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I

What do I remember?

“Thief!”

“Grab him!”

“There he goes—!”

“Don’t let him escape—!”

I was running right and left, wildly and without thought, threading my way through the stalls of the market in the main square.

Ten paces behind, a great crowd was chasing me, waving sticks and fists, cursing and shouting. Some of them were old, but that didn’t stop them. There were women, too. All had sour faces.

They thought I was a thief.

If I was caught I would be strung up by the neck from the nearest doorway and left there to swing, for the dogs to bark at.

So I ran and I ran, skipping in between the market stalls, knocking down barrels of salt fish and baskets of red plums, always keeping a tight hold on my ragbag.

Each time someone new saw me running, they took up the alarm—

“Stop, thief!”

“Somebody take him!”

“The boy must be stopped!”

But I would never let them—even though I felt sick almost to death. I had the fever, I knew that. There was a mist in front of my eyes and I was burning up inside.

But to stop now was to stop forever.

Never! They would never take me while I lived.

I led them around and around, diving under tables and over carts, pulling down barrows and boxes behind me, but still they followed, more and more of them.

The sun was blazing overhead. It was midsummer. The flies were thick in the air, hanging heavily over the meat and fish.

There was a terrible smell. I wanted to vomit.

And then I stumbled—and a great cheer arose from behind me.

“He’s fallen!”

“Take him now! Now!”

But I got up almost as quickly, my head spinning, bright lights flashing in front of my eyes. Which way—?

Fifty paces ahead of me was the Cathedral.

The great doors were wide open.

I started for them.

Up the marble steps—one, three, five—leaping over a beggar, fast asleep—

“He’s entering the Cathedral!”

“He mustn’t—!”

And then I was inside.

Running from the bright white summer light into the dense dark gloom straightway robbed my eyes of their sight. I rubbed them again and again.

The marble under my bare feet was cool. It made me shiver.

High above me in the Cathedral vaulting I could hear birds flapping their wings. The sound filled my head. I clapped my hands over my ears. All my senses were on fire because of the accursed fever.

The windows were made of glass stained blue and green and red. The light streamed through them. I looked at my hands, covered with colored bands. The marble floor was filled with a rainbow light. The colors were swirling before my eyes. I was going to fall—I couldn’t stay up—

“There he is!”

No time to rest. No time to think. They were still on my tail.

I took a deep breath and started to run again—

Up the central nave towards the high altar at the far end of the Cathedral.

God will save me!

A priest ran out of the shadows—

“Halt, boy! You cannot—”

No! I pulled myself past him, leaving him to fill his arms with air.

I looked left and right—

The mob was inside the Cathedral, fifty or more of them, fanning out across the vast floor, their cries echoing against the high walls.

“He’s over there!”

“We’ve got him now!”

Then I saw it.

A candle in one of the side chapels gave off a dull yellow light.

A half-open door.

I ran between the benches, falling over one old man praying—no, he was drunk, by God, and let out an awful groan—

Across the aisles and to the door. I pushed it open.

A staircase leading upwards.

Nowhere else to go—

I started to mount it at a run, counting the steps in my mind as I went.

Twenty …

Round and round, the stairway wound.

Forty …

A small, barred window. I looked out. Below me, roofs and more roofs.

Sixty …

The dizziness came over me again. I leaned against the cool white marble wall for a few breaths, until the strange feeling had passed.

The walls surrounding the stairway were so close now that they almost grazed my shoulders as I made my way ever upwards.

Eighty …

The only light was a dull gray haze that came from small square holes in the wall.

It was cold.

But I was sweating fit to melt. The fever gripped me in every part. My legs felt lead-heavy. How much longer did I have?

Voices! Almost like whispers, so far below.

At least I had a good start. And they would only be able to climb the stairway in single file. It was too narrow to let them all up at once.

One hundred …

My breath was coming so fast I had to slow myself, I was coughing madly.

Up and up the stairway went. Would it never end?

One hundred and twenty …

I stopped again to listen. Not a sound. Had they abandoned the chase? Silence, except for my heart, thump, thump, thump.

The air grew even colder.

One hundred and forty …

And then, when I thought my legs would give way from the effort, I was face-to-face with a small door.

I pushed at it. And again. Rusted hinges. At last it opened—

And for a moment I had to shield my eyes from the dazzle of the afternoon sun.

On each side of the walkway were many carved spires pointing upwards to Heaven.

The wind was blowing a gale up here.

The clouds were so low they were almost grazing the tops of the spires.

Birds were perched on the statues lining the sides. There were nests tucked into the stonework.

I was on the very roof of the Cathedral.

I ran to the edge and looked out between the spires to see what was below.

Roofs, streets, and people small as crumbs.

I looked up. Beyond the city—fields, forests, and, in the far distance, snow-capped mountains.

It was so beautiful.

But I had no time to admire it.

“I see him!”

They had followed me up, and faster than I thought they could—now they were spilling through the little door, one after another.

I ran headlong to the front of the Cathedral.

“He can’t escape!”

Nowhere to go now. Nothing in front of me but air. I stuffed my ragbag inside my shirt.

Then I climbed up the marble carvings and stood at the top, holding on to the cross at the highest point.

“Come any closer and I’ll jump,” I shouted.

They halted, the great crowd of them.

One man, bearded, stepped forward.

“You’re a thief. And you’ve led us a fine dance. Now give back what you stole and we’ll hand you over to the Guard.”

“String him up!” someone shouted.

“I’m not a thief—I took nothing!” I shouted back.

“Come down, boy, or suffer for it,” the man said.

“I’ll die before I let you take me,” I yelled, and cast a quick glance downward. It made my head spin. Could I jump? Did I have the courage? I hoped I would not feel anything when my head hit the ground. Perhaps it would all be—

“Get him!”

And they ran at me.

I climbed to the very tip, and then, standing as tall as I could—I let go, holding my arms out wide.

They gasped.

“You’ll fall, you little fool!”

I smiled. Truly, I did not care.

“I’m not a thief!” I shouted at them.

“Then show us what’s in the bag!” one of them bellowed.

I pulled it out from inside my shirt and prepared to undo the knot.

And then—

The great bells started to ring. Dong! Dong! Dong!

And at that moment the sun turned its face towards me and my eyes were filled with light—my whole head was bursting with light and sound—I shut my eyes, and for a moment I felt calm and at peace, nothing but the feeling of the air surrounding me—and then I felt myself falling over the side—but I did not try to stop myself or clutch at the stone ledge as I fell—it felt good to be free of the earth and to close my eyes, I did not want to open them again, ever—and I let myself fall over the side of Milan Cathedral, still clutching my ragbag, and as I fell I was so happy that now I would be able to sleep and sleep forever—


II

But I did not sleep forever.

I woke up. In a strange bed. An old woman dressed in black was sitting on a chair next to me, holding a cross and muttering to herself. Her eyes were closed. She was praying. Several times she looked as if she was done, but as soon as I opened my mouth to speak she started up again. Finally, she was silent. She had fallen asleep. That’s the only time Caterina is ever silent. And not even then, if you consider how she snores.

“Where am I?” I said.

She opened her eyes.

“Praise the Virgin, awake at last!” She turned round to the door, which was open, and shouted, “Master! The boy is recovered! Heaven be praised, he lives!” Then she turned back to me and smiled. She had only two teeth. I began to laugh, but it turned into a fit of coughing.

“The Master thought he had found you only to lose you,” she said, pressing a damp cloth to my head. “It’s usually the other way with him—he loses things only to find them again. Like keys. He’s such a great thinker he cannot keep the little thoughts in his head—they are always getting crowded out by the bigger ones.”

I pushed away her hand and pulled myself up. The light from the window was too strong, it hurt my eyes. I was wearing a night-shirt. Somebody had undressed me, then. How dare they!

“Who took my clothes?” I said, trying to shout, though it came out more like a whisper. “Give me back—(cough!)—my clothes!”

I had to lie down again; my head felt heavier than a block of marble.

“Won’t do you no good,” she said, tucking in the sheet. “Burned to ashes. Filthy, they were.”

“Where am I?” I said again, trying to draw breath.

“The Master’s house. He saved your life, boy.”

And then it came back to me: the chase through the market, the ascent to the roof of the Cathedral—

“What happened? I was falling—”

“Now, now,” she said. “The Master will tell you everything you need to know.”

She continued to wipe my brow with the cloth. It felt good.

“How long have I been here?” I said, at last.

“Long enough.”

“And who are you?”

“You may call me Caterina. I am the Master’s housekeeper, and have been these eight years past.”

She held up my head and raised a cup of broth to my lips. I swallowed. It was scalding hot. I coughed and gasped. Then I took a few more sips and fell back on the pillows, all my strength extinguished.

“You’re in the Master’s bed, boy. He wants you to have the best bed until you are well, poor lamb. Now sleep.”

But before I did, I had the strength to ask: “Who is this master, then?”

She frowned at me. “Why, its Leonardo da Vinci, boy! Everybody knows him!”

I was in bed seven weeks. Every day Caterina brought me all the news, even when I asked her not to, there was so much of it. The priest who lashed his horse with a whip and was kicked in the head by it, never to rise again. (Caterina pronounced herself satisfied with that result; she hates cruelty to animals.) The new law forbidding ladies to have pearls sewn on their dresses, unless they be the wives of knights, captains, or councillors. Which meant, Caterina said, that a lot of ladies would be lying about their husbands’ rank, because pearls were the fashionable thing, and when one lady wears the new fashion in Milan, they all have to.

There were many other stories I slept through, not that Caterina would have minded; for her, the story is in the telling, not the listening. She will lay siege to your ears with a bombardment of words until you wave the flag of surrender, but she has a heart like our Lombardy countryside, full of beauty and goodness for as far as the eye can see. She was so kind to me I had to hide my face from her, or she would have seen me cry. I did not deserve such kindness.

Sometimes, late at night, I would wake and see a tall man standing near the fire; at other times he would be stooping over me. The Master. Once, he touched my hair.

My strength slowly returned to me, but nothing more of my memory. Who was I? Why had I been running from the rabble? Too many questions, my head could not hold them all.

And then, one morning, I opened my eyes to find him sitting next to the bed.

He asked me if I was feeling better.

Yes, I said. A bit.

Then he asked me if I could remember my name.

No. Nothing except being chased and falling from the roof of the Cathedral.

Nothing else?

Nothing.

He nodded, slowly. The fever, he said. It must be the fever.

And then he told me what happened.

He had been working high up on the facade of the Cathedral that day, replacing an old stained-glass window with a new one which he had himself painted. He and three helpers were standing on a wooden platform built for the purpose. They were in the middle of setting the new window into place, when—

“There was a heavy thud as something landed on the canopy above our heads.”

“I fell from the roof on top of you?” I said.

“At first we imagined that a piece of marble—a spire, or perhaps a statue—had come off. Our platform shook with the force of your fall—it was not so sturdy, having been built for lightness as much as strength—and we thought it might break up and take us all down.”

I could remember nothing of this—nothing!

Then the Master continued: “My helpers were holding on to whatever they could, shouting and praying to God—the platform was swaying, it seemed about to lose its moorings—and then you rolled over the side of the canopy—”

I sat up. “And?”

“As you fell I caught your wrist. With my other hand I gripped the head of a stone gargoyle for support—”

“Yes? Yes?”

“I held on to you as you dangled over the side of the platform, which shuddered and trembled with the strain. I did not let go. And slowly, with help from the others, when they had recovered their wits, we hauled you back up.”

“What happened to the mob that was after my blood? Didn’t they—”

“They dared do nothing, once it was known that you had been saved by Leonardo da Vinci. I carried you out of the Cathedral without any hindrance.”

And the Master told me that I continued to clutch the ragbag and would not let go of it until I had fallen asleep in his house. Then he had undone the knot and looked inside. He found three objects. A silver medallion, on whose face the picture of a bird, its wings outspread, was engraved; a small, plain wooden cross; and a solid, red-jeweled ring.

Now he asked me if I knew where they came from.

I did not.

“You must have stolen them, then,” he said, looking away as if ashamed of me. “That is why the crowd was chasing you.”

“I did not steal them!” I said hotly. “I’ve never seen these things before!”

“Then what were they doing in your bag?”

I had no answer to that.

“If you think I’m a thief, I’ll go,” I said, and I tried to get out of the bed.

He placed a strong hand on my shoulder and held me down.

“I did not say that. But if you are a thief, you will soon be caught. And then what? An appearance before the magistrate and straight to the city jail. Or a hanging.”

I did not want either of those things.

“So what will you do with me?” I said.

“I have decided to make you my servant.”

Without thinking, I said: “What? Your servant?”

“Yes, my servant!” he said. “Is that such an unwelcome prospect, to be the servant of Leonardo da Vinci?”

“I don’t want to be a servant,” I said.

“Perhaps you would rather live as a thief—and die as one, too!”

“Better that than being ordered about all day,” I said.

He became angry then and threatened to put me out of the house.

“See how long you last without my help!” he shouted.

I stared back at him, my face red. Go on, throw me out, I thought. I didn’t ask to be brought here.

But I said nothing.

“You had better learn some manners, insolent boy, if you want to keep a roof over your head,” he said, and left the room.

After that he did not come to see me for some time, and I had only Caterina for company.

“Well?” she said, one day. “Do you want to be the Master’s servant or not?”

What choice did I have?

I told her yes.

Ah, we have had many arguments, the Master and I, since I became his servant, and they always end in the same way. He insults me.

“Good-for-nothing!”

Just because I delivered a letter for him to Messer Dianni instead of Messer Dianno. He has rotten handwriting.

“Glutton!”

Would you call eating fourteen hot cheese buns in one sitting “gluttony”? When Caterina is always at me not to waste food?

“Idler!”

Who is the biggest idler: me, for taking off a sunny afternoon to go fishing in the canal with my friend Renzo—or my master, who has still not finished his most important painting for the Duke after two years, even though a messenger arrives every day asking for news of his progress?

He can call me what he likes (and he does, I can’t stop him), but if my master had wanted to put me back on the streets, he would have done so long ago. He hasn’t, though, and I deem it unlikely that he ever will. On the contrary, he wants to know where I am at every moment.

Besides, if I was to go, he would have no one to talk to. He is as alone in this world as I am, unless you count a father and brothers he never visits in Florence. I have no family. None that I know of, anyway.

And the Master let me keep the things he found in my ragbag, although I had to plead with him to do so. He even made a box out of dark wood, with a lock and key, for me to store them in. It is not too big, it has no need to be, but it is very fine. He painted my picture on the lid. It looks more like me than my own face, Caterina says.

That box is my dearest possession. I have the only key. It hangs on the leather band around my neck. I never take it off.

As soon as the fever had left me and I was well enough to rise from the Master’s bed, the lessons began. “What use are you to me,” he said, “if your body grows strong, but your brain remains weak?” He hired a priest, Father Bernardo, as my tutor, who always said “Go with God” at the end of the lesson. Then my master did not pay him for so long that the good priest decided to go with God himself and never came back to the house.

From then on the Master did the teaching, and I could only pray for the return of Father Bernardo, because I was not allowed to rest, even for a moment, and if I fell asleep at the table he would rap my knuckles with a measuring stick. I rose at five, had my breakfast of dried figs or a pear, followed by three hours of grammar and writing; lunch, maybe some broth or dumplings, with an hour off for exercise outdoors, watched over by Caterina, who gave me a good slap if I played the fool; then back inside for three more hours of arithmetic on the abacus and more reading practice. After that I was too tired for anything but a supper of fried cheese on bread, and off to bed. But before I could sleep, I had to recite a poem, a story from the Bible, or one of Ovid’s ancient tales. From memory.

I also learned the rudiments of geometry, the fundaments of logic, and the art of argument, known as rhetoric. And having taught me that, how can he complain that I am so contrary?

Within two years I could read anything you like and write anything I liked. Then my master started me on Latin. When I told him that it was too hard, he pressed me even harder, saying that such a great language was not meant for fools, and that he had every hope I did not want to be one.

And he gave me the name of Giacomo.

It’s not my real name, but the fever I suffered from took that away from me, along with everything else. I spend a lot of time wondering who I am. Who I really am. The great trees in the Duke’s park do not cast longer shadows than those that have fallen across my life.

When my master brought me to his house, he told me I was eight years old, near enough, to judge by my height and breadth. And it is now 1497, and I have been here seven years, so I must be fifteen, or perhaps fourteen, but I refuse to believe I am any younger than that I have a beard coming, although it is taking longer to arrive than I would like. Caterina says that when it is full grown, I should marry. Marriage is the only path to happiness, she says, even if you have to beat down the thorns as you go, but I think I prefer to walk around them. Besides, my master is not married, never has been, and it looks as if he never will. He doesnt have the time for it.

So this is the story of Leonardo da Vinci and me. No, make that me and Leonardo da Vinci: it is my story, after all, even if I owe it all to my n4iaster, without whom there would be nothing to tell, because there would be nothing of me, I suppose, except the dust on your shoes.


III

On the last day but one of September we celebrate the Feast of Saint Michael, the mighty angel who drove Satan from Heaven and who guards our city from evil. Some say that he is not doing a very good job anymore and that Milan has become a home for thieves and villains. Others say that Milan has always been a home for thieves and villains, and that Saint Michael can hardly be blamed for it.

It’s true that you can get your head knocked in if you take the wrong street on a dark night.

And it’s true that if someone cheats you out of your money, your best chance of recovering it is to steal it back from him when he is asleep, because going to court is only for the rich, who can afford to pay off the judges.

And its true that—but, listen to me, carrying on like a laundrywoman! I might as well complain to the pigeons. Im a servant. No one listens to a servant, except another servant. And then our masters say that all we do is complain.

But it is true that the Duke raises taxes each year, and that the price of eggs is now so high that a good hen is carried through the streets on a velvet cushion. But who dares speak out against Duke Ludovico? He has a spy in every doorwayyou can often see their toes sticking outand if you are overheard, your head will be swiftly parted from your shoulders and rammed on the end of a pike for the crows to peck at your eyes.

Ah, but Milans not such a bad place. Especially if, like me, you have nowhere else to go.

The Duchy of Milan is one of fourteen states that make up our country. We are usually at war with at least one of them. Then the Duke signs a treaty, and they become our affies. A month later a new state is threatening us, and we are at war again. There are only two certainties: the first is that we trust nobody outside Milan. The second is that nobody outside Milan trusts us.

To our west lie the Duchy of Savoy; the Republic of Genoa; and the smaller, though no less bothersome, Marquisates of Montferrat and Saluzzo. To the east are our old adversaries, the scheming and deceitful Republic of Venice (we say that a Venetian has all the qualities of a dog, except trust and loyalty); the lands belonging to the Marquis of Mantua; and those ruled by Ercole d’Este, Duke of Ferrara (whose daughter, Beatrice, married our Duke).

To the south of us are the Duchy of Modena; the Republics of Lucca, Florence, and Siena; and the territories belonging to the Church. The rest of our country, all the way to the southernmost tip, is ruled by the King of Naples, a man who eats three pounds of olives a day and keeps the stones in a sack made of gold cloth. So they say; and who am I, not having met the King myself, to argue with them?

And directly north ofus, their snowy caps touching the clouds, are the high Alps, beyond which lie the countries of Switzerland and France, where they speak a different language from ours, but no doubt argue with each other just as much as we do.

Its not an easy life, a servant’s. Youll see. But thats for later. Right now the great bells of the Cathedral are tolling seven, time for our citizens to down tools and put on their best finery to celebrate the last night of the wine harvest with as much drinking as can be done before their arms fall off.

We have more than a hundred feast days a year, but Saint Michaels is the servants’ favorite; after nightfall, the inns and taverns throw open their doors and the city does its best to drinkwhat remains of the old wine, in readiness for the new. If the harvest has been plentiful, many taverns display the only charity theyll ever show, by handing out free cups of wine. Free wine, even the kind that sticks pitchforks in your belly, is of great interest to those of us without a silver coin to light the dim inside of our purses.

I’ve already had a couple of cups.

I need to put some red in my veins.

I’m off to meet my friends Renzo, Antonio, and Claudio at the Goldoni Fountain, the one with the statue of a cherub that lost a wing and a couple of fingers during a brawl between the Luccis and the Pozzos this May Day past. Terrible enemies, the Luccis and the Pozzos, although nobody knows why.

Tonight I face my big test.

The most important night of my life.

It’s not that Im scared, not at all. Just shaking a bit. You would be, too.

But here I am now at the main square, where a huge crowd is already gathered.

What a sight! What a spectacle! I’ll tell you all about it as soon as this giantlike gentleman standing directly in front of me moves to one side—ah, thats better. The great Cathedral, whose facade is filled, nook and cranny, with statues and carvings, seems to have come alive with the light of the torches burning below. All around the square, suckling pigs—dozens of them—are roasting on spits above furnace-hot coals. Its a terrible thing, it is, to see a poor pigs head turning over and over, its mouth still open, as if it was in the middle of asking a polite question: “Excuse me, can you tell me the way to—?”

A gigantic vat, big enough to hold twenty persons at one time, has been erected in the center of the square by the Commissioners of Wine and Leather. The vat is filled and refilled to the brim with grapes from the new harvest. Every citizen is welcome to help tread them down, and there is a line stretching all the way to the statue of old Barnaba Visconti.

Music from drum and trumpet accompanies the treading of the grapes. And it is not soothing music, I can tell you, it is the kind of music they play to keep an army on its feet. Which, I suppose, is the purpose of it.

“Hey, you! Get out of the way! Weve got new wine to deliver in this cart!”

Thats all the thank’s I get for standing here while I set the scene for you.

But I mustnt tarry. It’s almost time.

Saint Michael, lend me the strength of your mighty arms! Tonight you send me into battle—

Tonight is the big fight between servants and apprentices. Its a tradition, among servants and apprentices, at least.

The rules are simple: no weapons, no mercy, no excuses. Fight with fist and foot, head and knee, however you can. Knock down one of the enemy, trample on him, do what you will.

And this year I’ll be in the middle of it.

If I can keep my courage long enough to reach my friends without turning tail and running back to Caterinas warm and cozy kitchen.

Theyre not so bad, apprentices, even though wed happily see them boiled in oil and fed to the grunters. Apprentices learn a trade, a craft, such as carpentry or metalwork, something you can use, while we servants—all we learn is how to clean piss pots, wash walls, and say “Yes, Master.” Theres no one lower than a servant. And that’s why tonight were going to break some heads.

But Ive never been in a real fight. A few shoves, a slap, a kick. Nothing like this. This is the real thing. I could get hurt. Badly. Or killed. Caterina would not like that, not at all. And, truth be told, I wouldnt either. Someone was killed, last year—a servant by the name of Paolo. We knew him well. He had weak legs; he should have stayed at home. He gave his life to warn us of the futility of fighting. It didnt work.

It takes a lot of elbowing and cursing to thrust my way through the crowd and across the square towards the Goldoni Fountain, but once I have turned this corner

“Giacomo!” That’s Renzo, sitting on the rim of the fountain, wearing his customary jerkin with the leather patches. Renzo is the servant of Bernardo Maggio, the carpenter, who does a lot of work for my master.

The cherub in the fountain is spitting a very thin stream of water.

“Where’ve you been?” says Claudio. “We thought you’d forgotten.”

“Or decided to stay at home,” Antonio says, giving me an unpleasant smile. He likes to provoke me, that Antonio. Hes jealous of my blond hair, that’s what it is, hes got hair like a mud-caked wolfhound.

“Im here, aren’t I?” “I say. Every house in Milan has emptied its occupants out onto the street, you can’t breathe for the crush. It’s like a scene from a painting by—”

“Don’t start,” Antonio says. He doesnt love art, either.

Renzo takes three strips of red cloth from his belt. He already has a piece tied around his upper arm. He’s our leader, sort of.

“Tie these on,” he says.

This is it. No going back now. Im wearing our colors.

“Follow me,” he says.

“Where are we going?” Claudio asks.

“The Cathedral field. That’s the place this year.”

We pass through back streets and alleys, staying clear of the crowds, until Saint Catherine, will you look at this! My heart jumps a few beats and my stomach slops about inside. Every bit of dry skin on me is instantly cloaked in a cold sweat.

There must be two hundred youths here, facing one another like opposing armies, cursing and spitting. The apprentices are wearing green strips to our red, so that well know who to hit. Already the taunting has begun:

“GoosenecKs”

“Toadbacks!”

“Ratmanglers!”

“Sheephuggers!”

“Dogfoot maggots!”

“Lilyprick wormstrokers!”

And on and on.

I let fly with a few myself—I love a good insult—but my mouth is dry. I mean, look at the size of some of them—like giants! Theyre fed well, these apprentices.

The shouting has reached a crescendo. Claudio grabs my arm: “Im getting out of here, well all be killed!” He does not have a figure for fighting, our Claudio, he’s round as a roasting pan (and hell eat whatever is being cooked in it), but Im not leaving. I want to fight. I want respect. Where else am I going to get it? Not at home.

The signal has been given by someone, somehow—and with a great roar the two lines of green and red are running towards each other—

—and before I can take another breath Im launching my left fist at someones face and my right elbow is thrusting at anothers head Renzo has someone by the throat a youth has kicked me in the thigh another one has jumped on my back Im falling I press my thumb into an eye a scream over there Antonio is holding his head blood coming from his ear I kick upwards and clear a space to rise I’m on my feet a fist in my back I kick behind me jab three fingers into the ribs of a dark youth on my left watch out Renzo someone has a stone I grasp the villain’s arm and force it down Renzo shouts thanks now he has taken the youth’s head and God he’s twanging it so far back it must break someone right up on me I butt him on the nose trip fall get up Giacomo a strong arm has me around the neck and punches my temple and I elbow him in the side—

The sound of a horn, one note repeated again and again—

“It’s the Guard! Scatter, apprentices, lose yourselves!”

“Servants, fellows, run like water—!”

Here they come, the City Guard, it didn’t take them long to find us—the dogs are here, too, snarl-toothed and froth-mouthed—Renzo is lifting me up from the ground—“Where’re the others?”

“Gone!”

“Come on, then, let’s get out of here”

We make for the trees at the edge of the field, and behind us the Guard is already laying hands on some of our fellows, and the battle has been broken up for another year.

Glory. We fought man-to-man, shoulder to shoulder.

And we lived. Thats the best part.

Tonight we are heroes.

“You did good, Giacomo.”

“So did you, Ren.”

He laughs. “What a fight! I took five or more of them down. Your first time, wasn’t it?”

I nod. I was too young a year ago.

“Break anything?” he says.

I run my tongue around the inside of my mouth. No holes. No blood on my jerkin, either, thanks be to the Virgin, or Caterina would want to know why.

“We’ve earned ourselves a cup or two of wine, eh,” he says.

We make our way south towards the Ticino Gate and cross the bridge over the Grand Canal, beyond which, snug in the shadow of the city walls, is Jacopos tavern, called the Seven Knaves.

Now most folk, the first time they enter the tavern, ask Jacopo why there are seven knaves. “Because there are not eight,” he says. And that shuts them up. Of course, I never asked him a silly question like that. Truth is, I never saw the sign outside, the first time Renzo took me there. For the lack of a silly question, I got the reputation for being a sensible lad. Jacopo likes me, the wine is cheap and untainted, and the place is usually free of troublemakers.

Tonight the tavern is so full even the mice must have fled for want of room.

Antonio and Claudio are already here.

We squeeze in next to them, and the cups are passed round.

“Im sorry,” Claudio says to me, “I let you all down.”

“Don’t be stupid,” I reply. “If we had died in battle, who would have told our story?” Claudio is a poet, or hopes to be one. We hope so, too. The sooner the better. Because what he writes now, the best you can say about it is that it’s not usually longer than a page.

“No, no,” Claudio says. “I’m worthless.”

We all object to that in loud voices. And after we have finished, he waits a breath, then says: “Nothing but a terrible failure.”

Antonio starts laughing. Claudio revels too much in misery, which they say is an indulgence shared by many poets.

“And where were you?” Renzo says to Antonio.

“Me? Why, I was in the thick of it, punching and kicking,” Antonio says. “And anyone who says different will receive my boot to his head.”

Renzo looks at me and smiles. We both saw him running for cover after he had received but a single blow.

“Anyway,” Renzo says, “here’s to Giacomo, who put up his fists for the servants and showed us what he was made of. Glory to the Duke and Milan!”

We raise our cups. “To Milan!”

And here comes Jacopo himself with a fresh jug of wine. If hes buying drinks, that can only mean he wants us to listen to one of his stories. Jacopo has hatfuls of bad stories.

“Listen up, lads, I’ve got a new one for you. You’ll laugh, I promise!” You see? “Now, then,” he says, settling onto the bench, where there is no room for him, but it’s his bench, what does he care. “Matteo the peasant was newly arrived in Milan and found himself—”

But then he is called away to stop a brawl, thanks be to Saint Cornelius, who protects against earache, and we are spared. Later, I learn that the fight was between two pickpockets who each caught the other picking his pocket.

We settle down to drink and laugh and forget that tomorrow, sore heads or not, we will be up at dawn to work. That’s the servants life. A few moments of merriment followed by days of drab duty.

In Milan you are what you are.

And I am a servant.

We are all such good friends you would think, were you sitting at the next table, that nobody could ever part us.

Then Renzo says: “I might be fighting on the other side next year.”

You what??

He sets down his cup.

“Bernardo Maggio has invited me to become his apprentice.”

He picks at a pool of melted candle wax.

Antonio rises from his seat, red-faced, and says, “Talk sense! Where will you find the money to buy an apprenticeship?”

“Maggio does not want money,” Renzo replies. “I can pay him back when I am working. And if I learn well enough, he says, I will one day be working for him.”

“I don’t believe it,” Claudio says. “That’s five years of hard work, Renzo. You hate hard work, or so youve told us often enough!”

Renzo shrugs. “True, but its not hard work if youre learning something profitable. A servants future is decided by his master. A carpenter makes his own, according to his skills and the use he puts them to. What else should I do with my life?”

The rest of us look at one another. Antonio shakes his head, scowls.

“If it was your good fortune, Antonio, I would be shaking your hand,” Renzo says.

But Antonio’s master, the wool merchant Guglielmo di Palma, would no more apprentice Antonio than give a dying beggar the scraps from his plate. And hes had him whipped more than once, too, even if our friend brought it on himself through laziness and scheming.

“Claudio?” Renzo says, appealing to him.

But all Claudio can say is: “Youre leaving us?”

“I’ve made no decision yet. I’m still thinking on it.”

The tavern is so pressed to its sides with shouting and laughter, the beams might crack and the roof collapse. By Heaven, we Milanese know how to celebrate! Yet here the four of us sit with a gray cloud hanging over our heads.

Finally, I swallow enough of my pride to say: “Renzo, we are all grateful to God for your good fortune. We will be sorry to lose you, is all.”

I raise my cup. “To Renzo! Milan’s next Master Carpenter!”

“After a moment, Claudio raises his and repeats the toast. And, finally, Antonio, although he looks the other way while he does it.”

Thanks, lads. But, as I say, I have not given Maggio my answer yet.

“But you must, Renzo. And the answer must be yes,” I say.

I am glad for my friend. Even so, I must struggle to conceal my envy. If only my own master showed as much faith in me as Renzos has in him, I too might achieve the true aim of my life.

I want, I hope I—must become an artist.
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