeze and his face cleared. ‘In the back,’ he said. ‘Botticelli!’


He bellowed again, and a fair-haired boy joined in, trilling hoarsely like an eel seller in the market, then high and airily like a courtly girl summoning her maid. I hadn’t seen him before: he was about my age with a pretty face, but his arms were strong and muscled, as if he’d already worked hard in his life. He was drawing on an unprepared board with a stick of charcoal. I peered over his shoulder. He had already half covered the wood in tiny sketches: faces, a bird with a straw in its beak, stars, and an outstretched arm with a latticework of exposed muscles. It looked like his own arm, only peeled. I winced.


‘Could you all please shut up?’ A deep voice boomed from behind a loaded easel at the back of the studio, set up to catch the light from the back doors, which were open, letting in the sound of chickens scratching and clucking around the well-head in the courtyard beyond. Then Sandro Filipepi himself appeared: Botticelli, the Little Barrel, though he was anything but little. Heavy-jawed, big-nosed, his lips curling like a cherub who’d just drawn a bad hand at cards. His grey eyes were fixed on something not necessarily present in Verrocchio’s bottega, but when he saw me he stepped out, looked for somewhere to set down his brush, chose an almost empty glass cup of wine and dropped it in handle first, and held up both hands in greeting. I went over and kissed him on both cheeks.


‘Nino!’ he said, raking his thick fingers through the tangled curls of his butter-yellow hair. As always he had the look of an overfed angel who had been sleeping in a ditch somewhere on the very borders of Purgatory. ‘I’m so sorry about your mamma …’ He crossed himself and glanced back at his painting quickly, almost as if something had moved or muttered out of the pain. He frowned, then his face cleared. ‘What brings you here?’


‘My uncle Lippo thinks you artists need feeding up. I’m to be your cook today.’


‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘And what will you make us?’


‘A cibreo,’ I told him, dangling the bulging, onion-scented bag I had brought with me. Which is a Florentine way of saying: something really good.


‘From you, I would expect nothing less.’ He sat down, bent his head and scratched it vigorously with both hands. ‘Dio, I am so hungry! I’ve been standing here since … since last night.’ He looked around, found the wine glass, noted with surprise that there was a brush sticking out of it, took out the brush and tipped the inch or so of wine down his throat. ‘Damn …’ He examined the bottom of the glass, and held out a huge hand, finger pointing as imperiously as a Roman consul selecting a town to be razed. ‘Just there, Nino.’ I looked, found a pitcher of wine, poured him some and, not finding a cup for myself, took a sip from the pitcher.


‘What are you working on?’ asked Filippo, who had wandered across.


‘Another Madonna,’ Sandro said.


‘Can we see?’


Sandro wagged his finger in the direction of the easel.


‘Almost done,’ he mumbled. ‘I don’t think it’s bad. Hmm?’


‘No, not bad, Sandro. Not bad.’ Still looking at the picture, Filippo reached out and took Sandro’s hand. He squeezed it, silently. Then he went back to Verrocchio’s table and left me in front of the easel.


‘I have to finish just this piece,’ Sandro was mumbling into his cup. ‘Jesus, my eyes are crossing by themselves, I’ve been looking at it for so long. And I’m starving,’ he added, as if I’d forgotten.


Towards the back door was the area set aside for making clay models and casting small bronze pieces. Today it wasn’t being used: the one calm spot in the studio. Everything was covered in black, powdery dust from the kiln. There was a bucket of dirty water on the floor and a rag, so I wiped off a table and dumped out the contents of my bag.


I’d done something bad, but Filippo had been the instigator. The loin of Cinta Senese had been sitting in the cold room, begging to be cooked. I’d shown it to Filippo – This is our supper, I’d said, and he’d replied that supper was too far away, and didn’t the painters deserve the best, serving God as they did? So I’d grabbed it, along with some garlic, thyme, rosemary, peppercorns and a nutmeg. Surely they’d have salt at the studio … Filippo had bought some onions, a flask of milk and a hunk of prosciutto on the way. I hunted around in the small, chaotic niche where the artists kept their food and discovered a dusty flask of olive oil. Sniffing it dubiously, I found it was quite fresh: the dark green oil from the hills behind Arezzo. In Florence we almost always cooked in lard, but oil would do in a pinch.


The kiln was lit but not being used for anything, and the fire was dying down. I threw some pieces of oak onto it, chopped the onions and the ham with a borrowed knife, cut the loin away from the ribs. The artists had a trivet and some old pans which they used to cook with every now and again, though mostly they lived on pies from the cook-shop up the street. There was an earthenware pot with a cracked lid, which seemed clean enough. I put it on the trivet, poured in a good stream of the green oil, browned the meat in its wrapping of fatty rind. Sandro gave up a cup of white wine, unwillingly, which I threw over the pork. When it had cooked off, I crushed two big cloves of garlic and added them along with the rosemary I had brought, and a handful of thyme. The milk had just foamed, and I poured it over the meat. The air filled with a rich, creamy, meaty waft. I added salt and a good amount of pepper, covered the pot and pushed it just far enough away from the flames. I had saved a finger of Sandro’s wine for myself, and with it I went off into a corner to wait. But I had only just sat down when Verrocchio’s voice came barking down the length of the studio.


‘Nino! I need you, please!’


Downing the wine, I went to see what he wanted.


‘I’ve run out of green. If I give you the money, your uncle says you can be trusted to buy some more.’ I bristled: Verrocchio had had me running errands like this for years. Seeing my expression, though, the painter’s pigment-caked face split into a wide grin. ‘I’m sorry! I meant your uncle can’t be trusted, so would you please go and buy me some malachite from Bonetti’s?’


‘And take young Leonardo with you,’ added Filippo, waving to the pretty boy who had stopped drawing and was mixing a pot of gesso.


‘Why?’ I said rudely. I didn’t want to go out and leave my pork, and I certainly didn’t want company.


‘Because he’s new to the city, and he’s your age,’ said Filippo. ‘It won’t kill you.’


I sighed. ‘Only if you watch my pot on the fire over there,’ I said. ‘Don’t let it burn.’


‘Trust me.’


I looked at his reddening nose, and at the just-refilled goblet of wine in his hand. ‘I won’t be long. Just check on it, please?’


So, with misgivings, I went out with Leonardo to Bonetti the apothecary, whose shop is on the other side of the Bargello, near Santa Margherita. We were silent most of the way there – I admit I was sulking, because I resented having to entertain this stranger, so I paced along, tight-lipped. But Leonardo didn’t seem to mind. He seemed to be quivering with energy. He followed the flight of pigeons, paused to peer into a doorway, reached up to pluck leaves from trees that reached out over walls. As we passed the Bargello and went further up the Via Ghibellina, the street became noisier, rougher, a neighbourhood of artisans. We passed forges, a brickworks, carpenters’ shops from whose doors wood shavings drifted out like huge snowflakes. Leonardo sniffed the air like a dog. He scooped up a curl of wood and held it up against the sunlight.


‘Where are you from?’ I finally asked, when we were almost at Bonetti’s.


‘From Vinci,’ said the boy. ‘Near Empoli.’


‘And what are you doing here in Florence?’


‘I am Maestro Andrea’s apprentice,’ he said. And he said it, not quite proudly, but as if he knew what it meant. I liked him for that.


‘You’re very lucky,’ I told him. ‘How on earth did you get in?’


‘My father is a good friend of Maestro Andrea. He arranged it.’


‘From … where did you say? Empoli?’


‘No, Vinci. And my father lives here, in the city. He’s a notary. His house is in Chiasso di San Biagio.’


Chiasso di San Biagio – his father must have money. ‘What do you make of it?’ I asked. ‘The city?’


‘Wonderful,’ said the boy seriously, and held up his hand so that the sunlight outlined the flesh in a vague red translucency.


A man with a basket of food came out of the entrance to a courtyard. Something he carried smelled good, and so I stopped him.


‘What do you have?’ I asked, and he showed me: nothing special, just some sausage and olives and cheese. I took an olive and bit off the end. It wasn’t fancy, but it was how it should be: the sensations of salt, meat and grass danced across my tongue and merged. I bought some and the man wrapped them in a cone of vine leaves.


‘Try the cheese,’ said Leonardo. He was standing to one side, watching me.


I shrugged and nodded at the man, who shaved off a sliver of the ivory-coloured stuff and gave it to me. Again, nothing special: a pecorino, aged, but a good one. I could taste the sheep’s teats, buttery caramel, earth …


‘Are you from up past Pistoia?’ I asked. The man beamed.


‘Yes! From San Marcello,’ he said.


‘Thought so. This is pecorino di Cutigliano, yes?’


‘Of course! The best cheese in Italy!’


When I heard the price, I grumbled and asked him who did he think I was, Filippo Strozzi, and offered him half. He was so happy that I’d guessed his birthplace that he accepted without a grimace. We left him, and I broke off a piece of cheese and gave it to Leonardo.


‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘How did you guess where it was from? The man had an accent: was that it?’


‘I didn’t notice his accent,’ I said, and shrugged. ‘It’s just cheese from the Pistoiese Mountains. It has that taste.’


‘Tell me.’


‘The sheep eat the grass, and their milk tastes like what they eat,’ I explained patiently. ‘There are certain kinds of wild flower that grow on the hills around Cutigliano, I suppose, and they flavour the cheese. There’s something a little bitter – someone told me there are a lot of gentians up there. Then they age the cheeses on spruce boards, and you can taste that.’


‘Can you?’


‘Yes. It’s strong.’ I took a bite and smacked my lips. ‘Like pitch.’


‘I can taste cheese,’ said Leonardo, biting off a corner of his piece. ‘My mother’s is better.’


‘Your mamma makes cheese?’ I laughed. ‘What, in Chiasso di San Biagio?’


‘No.’ Leonardo narrowed his eyes a fraction and he changed. It was like a sea anemone – I had been to the sea once, at Livorno – which, when you poke it, pulls all its questing fingers in at once and disappears inside itself. ‘My mother lives in Vinci,’ he said.


‘Ah. Well, my mother’s dead,’ I said. He nodded gravely, then brightened, and I got the impression of curious golden tendrils spreading out again to probe, to investigate.


‘You’re right. The cheese is good,’ he said, and, popping an olive into his mouth, looked up with complete attention to where a sparrow was cramming a long piece of straw under the eaves of a house. ‘So my mother’s cheese tastes of Vinci,’ he said.


‘Yes. Of course it does. Everything tastes of where it’s from, among other things. It has to.’


‘How do you mean? There are gentians all over the mountains. How do you know that cheese didn’t come from the Casentino? Or the Lunigiana? Monte Amiata?’


‘Because it didn’t. These are Pistoiese gentians. And you can taste the mould.’ Leonardo wrinkled his nose. ‘There’s mould in the caves where they age the cheese. And the stone of the cave. It all tastes like itself, nothing else.’


‘And you can tell the difference? How?’


‘Look. Do what I do.’ I licked my finger and dabbed it onto the brick wall next to us. I licked it, and then touched the stone lintel of a door, licked that. ‘So. Can you taste the brick? And the stone? Are they the same?’


‘No.’ Leonardo frowned. Then he threw back his head and let out a delighted laugh. ‘Can you tell the difference between bricks, then? Do streets taste different?’ He wasn’t mocking me, though. If I had said yes, I believe he would have licked every brick in the parish of Sant’Ambrogio.


‘I expect so.’


‘Nothing is the same, is it? It’s all so …’ He licked his lips, his face almost transfigured. ‘Complicated. I love that, don’t you? Look at those two birds up there.’ Leonardo pointed to a pair of swallows perched on a washing line. ‘Are they the same?’


I squinted. ‘Yes. I mean, they look alike.’


‘No,’ he said, as if to a very small child. ‘One’s male and one’s female.’


‘Oh. Well, there you are. They look exactly the same to me.’


‘They aren’t.’ Leonardo reached into his tunic and pulled out a battered drawing tablet and a stylus. He glanced up at the birds and then seemed to let the stylus tip loose on the white surface of the tablet. The birds appeared before my eyes, shaded as the light was striking the living creatures above us, exquisite, almost bursting out of their two dimensions. ‘That’s the boy, and that’s the girl. They’re probably two summers old.’


‘How did you do that?’ I asked.


‘With my eyes.’ He paused, and licked the tip of the stylus. ‘I’d like to know how eyes work. Aristotle says that the eye contains some kind of hidden fire. The light enters from outside and the fire inside reacts and duplicates the image within us, like the stylus on the tablet. But …’ He blinked. ‘Where would the hidden fire hide? Anyway, you taste like I see. I think I see things the same way that everybody else does, but apparently I do not, though I think it’s just them: they aren’t paying attention. You think everyone tastes things like you do. But I can’t. I’d like to, though! I wonder if you can teach me?’


‘I can try.’


He looked at me, pleased. ‘I wonder if the eyes are like the tongue,’ he said, perhaps to himself. ‘The tongue picks up sour, salty, sweet, and tells the intellect, which is the soul, so … Does the eye taste light?’ He seemed delighted with the idea, and began to stare at his fingertips with fascinated concentration. I was worried he might bump into a passerby, so I tapped his arm.


‘We should hurry,’ I said. ‘I’m making arista with an incredible bit of pork. I don’t want it to burn. When you taste it, you’ll fall over.’


‘I don’t eat the flesh of animals,’ he said simply.


‘Really? Why not?’


He regarded me with wide eyes and blew his cheeks out as if to say, Where could one possibly start?


We bought the malachite, a satisfyingly heavy, knobbly green lump, and hurried back to the studio. To my relief, Filippo had been as good as his word and my pork was still unburned. In a few minutes it was ready. I dumped the contents of the pot unceremoniously onto a clay charger, borrowed a stiletto and carved the meat into thick slices, laying them out on a dish and ladling the thick, curdled gravy over everything.


The artists and assistants, all except for Leonardo, gathered around, carrying hunks of bread that Sandro was sawing from a huge loaf. I took the dish and offered it first to Verrocchio, making sure he took the best piece, near the end where the gristle had melted to a divine softness, and then to Filippo. They ate carefully, critically, watching me the whole time while I watched them. At last they licked their fingers and nodded. The other artists dived, and in seconds the dish was empty. I’d kept a little for myself, though, from the fatty end, already in a little dish which I’d had to rinse clean of yellow paint. I took the dish off to my corner and set to.


Cinta Senese does not taste like pork, exactly. It is gamey, almost ripe, like well-hung pheasant or bustard, but with an almost muttony texture and juiciness and an aftertaste of briny sweetness. I could taste the woods where this pig had rooted: the wild garlic it had found, the lily bulbs, last year’s acorns. I sipped the gravy. The milk had been curdled by the wine and the curds had soaked up the juice from the meat, along with the herbs. It was rich, and almost caramel-sweet, shot through with the resinous bite of the rosemary and the woody, slightly overripe tang of the pork. I was still eating long after the others had finished and gone back to their work. Filippo was busy again with Verrocchio, so I went and found a drawing tablet, the kind smeared with the ash of chicken bones made into a paste with spittle, that takes a line well but is easily cleared with the brush of a wet finger. I settled down near the back door and began to draw.


I sketched one of the assistants, who was sorting out wires for an armature. Then I did my bowl, my shoe, a chicken that was fussing around in the courtyard. Rubbing out the chicken, I started on a face I knew well. Curly hair – I always started with the hair. Then the nose, small and upturned. The eyes, delicate but heavy-lidded like the mouths of seashells. A Cupid’s bow for the mouth … Not quite right. I changed it a little, made it pout. Then made it smile.
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