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Summer, 1475 CE. Orabella, a once homeless young woman now apprenticed to the Studio of
Verrocchio, paints a fresco for the home of Lorenzo de Mediciin the hills above the Tuscan city of
Florence. She has the help of Leonardo da Vinci in the design of the work.

Sheisanorphan, agirl of the streetslivinginapoor
section of Florence, near the industrial docks along the
Arno. She does not know her parents, nor can she say with
any certainty the last time she felt close toa grownmanor
woman, otherthantheyoungwoman, aprostitute catering
totheupperclasses, whotookherinwhenshewasbarely
morethana toddler.

Their paths had crossed early one morning on Florence’s
back streets, as the taverns closed and before the shop stalls
opened. The orphan had suddenly appearedbesidethe
prostituteand takenherhand. Theorphan looked upinto
theeyesof the prostitute whowas, atfirst, not sure what to
Rebirth dowith this small child. As she walked toher small but
cleanroom aftera night of entertaining the guests of her
mostimportant client, she wasnot at all sure she had the
energy to deal with this.

Aftersuccumbing tothe charmand pathosand need for
decentclothes and a meal in the orphan’s eyes that morning, the prostitute —she was called
Magdalene —cared for thegirl, teaching her thealphabetandbasic reading and writing. She often took
heraround tosee the sights, including the statues along the major piazzi and the churches in the
wealthier neighborhoods, though, thinking it wasn’ther place, shenever gavethe child aname.

Unfortunately, after a few years, the young prostitute grew ill and died in the orphan’s young and
caring arms.

Afterbeing turned out of the comfort of the prostitute’s chambers, the orphandid notknow where
toturn.Shehad todevelopintelligence, wit, and the physical and mental strength needed tosurvive.
Foralongtime, her closestfriends were other children of the streets. Mosthad the skills and
toughness of the orphan, but none had her powerful desire torise above theirsqualidlives. The child
dreamed of rising, transformed, into the beautiful world Magdalene had exposed hertoinherearliest
years.
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The girl does not have a clear memory of her former life until, one day, she and her young friends
are walking along the streets toward one of the city’s cleaner public markets. She is impressed by all
of the fine clothes and refined speaking of the shoppers out on this sunny day. Though it has been a
few years, a vision of Magdalene crosses in front of her eyes. She has to turn away from her mates,
her eyes suddenly flooded with tears.

Once she composes herself, the group goesback to theimportantbusiness of lifting valuables from the
purses and pockets of the wealthy.
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In their frequent forays into the more well-to-do parts of the city, the knowledge the girl has gained
from walking tours with her now-deceased mentor become a guide to the most crowded areas, where
the pickings will be particularly fruitful for her tiny band of pickpockets and petty thieves.

Afterafewharrowingescapesacrossrooftopsand throughbackalleys, with tradesmen, servants, and
armed guards in pursuit, her young friends grow torespectall thatshe knowsthatisimportantto
theirindependence and well-being. Sheknows the wealthy neighborhoods well, and she knowshow
toavoid thescrutiny of the many private security guards in them, who are constantly on the lookout
for ragamuffins. The girl’s friends soon begin to call her “Orabella,” which means beautiful gold.

Other than the many sweetendearments from Magdalene, Orabellais the firstname the girl has ever
had that she can call her own. The young streettough whofirstgaveherthename gaveitwithan
attitude of friendliness that she did not understand. She had shown him no special favor. The
tough —hisname was Carlo—wasoverweight, dressed poorly,had pimples and a vulgarmouth.

Evenso, Orabella could notignore the fact that Carlo seemed to have the respect of the others. He
was the one who collected the day’s stolen goodsandredistributed themtothosewho, inhis
judgment, hadthe greatest need for whichever item had been taken. Any leftovers were held by Carlo
tobe distributed on another day in response to a differentand more urgent need.

Nobody argued about thisforatleastaslong as Orabellahad been with them.

Carlo protected her whenever any of the others tried to physically pushher around or talk dirty to
her or call herugly names. When Carlo steppedintoasituationinvolving Orabella, the othersalways
stepped away.
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Florentine artist and studio master Andrea del Verrocchio is working with a group of his
apprenticesonacommissioned work for Lorenzo de Medici.

Thework, alargefrescotobeinstalled onagreatwallinoneof the Medici estate housesin the
hillsnorth of Florence, is proving tobe very troublesome, even at this early design stage.

Asmaster of the workshop, Verrocchio, in the middle of his attempt to, once again, mediate the
heated disagreements among his headstrong apprenticesonhow toproceed with the design work, is
interrupted by a messenger from his client. The messenger, Adolfo Antonio, is observing the
discussion from a corner of the workshop. He motions to the master tojoinhiminaprivate
conversationaway fromhisapprentices.

“Greetings, my good friend,” he says. “My master hasbecome aware of the problemsyou are
having with the design work on this project. He wishes to help in any way that he can.”

“Ibelieve our problemsand disagreementsarenotoutof the ordinary for a project of this
importance,” Verrocchiosays, “but...” He pauses fora momentashenotices thatthe messengerhas
something specificinmind. “Please.Ivery much wanttohear of any suggestions your master may
wish to make tome, as well as any requests he may wish to make of me.”

Adolfo responds. “My master has a young woman working as an assistant cook and maid in his
household. Inhis mind, her real talents are greatly wasted chopping tomatoes, mashing eggplant, and
scrubbing floors.”

“I can’timagine your master even taking note of a household maid, unless sheisatruly
extraordinary person. Whatare these talentsthat can draw the attention of sucha powerful and
honorable man?” Verrocchio asks.

“Onceshewascleaned up and givensome clothesand basicmanners, itturned outsheisavery
pretty girl, and veryintelligent. She came tous
anorphaned waiffound on the streetsby a friend who thought ourfamily could helpfosterherinnate
talentand character. Thus, within thesecurity of my master’'shousehold, our friend believes the
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orphan canbecome a more useful citizen.”

“Why does your master think she will be any help tome?” Verrocchio asks. “If sheisas pretty asyou
say, she will, for that reason alone, cause far more problemsin the workshop than she will be able to
resolvenomatter how talented she is. Thave never allowed women into these studios no matter what
theirskillsare. Among these headstrong male apprentices, who are often more interested in each
other than any woman can hope for,shewilleitherdistractthem fromtheirwork orshe will trigger
the kind of male competition that canresultin violence and the destruction of my property. Has your
master given thoughttoany of these things?”

Verrocchio, realizing thatheisbeing rude, doesnot wait for Adolfo to answer.

“Inany case,  cannot see how her presence can help resolve our artistic problems in the way of
completing this fresco to your master’s satisfaction. Howlong has shebeen working in the de Medici
household?”

“Shehasbeenwithusforoverayear,” Adolforeplies. “Shelearns very quickly.Sheprogressed
rapidly tomaking desserts, even designing the decorations on cakes. Her creations in the kitchen
havebeen prized by my master. He has said he cannot get enough of them.

“Even more importantly, she progressed into a supervisory position among the cooking staff
withoutlosing their supportforher creative work.Shehad asmuch success with thehousehold
staff. Shewaseven ableto dissolve some tensions thatbuiltup overa period of months to
everyone’s satisfaction.”

Verrocchio folds hisarms. “Youhave given me reasons to further consider your master’ssuggestion,
butIhave onelast question. Why would yourmasterbewilling to part withsomeone whoissuchan
obviousasset to hishousehold? Is there some problem you are not telling me about?”

“Whatever you may think of the motivations or intent of my master, you should know by now that
he understands the careful development of natural talent, particularly if those talents emerge in
membersof his household. Herecognizes the potential of this young girl, and he also
recognizes that, with her abundant imagination, supervising a household will not hold her attention for
long. He believes that the next step in her development is in your workshop. However, please understand
that this is notaformal request. My masteris well aware of the risksand difficulty of working with a
headstrong young woman.

“Hemerely asks that you consider theidea.If you truly believe thather presence will so disturb your
work on hiscommission that the work will suffersignificant delays, he willnot further pursue theidea
with you.”

“Youand your master have given me much of interest to think about,”
Verrocchio says. “Youhave presented a strong case for my acceptance of this young girl even if she
might make my life more difficult thanit already is. By the way, what is her name?”

Adolfo replies. “She says a kindly old couple who took her in many years ago, now passed away, gave
her the name Orabella; she does not know her surname. Shehastold methatshe preferstowaituntil
shefindsasurname she likes before taking one to keep for the rest of her life.”

“A very wise choice. Does your master have a period of time in mind before I give my
decision?”

“None that he has told me of but based on my overhearing your discussions with your
apprentices, I should think it would be in your best interest to make a decision within the next
two weeks.”

Verrocchionods. “Iwantto confer withmy artisticassociate Leonardo. IfIdecidetotakethis
Orabellaintomyworkshop, Iwillwanttomake sure that Leonardois willing to share any risks of
her presence, and will beatmy side whenIface theinevitable difficultiesamong my
apprentices —even better, thathe will be willing to give Orabella access to some of hisown work to
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helpin the development of whatever talent she might have toshare with the painters’ guild. As she
growsinherownwork, she will be able to give us abetteridea of her real value to the workshop. Can
you return in aweek?”

“Yes,” Adolfo replies. “My compliments on the wisdom of your decision in this matter, Andrea. Until
then.” He touches the brim of his hat, turns, and leaves the studio.

Verrocchioturns atthe sound of a piece of plasterin one of the test frescos breaking and crashing
tothe stone floor. One of the apprentices hasjustexpressed his criticism of a design offered by arival
by throwing ahammer atit. Verrocchio doesnotspeculate on whether thehammer-thrower
might have overheard his conversation with Adolfo. He merely wishesforaglassof wineand the
end of hisworking day tosoothe his growing headache.
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Verrocchio givesalot of thought to whathe will say to Leonardo about Lorenzo’ssuggestion. To
surviveinhisworkshop, the girlwillhavetobe extraordinarily capable as well as very assured of
whatever skills she feels she possesses. When the inevitable artistic conflicts arise between her and
the otherapprentices, she willhave tobe fast on her feet, and she will have to win any contest, even
the purely physical ones.

Verrocchio rubs the side of his rather large nose with hisindex finger as he tries to thinkhow such a
physical contest between amaleand afemale contender mightend up. Hehas almost succeeded in
talking himself out of thewholeideaofbringing the girlintohisworkshop.Itistoorisky, and
Leonardowillneveragreetotakeonany partof theriskanyway.
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Verrocchio, a very successful painter, sculptor, and goldsmith, is the master of the most successful
artstudioand workshop in Florence. He isasuccessful businessman and anastutejudge of character.
Heattracts the bestand most talented painters, sculptors, and craftsmen from all of northernItalyto
his apprenticeship program. Leonardo, son of Piero, born twenty-two miles west of Florence in
Vinci, is one of these. Verrocchio recognized his genius early, when he came to the workshop in 1466
as no more than a lad of fourteen.

Since the worsteffects of the Black Death abated, ithasbecome obvious to some thatthe old ways of
regulating thesocialand physical passions of thecommunityunder theguidance of the Catholic
churchhavecollapsed down to their foundations. From the wreckage of the old ways of institutional
expressionnew ways ofindividual self-expressionhavebegunto flourish and, inindividualslike
Leonardoand the very youngbut very promising Michelangelo, to bloom with great beauty.

Verrocchio believes that Leonardo will, among his achievements in many fields, change visual
art forever.

In1472, thetwomenbegan their working relationship by collaborating on a painting for the Church
of St. Salviin Santa Verdiana. The painting, The Baptism of Christ, began as Verrocchio’s commission,
and he was to havebeen the primary painter, but Verrocchiowashappiersculpting than painting.
Among the other apprentices who would work on the painting, the very young Leonardo, still barely
more than a teenager, was to have helped with the background and one of two figures in the middle
ground —an angel holding the cloak of Jesus.

Onseeing Leonardo’s work on the painting, though, Verrocchio was pleased to discover thathe had
absorbed all of the stylistic brilliance of Giotto, the visual artist of ahundred yearsbefore. Leonardo was
now extending Giotto’shard-wonknowledgeintonew directionsin Verrocchio’s very own workshop.
From this early example of Leonardo’s genius forward, Verrocchiohasbeen delighted beyond all
measure.

Leonardoisarelatively tallmanand was very imposing, headstrong, and rudetosubordinates
evenwhenhewasyoung.Many of theapprentices were angered by his abrupt manner of pointing out
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defectsin their work. Fortunately for Verrocchio, they were able tomind their manners because they
alsorecognized the precious gift of Leonardo’sclose scrutiny. A few carried grudgesand sought
revengeinwaysthat Verrocchio often found tobe very disruptive and difficult to resolveif allowed
to progress too far.

Thereisnoquestionthat Leonardohasmany greatinsights and ideas. Following the introduction
of Gutenberg’s printing press in Germany several years before, Leonardo’s use of now much
cheaper and more commonly available paper for sketching in place of parchment is proving tobea
godsend. These facts about the uses of paper are shown tobe true, repeatedly,notonly for Leonardo,
butfortheentireartscommunityin Florence.

Afterhismeeting with Adolfo, Verrocchiois able tospeakbriefly with Leonardoafew timesover the
nextseveral weeks. Thetwomenare associated on several projects, and so there is a constant need for
talk. When Verrocchiofirst mentionsthe young girl and theinterests of their patron, Leonardois
dismissive, asthoughhe doesnotwanttobebothered.

Some days later, Leonardo himself brings up the subject. “The young woman you mentioned, Andrea.
Have you decided to have her come here so that we can have alook at her?”

“Iamsurprised tohearthis fromyou,” Verrocchiosays. “Ithought you would rejecttheidea. The
girl, Orabella, hasimpressed our patron with her skillsboth in the arts and in supervising the work of
hishousehold staff, butIhave not met her, and I have not seen any of her sketches. Nor have I heard
further from Lorenzo’s messenger.Iwas prepared tosend amessage that we could notuse her, butI
delayed, waiting tohear your thoughtsbeforeI'said anythingatall. ShallIask Adolfotosend her over
with some of herartwork?”

“Idoubtiffine clothes, artwork, and anintroduction by a personal representative of the Medici will
be a good introduction to our group here; or ours to her,” Leonardo says. “Better, I think, if we
introduce her as the daughter of an anonymous friend’s family who would like to give hera chanceto
earnsomemoney,and, maybe,learnsomethingaboutdrawing, painting, and sculpting.Introduce her
asakitchenhelperand tell her she has a month to show her worth as a member of the staff.”

Verrocchio realizes the political tact of thisidea and flushes with gratitude.” Iam amazed and
pleased, Leonardo, that you have given this so much careful thought.Iapplaud your reasoning. In the
spirit of getting her directly involved with ourworkhere, Iwill propose to Adolfo that we send
someone to escort her here by way of the marketplace so they can pick up some food for the
household. That way we can get some idea of how she willwork withourcookingstaff,aswellashow
shewillnegotiate with some of the marketplace thieves who supply us.”

“An important test. Who would you propose as an escort?” Leonardo asks.

“Vincenzo, the pigment grinder, has more experience in the market than anybody here. Heis
probably thebestjudge of the talents of afemale buyer. He will probably want to pick up some
pigments as well. A purchase of a small quantity of lapis lazuli will tell us something about her innate
sense of the value of precious minerals.

“That will give us a lot of information to make our judgments on her suitability for the workshop,
and for the apprentices” probable hostility toward her.”

“Would you consider Amadeo as escort?” Leonardo asks.

“Theplastermaker? Whatvaluedoyouseeinthat?”

“Listen, my very good friend. Since starting my own workshop, Ihave discovered that many of the
commissionsIreceiveincluderequestsfora variety of small frescos. These are used as gifts, and for
various household decorations.

“Iknow very littleaboutfrescosand havelittleinterestinmaking them, butifyour girldoesn’t
work wellinyour workshop, shemay work very wellinmine. She won’thave to putup with the
contending factions among the apprentices. If sheisasfastalearner as you have suggested, then,
within a month, she should have enough knowledge of plaster making, paintmixing, and fresco
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designtoproduce some of these minor artworks. In thatrole, she could be enormously valuable to
me.”

Verrocchio thinks a moment. “I will be more than happy to lay out this opportunity with Adolfo.I
am sure he willbe discrete and will carryitto Lorenzo de Medici with enthusiasm.”

“Good. By the way, have Amadeo ask the girl —what did you say her name is?”
“Orabella.”

“Askhertopickup somesweetsfortheapprenticesonher way over here. Maybe thatwillmake
themmorereceptivetohercharms.”

“Consider it done,” Verrocchio says.
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Amadeo the plaster maker is a little surprised to be assigned to escort a new kitchen helper to the
workshop, even though she is to be escorted from the Medici household, perhaps the most
prestigiousaddressinall of Florence. He may have been insulted that he has to escort her through the
food markets ona shopping trip, except thatheisintensely loyal to
Verrocchioand willdowhateverheasks withall the talentand ability that he can bring toit.

“I'm told this is a very pretty and intelligent young woman,” Andrea Verrocchio says to his
long-time apprentice, “though still a bit coarse in her manners. Even so, when you present
yourself at the door of the Medici, you will have a chance to actually see inside the home of the
most powerful family in all of northern Italy, as well as the mostimportant and generous of all the
patrons who support our work.”

“Yes, Andrea, butlamalittle overwhelmed by it. Youknow that Ilam only one of the helpershere. I
reallyhavenotrainingand noexperience with this kind of work. Wouldn’t Leonardo be amuch
better agent for you? I know he is a favorite of the Medici family.”

“First of all, Amadeo, you are not just ‘one of the helpers here.”I place great valueinyourexperience
and your work with plastersand paints. Withoutyour work toomany of ourapprenticeswould be
sittingaround wondering whattodowithall theirpretty sketchesand designsbecause they would
havenomaterials with which to express themselves. Inthe situation with this young woman, you
havemore talentand interest to bring to this particular task than does Leonardo himself.”

Amadeowaits, wide-eyed, so Verrocchiogoeson. “Asyouknow, Leonardo haslearned a lotabout
fresco during the years he hasbeen with us, buthehaslittleinterestinworking withit. Tobe
truthful, neitherdol, butldorecognizethatjustabouteveryoneinFlorence withapieceof blank
wallwantstoown one of our plaster fresco panels. They will want the panel framed in wood with
brightly colored images of the Virgin holding thebaby Jesus, surrounded by cherubim and
seraphim.

“Afamilywantsafrescothatwilllastforever, thatwillhangonthat wallin theirhome, covering
up thatblank space. Ialso know that we can create those panels, in quantity, in our workshop, under
your supervision, but you will need more help.

“Now that Leonardo is trying to build business for his own studio, he and I agree that this girl may
be able to learn enough fast enough to help us all produce more of these small frescos before our
competitorsrecognize the value available in this new market.”

“Butif you and Leonardo are prepared to invest so much in a girl that you have never met, wouldn’t
you both want to escort the girl yourselves so as to get to know her better?” Amadeo asks. “She will
havetobetested insome way,and quickly Iassume, before her value canbejudged atall.”

Verrocchio pauses before answering. “You would think so, wouldn’t you? The problem is that we
want this girl to start out as akitchen helper and maid, and we willhavetoavoid giving herany
impression of special favor. If the girlis to be of any value to either of us, she will have to rise on her
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own.lamassured by Lorenzo through hismessenger Adolfo thatshe isfully capable of thatif she has
proper, and very subtle, encouragement and guidance.

“Iwould expect her to make herself available to you within a couple of months of starting her work
here. When she does, you must be ready to assign your most disagreeable, dirty, and dangerous tasks.
And you must be prepared to guide her through them so that she learns useful things without
putting thehealth and safety ofall of us,and theworkshopitself, in great danger.”

Verrocchio claps his hands together. “So, my friend, perhaps the most important part of your escort
duty will be to impart the most interesting aspects of purchasing materials like limestone for plaster
and other minerals for grinding into appropriate colors for fresco. If she seems worthy, let her work
closely with you in the purchase of a quantity of lapis lazuli. Thave acommission coming up that will
requiremore than we presently have on hand.

“Perhaps you could let her actually select and purchase some mineral of lesser value. Yourreport of
that, particularly onthe quality,amount, and price of theactual purchase, willgiveusagreater
understanding of Orabella’sreal talents than anything Leonardo orI can glean by talking with her.”

“Didn’tyou also want me to take her to do some shopping for food supplies for the house?”
Amadeo asks.

“Yes,” Verrocchio responds. “Why don’t you tell her that you have to buy some meatand
vegetables for the evening meal, and thatit willhave tofeed all of the household staff and
apprentices —perhaps twenty-five peopleinall. Tellherthatsheistodecidewhattopurchase,and
howto get the best price. If she does it to your satisfaction, give her the money to make the purchases. I
will discuss all our plans with our cook, Giulietta. The cook willalsobe contributing her share of
difficultiesthat will further testthemettle of thisyounggirl. Afterall, shewillhavetosurvivethe
kitchen, before she will even get a glimpse of the workshop.

“Iamrelying on yourjudgmentinall of this, Amadeo. Youare a good man, and Ibelieve you will do
theright thing. Your work will make all of us proud.Inow have other business to attend to. Assoon as
Ihave made arrangements with Adolfoforthe dateand time for youtoappearattheir door, I will
alert you. Goodnight for now.”
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Several dayslater, Amadeoarrivesatthe Medicihouse. Hestraightens his shoulders, approachesthe
greatwooden doors,and rapssharply. As the doors open, he feels his knees grow weak. He worries,
briefly, thathe mightfaint. The Mediciare powerful beyond his wildest reckoning, and hewantsso
desperatelytomakeagoodimpression.Itiswithasighof relief, then, thathe greetsthe familiar
figure of Adolfo, Lorenzo’s personal messenger.

“Welcome, Amadeo,” Adolfosaysand waves himinside. “Waithere whileIseeif Orabellaisready.
She does wanttomake a good impression on you.”

Amadeoisashyman. Theideathata pretty young girl would want to impresshimisalittle
unsettling. Theideathatshe wouldaccompany him through the very crowded and very public
Florentine marketplace does not give him peace. Nevertheless, when Adolfo brings the girl in from
anotherroom, Amadeostandstallerand againstraightenshisshoulders the better to carry out his
duties.

“Amadeo, may I present Orabella, a respected member of our household staff. Wehave verymuch
enjoyed ourtimewithher,and almost regretthat sheisleaving us. Wetake heart that the Verrocchio
household is a great opportunity for her, and we wish her well.”

Orabellais dressed inneatbut plain clothes, suitable forahousemaid about to go outside on
household business, but she carries herself with authority. She approaches Amadeo boldly with her
hand outstretched, as if toshakehhands. Amadeohasneverheard of such a thing fromayoung
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woman. His words of greeting almost stumble incoherently out of his mouth, but her bold approach
so overwhelms him that he puts out his hand to hers and shakes it.

“Iam pleased tomake your acquaintance, Orabella,” he says. “Areyou readytoapply yourskillsto
theHouseof Verrocchio?” Amadeoispleased with the recovery of his dignity. Perhaps she didn’t
notice hisinitial discomfiture.

“AndIam pleased to make yours,” she says. “lamready. MayIcallyou Amadeo?”
“Yes. Of course.”

Adolfospeaksup, obviously pleased by thisinitialencounter. “Wewill send acartovertothe
workshop with Orabella’sbelongingslater today.Is there anything more I can do for either of
you?”

Amadeo bows, as does Orabella. Both offer a parting expression of warmth and gratitude, as
virtually any Florentine would offer in response toanexpressionof favorby aseniormemberof the
Houseof Medici.

Justas heis about to turn away, Amadeo thinks he sees the wife of Lorenzo, Clarice Orsini, looking
onfromahighbalcony. Herinterestisan obvious good omen.

He decides to start his tour with Orabella in one of the dockside shops along the Arno, where larger
rocks from the distant quarries are broken down into smaller rocks suitable for specialized purposes,
usuallyinthe artsorother decorations. He canbreak these smaller rocks down further,
crushing them foruse as pigments when mixed insomekind of medium. These, he explainsto
Orabella, arealsousedin colored paints. Pigments made from minerals are very important in
frescoes because minerals, unlike any plant or other biological material, willnot degrade the bond
between the dried plaster and the paint color. The degradation resulting from the use of plantand
animal materialsin paint will ruin a fresco over time.

Later that day, Amadeo and Orabella are in a butcher shop that sells pork and fowl, perusing the
wares for that night’s dinner. The shop isin the upper story of abuilding set into the Ponte Vecchio. Its
windowslook northeastalongtheriver. Verrocchioisaprized clientofhisbutchery, and sothe
shop’sownerand principal butcher, Anselmo, greets Amadeo warmly.

“Greetings to you, Anselmo.” Amadeo nods in return. “This is Orabella. She will be working with the
kitchen staff in the Verrocchio household.
I'msureyou will seemore ofher over thenextseveral weeks. Please know that she will represent
Signor Andrea as well asI do.”

“I am very happy to meet you, Orabella.” The butcher chooses this moment to wax poetic. “Bella,
Bella Orabella. Amadeo, how do you rate the pleasure of the company of such a beautiful
woman?”

Before Amadeo can answer, Orabella speaks onher ownbehalf. “I'm very happy to meet you,
Anselmo.Icanonly hope that your meats are of thehighest quality,asareyourkind words, while
preserving themost modest yet reasonable of prices.”

Anselmois dumbstruck by her words. In his world, no woman, and certainly no girl like this one,
no matter how pretty, would talk this way onfirstmeetinga gentleman shop owner. Helooksin
Amadeo’sdirection and winks. “Youryoung friend hasa tongue, Anselmo. ShouldIalways expect
this kind of remark when she buys meat?”

Orabellaimmediatelybowsherhead.“Iamverysorry, sir, butlam new tothisneighborhood.In
my formerneighborhood,Ihad totakea strident attitude when dealing with new shopkeepers, in order
to establish therespectnecessary todomymaster’sbusiness.Icanseethatyouare
adifferent kind of person, a gentleman I can deal with.” She turns to her escort. “Iapologizetoyouas
well, Amadeo.Idid not mean to cause problems with one of thehousehold’s primary and most
respected suppliers.”
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Amadeo cannothelp smiling, though he does so discreetly, behind a hand, toavoid letting
Anselmo see hisenjoyment. “I'm sure we will all survive this encounter, Orabella. Let us find outif
Anselmo can forgive yourimpertinence when you place an order for eight libbre of pork tobe
delivered this afternoon.”

“Of course, Amadeo,” thebutchersays. “I willinstruct my staff towrap one of my best cuts of pork
for delivery this afternoon, and I will instruct them toselectand pluck only the plumpest ofbirds. Be
assured thatthere arenohard feelingsbetween myself and your young woman. Only afool would feel
anything butjoy atthe opportunity towork withsuchapretty and forthright customer.”

Orabellasmilesbroadly and showsall the charm sheis capable of.
InherimaginationsheonceagainoffersthankstothoseintheMedici household who instructed her
in manners, dress, and presentation. “May Iexamine the meatbefore youbegin cutting? Iwould like to
seehow you go about your business.”

Anselmorollshiseyestoward the ceiling, thento Amadeo, thenback to Orabella, before giving in.
“Of course, you may. Please come with me.”

Finally, theirbusinesscompleted, Amadeoand Orabellabid Anselmo awarm goodbye. They go to
theirnextstop on the docks along the Arno west of the Ponte Vecchio. Amadeoneeds to order
quantities of various rocks for the colored pigments used in the studio’s frescos.

Orabella’s shopping trip with Amadeo is the most interesting thing tohappenonthatwonderful
day of new experiences. Sheisoutfrom under the benign but firm grip of the Medici household
forthefirsttime in many weeks. She almost feels as free as she was with her ragamulffin friends.

Amadeobelievesthatthemostimportant partofhisjobescorting Orabella, in the eyes of
Verrocchio, isthe knowledge heisable toimpart to herin hisnegotiations with the masons and rock
smiths. They are the ones who cutand price the relatively small quantities of rock he needs for
pigments. Hisjob, and thus, Orabella’sjob, is to assure that the work of these rough men working
with these rough materials meetsall of the workshop’s requirements.

Allrocksmithsarebigmenwhoareused todealingwith otherbig menin very physical ways. By
thelook on Amadeo’sface whenhelooks at Orabellaand winksit becomes clear to the girl that she will
dojustfine inher dealings with them.Shesmilesbackathim.Itiscleartoherthat thebutchershop
owner, Anselmo, wasa pushover compared with these tough men.

One of them approaches the pair. Heisbold, his eyes traveling up and down Orabella’sbody.
Though her long skirthides her feetand ankles, her face and upper body and waist under her coat
display herbodyin waysthatcanattract the scrutiny of certain men. Though she allows herself to
blushalittle, she doesnot turnaway from the man’slingering gaze. Finally, he says to Amadeo:
“Yeah?”

Amadeo does notappear to recognize the man, though he has done business with thisrock yard
several times over the years. They always have the stock he needs, and the priceis always acceptable.
“Iam with the House of Verrocchio,” he tellsthenew vendor. “Thisismy apprentice, Orabella. We
need to purchase several varieties of rock to crush up for colored pigments.”

Thesmithlookstoward the ground and scratches his cheek. Whenhe looks up, he seems
confused. “Whatkind of rockdoyouneed?”

“Wecanstart with sixty libbre of imestone, thenIneed to see your stocks of ochers, siennas,
umbers, terre verte, and any compounds ofiron, or of manganese and iron that you have available. I
need some greens, so if you have malachite, we will want to see that.”

Thesmithsays, “Mynameis Alfredo. Come thisway.Itmaybe muddy. The girl can wait here if
she wants.”

“She is my apprentice. She will come with us,” Amadeo says, though Alfredo is already walking
away.
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“I'mpleased tomeetyou, Alfredo,” Orabellasaystohisback. “IThope we will soon be doing
business with you.”

Alfredo looks back over his shoulder but says nothing.

The raw limestone is rough, but of sufficient quality to satisfy their purposes. Amadeo and
Orabella pick through the other minerals and compare them for purity and quality. Once they have
gathered what they need they ask that their purchases be delivered to the House of Verrocchio
sometime within the coming week.

Alfredoquotesapricefortheentireorderincludingdelivery. Amadeo and Orabella confer for a
moment, and then Orabella offers fifteen percentless than Alfredo’squote. “I'll pay you a quarter of
thetotalnow,and the remainder on delivery,” she says.

Alfredo’s face grows red. He bends toward Orabella and speaks through clenched teeth: “I have
offered youagood price. Doyou thinkIam trying to cheat you?”

“No, Alfredo. Notatall. Itisjust that the rock samples you have shown us are of alesser quality than
Iamused to.If you have samples of better quality, [willbe happy tolook at them, and will be happy to
reconsider my offered price —if Ibelieve they actually are of better quality, thatis.”

Alfredolookstoward Amadeo, but Amadeohas gone some distance away tolook at differentkinds
ofrock. “Waithere,” Alfredo growls. He marchestoward asmall shed that mighthavebeen therock
yard owner’s office. Shortly, he returns with another fellow whoisnotasbigas Alfredo, but who does
have amore commanding presence. “Thisis Matteo.

Heownstheyard and willbehappytodiscussbetter quality samplesand prices with you.”
“Itismy pleasure to meet you, Orabella, I think thatis yourname, yes?” Matteo asks.

“Itismy pleasure aswell, Matteo. Do you have somebetter samplesI can look at?” Orabella
asks.

“Yes, I do, but you will need to come into my office to see them.”

Orabellahesitates at theinvitation. Shelearned long ago that men who invite girlsinto private spaces
sometimes mean to cause them harm. Her hesitation lasts only fora moment. Amadeois some
distance away, but Matteo doesnotappear tohave any other motivestoward her than selling some of
hisproducts.Shefollowsas Matteowalks toward hisofficea short distance away. Once there he goes
intoabackroomand brings outa tray of small samples of more carefully selected stones for her
inspection.

Satisfied with their quality compared to the samples shownherby Alfredo, Orabellahasno problem
arriving ata price for each, and a time for delivery. Matteoalsoexpressesnoconcern with her proposal
foraninitial paymenttodayandafinal paymenttocomplete the transaction ondelivery. Attheend of
it, Orabellaoffersherhand toMatteotoseal the deal.

Amadeohasgivensome partof the pursefortoday’spurchasesto Orabella so she can complete
the purchase of the minerals tobe used for pigments. She makes theinitial paymentto Matteo, then
goeslooking for Amadeo.

Onemore purchaseremains, that of the very preciouslapislazuli, only available as an import by
camel caravan from the Hindu Kush mountains. Shipments of anything, whetherstone, carpets, or
rarespices, from Afghanistan take several months over deserts and mountains from the east to
Florence. For studios like Verrocchio’slapis is very important in certainworksby very desirableand
veryinfluential patrons. Lapislazuli is ground intoultramarine pigmenttobe used in painting the
ceremonial robes of kings, emperors, and the Virgin Mary.

Matteo does nothave the security necessary to protect a stock of lapis. Herefers Orabella to ajeweler
near the Medicibank who mightbe able to provide her with the precious material.

Amadeohasbeenwalkingamongsome of the piles of materials while Orabella conducts the
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business of the Verrocchio household. When she catchesup to him, he has paused to feed some bread
toaraven perched nearby. The raven puts afoot on the piece of bread and tears off a more edible
chunk withhisbeak, then crouches and looks up from his eating tonote herarrival. Shenotesa white
feather ontheupperright wingand asks Amadeo how long the raven has been with him.

“For several minutes now. The raven is a very intelligent animal, and this one seems to want to
talk after each morsel of bread.”

Shetells Amadeo of her purchases, and her experiences with Matteo. “How did youlearntojudge
the quality and price of theselesserstones?” he asks.

“Inthe House of Medici, therearealways people available who canexamine and evaluate materials
brought to the household for sale. Because they believe me to be nothing more than a curious girl,
who might also havethefavorof Lorenzo, these people would nothesitate toanswermy innocent
questionsabout their testing and evaluation methods.

“Oneofthe Medici peopleknowledgeableaboutthe price oflapistoday saysthatthetwelfth partofa
libbrawillhaveacurrentvalueofabout eight florins, but you must check the daily price on the
florins tobe used for the transaction before agreeing on a price. AsI am sure you know, the real
problem in determining value in any sample of raw precious minerals istheinclusionsthattakeaway
value, and the purity of whatremainsafter the inclusions have been removed.”

“Wehave dealt with the same dealerinlapis and other precious minerals for many years,” Amadeo
tellsher.“Iamsureheis trustworthy, but if you are able to test a sample of lapis for purity in a way that
our dealer willagree with, wemightbeable to getabetter price. That would please our master.”

“Thavenever donesuchatest,” shesays. “If theneed isurgent, we will have tobuy the lapis today at
the dealer’s price. Once we are back at the workshop, Iwill try to find out more abouthow to do the
testing to seeif we are getting good value.”

“Ourjeweler’'sshopisnearthe studio,” Amadeosays. “Itison our way back.”

Asthey head to thejeweler’s, a young man steps out of adoorway, onto thestreet,and almostbumps
intoOrabella. Theybothexcusethemselves then continueon theirway,butOrabellastopssuddenly.
Sheturnsto look after the young man. Even from thebackhis purposeful walkis very familiar toher,
butnothisnew and well-fitting clothes. “Pardon me, sir,” she hails the young man. “Do I know
you?”

He turns and looks toward her. “No, miss.lam sure not, and that is my great misfortune.” He looks
toward Amadeo then touches his forefinger to the brim of his hat. He gives Orabella a warm wink and
broad smile then turns to continue on his way.

Orabellaismomentarily puzzled. “I'msorry, Amadeo.IthoughtI knew that man, butheis
obviously astranger tome. Itis getting dark. We should keep going.”

Butthe man’sfamiliarity nagsatherasthey walk. Suddenlyitoccursto her that the young manis
taller, his voice deeper, than the last time they saw each other. Hehaslost some fleshand outgrown his
pimply face, but she knows thatitis surely Carlo. With that realization anew question nags ather:
Where did he get the money to dress so well?

“Areyouallright, Orabella?” Amadeoasks, unawareofany of this. “You've suddenly grown
pensive.”

“lamfine, thankyou.Ithinkthelong day of workand meeting so manynew peoplehavemade
metired.I'llbebetter whenThave something to eat.”

Asthey walked back to the studio, Orabella’smind wandered back to the early morning when
Amadeohad arrived totake her from the house of Medici. Lorenzo’s wife, Catherine Orsini, had
appeared on her balcony briefly toofferafriendly butdiscrete wavetoOrabella. The previousday
Orabella had lefta thumb-sized almostiridescent blue/violet stone on Catherine’s dressing table. She
had composed a note to Catherine expressing herhumble thanksand herhoped foracceptance of
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thismodest symbol of her gratitude for the fine treatment she had received from the Medici family
from her very first day in the house.

Orabellahad debated whether ornottotell Catherine where the stone had come from; Orabella’s
early mentor, Magdalena, had received the stone from one of her regular visitors from the City of
London. Finally, shehad decided not totellanyone where she had acquired the beautiful stone.

Kk k

Thetwoshoppers complete theirlistand are able to return to the House of Verrocchio before
nightfall. Amadeo introduces Orabella to the main cook, Giulietta, and to the master of the household
staff, then takes his leave. Giuliettagives Orabellaacleanbutworndressand apronand shows her
toher small bed in a corner of the large pantry. Once changed into the work clothes, Orabella is to help
with cleaning and cutting the vegetables, and with cooking the evening meal.

Giulietta is quick to find fault with her work, but Orabella is not surprised by her treatmentasa
common kitchen helper. Though Adolfo had not told her what she would be doing in her first days and
weeksin Verrocchio’shousehold, hedid say thatsheshould doevery assigned task with the same selfless
enthusiasm she had when she was first brought into the House of the Medici almost two years ago.

“Ifyou cando thatwith good cheer,” Adolfo had said earlier that day, ashe walked withhertothe
entryway where Amadeowaited, “Thaveno doubtthat you willrise quickly tomore important work
inthe House of Verrocchio.”

Minding Adolfo’sadvice, Orabellaapproachesherassigned kitchen tasks with greatenergy. Even
onthatfirst day, she can see some changes inthe flow of kitchen work thatshemightsuggesttothe
cook.Sheresolvestowaituntil the mealhasbeenserved, the dinerssatisfied, and the dishes cleaned
to doso.

Or maybe, she thinks as a frustrated Giulietta clatters used platesinto the water basin, I will wait for
afew days before saying anything. Sheis sure the household staff will testher in some way, possibly
many ways, and shewillneed tosurviveall their testsif sheistogain theirrespect. Until then, she
decidesitisbetter if she does not make any suggestions. She allows herself tobecome encouraged and
hopeful about this testing period whenshenoticesthat Giulietta, in the midst of expressing ahighly
critical commentabout the poorresultof a particular task assigned toher, cannot quite suppress a
smile.

Orabellaworkshard withthestaff. Theymayhaveimposedtestsonher, butthe testsdonottakeaway
fromhergeneral cheerfulness. Afterseveral weeksboth Giulietta and the staff supervisorlook
forward to working with her and seek her suggestions for how they might get more of their work
doneinlesstime. Asgood reports of her efforts are laid before Verrocchio, he begins to think it is time
to bring his newest apprentice into the workshop.

Afew dayslaterhevisits Amadeo’sstudio. “Iamtold that ournew girl isworking out very well with
thehousehold staff. Have youheard anything to the contrary?”

“No, master,” Amadeo says. “She is everything Adolfo promised. If you wanttobring herinto the
workshop, [haveno objection. When the time isrightfor herreassignment, Ithinkit willbebestto
haveherstartby cleaningup the frescostudioand organizing the paints and materialsin there. That
willbringherinto contact with the apprentices.Iwill give her plenty of room towork outany problems
withtheapprenticesinthe way she thinks best. I am confident that she will do well.

“Whenitistime,” he continues, “Iwill choose a well-qualified apprentice to work with me on the
new fresco commission. Orabella will assist us.If she works as well withhim as she has done with the
household staff, she willhave my highestrecommendation and my full support.”

“Doyoufeel confident that you can pass your skillsin fresco along to Orabella sufficiently that
she can finishacomplex workonherown should I, for example, ask you to take another project
that might not involve frescos?”
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Amadeopaused, curioustoknowwhathismastermighthaveinmind. “ThavenodoubtthatIcan
passmyskillsalongtoher,” hesaid, finally.

“Good. Thank you, Amadeo. Youare a good man.Iwill discuss all of thiswith Leonardo.lamsure
hewillagreetoourplan.” Withawave toward Amadeo, Verrocchio returns to his private studio
elsewhere in the workshop.

Afewweekslater Leonardovisitsthestudio. “lamvery pleased tohear that the young girl is
working out so well with your household staff,” Leonardosays to Verrocchio. “If sheisable to deal
with Amadeo’srandy apprentices, and actually starts working on a client fresco, Iwillwant to see her
work in progress. Make sure that Amadeo gives her significant work in the preparation and mixing of
color pigments, and in the preparation of a cartoon that can be shown to the client. I will be interested
in seeing the quality of her work in those most difficult of fresco problems, and I will criticize any
work she does accordingly.”

“lamvery confident, Leonardo, thatshe will passany test of herartistry that you may wantto give
her, though she hasnot claimed tobe an artist,” Verrocchio says. “Wemay find that she does have that
kind of talent, or wemay find thatshe doesnot. Ineither case thereal question for our Orabellais
whethershe canusetheresourcesofthestudiotoproduce frescosthatsatisfy the customerswhoare
willing tobuy them from either of our studios.”

With a wave of his hand Leonardo left the building.
*kk

A weeklater, Amadeo comesinto thekitchen, begs Giulietta’s forgiveness for taking Orabellaaway
fromher chores, and asks Orabella to walk with him to the fresco studio. The cook and her helpers all
wish the girl well, hugher, and ask her to come back to the kitchen whenever she wishes to visit.

Beforeleaving with Amadeo, Orabella goestoherspaceinthe pantry to change into the rough cloth
pants, smock, and hair cover thathe has givenhertowearinthestudio. Fornow,she willreturntothis
spacewhen her workis donefor the day. Eventually, if things work out, she hopes she will have a
more private space closer to the studio.

Amadeoisclearlyembarrassed ashetalkstoOrabellaaboutthe general teasingand harassmenthe
expects she will suffer from one or more of his fiveapprentices. “They are quite full of themselves,” he
says, “and their occasionally rude and offensivebehavioris quitebeyond any criticismin theireyes.
ButIwantyoutocriticize themto their faceswhen they do notdotheirwork. The only authority you
willhaveisyourfemininity and yoursexuality and your talent. That makes you different from them
and may gainyousome tolerance thatyouwould nothaveif you wereanother male. Do you
understand me?”

The blunt talk of sex and sexual temptation causes Orabella’s mind to driftbacktoherchance
meeting with Carloafew weeksago.She wonders what happened in his life to turn him from a chubby,
pimply child into the self-assured young man with his warm and inviting wink.

Her early memories about her mentor Magdalene are usually vague. She remembers the many
wonderful places they saw together, butnot much of their time spent sitting and talking between
lessons nor the times she spent waiting for the prostitute’s return at odd hours of the day ornight.

Orabella was certainly not ignorant of the grunting and sometimes naked coupling between
menand women. It wasnotuncommon on the streetslateatnight, butithad not meant much toher
until she saw Carlo again.

Herthoughtsabout Carlo’searlier protections, if leftunchecked, often lead toafeeling of warmth
inhertorso, breasts, and deepin the pitof herstomach. Thesefeelings give herakind of soft pleasure
thattakesthe edges off the uncertain thingsin her life that cause her to fear the future.

That night, after Amadeo’s warnings, her mind wanders as if unchained, carried forward by her
imagination. Her hands also wander, first, toher neck, where she lightly touches her throat, then her
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collarbone, before traveling down the slope of her breast to rub and squeeze her hardening nipple.
Herhand ghosts downherbody and around her hip to grab hold of herleftbuttock asthough Carlo
wereholdingand squeezing her there.

Theotherhand movesdownherbelly tohersexasshespreadsher legsand beginstomoveher
fingersand hipsinabeautiful synchrony. As she continuestheserhythmsherlegsspread furtheras
thoughsomeone, as though Carlo, is easing them apart. The pleasure of the movements through her
lowerbody grow inintensity. Alow moan escapes herlips, butshe cannot stop and doesnot wantto
stop the quickening motions of herhandsand fingersandlegs. Suddenly inanintenseburstof
pleasure herbody andlegstightenaround herrighthand, her fingersstillmoving in time with her
bucking hips. Her left hand moves away from her but-
tock to grip thebed’sedge until the release seems tobe complete. Eventually her hands fall away, and
she liesback to catch her breath.

Orabellahasneverallowed these feelings tomatureenoughto cause this physical response. She
wantstohavethemagain, butthenexttime, she allows herself to imagine, she wants Carlo’shands in
place of her own.

Buthowwillthatbe possible? shewonders. Shehasonly seenhim briefly. She hasnoideaifhelives
inthearea, orif he was merely visiting. She clearly remembers the doorway and the building that Carlo
emerged from when he almostknocked her down. She resolves tofind out more about that place. If
necessary, she willknock onthe door and inquire if ayoung manlivesthere.If necessary, she will tell a
smalllietothe effect that she had seen him drop something while he was shopping, and the shopkeeper
had directed her to this door.

kkok

Forher part, Orabella takes extra care to button her studio clothesand wear them loosely, and to
bind her breasts soasnot to give any ideas to the apprentices.

She dealt with harassment before she was taken from the streets by the Medici, and shelearned how
todealwithmostofit. Whenconfronted with the possibility of violence, running quickly away
usually took her outof harm’sway. When this wasnotenough, shehad nohesitation about using
whateverstones, bricks, orheavy piecesofwood wereathand.

Amadeo tells her to report any threats made by any of the apprentices, but she knows that such
threats can never be reported unless her life is in danger. Any such complaint that got back to the
apprentices would mean the end of her gaining their trust and confidence. Even their tolerance for her
continued presence in the studio could be at risk.

Giulietta has become a close friend and confidante, though, and she has anintimate knowledge of
theinternal politicsamong the staffand the apprentices. She can see that Orabella willneed helpin
dealing with the hostile feelings between some of them.

Antonio Sforzahasrecently beenbroughtinto the House of Verrocchio asafavor to Lorenzo de
Medici. Giulietta knows him tobe serious trouble, and she knows that Orabella can get caughtupin
hismanipulations if sheisnotmadeaware of whatabad person heis. Giulietta believes that Orabella
canbeanallyineasing Sforzaoutofthehousesoonerrather thanlater. Thatway thedamagehe
mightcausecanbeheld toaminimum.

The apprentices’ threat to Orabella comes within a few weeks and is as quickly resolved. Itturns
outthatone of theapprenticesin the fresco
studio, Poldi, ahelperin making plasterwhohas morelooksand muscle thanintelligence, took abet
offered by Antonio.Poldi, who often flaunts hisgood looks, said thathe could persuade Orabella that
sheshould have sex with him, and she would agree. Antoniobet that she would notdoit, knowing
thathis challenge to Poldi’smanhood would give Poldiadded strength in actually convincing her to
doitwithhim. Antonio promised toassistin theenterpriseby persuading the otherapprenticesto
leavethe studio.

When the day arrives, Poldi tells Orabella that he needs her to help fire the kiln in order to render a
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batch of limestone into quicklime. She is always eager to help with these kinds of tasks so that she can
gainasmuch experience in as many aspects of the workshop as possible.

“Ihavetogobackinto the studio for sometools,” Poldisays. “ThenI'll go to get some wood to get
the fire going. Use the wheelbarrow to start bringing the limestone over there and putitnextto
thekiln.”

He goesinto thestudio and catches Antonio’seye. Inafew moments, the studiois empty.Poldi
returns to the wood pile, takes his shirt off, picks up anax, and begins splitting the wood into pieces
that willburn withafierceflame. “Orabella!” he calls. “Come help me splitthewood when you
have finished moving the limestone.”

She doesnothear what he says, but she hasheard him say something. She goes totheback of the
woodshed whereheisworking. Since he often takes his shirt off when working with the kiln, she does
notatfirstthink further about it.

“This wood is still green,” he says. “I need some help separating the ax from it, and some help
getting the splitwood out of my way. Canyoudo that?”

“Yes, of course. Stand out of the way,and I'll clear the wood behind you.”

Asshewalksbehind him, he turnsand putshishand onhershoulder. “Youknow Ihavehad myeye
on you, Orabella, since you came to work in the studio. I think under those loose clothes you are
probably...”

ThatisasfarasPoldigetsin making the proposal thathe was sure would win him the bet
with Antonio.

Orabella’s mind goes blank. In the blink of an eye, she turns toward Poldi, and kicks him, hard, in
the testicles with the solid toe of her shoe. Poldiscreams and fallsto the ground rolling, crying, and
screaming. He pullshis knees tohis chest while holding ontohis painful private parts. She kneels
besidehim.Shedemandsthathegetup and stopblubbering.

Poldi is barely able to sit up. His crying turns into a whimpering moan. He continues to hold his
testicles, and he cannot sit comfortably because he is in such pain. Tears are streaming down his
face.

“Youshould consideryourselflucky, Poldi,” Orabellasays. “Icould easily have put out one of your
eyes. Youmade a mistake, butI will forgive you for the insultif you will promise me this: donotever
talk about this to anyone, and especially donot talk to Antonio. Donot try to claim that you won the
bet. If he asks you, tell him he will need to talk to me directly to find out whathappened.Iwill dispose
of Antonio in my own way.IfI ever hear that you have discussed this misbehavior of yours with
anybody, theswellinginyourballsmightnevergoaway,and youmightneveragain find work in the
city of Florence.”

Shebeginstoturnaway but whipsback tohiminaway that causes Poldi to flinch. “There is one more
thing. If any of the other apprentices ever approaches me with the sameidea thatyouhad afew
momentsago, then you must walk over that person and hithim, hard, rightin the face. Then walk
awayand gobacktoyourwork. Canyoudothatforme,Poldi?”

Poldi—still crouched over, moaning and sniffling—nods yes.

“I'mean younoharmif you behave yourself, butif there are more of these challenges waiting for
meanywhereinthe workshop, Iwillneed your help. Do we have a deal? If so, put out your hand.”
Poldi does so. Orabellashakeshisoutstretched, trembling hand. “Allright. Itistime to getup when
you are ready. Wehave tofinish preparing the limestone.”

Amadeohad come into the studio to find out why all the apprentices were away. Ashelooks around,
Poldiand Orabella walk into the studio fromtheKiln.By thelook onPoldi’sred, teary face,and what
Orabella hopes is her own calm demeanor, Amadeo knows exactly what happened. Heis glad the
apprentices got their sexual challenge out of their system, and that nobody was badly hurt. Poldi will
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recover.
“Hopefully,” Amadeo mutters, sotto voce, “we can now focus on the work.”

kkok

Leonardo and Verrocchio are very pleased by the reports they have received about Orabella’s
confrontation with Poldi. When they think of the expression onPoldi’sface when he firstwalked into
thestudiotoface Amadeo, both break intolaughter.

“Ibelieve Orabella has earned the right to supervise the creation of a fresco under the watchful eye of a
paying client,” Leonardo says, wiping a tear from hiseye.

Verrocchio agrees. “She stillneeds some training in design. Amadeo hasnotyethadan
opportunity toseeif she canworkwith theclientto come up with anacceptable one. Once she has
developed adesign for the client’sinspection, I think it will be important that you come in toinspect
her work.”

Leonardo nods. “Stay in touch with Amadeo as she prepares the plaster for the application of the
design.Iwanttoknow if shehasany particular problems developing any part of the fresco.”

Kk k

Afewdayslater AmadeogivesOrabellatheauthority tosupervisethe apprenticesin the creation of
thenew fresco. When heleaves the room, she asks them to gather round to discuss the course of the
work. Shefirst asks Poldi about the status of the current batch of quicklime, rendered shortly afterthe
incidentbehind thewoodshed. Antonio Sforzahasbeen banished from the workshop, and Poldihas
learned toberespectfuland deferentialaround thefemaleapprentice.She,inturn, hasbecome
courteous toward him in these kinds of meetings, and in her supervision of him.

“The quicklime will be ready for mixing whenever you are ready, miss,” Poldisays. “Ifweneed more,
Fonswillhelpmefirethekiln. Wehave plenty of limestone.”

“Good. Thank you, Poldi. You are a good helper to me.”

Orabellaisalready beginning tofeel guilty aboutthe way she dominated Poldiinthe woodshed. She
wondersifshe perhapsmisunderstood his intent. Sheknows that Sforza, thelazy troublemaker, had
puthimuptoit, butsheisbeginningtodoubtthatPoldiwould have gone through withit. She directs
her next comment to Vincenzo, the mixer of pigments: “Are there any problems grinding any of the
rocks we need for the pigments, Vincenzo?”

“No, miss. Assoon as Fedele and Ihave the cartoon with the design and colors, we will be better able
tojudge the suitability and quantities of the materials we have on hand. Pardon me, miss, but who will
be doing the design?”

“Iam told by Amadeo that Leonardo, though he does not have a particularinterestin working with
fresco, hastakenaninterestinthisone.” As Orabellasays this, the otherapprenticessitup. “When the
timeisright,

Iamtold, hewillworkwithusonadesignthatourcustomerwillfind acceptable.Inthe meantime, I
willneed towork with Elia on the creation ofthe cartoonsthatexpresstheartist’sdesign. Eliawillwork
directly with Leonardo as he always has, but Amadeo has asked thatIlearn something of the creation of
them in anticipation of future commissions.”

Vincenzo speaks up again. “When he last spoke to us, Leonardo expressed some interestin
exploring the use of linseed oil asa medium for the pigmentsratherthaneggwhites. Hebelievesthe
oil—becauseittakes muchlongertodry, weeksinstead of minutes —will givehim muchmore
flexibility in composition. The problem is that we have been using egg tempura on parchment for at
leastathousand years. Weare very experienced with it,and Iam alittle concerned about Leonardo’s
wish that we break from these ancient traditions.”

“Thank you for expressing your concern, Vincenzo,” she says. “Have you done any work with
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linseed oil as a color medium?”

“Yes, miss.Thave mixed two batches of pigment using the oil because Leonardo requestedit. If heis
now asking to use oil for this commission, I guess he was satisfied with the earlier results.”

“Has either Amadeo or our master expressed an opinion on it?”

“No, miss. My understanding from both those gentlemen is that they want to give Leonardo as
much freedom as possible in experimenting with new techniques, materials, and methods. That is,
of course, unless the client specifically forbids experimentation beyond traditional practice. To my best
knowledge, that is not the case here.”

“Doyouknow of any particular problem withtheuse ofegg tempura that suggests we should
fully embrace the use of linseed 0il?”

“Somehavesuggested thatfrescosthathaverelied onany compounds using organicmatterlike
eggsorplantmaterialslosetheircolorand tend togrowmoldinthe partofthefrescowherethey
areused.lhave notobserved these problems myself, but they do give me pauseinadvocating their
use. Linseed oil is also made up of plant material, so'mnot surewhatwewillgainbyusingitin
fresco.Useofitwill, of course, be very agreeableto Leonardointhatit will give him more time to
detailhis design.”

Orabellaisthoughtful forafew moments. “Idon’twanttomakea decision on this, butI do want
tokeep the discussion going atleast until we canhearmorefrom Amadeo.Iwillask Amadeoto
confer further withthemaster,and with Leonardo. Hopefully,Iwillhaveabetteranswer within a few
days. Fornow, Iwould like to get to work. Vitale, when can you have the frame done for our new
fresco?”

“The frame can be ready later today, miss.”

“Good.Poldilet' smeetearly tomorrow morningtolookat Vitale’s work. If the frame is ready, I
wanttolay the firstbinder coat of plaster so it can begin todry.”

kkok

When Leonardovisits the studio, he comesin good spiritsand leaves in even better ones. Amadeo
tells Orabella that Leonardois so pleased withherwork onthe cartoonsthatheoffered tohelpwith
theactual design work for the fresco. When the client hears of Leonardo da Vinci's interest in the
work, he offers to double the commission.

Verrocchio and Leonardo are so pleased with Amadeo’s reports of Orabella’swork thatsheis
almost certain that shehasa guaranteed spot in either man’s workshop. Both men feel the need to
discuss these very positive feelings about their experience with Orabella to Lorenzo’s representativein
his dealings with the Verrocchiostudio. They invite Adolfo Antonio tojoin the two of them for a quiet
dinner at the studio later that day. They tell Antonio that Orabella will also join them for dessert after
the dinner.

Between bites of lamb Adolfo tells the two men that Lorenzo already knows of the progressthat
Orabellahasmadeunderthe guidance of Verrocchioand Leonardoin working with the fresco
process. “Asamatter of fact, “Adolfonotes, “Lorenzohas given me this interesting blue/violet stone
whichwaspresented tohimafewmonthsagoforoneothispast good works. None of Lorenzo’s
appraisers have ever seen such a stone and, so, theyhavenoideaofits’value. Heasks, Andrea, if
youcanfind somebody whois qualified and willing to appraise the stone. If you can find sucha
person, he will be willing to share in any value realized with you.

“Thisis, in part, anacknowledgementby Lorenza of his gratitude for the most excellent work you
and Leonardo have done with Orabella,” Adolfo said as he swirled abit of bread in some lamb gravy on
his plate and washed it down with a mouthful of red wine.

Verrocchioexpressed his gratitude for Lorenzo’s gift with the deepest possible humility, though, in
truth, hehadnoidea where he could find a suitable appraiser.
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Ashehad promised Adolfo Verrocchioasked Amadeo—whohad been acting as sommelier at the
dinner - to summon Orabella to join them for desserts. Thethreedinersheaped such praiseonherfor
herachievements that she had to excuse herself to wipe away her tears of gratitude on receiving such
recognition from such distinguished Gentlemen of Florence. On her return to the table she satdown toa
very fine cobbler drenched in sweet sauce sprinkled with pine nuts.

Orabella knows, now, that she must make amends to Poldi. She has already told Amadeo of her
regretatthe way she treated him like acommon streetharasserand the way the others treated him
aftertheincident. Shewillapologizeand makesurehecanrestorehisgoodreputation among the
otherapprentices.

But, first, she will resolve the problem of finding Carlo. Thenightssince she sawhimhavebeen
restless, relieved only by her ownintenseimaginings. She worries that she needs some resolution of
thesefeelingsif sheis to have any lasting value to the House of Verrocchio. As to the nature of that
resolution? Shehopesit willinclude much more than sex, though she certainly hopes sex will be a
major part.

The Blue/violet stone was not further mentioned at the dinner and Verrocchio wasleft to ponder the
disposition ofit. A few dayslatera Scottish gentlemen whohad recently become wealthy in the wool
tradeand, followingthat, aregularbuyerofartworks producedby thestudioengaged Verrocchioina
discussion of gemstones. Andrea saw his opportunity to getthestoneintothehandsofanappraiser
inLondonwhowould, no doubt, have knowledge of this stone and of the value thatit might fetch.
Anarrangementwasagreed to; the Scottish gentleman took the stonebut said he could makeno
guaranteesabout whenhemightbeabletofind an appraiser and submit areport.

Andrea, thoughhe could certainly appreciate the beauty of the stone hadnoway todetermineits’s
valueorwhetherithad anyvalueatall. Suchmysteries donot occupy much of his time and
attention, sohesoon forgot about the stone.
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OnhernextshoppingtripOrabellaisgonelonger thanusual,and Amadeobeginstoworry
abouther. When shereturns, heasksif she ran into any difficulties.

“No, Amadeo,” she says. “I appreciate your concern, butIneeded to spend some time by myself.
Somuchhasbeenhappeningtomelately that I needed some time to think.’

“Is there anything I can do?”
She gives a weak smile. “No. Not now but thank you.”

“Well, if you feel concerns about thingsbeyond the work, Ican atleast offer you an ear. In fact, I
would be happy to. For now, though, I will let you get back to business. I will see you later at
dinner.”

AsAmadeotakeshisleave, Orabella cannotbelieve herluckinjoining the House of Verrocchio.

What she does not tell him is that her shopping trip had grown longer because she hoped tolearn
more about Carlo’swhereabouts. Sheisnot ready to discuss anything about Carlo, oranything about
herlife before the Medici took her in. She went into the neighborhood where she had last seen Carlo
buthad noluckinfinding him. She wentup to the door he had come out of, paused for amoment,
then boldly knocked.

Thedooropenedslightly. Anold man, skinny, wattled around thejaw and bald, looked out.
“What?” he asked bluntly.

“I'mlooking for a young man whomight have lost something in the marketa couple of weeks ago.
WhenIasked the shopkeeperaboutit, he suggested Icomehere, that you mightknow something
abouttheman. Do you know of such a man?”

The old man opened the door widerand looked boldly overall of her body, from the top ofherhat
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tothetipsofhershoes. “Doyouhavea name for this guy?”

Orabellahesitated. Shebecame suspiciousthattheremightbemoreto Carlo’ssituation thanmight
havebeenapparent whenshebumped into him. She decided to find out more before she allowed her
name and the name of Verrocchio to be associated with Carlo. “No.Idont,” she said.

“Youareagood-lookingwomansearching arun-downneighborhood foraman whose name you
don’tknow.Ithink you had better spend your time onadifferent projectthat doesn’tinvolve this
address. Goaway.” He slammed the door.

Orabellasetsherparcelsonthe counter, where Giuliettawill find them later. She decided on the
stoop to take the old man’sadvice, butshe knows, deep within herself, that she will be back there
soon.

END
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