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Beginning


“The phenomenon that is the subject of today’s lecture is a phenomenon so complex that to analyse it wearies the mind and discourages scientific enquiry.”


The lecture hall is packed to the rafters, standing room only, and yet, apart from the sound made by the heels of the man walking up and down in front of the desk, not the slightest noise can be heard.


“Nevertheless, as we will show, even within such an intricate phenomenon, a phenomenon that cannot be grasped by the intellect, it is possible to find a number of immutable facts.”


The lack of noise may perhaps be explained by the disparate nature of the audience attending the lecture. It is a well-known fact that the degree of noise in any kind of gathering is often in direct relation to how well those attending know one another. A class of some twenty students makes much more commotion than the same number of people in an orthopaedist’s waiting room. And in this case the listeners are distinctly varied.


“And the first fact that we must accept, and which will guide us in today’s investigation, is that the trajectory traced by this phenomenon is not a straight line but rather a parabola.”


Listeners who have nothing in common apart from their admiration for the Honourable Paolo Mantegazza, Senator of the Kingdom, Professor of Physiology at the University of Florence and author of a great number of books on the most diverse subjects.


There are a considerable number of ladies of all ages, more than one with intense blushes on their faces. This is because Professore Mantegazza’s books on the physiology of pleasure, especially female pleasure, are well known, as are his public lectures on the subject. There are many who say that, in addition to his public lectures, the professor gladly gives private seminars on the very same theme to young and not-so-young representatives of the fairer sex, to whom he is happy to introduce the subject; but such things do not concern us right now.


Partly because the subject of today’s lecture is not pleasure.


“Let us start from here,” Professore Mantegazza says, and, with a sure hand, he draws an uninterrupted horseshoe-shaped line in chalk on the blackboard. “From this parabola, with which we will follow the evolution of our system throughout its course.”


If there were a female teacher of mathematics in the hall, she might perhaps object that what Mantegazza has drawn is not a parabola at all, and indeed, when examined closely, is not even a function; but there are no female teachers of mathematics here. There are instead, as we have said, many ladies of all ages: from the young lady in search of a husband, accompanied by her dignified mother, proud to show that her daughter is interested in the latest scientific discoveries; to the noblewoman, complete with puppy and crinoline, who hopes to find in the pleasure of intellectual pursuit what her delicate health, combined with a toad-like appearance, has prevented her from finding in the joys of married life.


And there are, in the majority, men. Men of every kind.


Elegant students in white shirts and waistcoats, smelling of cigars and cologne, and less elegant students, wearing overcoats that would not have been in fashion even when their elder brothers wore them ten years earlier, but never thinking of taking them off because what is underneath is even worse. Gentlemen of a certain age, perhaps merchants, perhaps actors. Perhaps even teachers – but not of mathematics. And, in the last row, a curious fellow.


Curious because, although he is at the back of the hall, he was among those who arrived first: three quarters of an hour ago, to be precise, a time which he has spent reading a small book with an English title. Curious because, given that we have been talking about fashion, this fellow is dressed in top hat and tails, an outfit that would have seemed quite old-fashioned several decades ago; but the garment is made from cloth of an excellent quality, English like the small book and the tailor who probably cut the cloth, and the top hat which he holds propped on his lap is shiny, not because it is worn but because it is new.


In the meantime, Professore Mantegazza has finished writing above the horseshoe a sequence of words, in a beautiful hand: Childhood – Adolescence – Youth – MATURITY – Old Age – Decrepitude.


The man in the top hat smiles beneath whiskers resembling those of a lieutenant in the Austro-Hungarian army and slowly moves his head up and down.


The subject of today’s lecture is “life”.


A subject about which he knows a fair amount.


Even more, perhaps, than Professore Paolo Mantegazza.


*


“Having reached this point,” said the professor, “there is one last thing to remember, something which should also be the first in our consciousness.”


And, turning to the auditorium, he looked at those present with a satisfied expression.


Nobody had left the hall.


Nobody had abandoned his or her place during the forty-five minutes of the lecture. They were all still there.


The students were there, although this was hardly surprising: leaving during a public lecture by one of your professors, having perhaps sat in the front row, would have been an egregious mistake.


The ladies of various ages were there; Mantegazza knew he could count on the ladies, especially the oldest among them, and the presence of adolescent girls and young wives always put him in a good mood. Their attention satisfied him perhaps even more than their admiration.


His colleagues were there: they often came to his lectures, sometimes to learn, sometimes to envy, sometimes both. He did the same for them, and for the same purposes.


And above all, one of his dearest friends was there, a man Mantegazza had spotted immediately at the beginning of the lecture, even though he was sitting at the back of the hall; one of those discreet presences that Paolo Mantegazza always looked for, and whose presence reassured him considerably when he had to speak in public. A face he knew, with a confident, reliable expression, a face to which he could look for approval, doubt, curiosity, so as to adjust his speech accordingly.


They were all there. Nobody was missing.


“Practising science means above all having foresight, and in the evolution of this ideal line rests the fallibility of our science,” Professore Mantegazza said, satisfied but solemn, turning to the parabola behind him and pointing to its right extremity. “That is because we are unable to foresee how much it will bend and curve in the course of our existence. We know that the life of each of us will come to an end, but we are not given to know either how or when.”


And finally, you are there, dear reader, of whatever sex, who, in comparison with Professore Paolo Mantegazza and all those attending the lecture, have an unfair advantage. That is, since what you are reading is a mystery story, you are perfectly well aware that within a few pages one of the people you are about to meet will kick the bucket. And, although still ignorant of the precise circumstances of that event, you know perfectly well that he or she will be murdered. Only, you don’t know who is about to leave us, or who is responsible.


If you’re prepared to be patient, we will get there.









Minus 5


“Well, well, my dear fellow, I see you’re in splendid form.”


Paolo Mantegazza took the hand held out to him and shook it, sealing the handshake with his left hand placed over the two joined right hands, a gesture halfway between the paternal and the papal.


“I’m content, Professore, I’m content,” Pellegrino Artusi replied, regaining possession of his right hand. Mantegazza was a great man, a great physiologist, but when he shook your hand it was as if he were trying to send you to the orthopaedist. Perhaps, obsessed as he was with physical efficiency, he was afraid that other people might have assumed he was on his last legs if he didn’t try to break a few of your metacarpals when he shook your hand.


“Nothing to do with contentment,” Mantegazza said as he was handed his coat and stick by his assistant. “Take it from a clinician, my dear Pellegrino. Bright eyes, straight back.”


And very full belly, Mantegazza thought to himself. Not like me, of course.


Although on the verge of seventy, Mantegazza was well preserved to an enviable degree. The straight, robust, but thin figure, the long flowing hair that had with time turned white but not pink, and finally the military goatee, of the same colour as the mane of hair: in his appearance, Mantegazza recalled General Custer at the age of seventy – if said general had actually reached that age instead of being riddled with bullets at Little Big Horn, of course.


“I thank you, but I do actually think that the secret lies in being content. Talking of being content, I know that it is a small thing compared with all your works, but it would please me to make you a gift of this.”


And having taken his left hand from behind his back, Artusi held out to the professor a volume considerably thicker than the one he had been reading before the beginning of the lecture. Science in the Kitchen and the Art of Eating Well – 1900.


“Oh, what a beauty. Is it a new edition?”


“Yes, it is. The fifth.”


“Oh, very good, my friend, now you only need another ninety-five and you will get what you deserve.”


Artusi smiled, a slight blush spreading across his cheeks.


Nine years had passed since Paolo Mantegazza, an unquestioned authority in the field of medicine and health, had devoted two of his lectures to Artusi’s cookery manual, thus contributing in no small measure to the wider diffusion of a book that had had no success at first. Meeting Artusi in person for the first time, he had even said to him solemnly:


“You have done a grand job with this book, and I wish you a hundred editions.”


It could certainly not be said that Professore Paolo Mantegazza brought bad luck. The first edition of nine years previously (1,000 copies) had soon been followed by a second (again 1,000 copies) and then a third (this time 2,000) followed by a fourth (3,000) and a fifth, the first copy of which Mantegazza was now holding in his hand.


“It seems somewhat more voluminous than the original, or am I mistaken?” the professor said, leafing through the book with his gloved hand.


Artusi nodded gravely. “I’ve added several new recipes and a small vade mecum on hygiene, which I should have particular pleasure in submitting to your attention.”


Mantegazza looked at the book he had in his hand and then at Artusi, visibly satisfied at having such trust placed in him; then, having put his coat over his forearm, he took his stick and pointed the silver pommel in the direction of the exit.


“In that case, I shall read it with great pleasure, Signor Artusi. In fact, I’ll go further: to make my walk even more pleasant, would you like to accompany me as far as Santa Maria del Fiore? If you have nothing else to do . . .”


Artusi’s whiskers tipped upwards, in an invisible but agreeable smile. “On the contrary. I’d be honoured.”


*


“So it seems your work is having considerable success,” Mantegazza said, carrying his coat. Even though it was the beginning of October, the heat had not yet made up its mind to leave Florence or the places with which Artusi was familiar. “Five editions, and always with new recipes. How many are there this time?”


“Thirty-five, if I’m not mistaken. Compared with the previous one. Compared with the first edition, there are more than a hundred.”


“More than a hundred,” said Mantegazza, nodding slowly. “Remarkable. I assume that now, when you go to restaurants or grand hotels, you only have to say your name and the cooks bow down before you.”


“Quite the contrary, my dear professor, quite the contrary,” Artusi replied. “I don’t enjoy a great deal of popularity in the world of professional cooks. I think there’s more than one who has wished I would die of cholera. Nobody is more reluctant to yield his secrets – those that make him a great chef de cuisine – to a commonplace yokel who wants to make them public, and moreover to make money from them instead of him. No, most people write to me.”


“Write to you?”


“Yes, they write to me. Sometimes to correct me, sometimes to tell me the recipe as I’ve published it isn’t the one from their region, sometimes to say, ‘If you liked this dolce di tedescheria, you should try this other one,’ and so on. In short, my book has grown the way a child grows: by listening and learning from other people’s experience.”


Which was exactly what had happened.


Science in the Kitchen, in its first edition, consisted of 475 recipes; the second, about a hundred more – 104, to be precise. But it was not easy to be pernickety, because letters constantly arrived at Artusi’s house on Piazza d’Azeglio: letters ordering the book, which could only be acquired directly from the author, but also, and above all, letters containing new recipes. Recipes that Artusi would read, try, and finally approve, publishing them in the next edition of the book: in short, though he produced in an analogue medium, he was the first blogger of the modern era.


“The way a child grows,” Mantegazza repeated: he had a habit of repeating the words spoken by whomever he was talking to, as if thinking that they became clearer when uttered by him, or perhaps it was simply because he was growing ever so slightly senile and wanted to make sure that he had understood correctly. “Unlike us, who are gradually getting older.”


“If you are old, Professore Mantegazza, then you should know that I am more than a decade older. If I were to believe that curve of yours, I ought to be decrepit.”


“So you disagree with my curve?” said Mantegazza, somewhat surprised perhaps, like all doctors, that common mortals might also have opinions about health and well-being.


“Not at all. It depends what we put on the curve. If we put a man’s abilities, there is no doubt that the trajectory is as you’ve drawn it. But if we put satisfaction, well, then I must say I disagree. The fact is, my dear professor, in me the joy of living increases with every year that passes.”


And this was the second truth of the evening.


The aim of human life is the nutrition and reproduction of the species, as Artusi, a true son of Emilia-Romagna, had written at the beginning of his book; and his youth had indeed been a steady oscillation between these two instincts.


But once past his fifties, which at that time was more a privilege than an age, the hormones of reproduction had given way to the enzymes of digestion, and Artusi had embarked on a more placid life, one that was definitely less unpredictable but equally definitely more satisfactory, thanks to the other privilege which Artusi enjoyed: that of being sure that he would have lunch at midday and dinner at seven, and always at a well-laden table.


Mantegazza nodded. “I understand. You’re satisfied with how you live, and I assure you I believe you. On the other hand, you do not seem to ever be satisfied with your book, given that you’re constantly changing it.”


“Well, I wouldn’t say it was dissatisfaction, but rather a blessing. I never tire of adding new dishes, I must admit.”


“Then you won’t mind if I introduce you to someone. I have a good friend who owns a farm and a small food factory near Val d’Orcia, and who’s a great admirer of yours. Just recently he was telling me that it would give him great pleasure to meet you and have you taste some of his raw materials.”


So that was it. Another pain in the arse to deal with. Every month since he had publicised the Burchi bakery in Pisa in his book, praising its schiacciata, products of every kind arrived in Piazza d’Azeglio, from raw materials to ready-cooked dishes, with a request to taste them. Sometimes – though rarely – good things arrived, more often ordinary things, and quite frequently inedible mush. Almost all of them were accompanied by a letter from the current supplicant, who frequently would have benefitted from lessons in grammar as much as in cooking. But how could he refuse Mantegazza, with all he had done for him?


“It would be an enormous pleasure for me, too. In fact, Professore, if I may take the liberty, it would be a great honour if the two of you would agree to be my guests at dinner this coming Saturday. Obviously, accompanied by your wives.”


Mantegazza allowed himself a smile, looking his friend in the whiskers. “Signor Artusi, how could one ever refuse a dinner invitation from you?”









Minus 4


“Excellent, Signor Artusi, absolutely excellent.”


“I’m pleased, Signor Gazzolo, I truly am.”


Which was true. Inviting a person to dinner, as the great Brillat-Savarin said, means caring about his happiness, and this was a mission that Artusi took very seriously. Even when, as that evening, he had barely met his guest; in fact, more so in such cases. Every amateur cook enjoys being able to entertain a new acquaintance not just with his words, but also with his dishes.


“How do you select a menu to serve your guests?”


“Before anything else, it is necessary to know the guest.”


In this case, the choice was quite easy. One of the guests was Professore Mantegazza, who in his immortal In Praise of Old Age proclaimed: “An excellent dinner for an elderly person consists of a little cold meat and a good lettuce salad”; all this, be it noted, if the elderly person was someone else. If, on the other hand, his name was Paolo Mantegazza – as Artusi had noted down a little earlier in his diary – then dinner consisted of a first course, two or three main courses, a dessert, three quarter-bottles of wine, and sometimes a little Barolo as a digestive. No hors d’oeuvre, for heaven’s sake – that would only make things too heavy.


“And what if you don’t know your guest, as is the case this evening?’ asked Gazzolo, smiling and tilting his head a little.


Secondo Gazzolo was a big man with small eyes, large hands, a very thick beard which gave the merest glimpse of florid cheeks, and very white teeth. Teeth that were certainly not his, and about whose provenance – ivory, porcelain, an English soldier who had died at Waterloo – Artusi could only speculate. But, if the set of teeth that he flaunted was not his own, many other things were, for one of the few things that Artusi had grasped during the brief time of a dinner was that Secondo Gazzolo was a rich man.


That much was clear from his coat – Casentino cloth of the finest quality – his thick leather shoes and the ring his wife wore on her finger: a genuine diamond set in a crown of yellow gold. An object of old-fashioned design but outstanding value. Gazzolo was a rich man and had been so for some time.


“Well, in that case I have to rely on our mutual acquaintances. You’re a friend of Professore Mantegazza’s, which presumably means you’re a man of pleasant company and lordly tastes.”


And so the menu had been that used for only very special guests. As first course, risotto alla milanese, as per Recipe no. 80; as a fried course, sole with squid and mushrooms; as a stew, fricassee of milk heifer, as in no. 256; and as a roast, a nice leg of wether (no. 530). Then they had moved on to dessert, or rather, desserts: for the gentlemen, cake with pine nuts (no. 582), and for the ladies, a biscotto served with zabaglione according to the dictates of no. 683. After which the ladies had got out of the way and left the men in the sitting room, ready to talk about business.


“Yes, indeed, the professor and I have known each other for some time,” Gazzolo confirmed.


“Since 1880, if I’m not mistaken. That’s how far back our friendship goes.”


Mantegazza threw his friend a look of deep affection, such as only a litre of wine in the body can cause.


This was the second thing that Artusi had grasped about Secondo Gazzolo. That he was a pleasant man, and that he had many friends.


Partly because having him as an enemy was probably not advisable.


*


“However you did it, you hit the mark. I love fricassee, and fried mushrooms, too. But I must confess that serving them in that way, with fried squid, I didn’t know. It isn’t in your book, is it?”


“Not explicitly, no.”


“I was sure of it. I know your book inside out, were you aware of that? You should include it as a recipe. It’s hard to fry squid in such a way that it still tastes like squid. Usually, one feels as if one is eating one of those rubber tyres they put on automobiles these days.”


“That’s because people take medium-sized squid and cut them into pieces,” Artusi said, calmly and authoritatively. “If you want to make a fried dish out of squid, you have to use those very small ones, the kind they call calamaretti in Naples. Or else you need to cut the squid into rings, not pieces. Thin rings. That way you obtain a nice ring of fried breading, and the squid in the middle is just for support, or almost. The taste and texture come from the breading.”


“That’s true. Everything’s better fried, even cholera, as my mother used to say.”


“Was it your mother who taught you all these things about cookery?”


“No, not at all. Or perhaps, yes, who knows? I was little. As the professor will have told you, I have a farm in the Sienese hills, from where I come.”


“And you should see what a farm,” Mantegazza said. “Large, but that’s not all. Equipped with every technological discovery in support of hygiene and productivity. Electric light. Motor-driven agricultural equipment. And now also food preservation.”


“Food preservation?”


“Precisely. I’ve started a small canning factory on the premises.”


“Ah, I see. Like Signor Cirio’s canned tomatoes.”


“With all due respect to the Cirio company, who were pioneers, we are much more advanced.”


“You should see Signor Gazzolo’s factory,” said Mantegazza. “It’s truly in the vanguard. It has vacuum sealing, it has appertisation, it even has a dry ice machine.”


“And what is that for?”


“I’m setting up an ice-cream-making plant to use the leftover milk. It’s more profitable than a cheese factory. The dry ice is for taking the ice cream home: it keeps it cold and stops it getting wet, but it can also be used for meat. Actually, the thing I’m proudest of is the vacuum sealing for preserved meats. We don’t stop at appertisation, we go further than that.”


“Apper . . .?”


“The process of sterilising canned food by cooking it at high temperatures,” Mantegazza translated, proud to insert a little science into the conversation after all that cookery. “The food is exposed to temperatures over a hundred degrees for between thirty minutes and an hour. In that way, the bacteria, toxins and fungi that fester in the food are killed.”


“And the meat turns as hard as iron and disgusting to eat,” Gazzolo went on, less scientifically but more conscientiously. “It’s a process suitable for vegetables that have an acid component, for fish that is in itself tender and not fibrous, but meat – oh, no! Meat should be cooked slowly, and at low temperatures. I produce canned meat that has been cooked already seasoned, at low temperatures, and is then preserved through vacuum sealing.”


“And how do you do this vacuum sealing?”


“With machinery patented by an American inventor named Edison.”


By now, if they had not been talking about things to eat, Artusi would probably have been lost in contemplation of the wonderfully modular nature of science. Every new scientific discovery, if it is a genuine one, goes far beyond the solving of the problem for which it was devised. Like a single piece of Lego, we can use it to build whatever we like, even the words Lego doesn’t work made up of pieces of Lego.


In the same way, the very principle that allowed Thomas Alva Edison to extract air from glass bulbs, for the purpose of manufacturing efficient lights, could be used to extract air from a steel pot, for the purpose of making ragu. However, since they were talking about food, Pellegrino’s interest was focused on more practical aspects. And being, basically, a businessman, the first practical aspect that came into his mind was almost an obvious one.


“It’s going to cost you a fortune. How much do you sell your canned meat for?”


“Don’t believe it, Signor Artusi. In fact, the vacuum-sealing process makes it possible to cook at lower temperatures and for less time, with a considerable saving in energy. This in turn makes it possible to lower the costs of production. In addition, the vacuum sealing is carried out at the canning phase. The meat is placed in the can with the flavouring and vacuum sealed before it’s cooked. That allows for notably longer preservation times. And it also makes it easier to sell.”


“The food of the future, my dear Artusi, the food of the future,” the Barolo said in an authoritative tone through Professore Mantegazza’s mouth.


“That may well be so, I suppose. I’d be curious to taste it. Can it easily be found in delicatessens?”


“Alas, at the moment it is not on sale.”


“When do you plan to put it on the market?”


“That has yet to be decided. But I plan to do so as soon as possible, and with that in mind, the opinion of the most reputable gastronome in the Kingdom would be of great help to us.’


Artusi smiled like someone modestly accepting a compliment.


“The fact is, we’ve only recently started production. What’s more, we’ve just had a very large order from a customer who can’t be ignored, and for a while our output will be devoted entirely to them. But if you want to taste my product, I would be more than happy to send you a few samples as a gift.”


Artusi bowed his head briefly, as if to say that he thanked his guest for the kind gift, but that for the moment such a thing was not at the forefront of his thoughts.


“A customer who can’t be ignored,” Mantegazza remarked, drumming his fingers on the table. “He must have a very large number of mouths to feed.”


Artusi looked at Gazzolo, evidently thinking exactly the same thing.


Gazzolo smiled like someone who’s got there before anyone else. “Absolutely, Professore Mantegazza. An army, no less. A great army, guarding a great gate, a Sublime Porte.”


Eyebrows raised, Pellegrino Artusi looked from Gazzolo to Mantegazza, then back to Gazzolo.


“Just so,” Gazzolo went on, showing his false teeth in a genuine, self-satisfied smile. “I’m speaking about the army of the Ottoman Empire.”


“And how on earth did you manage to enter into trade with the Ottoman Empire?”


“Oh, that’s a long story. Just imagine, it dates back to 1875.”


“The year I moved to this house,” Artusi replied, with an inviting smile. And I’m not moving from it until you tell me the story, the smile said.


*


It was important to know, Gazzolo began, that up until 1875 the Ottoman Empire had only survived thanks to loans from the great European banks. The Crimean War had depleted the coffers of the Sultan, who even twenty years earlier had already started asking London for credit. For the record, the Sultan’s name was Abdul Mejid, but that didn’t really matter, because he’d died in 1861 and the one who came after him had continued to behave in the same way, borrowing money and not paying it back.


“Now, the Ottoman administration was not familiar with the European credit system,” Gazzolo continued. “We’re used to paying bills within thirty days, debts within a year, loans within ten years. But not there. Oh, no. There, it was cash on the barrel. You paid straight away. And if you didn’t, they cut off your hands and so on.”


The ease of obtaining money on loan, without the risk of losing your hands, had gone to the heads of the Ottoman administrators; rather as happens now with people who take out a loan to buy an SUV, then get another loan to pay off the first one, and then one day someone comes to their house and takes everything away, even the floor. That was why the Ottomans had continued to pile up debts until 1875, when the Empire defaulted, as we would say today, or, as they said then, declared bankruptcy. In short, just to be clear, it went bust. And when you go bust, you’re at the mercy of your creditors.


If you’re a car mechanic, you end up in the hands of a bank; if you’re an empire, you end up in the hands of another empire. But the Sublime Porte was too vast an empire to be absorbed or annexed by a single European power. What ensued at that point was a carve-up.


This carve-up took the form, at first, of the creation of the OPDA, the Ottoman Public Debt Administration, which . . .


Renegotiated the debt and helped the Ottomans to overcome the crisis? you might be thinking to yourself.


How wrong you are. No, what it actually did was provide further guarantees that allowed the Ottomans to contract further debts. Debts that were used to allow European companies to build infrastructure on their territory, in such a way that, as the Italian ambassador in Constantinople wrote to Prime Minister Crispi in 1890: “The Turks will be completely in our power when all their usable resources have been mortgaged.”


In other words, and to put it in technical terms, by the end of the nineteenth century Europe had the Sublime Porte by the balls.


*


“Forgive me, Signor Gazzolo, but I don’t follow you,” said Artusi, in a polite tone. “I knew that these loans had been contracted with the great London banks and the Austro-Hungarian insurance companies. But where does Italy come into all this?”


“She comes into it quite a lot. You see, Signor Artusi, the governing council of the OPDA has always had an Italian as its head. The first was Avvocato Francesco Mancardi, followed for three years, up until ’93, by Signor Simondetti. The council is currently presided over by Everardo D’Ancona.”


Gazzolo took a cigar of disturbing dimensions from his waistcoat, cut off the tip with a little pocketknife and lit it with evident satisfaction.


“The aim of the OPDA has changed over time. At first, it managed and collected the finances of the Ottoman state. The Ottomans had granted their creditors, that is, the European banks, a monopoly on salt, silk and tobacco. In practice, the taxes on these goods were collected not by the Ottomans, but by the banks.”


“Salt, silk and tobacco,” said Mantegazza.


“Precisely. Except for cigars, I don’t know why.”


Gazzolo took a particularly inspired drag of his own, clearly thinking that if it had been up to him, he would have obtained a monopoly even on underpants. “But now, as I was telling you, things have changed. In practice, the Ottomans, in order to set up great construction projects, like bridges, railways, advanced technology, have to turn to Europe. Signor D’Ancona has two tasks at present: on the one hand, to make sure that the Turkish buyers are reliable. To evaluate their solvency. In short, to work out which ones will actually pay. On the other, to evaluate the credibility and quality of the European products to be offered in exchange. To estimate the credentials of the companies concerned. In short, to establish that there’s no cheating likely from either party.”


Gazzolo was silent for a moment, just long enough to puff at his cigar.


“And such an appointment is governmental, I imagine,” said Artusi.


Smiling and blowing out smoke, Gazzolo shook his head. “For all the other countries, yes. The delegates of Great Britain, France, Germany and the Austro-Hungarians are all manipulated by their governments. D’Ancona is appointed by the Chamber of Commerce and works on its behalf. Even against the political interests of foreign governments, if necessary.”


Gazzolo slowly exhaled a vast cloud of smoke, which Artusi took, not as a sign of storms ahead, but as a good omen.


Being a good businessman, Artusi had his own inner governing council, consisting of Pellegrino Artusi, Artusi Pellegrino and the owner of the house at 10 Piazza D’Azeglio. And the role of this council, too, had changed over time. At first, it had mainly been concerned with non-repayable investments; then, with the advancing of age, it had specialised in the accumulation of reserve funds. In short, as happens to most of us, the prodigal young Artusi had been replaced by an older, wiser, and above all stingier Artusi. Our good friend Pellegrino had always liked money and had always been of the firm opinion that you could never have enough of it.


“What you’re basically telling me is that we Italians are particularly favoured to do business with the Ottoman government, because we’re more independent?”


“In the final analysis, that is indeed so.”


“In that case, my dear Gazzolo, I have a favour to ask of you.”


“Let me guess,” said Gazzolo, smiling through the cigar smoke like a big friendly dragon. “You used to trade in textiles, am I correct?”


“Actually, I’d say I’ve never stopped. English textiles, silk, brocades from the Orient. They’re very much coming back into fashion now.”


“Well, in that case, perhaps you would like to meet Signor D’Ancona in person. He will be my guest in two weeks’ time, together with various other industrialists and entrepreneurs from Central Italy. If you don’t have any other engagements for the end of that week . . .”


“No engagements, I assure you, Signor Gazzolo.”
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