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For GrubStreet

You opened a door into a new world for me.



CHAPTER 1

Giovanni

Roma, April 14, 1577
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Word traveled fast at the Vaticano, even during the darkness of night. Within an hour of Bartolomeo Scappi’s passing, serving women from all over the palazzo had come to the chef’s bedside, crying for the man they had loved and respected. They keened and wept, tearing at their hair, their skin, and clothing, their wails filling the gilded halls. Francesco Reinoso, the Vaticano scalco, ordered the staff to bring candles, and soon they filled the room with their glow, lighting up the shadows and illuminating the faces of the mourners. As papal steward, Francesco always kept things in order, even when his best friend was before him on the bier.

I sat in the corner and watched, lost and helpless, as two of the kitchen servants helped my mother, Caterina, and her maid bathe and dress my late uncle Bartolomeo. Of course, these women needed not take on this macabre task—the servants who reported to Francesco were more than capable, but they insisted, such was their love for my uncle. The heavy odor of rosewater hung in the air as they perfumed Bartolomeo’s skin. It broke my heart to breathe in the scent. It was a smell he had loved, using the floral essence to flavor thousands of dishes in his kitchen.

For the last eleven of my thirty years, I had worked as an apprentice to Bartolomeo, a lion of a man who spent his days fussing over pots of boiling meats, scribbling elaborate seating arrangements on thin parchment, directing kitchen servants on which pies to bake and how many ducks to cook. Being related to Bartolomeo Scappi was a great honor. As the celebrated private chef to several popes, he was lauded in circles all over Italy, and countless cardinali, nobles, kings, and queens had fallen under the spell of his cuisine as I had. I always thought him invincible. And he had been, until five days past when sickness broke his spirit and laid him low. During his illness, I eschewed my duties in the kitchen and remained by his side, ever my uncle’s braccio destro, his right hand, as he often referred to me. He was more to me than my maestro; he was also the father I never had, my own having died of plague before I was born. To see him stretched out before me, his eyes closed, his skin so pale and cold, seemed inconceivable.

“Giovanni,” Francesco said, laying a hand on my shoulder. “We are ready to move him.”

I nodded my assent and watched with a heavy heart as eight men lifted Bartolomeo’s body onto a stretcher to carry him to the nearby Cappella Sistina, where the vigil would continue. I followed. As I entered the chapel adorned with breathtaking frescoes of the pagan sibyls and figures of the Old Testament, I thought how fitting it was for my uncle to lie beneath the magnificent paintings of Michelangelo, a man he once called friend.

Throughout the night and into the early morning, everyone the chef knew came to the chapel to pay their respects, light a candle, and share their condolences.

Relief flooded through me when Valentino arrived. He was my dearest friend and knew me better than any other. When I was nine and my mother had decided she was tired of Tivoli and moved us to Roma, I came to know Valentino Pio da Carpi and we became friends despite our difference in station. One of Valentino’s great-uncles was Agostino Chigi, the famously wealthy Roman banker. Between the Chigi wealth on his mother’s side and the riches of the Carpi family on his father’s, Valentino was a man who would want for nothing in his life. But the money had never mattered to Valentino. He loved me like a brother. And I him.

I caught his eye as he entered the chapel, which was full of flickering candlelight that illuminated the frescoes covering the walls and ceiling. I had been in the cappella dozens of times, but always during the day. At night it held a strange magic that was difficult to explain. The paintings seemed larger, the saints even more beautiful and imposing. I was glad Pope Gregory had allowed special dispensation for the chapel’s use. How Francesco had managed it I did not know and did not ask.

My best friend lived in a magnificent palazzo not far from the Vaticano. His mother, Serafina, accompanied him, the shadow of her cloak masking most of her face. Valentino led her through the ornate gilded door in the marble screen at the end of the chapel and across the black and white circles of tile. I stood to greet him.

“Gio, oh, Gio. We came as soon as we heard.” Valentino shook his head as he neared, his long dark hair falling into his eyes. “Your sorrow is my sorrow.” He pulled me close in a strong hug.

“Thank you for coming,” I said. “Francesco sent for you?”

“Yes, God bless that man. Always making sure the world is running, even when his own heart must be breaking.” Serafina pushed past her son and enveloped me in an embrace, her frail arms full of surprising strength. She smelled like lavender. “I loved your uncle,” she whispered in my ear. “He never failed to make me smile.” Her tears wet the collar of my vest.

As she pulled away, her hood slid back to reveal her soft, elegant features, which still held a hint of the beauty she must have been. I was thankful for her compassion. A boy of Valentino’s standing should not have befriended an apprentice like me, but Serafina never blinked an eye, accepting me graciously into their home and their lives. It was part of what made me love her so much—she was generous almost to a fault, caring for her servants as though they were family, never minding what the rest of the aristocracy thought.

Valentino glanced over to where Bartolomeo lay. “How is your mother doing?”

My mother sat next to her brother, staring at his silent form, her fingers rubbing her rosary beads. She had been close to Bartolomeo, and if my grief felt like weights upon me, I could not imagine how much heavier was the burden she bore.

“As well as can be,” I said. “You know how close they were.”

Valentino put a hand on his mother’s shoulder. “Go to her, Mamma. She told me once how much she admired you. Perhaps you can give her comfort.”

Serafina nodded and walked away, wiping her eye with the back of her glove just before she put a hand on my mother’s shoulder. The two women held each other and sobbed.

Valentino smiled a little. “Women are always adept with tears, are they not?”

“Agreed. But so am I today.”

“They are honorable tears, for an honorable man. But what happened? How could he have become so sick?”

I shivered. “The doctor said Bartolomeo was no force against la polmonite. His lungs would not clear.”

Valentino lowered his head. “Today is a dark day. You’ll bury him at alla Regola?”

“Yes, of course!” a gravelly voice answered him from behind.

Virgilio Bossi, one of Bartolomeo’s dearest friends, the man who first helped him find work in Roma. The chiesa of Santi Vincenzo e Anastasio alla Regola was the guild church of the Company of Cooks and Bakers, of which Virgilio had been maestro since before I was old enough to walk. His personality was bold, a match to Bartolomeo’s, and his hair and beard always appeared wild and slightly unkempt.

The burly man clasped me on the shoulder. “There could be no other resting place for someone as celebrated as Bartolomeo Scappi! Your uncle’s service to the guild will be greatly missed. We will honor his legacy as befitting.”

Virgilio’s wife, Simona, dabbed at her red and puffy eyes with a fringed handkerchief. When she saw Bartolomeo’s body, she let out a cry, rushed to his side, and threw herself upon his supine form. Her sobs came in gulping gasps. My mother and Serafina moved to comfort her.

“Dio mio!” Virgilio swore. He leaned in to me and Valentino, lowering his voice. “Forgive her dramatics. She has been distraught since she heard the news. Your uncle, may he rest in peace, he could charm the ladies, could he not?”

I could not help but chuckle, especially when Valentino made his own snort of laughter. More than one noblewoman had mooned after the charismatic cook. “That he did.” I swallowed hard. “Tell me, Virgilio, what needs to be done for the procession and the funeral? I am at a loss.”

Virgilio grew serious. “Do not worry about a thing. It’s all taken care of. I arranged it with Bartolomeo years ago. Even the marble has been inscribed.”

My mind reeled with the thought of my uncle so prepared that the marble of his headstone was already engraved. I shut my open mouth, working to regain my composure. “What do you mean?”

Virgilio unfastened the button of his cloak and a servant appeared at his elbow to take it from him. “Gio, your uncle is one of the most important men in our entire company. He deserves a fine procession and a grand funeral. The guild is honored to send him off to God like the king of cooks he was.”

Virgilio was right: Bartolomeo would have wanted a grand show. He was the master of spectacle. To imagine less for him at the end seemed unthinkable. “Thank you,” I managed, choking back another bout of tears.

We discussed the arrangements. Virgilio suggested that members of the guild with the closest relationship to Bartolomeo should carry the bier in the procession. He had already sent men to the chiesa to cut the marble floor where my uncle would be buried. Virgilio had only to ask the priest to arrange the requiem mass and eulogy.

I was relieved that I could rely on Virgilio and glad he had already set many of the wheels in motion.

Finally, he gathered up his wife and made to leave. “We will come for him late morning. Try to get some rest, my boy.”

A hand tapped me on the shoulder. Cardinale Gambara’s elegant red and gold cape rumpled around his shoulders, and there was a crease on his cheek as though he had fallen asleep in his clothes and was roughly awakened. The look in his eyes showed a mixture of sympathy and sadness.

“Your uncle was the best kind of man, Giovanni. He made many people happy with his food and his friendship. We are fortunate to have known him. Now he will know God, so be comforted.”

I didn’t trust myself to speak.

Valentino nudged me, and when I looked away from the cardinale, I found Pope Gregory in front of me. Instinctively, I dropped to my knee and bowed my head. The pope held out his hand for me to kiss his ring. The embossed gold was cold and hard against my lips. It made me think of the headstone that would soon mark the legacy of Bartolomeo’s life. Pope Gregory said a blessing over me and gestured for me to rise, then kissed me on both cheeks.

“May the Lord shine his face upon you, Giovanni, and may you shine your light on the world in his name.”

“Thank you, Your Eminence.”

“Your uncle was a man of admirable service to the papacy. We know you will continue his good work as our cuoco segreto.”

“Yes, Your Holiness, it would be my honor.”

“Excellent.” Pope Gregory gave me a weak smile, then turned his attention to the cardinale.

I sat down, shaking. I had not had many audiences with Gregory, and although I myself did not adhere much to religion, the aged pope always made me nervous. He was a stern man, given to little excess. He had ruled the church and much of Italy with an iron fist for the past five years, implementing drastic reforms to rout out Protestant heretics and designating a committee to update the Index of Forbidden Books, those banned for being anticlerical or lascivious. Bartolomeo had often told me in confidence how little he cared for this pontiff, who was only slightly better than his forbearer, Pope Pius V. Both men subsisted on bread, gruel, a little meat, apples, and water, and the dearth of elaborate banquets that had made Bartolomeo famous—replete with pies packed with birds, peacocks dressed to look alive, statues made of sugar and marzipan, and the intricate, delicate molded gelatins filled with cherries and other fruits, common in the times of Pope Julius III and previous princes in the cardinalate—had left my uncle despondent. Only on rare occasion did the pope let Bartolomeo and me work for other nobles, as we did at the Easter banquet held by the Colonna family a few weeks back.

Instead we cooked bland daily meals, meals uninspiring to a chef of such genius. Still, the pope held a strong liking for my uncle and his work for the church over the years, respecting his knightly title of count palatine and the civic and honorific position of mace bearer, both bestowed upon him by Pius V. These positions elevated him beyond mere chef and guaranteed him specific entitlements as a respected member of the pope’s cabinet. After the banquets of the past disappeared, Bartolomeo and his staff, including me, were left with little to do, but for some reason I had never discerned—money or perhaps security—Bartolomeo chose to remain loyal to the papacy.

Now it was my turn to swear loyalty to the pope, to be his cuoco segreto, his secret chef, his private cook. An immediate future of barley soup and apples awaited me. I sighed.

Valentino and his mother left shortly afterward, placing kisses on both my cheeks before they departed. The remaining friends, servants, and wailing women trailed out after them. Soon only Caterina and I sat by Bartolomeo’s side.

The image of my uncle lying upon the pillow in death was one I would never forget. He wore a mask of peace, a slight smile turning the corner of his lips. My heart, my head, every part of me ached for the hole my uncle had left.

I pulled up a chair next to my mother. She gave me a grateful smile and leaned her head against me. We sat together in silence, looking through bleary eyes at the no-longer imposing figure on the bed before us.

My mother spoke first. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so quiet. His voice was always booming. He always talked so fast.”

“He was forever excited about something,” I agreed.

“Even the small things. He was always so enthusiastic. He had a way of making you want to believe everything he said, even if you knew it was outrageous.”

I squeezed her shoulder playfully. “Didn’t you?”

“Didn’t I what?”

“Believe everything he said.”

“Mostly,” she said. Then quieter, “Mostly.”

*  *  *

At some point, Francesco returned for us. He must have been as tired and saddened as we were, but there was no evidence on the man’s fine-lined face. He was, as always, expertly coiffed, his flat black hat flopped in perfect array atop a head of silvered hair.

“I arranged for a room for you tonight, Signora Brioschi,” he said. My mother lived a short distance away, across the Tevere, not far from the ancient Pantheon, but to return so late was perilous. It had not occurred to me she would need a place to sleep, but of course Francesco had thought of everything.

“Grazie, Francesco. You are too kind.” Caterina kissed us both and departed with one of the maids.

I was grateful for Francesco. He always had everything in order, even when things felt like chaos. We had been colleagues for over a decade, first serving together under Cardinale Michele Ghislieri, he as a steward and me as an apprentice chef. When the cardinale took on the mantle of Pope Pius V, Francesco and I followed him to the Vaticano, where my uncle was working as maestro della cucina. I became Bartolomeo’s apprentice and secondo, and Francesco took on the prestigious duties of papal scalco.

I thanked Francesco for his help that week. He had assisted with some of my supervisory duties while I attended to Bartolomeo in his illness. The other chef who had reported to Bartolomeo, Antonio, was responsible for the main Vaticano kitchen, which serviced the staff and the various clergy living in the palazzo, but he often lacked confidence and needed supervision, a role that now fell to me. As cuoco segreto, I would also oversee the pope’s private kitchen.

Francesco waved a hand at me. “Of course, Giovanni. It is the least I could do for you and Bartolomeo. We are lucky Easter celebrations are past.”

I nodded. “Lucky indeed. Everything depended upon him during those meals. He was a true master. I feel like I hardly learned a tenth of what he knew.”

Francesco shook his head at me. “Do not underestimate yourself, Giovanni. I saw all those sugar sculptures. Few could have orchestrated such a spectacle!”

I thought back to the dinner, and as I recalled the various dishes going out to the table, I realized I was pulling at my hair, fingering the curls. It was a nervous habit for which Bartolomeo always scolded me. “Stop that, boy! You’ll get hair in the food!” To him I was always boy, although I was already nineteen by the time I became his apprentice.

“Your uncle gave me something meant for you.”

Francesco drew a cord out from the pouch tied to his belt. He handed it to me. Two bronze keys were attached.

“Keys to the strongboxes in his studiolo. He was failing when we talked, but I am under the impression he did not want you to read the documents under those locks, just to burn them. He lamented he hadn’t yet done it himself.”

I was puzzled. I knew the small strongbox on the desk in his studiolo well, but I could not picture a second one. Nor could I imagine what could be so terrible that Bartolomeo would want it burned.

“I know what you are thinking, Gio. I won’t tell you what to do, but Bartolomeo was extraordinarily concerned about those documents falling into the wrong hands.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “He said there were lives at stake.”

“Lives at stake?” I was incredulous.

He nodded. “That’s what he said.”

“I don’t understand. He could have asked you to do this for him.”

Francesco looked to the ground. “He did. At least at first I thought he did. He was not himself, Gio. He thought I was you.”

He hugged and kissed me, and departed, leaving me with the two keys, heavy and cold in my hand.



CHAPTER 2

Giovanni

Roma, April 15, 1577
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When Bartolomeo Scappi was knighted in 1549 and became papal count palatine, he was granted a set of rooms at the Vaticano, an apartment where he slept and a studiolo adjacent to the kitchen. At first, he used the apartment only on feast days, preferring to sleep in his house across the street. But as he aged, he began to appreciate the apartment’s proximity to the kitchen, the big bed, and the view of the garden and Roma beyond. I lived in a small house near the Vaticano but sometimes slept in one of the rooms allotted to Bartolomeo, which is where I went after I said good night to Francesco.

I leaned over to the bedside table, and in the dim moonlight found my pocket watch, a newfangled item Bartolomeo had given me a few months earlier for my thirtieth birthday. I turned the bronze oval over and over in my hand, fingering the finely engraved laurel leaves decorating its case, my heart heavy. It was past one in the morning.

I lay on my bed, exhausted but sleepless. There were only a few more hours until I had to be up for the funeral procession. I knew I should sleep, but memories flooded my mind, and nothing I did would bring me solace. Finally, I rose and made my way to the window, opening the curtain to let a sliver of moonlight in, enough to help me to light the candles. My fingers found the keys on the cord around my neck. I had told myself to wait, to sleep now and look for the strongboxes later, but I could not stop thinking about my exchange with Francesco. I took off the cord and stared at the keys. The steward’s warning that lives were at stake lingered. My uncle was not one to be melodramatic, so hearing words of this sort gave me pause.

But, I decided, not pause enough to stop me from discovering what was in those strongboxes. As I lit a lantern and slipped on my shoes, I thought about what Francesco had said about Bartolomeo wanting me to burn the contents. I rationalized that I would look over the items first, then carry through with my uncle’s wishes. Surely, if our roles were reversed, he would do the same, without question. Curiosity was a trait difficult to quench in us.

I hurried through the dark corridors, arriving a few minutes later in the pope’s private kitchen, which sat adjacent to the much larger kitchens that serviced the entire Vaticano.

Two papal Swiss Guards were stationed at the doors to the pope’s kitchen night and day, and no one unfamiliar passed through. Poisoners were a worry to any pope. The guards bowed their heads in deference as I drew close.

“Maestro Giovanni, our condolences to you. Your uncle was a good man,” the first said.

I started at the formal title he used; Bartolomeo had always been the maestro. “Thank you,” I murmured, uncomfortable. “I couldn’t sleep. I thought spending time in his studiolo might comfort me.”

“Of course, of course. Please.” They moved aside.

As maestro, Bartolomeo had a private office attached to the kitchen. I had rarely been in the kitchen when it was empty. Usually the stoves were ablaze and dozens of servants, their white blouses carefully tucked behind their aprons, were bent over tables, fires, and sinks, preparing meals. On most days, the aroma of baking bread and meats simmering in cinnamon and fennel broth assaulted the senses, but that evening there was only a lingering smell of pork and the hiss and spit of the flickering torches. Sadness gripped me.

The office door opened with a squeak as familiar to me as it was to all the other kitchen hands. It had meant Bartolomeo was content enough with the flow of the service for him to retreat to his studiolo to work on recipes or on his correspondence.

I set my lantern on a nearby table, then went around the cold room lighting candles. Although it had only been a week since Bartolomeo had been there, the stale scent of dust permeated the air. Curiosities from his travels to Milano, Venezia, Ravenna, and Bologna lined the shelves amid volumes of poetry, philosophy, and cookbooks written by friends and competitors alike.

I faltered when I reached my uncle’s desk. A notebook of recipes lay open on the sloped writing surface. My stomach lurched at the thought of Bartolomeo’s unfinished second book, which he had been working on in earnest for the last seven years, ever since the wild success of his 1570 cookbook, L’Opera di Bartolomeo Scappi. I closed the folio and set it aside.

The small strongbox on the corner of the desk was half buried under piles of notes, recipes, and kitchen records. The little key slid into the lock with an audible click. Inside was a bound leather journal and a few letters, each with a broken red wax seal, but no stamp.

I removed the little book, settling into the curved high-back chair where Bartolomeo so often sat to write. My fingers stroked the worn cover. I hesitated, thinking of Francesco’s words, but decided there would be little harm in reading the journal before I burned it.

My heart pounded as I unwrapped the cord and thumbed through the book, flipping past scores of little drawings and passages in his neat and compact handwriting. The last entry was dated seven days before he died, when he was just starting to feel sick and had not yet taken to his bed.

April 7, 1577, Evening

I am ill but determined to mend quickly. As I write this, my very last entry, Giovanni is making me a licorice potion and a thick pea soup, just as I set forth in my cookbook in the section for convalescents. I rarely need to turn to my own medicine, but here I am, coughing hard enough my brain may burst.

How did I get to this point? Every day my bones creak a little more with age. If it were not for Giovanni, I do not think I could manage the kitchen.

With such age comes wisdom, as all the old sayings tell us. Although I am confident I will shake this illness, I admit, it gives me pause. One thought consumes me above all. Why, after so many years, am I still writing in these damn books?

The day I decided to prove Ippolito d’Este wrong and mark my history for all the world to see, like Pliny’s vast encyclopedia, changed me forever. That stinking goldsmith, Cellini, had the same idea to put his life into a book. He told me about it once, when he was in his cups in my kitchen hiding out after learning the pope had accused him of stealing jewels out of the papal tiara. I listened as he slurred his words, angry he had the same plans. He was my friend, but he was also a rabble-rouser, a boy lover, a cheat, and a liar. Why should he become famous for his life? I was a man who planned a life of accomplishments, after all. Now he is dead and where is his book? He will not be remembered. This is a lesson to me.

All I have done in the last sixty-nine years I did for two things: fame and love. I accomplished both, but at significant cost. And now, in the sunset of my life, do I truly think this legacy is one I want to leave behind?

Dante Alighieri tells us: “The day a man allows true love to appear, those things which are well made will fall into confusion and will overturn everything we believe to be right and true.” Cupid’s arrow nailed me in the heart the day my lover walked into my life. She is “the love that moves the sun and the other stars.” All that seems right to us is wrong to another. I cannot bear the thought of any harm befalling her. We took such risks. I do not want my age to cause a mistake that exposes everything.

I paused, releasing my held breath. Bartolomeo had a woman in his life? It wasn’t surprise I felt, but wonder. Bartolomeo loved women. My uncle was one of the most charming men I knew, and while he must have bedded more than one or two ladies in his life, never did I imagine him to have a serious lover. I turned back to the journal.

I have come to believe I cannot leave the burden of my life to anyone. I cannot unpack the lies of the years behind me and hand them over to those who know me. And yet the habit of recording my life is so deep within me that the thought of putting down this pen forever gives me considerable pain. Not because I continue to believe these words matter, but because of the comfort such writing has brought me through the years—especially when I cannot be near her.

When I think about my journals and all they contain I do not feel pride. I feel fear. Terrible fear.

I used to think I would give my journals to Giovanni so he would know SV IX OXLE FT SIT LX MRB FTF HEGE FTR HSOORXRQD B TS DST DX HISMSGES ITFFTIRVS MRB DXD IXGLX BEX VPD RS LXDX LX GXMLC CVC OTHIT FTR MRB LIBSSV C HE FTEID GSG LVFHV DSSV MCRR EBVGA VPD TXXRTFS VAIX S FT DAG Q TQAIS DBLLDX SX IXGLX

I read the passage twice but could not make sense of the jumbled letters. I bent my head again, hoping to discover the meaning in the rest of the entry.

Coding my words is tiring, but there is so much habit ingrained within me. As I look back at that passage now, I wonder why I bothered. This is the last time I will write in a journal. Tomorrow, when I am more up to it, I will take these books to the gardeners’ pits and burn my arrogant words, these attempts to hold my love in my arms by keeping these memories on paper. I am lucky my writing has never fallen into the wrong hands. But the years are no longer so kind to me. I will not let senility or infirmity be my undoing. Everything will burn. Everything. Tomorrow these final words will light up the heavens.

I turned the page, but the rest of the book was blank. I flipped through the journal. To my chagrin, most of the pages were in code. Why would Bartolomeo write his missives in cipher? If, as he seemed to indicate, he began writing in his journals as a way of recording his life for history, why use a method of communication that few, if any, would ever be able to read?

My eyes fell on the dozen or so letters still in the strongbox. I unfolded the first piece of parchment, revealing a woman’s writing, the letters curved and beautiful, written nearly two weeks ago.

April 3, 1577

My dear Barto, orso mio,

I woke this morning from a dream and thought I could still feel your hands upon me. When I discovered it was but a fantasy, I had to stop myself from tears, my longing for you is so strong.

Easter is nearly here. I picture you in a fervor, planning and plotting another miraculous feast. My heart sings with joy that the pope has released you for the day to work for the Colonna. I hate how Gregory’s dreadful ways leave your talent dark and cold. I long to taste your food once more. Indulge me, my love, and bake a hundred marzipan tourtes dusted in sugar. Then I will know you are thinking of me.

I am ever yours only,

S.

“Cristo!” I cursed, the sound barely audible above the howl of the wind outside. A memory from that month’s Easter preparations came back to me. I had been confused why Bartolomeo wanted so many marzipan tourtes. “Let me make some prune or milk tourtes,” I had argued. “We need a variety.” But he was strangely insistent that the little shallow pies be only marzipan and decorated with orange blossoms. I had to poach one of Francesco’s maids to help arrange the hundreds of flowers. At the time, I thought it was just more of the spectacle and excess for which my uncle was famous.

Over three hundred guests, none of whom I knew, had attended the Easter Monday feast held at the Palazzo Colonna. I racked my brain to think of who showed Bartolomeo favor, but came up with nothing. It was impossible to discern a single moment when Bartolomeo may have spoken to this woman who affectionately called him “my bear.”

I near ransacked the room looking for the second strongbox when I recalled Francesco had mentioned something about the space behind my uncle’s desk.

Sliding the heavy piece of furniture away from the wall was slow work, although the howling wind likely masked the scrape of the mahogany desk against the tiles. I did not want to take the chance the guards would come to check up on me. No wonder Bartolomeo hadn’t hidden the last journal and letters, risking them in the locked box on his desk instead.

I found the second strongbox in a small hidden cupboard. Inside were dozens more of the small hand-bound leather journals. I decided it would be better to take everything back to the safety of my room, before the kitchen staff began to do their work, and before the cock crowed. I stuffed the journals into a burlap sack I found on a nearby peg, retrieved the additional papers in the desk, then pushed the desk back into place.

I lingered for a little while longer, not ready to leave the room where I still felt my uncle’s presence.

Later, back in my room once more, I sat down at the small table in the corner. I lifted one of the journals from the bag and set it before me. As I stared at the first page, an amazing weariness overtook me. My eyes felt sticky and the words on the first page of the journal seemed to swim across the paper. I looked at my pocket watch and saw I had only two or three hours before Francesco sent someone to rouse me. Despite my desperation to know the contents of Bartolomeo’s correspondence, I tucked the bag into the chest at the end of the bed and locked it. I fell asleep before I drew the blankets across my body.



CHAPTER 3

Giovanni
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I woke to a loud and insistent banging on the door. I struggled to open my eyes against the blinding sun streaming through the windows. A crow cawed in the distance.

“Signor Brioschi, please wake. Please!” The young voice sounded frantic.

I opened the door to find Salvi, Bartolomeo’s page. He could not be more than eight or nine years of age. His clothes were rumpled and the lines of sleep on his face looked like those of the stucco wall of the palazzo; I wondered if he had slept on the stones outside my room. His eyes were red and his auburn hair was tousled. Bartolomeo had been fond of the boy and treated him much like a son.

“Salvi, what are you doing out here?”

He paused for a moment before answering, perhaps considering which words would be best for me to hear. “Signore, I wanted to see you before they read the will.”

I understood; Salvi no longer had a master.

“If they do not provide for me . . .” He trailed off and turned his face away, ashamed.

His fate was in the balance. Without Bartolomeo, he would be sent to an orphanage or, more likely, would wind up back on the streets.

“What would you like me to ask?” I probed. “Is there someone you want to work for?”

Salvi nodded, his thick auburn hair sweeping across his face. “Per favore.”

I waited for an answer, but he only stood there, staring down at the colorful loggia tiles.

“Well, who?”

He didn’t look up. “You, signore, per favore.”

I groaned. I wasn’t sure I wanted a page, but something about Salvi made me take pity. I found myself wondering what was in my uncle’s will—what did it mean for me? I imagined my uncle would ask me to look after Salvi and I would, but I did not want to get the boy’s hopes up in case Bartolomeo had other plans for him.

“We’ll see what the will says, Salvi. I cannot promise you anything.”

The boy nodded, but his mouth trembled, and he swallowed hard. “Grazie, Signor Brioschi. Grazie.” He paused. “A messenger came a few moments ago. Signor Bossi is waiting for you in the piazza.”

Across the loggia the sun was already poking up above the trees. Dio! It was far later than I expected. I planned to be present when they moved Bartolomeo, but Virgilio must have handled those preparations without me.

I waved at Salvi to be on his way. “Thank you. Please run and tell him I will be there presently.”

I arrived wrapped in a black cloak, my stomach growling. It was quite late indeed. Throngs of people stood in the sunlight. Many dozens of clergymen, most of the kitchen staff, and hundreds of Romans, high- and lowborn alike, stood in the dirt of the sprawling piazza in front of Saint Peter’s church. The sun was bright and warm in the spring sky, but the normally vivid dress of the people had been replaced by shades of mourning: black, slate, and the darkest browns. The only color came from the scarlet capes of the many cardinali milling about, waiting for the funeral procession to begin. The sound of carpenters and workmen on the half-built massive dome of Saint Peter’s was absent, and in its stead the rhythm of the crowd blended into a mixture of conversation, crying, and the occasional peal of a child’s misplaced laughter. Never had I imagined so many people would have turned out to accompany Bartolomeo to his final resting place.

“This way, Signor Brioschi.” I felt a hand on my shoulder. It belonged to a man I recognized from the Company of Cooks but I could not recall his name.

“Did you manage to get any rest? Your mother asked us not to wake you until necessary.”

“Thank you,” I responded. It was something she would do. “Do you know if my brother and his family are here?”

“Yes. Cesare arrived a short while ago, but he left Maria and the children in Tivoli.”

I did not look forward to seeing my brother. We shared the same slope of a nose and general build, but that was where our brotherly connection ended. Cesare was always sour, negative, and angry, and in recent years he had become unbearable.

I followed the slender man through the crowd. As we made our way toward the front of the piazza, people gave me their condolences. I barely heard them; my mind was on Cesare, hoping he would not mar our uncle’s memory that day.

Six horses waited, adorned in the red and black of the Company of Cooks and harnessed to an open, canopied wagon festooned with ribbons. Upon it lay Bartolomeo’s casket, draped with a cloth embroidered with the company’s coat of arms. A bear was on the left side of the crest and a stag on the right. Below the central chevron and its two red stars were the tools of the company’s trade, a crossed knife and a butcher’s knife. The banner beneath bore a Latin phrase coined by Horace—ab ovo usque ad mala—embroidered in gold. From eggs to apples, beginning to end. Roman meals had always begun with eggs and ended with fruit.

“Giovanni!”

My mother rushed to me and buried her head in my shoulder. I could see little of her through the black veil covering her hair and face. She lifted her head to say something just as Virgilio arrived and threw his arms around us.

“Amici miei, my heart is with you both. But today we celebrate the life of the greatest cook who ever lived. We will bring him to the chiesa with a procession fit for a prince!”

Virgilio hugged us close, his bushy eyebrow scratching against my cheek. He was buoyant, clearly in his element, orchestrating this grand occasion. It was exactly how Bartolomeo would have been in such a situation. No wonder the two had become such fast friends. They both understood the power of a show, even one as grim as a funeral.

“Come now, we must be off. Giovanni, take your place with Caterina, there, behind your brother. He will lead the horse.”

Virgilio led us to a spot directly behind the coffin. Seeing it made my heart constrict. Surely my uncle, the big man that he was, could not be inside that box?

I pulled my eyes from the casket, ignoring Cesare and turning my attention to the small group of people who also waited there, including Francesco, Valentino, and Cardinale Gambara. I inquired about Valentino’s mother, Serafina, but he said she wasn’t feeling well.

A tug on my cape captured my attention. I looked down, expecting to see Salvi or perhaps one of the Cardinali pages, but was instead pleasantly surprised.

“Dottor Boccia!” I fell to one knee and gave the old dwarf a hug. “Oh, I have missed you.”

“And I you, polpetto!”

I smiled at the nickname. I met Boccia when I was nine, having just moved to Roma from Tivoli. One day I was helping Bartolomeo make meatballs when the court jester found us, and of course, the name polpetto stuck. Dottor Boccia (the name “Doctor Bowl” referred to his ever-round haircut) could make anyone laugh—that is, until Pius IV rose to the papal throne. Pius had no room for frivolity, and the first act of his reign was to remove the dwarf. Boccia moved to the other side of Roma to live with his sister and I rarely saw him.

“I came as soon as I heard the news. Your uncle, he was a good, good man. He never once made me feel small.”

I nodded, unable to speak. I was spared from finding the right words by a loud neigh. Cesare approached, leading a black horse by the reins. The horse was adorned with a guild caparison of black and red with the crest on the side, all a symbol of an important man who would never ride again. I patted Dottor Boccia on the shoulder and stood to greet my brother.

Cesare wore all black from his cape down to his breeches; even his long beard and his eyes—so brown they were almost black—matched the occasion, the overall effect sinister.

“Brother. I hear you slept in.” His voice was the same as ever, a thin, even whine.

I scowled, eager to change the subject.

“Your horse?”

Cesare adjusted the red feather affixed to his flat cap.

“Francesco Barberini owns her. A beauty, is she not? Bartolomeo would have loved her. A pity you are such a poor rider or perhaps you might better appreciate an animal so fine.”

“No need to be rude, Cesare. You dishonor Bartolomeo’s memory.”

“Dishonor?” he scoffed. “He dishonored himself with every kindness he gave to you.”

Although I knew it would not do me a bit of good, I could not hold my tongue. “Why are you so filled with hate, Cesare? Today, of all days, why can’t we put this animosity aside? Our uncle is dead.”

“Yes, the great Maestro Scappi is dead. And for you the best is yet to come, isn’t it?” He sneered.

My chest constricted. The filthy dog. He was talking about the will.

Before I could retort, the whistle signaling the start of the procession rang out and I moved to my place beside Caterina. She wiped at her eyes with a handkerchief.

Rows of company men holding guild flags took their places on either side of the mourners. The horses began the slow parade from the Vaticano toward Roma to the sound of trumpets.

Santi Vincenzo e Anastasio alla Regola sat on the banks of the Tevere, on the outskirts of the Jewish ghetto, near the Isola Teverina. It was typically a twenty-five-minute walk from the Vaticano, but the funeral procession moved at a slower pace. With each step, I recalled my life with Bartolomeo. When he taught me to make pasta. The first sip of wine he let me taste. The sweets he brought when he visited us at Tivoli. With each heavy plod, a painful and new memory filled me.

At the bridge leading across the Tevere, I looked behind me to see almost a mile of river-hugging road filled with people who had come to mourn my uncle. I knew his fame was substantial, but to see it manifest made me draw in breath.

At the door to the chiesa, another hundred or so men and women waited. I recognized them as members of the company, cooks from the kitchens of the Farnese, stewards from the halls of the Colonna, scullery maids from the Chigi household, and servants from every important palazzo in the city.

The officers of the company lifted the coffin off the cart as the procession stopped. Together, with slow, metered steps, they brought Bartolomeo into the chiesa. Cesare gave the horse to one of the company men and put his arm around our mother before I could. My fists clenched around the edges of my cloak as I followed them up the stairs.

Cardinale Gambara led the Mass, delivered the eulogy, and invited others to speak. Many of Bartolomeo’s friends mused at length about his effusive, boisterous style, his insistence on helping them when times were tough and caring for them when they were sick. I declined to speak. I could not endure standing in front of so many people.

When Valentino passed by my pew on the way to the podium, I was both surprised and grateful. For a wealthy patrician to stand and give a eulogy for a cook was more than unusual.

Valentino Pio da Carpi could always command a crowd. He stood at the pulpit with a confidence I envied. His clear voice rang out as he told of the time when he and I toppled a rack of wine playing in the cellar. Bartolomeo punished us by having us prepare the pork ears and cattle hooves for the gelatin that formed the base of his wine jelly. The stench was terrible and we were miserable as we strained the stinking pot over and over, but the result was sweet and delicious.

“I could have argued my way out of it,” Valentino said, alluding to his station. “But Bartolomeo was the kind of man who I wanted to make proud. He taught me respect and how to respect others. I will never forget you, my friend.”

I had been stoic until that moment, but could no longer contain myself. I put my head in my hands and wept. My mother wrapped her arm around me, and I sank against her, my shoulders quaking.

Afterward, the company laid Bartolomeo into the floor of the church. Cardinale Gambara blessed the grave, and several company men settled the ornate marble slab with a bronze inscription over the coffin with a thud that made me jump.

A woman I didn’t recognize tapped my arm. She was elderly, but still stood tall, her dark eyes bright with sadness. She wore a black brocade gown edged with red. She held out a bouquet of red carnations and white narcissus. She stepped forward and placed the flowers on Bartolomeo’s headstone, then stepped back and slipped into the crowd so fast I could not see where she went.

I stared down at the flowers. Narcissus was a common spring flower at funerals, but red carnations meant only love, deep abiding love. I had never seen her before. Who was she?

*  *  *

The day Bartolomeo was interred, a comet appeared in the western sky, visible even in the spring sunshine. After the funeral, I stood with Cesare and Caterina on the steps of the chiesa, gazing across the Tevere and past the half-constructed dome of Saint Peter’s, wondering at the light in the sky, fresh and sparkling in the distance. Valentino appeared out of the darkness of the church and came to stand beside Caterina.

“What are you looking . . .” he began, then stopped as he spotted the comet, a blurred tail of red trailing behind. He smoothed his long dark locks back from his face and held up a hand to shade his eyes from the sun. “Madonna!”

Caterina crossed herself.

“It’s a sign. He is watching over us.” She pulled her shawl closer to her lithe frame.

I put an arm around her. She was sixty-six, yet her hair was as black as that of a young woman. I doubted she had slept, but if she was tired it was not evident.

A memory came to me, of Bartolomeo and Caterina on one of our visits to Roma when I was a child. That night we visited Bartolomeo in the kitchen of the magnificent palazzo of one of the cardinali who had fallen quite ill. Bartolomeo was cooking medicinal broths for the invalid. My uncle and Caterina talked while Cesare and I ate sweets and nuts. They drank bottle after bottle of dark wine. It was the first big kitchen I had ever seen, and I peppered Bartolomeo with questions. He answered them all, happy I cared so much about his trade. Eventually the wine caught up with them and Caterina and Bartolomeo both broke out into song, heady ballads from Dumenza, the small municipality on the Swiss border where they had grown up. Some of the servants began to hum and Bartolomeo waved them over to join. Soon the whole kitchen was singing. It was then I decided I wanted to be just like my uncle—a chef. I wanted to bring the world as much joy as Bartolomeo Scappi did.

Caterina’s voice took me out of my reverie.

“Oh, Barto, I wish you had died happy,” she whispered.

I gazed down at her, a sudden understanding flooding through me. Caterina had known at least some of Bartolomeo’s secrets. I did not press her further, seeing her tears.

We stared at the comet for some time. It did not make sense, why it hung in the sky without flickering like other falling stars. Where had it come from?



CHAPTER 4

Giovanni
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After we watched the comet for the better part of a half hour, Cesare announced he would escort Caterina back to her house for food and a little rest. He stopped me with a glare when I fell into step behind them.

“We’ll see you when the will is read this afternoon.” He didn’t wait for me to answer as he led Caterina down the stairs.

She nodded her assent. I had no desire to fight with Cesare on such a day. Instead I followed Valentino to the Inn and the Fig, a humble osteria across the Tevere from the Castel Sant’Angelo.

Over a flask of wine and a platter of chickpea fritters, I asked him what he thought of Caterina’s earlier comment that Bartolomeo had been unhappy.

“It is strange to think of your uncle as anything other than jovial. He had more brightness and patience in his little finger than the angels,” Valentino said.

I took a long sip, thinking back on times we spent with Bartolomeo. Valentino loved him nearly as much as I did. As the nephew of one of Bartolomeo’s most important and long-standing employers, Cardinale Rodolfo Pio da Carpi, Valentino had seen Bartolomeo almost every day for much of his youth.

“Perhaps it was me—I did not live up to his expectation,” I mused aloud.

Valentino snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. You were the apple of his eye. Everyone could see that.”

I paused to think about the weight of his statement and took a drink before responding. “Perhaps she was misplacing her own feelings. My mother has often been unhappy. She still talks about how she misses my father.” I never knew Nazeo Brioschi; he had died of the plague a month before I was born. The only memento she had of him was a small painting on the back of a locket she wore at her breast. Perhaps my uncle’s funeral had brought back the sadness of losing my father.

“Your father has been dead thirty years. She still pines for him?”

“She must, or Bartolomeo would have arranged for her to marry again.”

Valentino scrunched up his nose, puzzled. “You’ve never asked her?”

“No. It had never occurred to me until listening to the eulogy today. Bartolomeo took care of her, so I think she didn’t have to remarry. But now, I’m not sure how I can provide for her in place of him.”

Valentino drained his wine. “It’s unlikely with her age you will find someone to marry her.”

“I know. She must be worried about her livelihood.”

I winked at Valentino, changing the subject. “Don’t you have a courtesan’s bed to warm tonight?”

“Sì, I’m trying to decide if it should be Pasqua or Tita. What do you think?”

“Tita,” I said without hesitation. “Pasqua has a terrible Neapolitan accent.”

A mischievous spark lit up his dark eyes. “I don’t need her to talk, Gio.”

“Come with me,” he continued. “You need a diversion. I’ll invite Tita to join us and you can listen to her sultry Firenze accent. She loves your brown eyes—she tells me every time we see you. She’ll run her fingers through your hair and bring you closer to God than any of those priests in the stuffy Vaticano.”

“I mustn’t, Valentino. They are going to read the will soon.”

Valentino shook his head. “Even more reason you should come with me—at least for an hour or two. It would do you good to relax a bit. Plus, a bit more wine would help. One of the best reasons to be hungover is when you have to deal with sour relatives and money.”

He knew how strained my relationship was with Cesare. I clapped Valentino on the shoulder. “My heart is far too heavy. Besides, you are a much nicer drunk than I, Valentino. Too much wine turns me angry, and that won’t do anyone any good.”

Valentino covered my hand with his own. “You won’t have any cause to be angry, my friend. I have a feeling Signor Scappi will leave you everything.”

It was a sobering thought and one I knew was probably right. He had been grooming me in his stead for years and I was the closest thing he had to a son. “And yet, I want none of it. My uncle. That is all I want. My uncle, back in the kitchen, baking me a prosciutto pie.”

*  *  *

I wandered the streets of Roma for a while. I needed the time alone. Slowly I made my way back to the Vaticano, where we would gather in Bartolomeo’s studiolo to hear the will read. I arrived early and spent the time in the kitchen with Antonio, going over the week’s upcoming meals for Pope Gregory. Even Bartolomeo’s death had not halted the work that needed to be done. Everything was as it should be, rote and ever so simple. Gregory was a pope who liked no surprises.

Finally, Francesco passed through the kitchen toward the studiolo and motioned for me to join him. Cesare and Caterina arrived not long thereafter. A tingle ran down my spine when I crossed the threshold. My escapade to take the journals the night before was still fresh in my mind.

Besides my brother and mother, there were only a handful of clergy present, men Bartolomeo had known well. The servants brought in chairs from one of the chapels and Cesare sat in the front row, holding our mother’s hand. I took my place on her other side. She patted my knee and smiled at me, her eyes red from hours of crying.

I didn’t have to look at Cesare to know he was likely glaring at me from the corner of his eye. I could practically feel the anger and jealousy rolling off him like a foul tide. He expected Bartolomeo to give me whatever wealth there was to give, which was likely true. Not once in our lives had I ever seen my brother do anything to endear himself to our uncle. I closed my fingers on the arms of the chair and watched my knuckles turn white.

Francesco read the will slowly, with much difficulty, struggling not to be overcome by emotion.

The first part of the will was straightforward. To the Company of Cooks and Bakers he left one hundred scudi—the equivalent of two years of an average worker’s salary. As any Roman with means was expected to do, he left a hundred scudi to the Ospedale della Trinita to help care for the city’s sick. Then came the heart of the will. Bartolomeo requested that if approved by the pope, I would follow in his footsteps in the Vaticano kitchen. Although the pope had already appointed me cuoco segreto, I was glad Bartolomeo believed in me enough to put the request into his will.

To Francesco, Bartolomeo left his books and a small sum of money. To friends such as Cardinale Gambara, he left some prized possessions from his travels. Bartolomeo willed a gold necklace worth forty scudi to Caterina and a yearly pension of another fifty scudi for living expenses and upkeep for her house. He left fifty scudi for each of Cesare’s daughters to add to their dowries.

Salvi was provided for as well. He was to serve me until the age of fourteen, then be sent to the guilds to earn a trade. There was a modest purse for the boy, to be given to him when he reached the age of twenty-five. Additionally, if Salvi desired, he could take on the Scappi surname. I was shocked at these provisions; I had no idea Salvi had meant so much to him. Nor did I know what I was going to do with Salvi.

“To my nephew, Giovanni Brioschi, I leave . . .” Francesco paused for a sip of wine. I resisted the urge to bite my fingernails. If Bartolomeo had given so much to others, what did that mean for his braccio destro? My heart pounded.

Caterina squeezed my arm, a kind, motherly gesture. I sucked in a deep breath.

“To Giovanni Brioschi, I leave nine hundred scudi. I also bequeath a sapphire and gold ring, worth fifty scudi, given to me by my late dear friend, Cardinale Rodolfo Pio da Carpi.”

Nine hundred scudi! An average chef’s annual salary was not usually more than thirty or so scudi—even a hundred scudi would have been staggering to receive. I had no idea my uncle had such savings. That would keep me comfortable for years to come.

“To him I also leave my best knife, which he must never sell, but will hand down to the apprentice he deems most fit to receive it.”

I sat up a little straighter. Bartolomeo had never even let me touch his favorite knife. It was his most prized possession, given to him by the maestro at Palazzo Grimani where he once served in Venezia. I could not remember the last time my pulse raced so fast.

“I also name Giovanni the heir to all my goods, including my horses and my house in Roma. I will these with the provision they are not to be sold for at least four years, and Giovanni must promise to take the cognome Scappi and to name his firstborn male progeny Bartolomeo. In God, his name I will these properties, on this day of May, in the Lord’s year of 1576.”

I was afraid to look at my mother or Cesare.

“Where did he get all that money?” Caterina said, not as much under her breath as she thought. None of us had any idea about Bartolomeo’s fortune. How had he amassed it? Although Bartolomeo was well paid for his work, and the knighthood bestowed upon him as papal count palatine gave him scudi, as did the profits from his book, those alone were not enough to generate the inheritance he left behind.

As Francesco returned the will to the document folio, Cesare stood, knocking over his chair. He whirled on me.

“You set him against me.” His voice was low but menacing. A collective gasp erupted from the small group of people, myself included.

Cesare waved his hands at me. “He barely gave me the time of day, but you, oh you, you were all that mattered. You underhanded bastardo, you coerced him.”

Caterina tugged on his sleeve. “Cesare! Do not make a fool out of me,” she said in a low, warning voice. Cesare shrugged her off.

Before I could stand to defend myself, Cardinale Gambara rose from his chair. He was a tall, imposing figure. He put out a hand to stop my brother from moving forward. “Cesare, Giovanni was your uncle’s apprentice. They spent the last eleven years working side by side. It is only fitting Bartolomeo saw him as the primary beneficiary of his estate.”

The clergyman caught Cesare off guard. His shoulders slumped. He opened his mouth to speak but no words came forth.

Cardinale Gambara reached out and took Cesare by the elbow, expertly propelling him away from me and toward the door. “Come now, let me accompany you and Caterina home. Perhaps we can pray together.”

I flashed the cardinale a grateful look as they walked out the door, but then my eyes settled on Cesare, whose gaze was black. I turned away, my stomach churning.

The rest of the people filtered out afterward, their voices full of hushed words. Soon only Francesco and I were left. He presented me with a package containing a copy of the will, the deeds to Bartolomeo’s property, and the key to his house.

“This is also yours,” he said, handing me an old wooden box with brass hinges and clasp. I knew what the box contained, but still my pulse raced. With a deep breath, I opened it to find the ebony-handled knife, shorter than a traditional carving knife but still large enough for slicing meats. The metal showed a beautiful and delicate pattern resembling flowing water. I touched the flat of the blade and found it was smooth. And sharp. I nicked my finger with the slightest test. Satisfaction rippled through me. With this knife, everything I prepared would have a touch of Bartolomeo’s magic.
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