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Why did I use my own name, Veronica, for a main character?

Fate determined my choice for me because sometimes the truth in plain sight is too perfect to ignore. ‘VERONICA’ is the Latin anagram for ‘VERITAS ICONA’ – literal translation, ‘TRUE FACE’ – the most appropriate name to celebrate a story about the lost identity of the most famous face in the world, the ‘Mona Lisa’ - V Knox

ART HISTORY DELIVERED IN A GHOST STORY

The essential promise of fiction is a ‘What-if’, followed by an author’s unchecked imagination.

For me, the astonishing nature of lucid dreaming and synchronicity, and the compelling possibilities of fluid time, the afterlife, and reincarnation, inspire my ghost stories grounded in historical facts.

Fact… a Florentine census from 1463 references that Caterina, Leonardo da Vinci’s mother, gave birth to six children, including a daughter named Lisabetta.

Leonardo had a sister named Lisa. Coincidence?

What if the ‘Mona Lisa’, often speculated to be an androgynous self-portrait of Leonardo, is a portrait of his beloved sister? What if Lisabetta followed her brother into the studio of his teacher, Andrea Verrocchio as one of the many anonymous women artists who supplemented the work of their brothers and fathers and husbands without pay?

What if Lisabetta was the second lovechild of Caterina and Piero da Vinci – Leonardo’s full sibling with whom he had strong biological and creative ties?

Most women of the 15th century remain historically invisible, absorbed by time as insignificant wives and mothers, documented, if ever, on a first name basis. Caterina’s full identity has been lost even though her son was famous in her lifetime. She was a discarded unwed mother, quickly married off to Antonio Buti, a local tenant farmer.

Leonardo, her firstborn, suffered the bane of illegitimacy all his life.

Studying art history for my Fine Arts degree, led me to imagine: What if a master artist was able to capture the soul of a person in their paintings? And since only the finest art is truly immortal, what if there are portraits that refuse to stay on the canvas? Lisabetta Buti’s fanciful biography was begun in 2008 – the 500th anniversary of her death, originally published under the title ‘Second Lisa’, no longer in print. Now, nearing the 500th anniversary of Leonardo’s death (May 2, 1519), I’m delighted to republish a revised edition of Lisabetta’s posthumous quest for recognition, in four volumes under the umbrella title ‘LISABETTA’ – my tribute to the hundreds of unsung female artists of the 15th century, and in particular, the historical woman I premise is lost behind the Mona Lisa’s smile.

-Veronica Knox – May 2, 2018
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VERROCCHIO’S ‘David’ – c.1466

– a portrait in bronze of Leonardo da Vinci, age fourteen










LEONARDO and LISABETTA

– twins born six years apart

That summer day, when I was six-years old, visiting the caged lions in the Piazza della Signoria with Leonardo, I shivered violently, even under the burning midday sun. I was proud that Leonardo’s hair was the same tawny color as the lion’s mane he sketched in his notebook. He was my ‘il Marzocco’, the heraldic lion that symbolizes Florence’s freedom. But I was saddened. Leonardo had been tamed. My brother was a statue. Master Verrocchio had turned him into an icon for the Florentines to ogle.

I hated seeing Leonardo’s smile trapped in bronze. I loathed walking away from it, leaving my shy, fourteen-year-old brother, who so desperately safeguarded his privacy, on public display, trapped in the Palazzo Vecchio, an exhibit for all to see.

I was lost. The worst had happened. Master Verrocchio had stolen my beloved brother for his apprentice and left me behind. – Lisabetta










BASIL and VERONICA LYONS

– twins born six minutes apart

My future happiness was stolen the day a rogue fire claimed my twin brother Basil when we were six-years-old. From that day to this, I’ve carried his smile, captured by a camera, inside a locket I wear to remind me he’d been real.

In desperation I’d looked for him in his favorite hiding place – the oak tree we named Leo in our backyard. I climbed up, high into its leafy mane during a storm to prove to Baz I was no longer afraid of heights or lightning or thunder. He would have been proud of me.

But the worst had happened. Falling from a tree would have been nothing. Death had stolen my beloved brother and left me behind. – Veronica










VERILY







"It is not death

that man should fear,

but he should fear

never beginning to live.”




~ Marcus Aurelius













THE VARNISHED TRUTH







TO BE CONSCIOUS

that we are perceiving or thinking

is to be conscious that we exist”

~ Plato




The Louvre Museum – Paris

MARCH – 2008

In the spring of 1519 my brother Leonardo still believed he could fly. I, in turn, assumed my death in 1508 had been pure and uncomplicated, but then, my brother and I were always a pair of insatiable dreamers. We flouted the rules. We shared the same birthdate, April 15th. We were like twins born six-years-apart.

I inhabit the most famous portrait in the world, immortalized by my beloved brother, but tonight I’m restless as a caged lion. 

I’ve grown weary of being hidden in plain sight. Because I’m still here, in Paris, confined to a single room in the Louvre Museum, my skin unblemished, picture-perfect beneath a patina of craquelure paint, and varnish jaundiced with age. I am the ‘Mona Lisa’.

The only freedom I have is in the mountains and valleys bathed in sunshine that Leonardo painted for me. He gave me a bridge that links to my past with paths that trail into the future and places to hide. Safe places where I can shout myself hoarse and weep. 

A true visionary can always tell if I’m away, roaming the landscape behind me or when I return their gaze from my golden ‘window’. 

I startle the poor incredulous creatures when I blink. I unnerve them when my eyes track them across the room, and when their comments amuse me, my smile widens perceptibly enough to unsettle them. It’s the least I can do to make their lives, and mine, somewhat memorable. 

That innocent April of 1519, when Leonardo turned sixty-seven, the French countryside of Amboise felt unbelievably sweet with the anticipation of heaven. I sensed Leonardo’s transition was only a matter of days away and that liberation from my portrait was similarly at hand. But I had forgotten the impassioned wish I had painted on heaven’s door like the mark of plague.

But for a single misshapen letter, I would be musing in heaven. The letter ‘a’ deposed me. Betrayed me. Sabotaged me. It was not even a whole letter but the merest tail of one. My legacy was tied to the tail of a hapless letter ‘a’ that unseated me from Gioconda to Giocondo.

But for an untimely pen, a spluttering candle, and a myopic historian, I would be the celebrated ‘laughing woman’. I am most certainly NOT the dreary wife of a common silk merchant. 

I was well acquainted with Monna Lisa Giocondo but we were never friends. And yet, she envied me as much as I despised her and all the dainty women of her class. I am galled to be misidentified as Mrs. Giocondo. Of all the insipid women…the world could not have chosen a more perfect way to insult me. 

A parched quill simply ran dry, and my story moved on without me. 

I didn’t steal away. I was stolen. Dethroned. Many many times.
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One only has to gaze into the eyes of my portrait to discover the undeniable truth – that a master artist can capture the soul of a subject. But some artists break all the rules. After the creative fusion of artist and muse is spent, only great art remains truly immortal. And sometimes it takes five-hundred years for the energy to cool.

I still have birthdays. Such is the absurd mockery under the most well-intentioned curse of immortality… fame. It would seem that anniversaries intensify the hope of salvation, and so I listen impatiently for the arrival of a champion. 

A quickening of my pulse heralds the first euphoric stage of separation from the matrix of wood and paint. I lift ever so slightly and fall back to my painted earth, the plaything of gravity – a caged bird remembering how to fly. 

I refuse to be held hostage in a room for another five-hundred years or crouch in the shadows subservient to the point of imbecility. I swear on my brother’s life, I will no longer be silenced.

- Lisabetta

the true face of the ‘Mona Lisa

FROM THE DIARY OF VERONICA LYONS

Halifax, Nova Scotia

March 27, 2008

I’m unusually expectant tonight. I’d put it down to leaving for Paris tomorrow, but it’s more.

My standing date with ‘The Mona Lisa’ looms. There’s no turning back. Facing her again makes me nervous as a bag of cats. 

Strangely, I’m at my most lucid this half-hour before my meds kick in, when the muse takes control. This is the time I can’t help obsessing what’s hidden in plain sight: secrets I need to confess, events I want to forget, people who wound and betray, and paintings with stories to tell.

I miss my twin brother. My darling son is lost somewhere between autism and genius. And I’m lost between sainthood and motherhood. The ironies alone justify taking an extra ‘disappearing’ pill to offset my fear of flying. 

I named my boy Jupiter in my first trimester because I was as round as a planet, estranged from the small and ordinary, and curiously drawn to all things elemental. 

While pregnant, I was unconscious of the revelations that the sky god Jupiter represented the immensity of omnipotent intellect, unearthly merriment, and larger-than-life storms. But during the nine months of gestation I felt an overwhelming sense of mental expansion along with my belly. I was connected to the stars. I believed in destiny. 

It was natural to address my unborn child, acknowledging his greatness – my ancient child with faraway eyes who sees hidden truths.

We’re best friends. More like brother and sister, born a generation apart. Sometimes I think Jupiter is the mother, especially the times he grips my hand when episodes of despair hound me. He is my champion. Some children break all the rules. 

My name, Veronica, mocks me as the forged signature of the woman I was born to be. Tonight, its Latin anagram, veritas icona (translation ‘true face’), weighs particularly heavy. Perhaps the guilt trip is mine after all because I’m an impostor masquerading as a Supermom.

I’m not being true to myself when I pop a pill and turn my face to the wall. I hide whenever possible. Invisibility suits me. I’m weary of representing my family’s heritage of shame. 

And so, I dress my little man in grey lies and happy colors, hoping his father will take up his cause before I disappear down the same dark rabbit hole as my mother. 

The unvarnished truth: Paris is a guilt trip. Not mine. Jupiter and I are a disgraceful blot on his father’s social calendar. Paris is compensation for us agreeing to disappear. To be erased from Niles’ family’s pedigree. 

A euphoric slowing of my pulse heralds the first stage of separation from conscious thought. I sink to the floor, the plaything of gravity – a bird flying in the face of the lie that everyone is born equal. 

In the meantime, I’ve grown to accept my obscurity. But the truth is, I’ve given up many many times, and yet I almost believe in poetic justice. We have a new beginning and Jupiter has a chance to shine. He tells me this is the year of yellow. I have no idea what he means but I swear on my brother’s life, I will no longer be silenced. – Veronica Lyons 
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‘THE WINGED VICTORY’ a.k.a. ‘THE NIKE OF SAMOTHRACE’ 

on the Daru Staircase in the Louvre Museum










VICTORY ON THE STAIRS







VERITAS (TRUTH) + Icon (Image) = True Face

Latin anagram for the name Veronica

PARIS – The Louvre Museum

APRIL 1 – 2008

Jupiter Lyons clutches a brochure folded open to the Leonardo page. The map legend of the Louvre’s second floor shows several miniature numbers circled in red pen. Veronica Lyons uses their entrance receipt as a bookmark, turns to the floorplan on page one, and points to the X on the map. “We’re right here, sweetest of peas.” Her index finger travels over the page, back to Leonardo. “I’ve marked what we’ve come to see. You can be the navigator.”

Her six-year-old, an autistic savant, shrieks with glee, gloriously verbal now he has an important job to do. 

A long queue of museum warriors inch forward towards the elevators like a glacier. “We’ll have to join that line later,” Veronica says, rubbing the blister from her holiday shoes. “I’m sorry, but it’s the only way to see ‘The Mona Lisa’. We’re taking the stairs. Do you remember why? How are your feet holding up?” 

Jupiter smiles with satisfaction. “I remember that you want to save her for last,” he whispers to himself. This was his mother’s way, contrary to his own system. He treated himself to his favorite things first: the dark chocolate pudding before the buttery taste of green beans, but after the salt-drizzled French fries with ketchup beside them, drawn in an O rather than a solid dollop. Delaying comfort seemed pointless, especially after his mother declared him ‘especially special’ when she pinned his favorite badges on his new beret from the airport giftshop. 

“The one you are saving for last,” Jupiter shouts. The words ‘you’ and ‘last’ bounce off the walls leaving out any possibility of a question mark.

Veronica pinches her son’s cheek, plants a kiss, and wipes the smudge that isn’t there. Jupiter doesn’t appreciate being smudged. “Absolutely, spot on, Jupe, old bean. ”

She guides him forward, firmly pushing his shoulders ahead of her. “I wish there was an easier way, but everyone wants to see her. We’re going to visit the ‘Madonna of the Rocks’ first.” She taps a square of color on the open page. “That one.”

“The one wearing your brooch,” Jupiter mouths quietly to himself.

Veronica beams in spite of her burning heels. She bends closer as if sharing a secret. “But before that, we have a date with the ‘Victory’ – the Nike of…?”

“SAM,” Jupiter shouts smugly, raising his chin for another kiss. He’s answered cheekily to make his mother laugh and kiss him again.

“Samothrace,” she corrects. “The Winged Victory.” She raises her fingers, threatening to tickle. “Exacerbating child.”

He doubles over, giggling, trying to pronounce his response. “Exas…exaser…bibble.” Jupiter’s eyes are feverish with excitement. He chuckles, performs a little dance, punches the air, and shouts ‘wings, wings, wings.’ “You look like the Cheshire Cat,” he says. “My feet are fine.”

Jupiter waves his crushed brochure like a fan. His voice reverberates from the marble halls, surges up the grand staircase, and swirls around the shoulders of the ‘Nike of Samothrace’. “Mom, she’s – wear – ing – your – brooch,” he says, deliberately enunciating each syllable. Silently, he mouths the words ‘your brooch’ three more times. 

His mother witnesses Jupiter’s mouth move as if his lips need to catch up to his latest speech. “Who’s wearing my brooch, luvvy?” 

Jupiter covers his face with the brochure to make a point and gives a muffled answer from behind the picture of the ‘Madonna of the Rocks’. “She’s right here, Mom.” 

Mother and son stand alone at the foot of the stairs. 

The boy’s delighted shriek would have reached the statue’s ears if it had a head. He shouts to the companion voice that returns in a breathtaking sweep from the vault of the high ceiling. Jupiter loves echoes. His shadow voice captivates him, and he calls again just to hear it float. “BROOCH, brooch, brooch, brooch!” 

Heads turn. Scowls wash over them.

Veronica ruffles Jupiter’s hair and gently tames his enthusiasm into social acceptance. 

“There’s a museum voice, and a restaurant voice, and a movie theatre voice,” Veronica tells him. “The Louvre has its own voice,” she says. She makes the gesture of a plane swooping low that ends in tickling his tummy. “We keep our voices low enough to fly under the security guards’ radar. Right? We’ve practiced this.”

Jupiter squirms. He clamps his hand over his mouth and whispers “Sshhh.” 

Mother and child hold hands for a moment to savor the famous Daru staircase that sweeps before them, as enticing as any mountain climb with a goddess waiting at the summit. The sound of visitors blur into a company of ghostly wallpaper people.

Veronica squeezes Jupiter’s hand four times, her signal for permission for him to run ahead. “Not too fast,” she cautions, but he stays glued to her side, listening to the museum echoes that waft down the stairs. 

Jupiter crams a navy-blue beret tighter over his mop of sandy hair that constantly threatens to cover his eyes. The face of his ever-present companion, a stuffed lion doll, peers from the outside pocket of his backpack emblazoned with Leonardo’s ‘Vitruvian man’. Leo 1, has three identical brothers with distinguishing characteristics that only Jupiter fully understands. Jupiter’s aversion to buttons meant the lions’ original button eyes had to be replaced with black yarn sewn in two crisscross stitches. Jupiter is drawn to triangles. The letter X is acceptable because it forms four triangles. He counts things into fours all day long. 

He’s wearing his mother’s ‘Mona Lisa’ T-shirt that falls below his knees, a denim bomber jacket, khaki pants with pockets on the knees, and red running shoes with rainbow laces. Three badges are pinned to his hat, forming a triangle. One reads: Don’t mess with me. I’m high-functioning. The second is the image of the Mona Lisa’s smile. The third, larger than the others, reads: This is no ordinary kid. 

Veronica straightens her son’s lopsided beret and sweeps his hair to one side. “Settle down, sweetest of peas. You’re as fidgety as a bag of cats.”

That sets Jupiter giggling again. Cats are his favorite things.

Sometimes Veronica touches her son’s shoulder and she resorts to sign language. Mother and child are fluent with word pictures, finger alphabets, and mime. Signing had been recommended to coax Jupiter into speech after a formal diagnosis of autism at eighteen months.

Today the doors of Jupiter’s brain are characteristically open and he volunteers information that arrives from shapes and colors and textures. At other times, Veronica sees him struggle to communicate with an inner friend. Nothing escapes his senses. Sometimes he processes images for days before sharing them with her. She’s learned to hone her skills of observation like a detective at a crime scene. And yet her son’s perception often blindsides her. Jupiter only records important details that could be lost if left to hover and evaporate as a sole thought. He retains images the way an optimistic dog gnaws a bleached bone. Somewhere deeper there’s a morsel of puzzling marrow. Solving puzzles is an art form, and Jupiter is a master, committed until the last piece snaps into place.




Veronica and Jupiter’s holiday mood fills the immaculate hallways. Jupiter stops talking, and stamps his feet to test the acoustics. He listens for the voice of his new shoes. His expression is incandescent. Veronica is thrilled. “You’re already shining,” she says. 

The grand stairwell is great place to wear shoes that clickety-clack or squeak. They both love the sound. They’re here for the art, but the vibes of the stairs charm them. 

Their world is measured in small grand moments of mutual pleasure. It can be anything where they’re together, to pick up the noises and scents and tastes of the right-brain life lived raw and spontaneous. The lost mother, and son born out of wedlock, are companions who share the resonances others forget to see or taste or smell. 
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‘THE VITRUVIAN MAN’
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‘The WINGED VICTORY’

Jupiter clatters up the marble steps, pausing on each fourth step to jump. His backpack with the ‘Vitruvian Man’ image swings erratically from one arm as he contorts to examine the ‘Winged Victory’ from every angle. 

Veronica’s muffled voice in Jupiter’s ear is the internal whisper she wants him to emulate. “I never thought I would really stand next to her. What do you think?” There’s no answer. Jupiter is thinking. He’s measuring. He’s scanning for triangles. “Jupe? What do you think of her?”

Jupiter’s eyes focus. He faces his mother with a puzzled scowl. “It’s dangerous to fly without a head,” he says. 

There in the Louvre, surrounded by iconic images of ‘Mothers and Sons’ and sweeping landscapes of poetic illusion, Veronica and Jupiter explore on complementary senses. He is the litmus test of untainted understanding. She is the dowsing rod of historical truth. When Jupiter hears Veronica pronounce, Firenze, he hears the words ‘fear’ and ‘ends’. When Veronica writes the word, Firenze, she sees the word ‘fire’ and hopes her fear of fire will end. Together they weave the psychic threads of eccentric behaviors into a coherent story. 

Working two subsistence level jobs to provide for herself and her son, tests Veronica’s survival instincts. Mental travel is an indulgence she can afford. She and Jupiter have learned to live on lily pads of small pleasures. This trip is a physical windfall, more accurately construed as blackmail, floating on a lily pad the size of Europe.

It was plain that she and Jupiter had to disappear to pacify Niles’ family – to be ‘reborn’ in a new place. ‘Go west,’ Niles had suggested, but it was more an offer he dared her to refuse. As a single-parent of a child with mental challenges, Veronica agreed to disagree. The alternative was landing on the flypaper of social assistance, again. It also spelled disaster for her uncle’s research. Some choice.

The deal had come with a holiday proviso. Niles painted a black and white picture: ‘up stakes to anywhere on the planet,’ he’d pressed. ‘Your pick.’ He studied his immaculate manicure, pretending to push back a perfect cuticle. ‘Why not gallery hop on an expense account for a week or two in Europe while your things are on the road to wherever you decide.’ He met her eyes briefly. ‘And I will personally guarantee your uncle’s research will be safe.’ He knew her well. 

Art galleries dangled like poisoned bait. It was possibly the only serious holiday she and Jupiter were likely to have. Great art was chocolate-covered poison. Veronica caved.

A guidance dream that night was the clincher. Nike flew in her window and morphed into the ‘Statue of Liberty’, wielding a torch. Her plaintive advice, within a blinding beacon of light, called out in a voice too loud for a museum: ‘choose Paris... she is here... waiting… please hurry… she’s running out of time…’ 

‘Nowhere or somewhere,’ Niles badgered in the background. ‘Pick a tarot card. Stay or go.’ 

Nike’s stone feathers shivered and shattered to the floor. It had been an auspicious, if not obvious, confirmation, and Veronica woke determined to accept a couple of return tickets to Paris via London. Besides, her uncle Oz deserved to be placated for a change, and she was aware of who was waiting.

In the spirit of cooperation, Veronica chose the city of Victoria to homestead, as far away from Halifax as possible yet still remain in Canada. “Three weeks then,” Veronica countered, “first class seats to London and Paris, and you’ll personally look after Peyton and the cats while we’re away. No kennels. No catteries. And, by the way, this arrangement will not effect the lawsuit. I won’t sign away our son’s legacy. Are we clear?”

Niles flinched at the word ‘our’ but replied “done”, with forced enthusiasm.

“You’ll fly the animals to Victoria before our flight touches down,” she’d added. ‘And I want a van and driver to pick us up from the airport so we can collect them on the way…” she paused to press a contentious point with deliberate eye contact. “…home. Jupiter will be anxious to be reunited with his touchstones. I’m sure your secretary can orchestrate the logistics.”

Niles confirmed “no problem” with a greasy smile. Pets were more than family. They were therapy animals for his son, and Niles Duke, absentee father, deadbeat dad, and eternal bachelor, felt a curious stab of pleasure that Veronica still entrusted them to his care.

At first, the city of Victoria was a remote dot on a shape called British Columbia, but Veronica’s choice had a poetic edge. Bound for a new home in Victoria was a clean metaphor for victory. Nike had reached out, and now she waited on the stairs for another chat.

Victoria via Paris was hardly a Band-Aid trip, and pioneering on a scrap of pure fresh space, surrounded by mountains and the waters of the blue Pacific, promised to be homesteading delivered inside a symbolic message. Even the word pacific implied a healing balm: pacify. She and Jupiter deserved to be pacified for a change.

“It’s not house arrest. It’s not the Hotel California,” Niles had said. “You can leave anytime, but you’d be crazy if you do. The rent for one year has been prepaid.” His head, tipped to one side, expecting to be thanked.

Veronica turned from the room without giving him the satisfaction of her Cheshire Cat grin. Maybe this time, both of them had won. “What makes you think I’m crazy?” she said, facing the closed door. “I’ll start packing tonight.” She never looked back. The hallway carpet seemed more like a golden road paved with light. A feeling of buoyancy lifted her. She was already on the road less traveled.

She wrote in her diary:

Poverty has its own voice. It says ‘yes’ to things one would rather not face, but a rumor persists that sometimes beggars CAN be choosers, drawn into an alternative reality ruled by a rogue gene of synchronicity. Jupiter and I are due to cross paths with ‘the Winged Victory, and the chance to fly free. Perhaps my truest image is coming into focus. I will face ‘Mona Lisa’ at last. What will she say this time?

Jupiter surveys the statue of ‘Nike’ like a twenty-first century spectroscope. He probes – a natural master of forensic science. He counts individual feathers and observes the positive shape of the wing and the negative spaces under it and between the ship’s prow of its plinth. “It’s the same wing,” he points out, but his mother is lost to the creature of the stairs. She’s drifted out to sea in a pea-green boat.

Jupiter, enchanted by whispering stairs, measures the angles of Nike’s wings. Her white marble draperies cast shadows like hills and valleys covered in Nova Scotia snow. “HOME!” he shouts. “BROOCH, HAMBURGERS, CATS, cats, cats, cats.”

The diversity of high-functioning autism and wild imagination enslaves them. Private worlds have different food chains and atmospheres and inhabitants. Veronica’s ears search. Jupiter’s eyes listen.













BELLA VERITAS (‘BEAUTY AND TRUTH’)







PERCHE LA MINESSTRA si fredda”

(the soup grows cold)

~ Leonardo da Vinci, 1519

AMBOISE, France

The Manor House of Cloux

APRIL 15 – 1519

April 15th is an auspicious day. Brother and sister share the same date of birth, born in the heart of Tuscany – six years apart.

Across the room, Leonardo is too busy to notice his sister’s wistful mood, but then, it was typically so. Work is a blindfold to the everyday things of life when your name is Leonardo da Vinci. 

Lisabetta is lured from her portrait towards the blue sky of the open window. She walks past Leonardo, his table, and his abandoned midday meal, creating a gentle disturbance that flutters its strewn papers. Mathurine’s ‘soup-of-the-country’ grows cold next to the old man intent on documenting the entire world. 

The gargoyle on the roof outside Leonardo’s bedroom window seems poised to leap at a passing sparrow hawk. Lisabetta looks out over its stone wings to the ‘Leonardo Tree’ below. From this vantage she is reminded that the scale of trees is irrelevant. 

It was one of the first art lessons Leonardo had taught her. Together as children, they gathered trees of moss that fit into the palms of their hands, and studied the forms of the cloud trees that towered over the Tuscan landscape. 

Lisabetta is momentarily distracted by the figures of a woman and a boy moving diagonally across the lawn. Her eyes track them as they walk in a beeline for the main door until they disappear out of sight. 

Behind her, Leonardo’s pen scratches furiously at the design of a fountain for King Francis’s new palace.

“Leonardo,” Lisabetta announces abruptly, “it is time.”

“Time?” he answers absentmindedly, “for my medicine?” 

“Time to eat your soup... to breathe fresh air... to feel the sunshine... and to put down your pen,” she says.

Leonardo responds with a smile, but he mischievously writes one more thing to vex her: ‘here I must stop because the minestrone grows cold.’ 

Leonardo’s last stroke has puckered his left hand into a feeble paw which still allows him to sketch and write, but his paints have long been abandoned in favor of designing follies for the King of France.

It is unusually warm for April. Newborn bees test their wings in the sun, and Leonardo is persuaded to set aside his frantic scribbling and venture downstairs on his apprentice, Cecco’s, arm. Leonardo’s Tuscan chair is carried ahead with blankets and silk pillows, and a tray of his favorite sweetmeats: a platter of marzipan pigs, Madagascar dates, and a blue majolica bowl filled with crystallized ginger.

The young bees serenade the first flowers beginning to blossom in the walled garden, beyond. Cecco chooses a perfect yellow rose from the adjacent conservatory and tries to lure a fat bee onto it with a small net, but the bee is provoked into a frenzy until Lisabetta cups her hands around it and sets it gently onto the head of the flower. The calmed bee burrows contentedly into the petals and is transported to the front lawn, where Leonardo dozes in the half-sleep of old-age. 

At sixty-seven, Leonardo projects the aura of an ancient magus ensconced on his wicker throne – an ordinary chair made from the reeds of the Vincio River near his birthplace. It’s strategically placed in the shade of the great oak that Cecco dubbed the Leonardo Tree – so named, the day of their arrival three-years ago, at King Francis’s pleasure. Leonardo had placed his hands on the tree and said he could feel a numinous energy within it. ‘Here is power,’ he had said, and claimed the oak as his. 

Leonardo sits like an emperor soaking up magic – a noble figure with flowing white beard, resting his chin on one gnarled fist, his lion-head cane gripped by the other. He wears a violet skullcap, and a matching shawl. His legs are tucked snuggly under a regal coverlet embroidered with his own device – the monogram LDV worked into an elaborate Vinci knot in silver thread. It is the same design that Cecco has engraved in the bark of the Leonardo Tree. 

Lisabetta runs ahead of Cecco and whispers to her sleeping brother: “Leonardo, I will be right back. Happy birthday.” 

“My Bella Veritas – our birthday, it is today?” he says, inside his dream.

She kisses his cheek. “April 15th,” she replies and hurries away.

Leonardo smiles, remembering the baby sister he once held in his arms. “I thought you would never come,” he murmurs to himself. The stars sang the night she was born. Knowing that Lisabetta will never leave him is his greatest comfort. “Don’t be long. Ti voglio bene,” he calls, after her.

“Moi aussi, je t'aime,” Lisabetta calls back over her shoulder. “We are in France now.”

“France?” Leonardo puzzles. Only this morning he had observed the familiar swan-shaped mountain near Vinci from his window and ordered Zoroaster to check the new wings of the ornithopter. He had been testing the wind velocity. Cecco had even copied the latest calculations into his notebook. They were ready to try again. Even now, he was resting on the grass of Mt. Ceceri’s eastern slope until the updrafts were stronger. Soon they would wake him and he would claim the sky. 

“Monsieur Léonard,” Cecco says, addressing Leonardo by his French name. “You have a visitor.” He presents his fragile offering, lifting the net slowly. 

The bee remains settled. “Voila! Maestro, may I present a small admirer who brings you this birthday rose as a token of his esteem.” 

Leonardo is delighted to observe one of his favorite miracles of flight so closely, but the bee buzzes after Lisabetta in a disappearing trajectory of yellow and black, following her signature of violet perfume. 

Leonardo inhales the rose’s fragrance and closes his eyes. “This yellow… I am reminded of a canary I once...” he starts, but his voice trails off at the sad memory. He looks lost. “Where is Rinato?” he asks.

“Maestro, Rinato was before my time. He has been gone for many years now, but the house dogs are near. Do you want me to bring one of them?” 

“Rinato must be with Lisabetta,” Leonardo says.

“Of course, Maestro, that must be where he is,” Cecco replies.

Leonardo clutches the yellow rose tightly with his good hand and cuddles an invisible dog. “I’ve left Lisabetta too long,” he says, and waves the flower like a scepter. “This is for her birthday birthday birthday birthday,” he says, and begs Cecco to take him and Rinato inside. 













GROWING PAINS







“TO SLEEP, PERCHANCE to dream...

for in that sleep of death

what dreams may come?”

~ William Shakespeare




In 1519, my portrait was a teenager, painted in 1503 when Leonardo had intended to abandon his paints forever. Instead, in a burst of inspiration, my brother turned me into an icon. A gilded frame is my window on the world. It’s my only escape route – my window of opportunity.

In many ways, Leonardo had been my first mother, and I returned the favor by mothering him for the rest of his life, but my brother needed protecting as much as nurturing. I did that too.

I was born to watch over him. His considerable strengths made him more vulnerable. He was in a hurry to be wise. Caterina, our mother, called Leonardo her ancient child with faraway eyes.

I understood his obsessive preoccupation with minutiae. To a lesser degree, I shared his fascination for details, but Leonardo’s studies tested the limits of intellectual drowning. I sat with his melancholies, in awe of his courage. His physical stamina was legend. It had to be to conquer the merciless recurring headaches of flames and chills that hounded him.

In spite of my brother’s inherent delight in music and a joyous affinity with natural science, a desperate river of sorrow ran under his ecstasies. Abandonment weighed heavy in his heart. Piero da Vinci kept Leonardo on a leash of hope until his legitimate sons arrived. And in the end, the stain of illegitimacy doomed his sweetest son to the hapless task of proving his worthiness in a haze of unappreciated filial duty.

The first time could be pardoned. Piero had been young and scared, but the second time he was heartless – his true nature had built a wall around the core of his ‘pure’ family. He was a cold, calculating lawyer. For those egregious sins, I despised him with enough hatred for two. Leonardo never hated anyone.

I truly care nothing for fathers, and my denied pedigree to Leonardo continues to rankle me into the desire for recognition – full disclosure of all that I was and all that we were and always will be, together. I was never my father’s daughter… neither of them. I had two. One was descended from notary-guild stock and socially invisible to me, the other was a brutish mercenary soldier. Both were selfish. But what I remember most about my time, was that, after they turned fourteen, all the men in my century were selfish.

Bloodlines were easy to disguise because we women existed invisibly under the complex lineage of our menfolk. I grew up as Lisabetta di Antonio Buti del Vacca in a deliberate act of mistaken identity perpetrated by two families. I was never her. If you follow the dictates of government officials and historians, I was never a woman of consequence. And yet, with my brother’s help, I have clearly made my mark on the world. Even so, a disturbing thought continuously haunts me. Was I ever truly here?

Time plays tricks. If my name is irretrievably lost, posthumously cut apart from my time and permanently erased from the world, overshadowed by the lies of silence, could I ever be sure I lived, other than in Leonardo’s imagination?

After my death I remained beside Leonardo in spirit form to honor our extraordinary bond. Beyond death was simply a necessary extension of our mutual pact to companion each other always – in all ways. ‘Until death parts us,’ was a hollow sentiment while one of us still breathed.

You may have heard that Leonardo kept the ‘Mona Lisa’ painting with him until his death. Now you know why. Leonardo never accepted my death, and my portrait was the best place for me to hide in plain sight. My animated portrait stabilized him. In many ways he’d captured my soul with his brushes. But it was more than art. It was artfulness on my part. His needs eclipsed my own.

And so, after my own transition, I lingered in the painting, willingly-enough for my brother’s sake, and continued to minister to him with affection and compassion – a decision I never regretted while he lived. But, may heaven forgive me, I never envisioned staying five-hundred-years.

Waiting for Leonardo to die was a peculiar mixture of guilt and relief, and I’ve had plenty of time to observe the living with increasing vexation. But, as the April of 2008 approaches, a promise tugs at my sleeve. It’s pure. Delivered lovingly. At last, I have a chance to reveal my true identity. It’s time to redress a wish made in haste.

I am animated with memories and a new secret. Centenaries are venerated for a reason… they contain power. I’ve been granted a new wish on the occasion of the 500th anniversary of my death. If I can find someone to release me within the year 2008 I can move on as death intended. Significantly, there are nine months left in the year… perfect timing for the gestation of a human life. And even more true to the point, to paint a new death.

After my death, I bided where no time and all of time co-existed in a tapestry of memories and dreams. The ‘Mona Lisa’ painting made it easier for me to stay, acting as a bridge between my accustomed invisibility and Leonardo’s need to see me. He chided me. I was perfect, he said, but I would never be finished, which accounts for the heaviness of never-ending varnish.

I was delighted to discover the ability to revisit my younger years with ease, and I indulged by celebrating the joys of my childhood, allowing them to outshine the harsher years of poverty and abuse. I especially dared to imagine a blissful reunion with Sandro Botticelli and the delight of seeing my daughter again, but most days I stayed focused on the task of keeping Leonardo happy.

Leonardo’s last birthday prompted a spell of reminiscing. For his sixty-seventh year, my mind wandered as I lazed in my portrait’s mountains and valleys, ruminating over the events of my own life.

Not surprisingly, the lies loomed larger than the truths, but I was never sure of the truth anyway. I had the knack of justifying everything I did for our success.










A BLIND DATE







“LIVES TOUGHEN

from ducking God’s thunderbolts

and surviving random encounters”

~ Lisabetta

PARIS – The Louvre Museum

APRIL 1 – 2008

Her words ‘date with Nike’ float back to Veronica as if strolling past the Winged Victory is a casual event. The ‘Nike of Samothrace’ had imbedded itself in her psyche by gracing the front cover of the course textbook for ‘Art History 101’, her travel companion, accompanying her during on the long bus-rides home from university. She’d studied its stone fabric crevices, captured in dramatic light, and followed the contours of its billowing draperies, frozen in time like the volcanic ash of a Vesuvius victim, wondering if its missing head had long flowing hair. She decided it did.

“She’s easy to find,” Jupiter says, staring at the magnificent statue, looming on the stairs. Veronica had deliberately avoided its peripheral energy, hovering up and to her right, wings outstretched like the sails of a ship. Her muscles tingle deliciously on high-alert from the anticipation of meeting a goddess. She savors the body-high of an art junkie, deliberately choosing to experience the visceral shock of facing an icon full-on, the way one steps up and confronts a movie star on the street: “Hello… I’m a big fan.”

If terror doesn’t ruin the moment, she intends to greet the ‘Mona Lisa’ with the parallel smile of an old acquaintance. She’s rehearsed Mona Lisa’s mystery smile many times in various mirrors, but the cold marble of Lisa’s halls is confidence shaking, and she notes every exist against aborting her mission.

Leonardo’s portraits can be moody to the point of demanding, but they’re always intimidating. He’s a painter of souls. One never knows their disposition until their eyes blink.

Popping another tranquilizer for Dutch courage alters her perception. The word ‘strange’ floats from the word ‘estranged’ and pulsates in her wrist. The main thing, is that Jupiter remains in the dark on this especially bright day.

Discussing paintings is one of their favorite pastimes.

Leonardo miraculously painted the ‘Mona Lisa’s’ eyes to engage every onlooker from any point across a room. One expects her to speak. They will be able to see her as a ‘postage stamp’ from the back of the salon – an undersized window in an expanse of wall.

A thumbnail image will diminish the impact of Lisa’s direct gaze and delay the confrontation.

Veronica’s plan is to edge forward, attached to the throng in front of her, averting her eyes until the last moment. At optimum range she will close them tight, pause to a count of four, and look up for an emotional hit. Nothing less than a gut punch. Nothing less than an extrasensory blast of immediate recognition. Is it really you? followed by an apology.

In a way, Veronica is meeting an old friend – an entity who has haunted her for years. Today the dream materializes. She is sure the ground will tremble. She already feels faint. Surely, their combined energy will short-circuit the Louvre’s breakers and dim the lights of Paris.

Jupiter and Veronica approach the ‘Nike of Samothrace’ on parallel wavelengths. Jupiter probes for hidden truths. Veronica observes in a surreal daze. Her perceptions transport. She heads straight for the dizzying mother-lode of historical destinations… romance in the truest sense of the word. Her viewpoint expands to a prolonged Hellenistic haze, more than she’d hoped, all expectations exceeded. She is prone to ghostly whispers, and the rustle of archaic white robes.

She appreciates the sensual curve of a phantom cheek, and the liquid flash of olive-dark eyes. She brushes against the heartbeats of the once living, and hustles alongside the echoes of ancient sandals. She experiences the world sensually. Art invades and conquers her on sensitive overloads to the scents of warm winds off ripe lemon groves.

Veronica is no longer in Paris. She’s standing on a beach, blinded by the brilliance of turquoise water against white marble pillars, following the receding footprints of bare feet running on powdery sand.

Until her son’s voice penetrates her vision, Veronica’s eyes ache from the glint of sunlight off freshly-whitewashed plaster. The shape of the descending Nike casts a mauve shadow on the cliffs as she touches down with a message of victory. Nike’s trumpet blasts the beauty of an Aegean day into a joyous triumph.

Veronica savors the salty kiss of a warm breeze on her lips and smiles from the memory. She holds onto that smile to give the Mona Lisa.
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LISABETTA – age 45













LISABETTA COUNTRY







“ONLY GREAT ART is truly immortal”

~ Lisabetta

PARIS – The Louvre Museum

APRIL 1 – 2008

Lisabetta turns her back on the salon. She walks for miles, hitches up her green skirt, and scrambles up a bank of steep rocks. A cloud of kites screech her up the last few feet to their eyrie. Her determination sends a crumble of stones behind her in a gentle avalanche. The toes of her leather shoes remain un-scuffed, but Leonardo’s veiled sun scorches her hair until she reaches a familiar plateau where she rolls into the shade. From here, she can view the full extent of her past, melting into the earth and grasses, camouflaged by the colors of nature as Leonardo had intended.

A trickle of water leaves a brown trail of minerals from a fissure high above in the face of the cliff, and Lisabetta makes a cup with her hands that interrupts the water’s journey towards a natural basin of stone lined with moss. The lip of the basin is dry. She strokes its emerald velvet with fondness – they are Leonardo’s miniature trees. She plucks a single stem and cradles it in her hands – the same pose as her portrait’s hands. It’s a grand memory. One that she hopes will stir others to uncover a way home. Home being a heaven she’s glimpsed, rather than a sterile museum.

Lisabetta’s base camp is the place where a windbreak of gorse and marigold forms a human-sized amphitheater. Inside the curve of it, the mountain has made her a blanket of thatch and fern, woven by the wind and plumped into a cradle between the crevices. She settles down and closes her eyes to concentrate and tries to evoke the help of her brother, the master of this illusion. “Leonardo, Leonardo, Leonardo, Leonardo,” she intones, four times for luck.

Lisabetta draws down the mists clinging to the mountain peaks – Leonardo’s gauzy curtains of seclusion that turn landscapes into land escapes, to put more distance between the Louvre’s intensity and her need for retreat. Her brother’s disposition and his frequent need for sanctuary had mirrored his observations of nature’s moodiness: damp wind and smoky rain and the heat rising from sunbaked stone. He had taught Lisabetta to surrender to the alchemy of weather for inspiration. His muses were hers. “Elemental answers wait inside torrential storms of nature and emotion for the patient artist,” he had said.

Leonardo had relaxed behind his screens – free to say and write and dream blasphemous ideas, dabbling with forbidden science, safely unobserved. His tendency to hide, reflected a dangerous need for privacy.

Nature protected its own. Leonardo understood a town’s need for isolation and a hill’s need for solitude, and that an owl’s eggs begged invisible nests for survival, no less than bear cubs evaporated into the depths of a secluded cave. Horizons were compassionate places blanketed by mystery where anything was possible.

Leonardo’s ferocious melancholies had been comfortably masked by Lisabetta’s administrations of cold compresses and the smelling salts of fresh lemon zest.

His imagination had been the safest space for truth to flourish. Many times, Leonardo had disappeared on trips into wilderness like Lisabetta’s in order to insulate himself from the church and superstition, as well as bill collectors and public humiliation. Rebels need mountain hideaways to plot revolutions, and Leonardo was as passive a rebel as Lisabetta was an aggressive mediator.

Leonardo explained that secrets had a chance to take root inside a storm. One could dream there, in its eye. Lisabetta hoped to meet him by chance, one day in her hills, testing the updrafts and measuring the degrees of opaqueness between seasonal miles of air. Perhaps copying illusions into his notebook, or scribbling occult dreams backwards in code.

Sometimes, Lisabetta sees Leonardo on a far-off hill, with his back against an oak, or under the arch of the bridge below, sketching the eddies of water from stones sent into the river by his own hand, but never any closer, and she has come to feel grateful to see him at all. Often, Rinato accompanies him – a small white canine energy darting like a butterfly over the grass.

Depending on Leonardo’s age, his owl, Lydia, is with him – a soft cloud hovering over her master or a tiny flutter of canary yellow perches on his sleeve.

This is Lisabetta’s country. Hers and Leonardo’s. It’s delightful, but it isn’t heaven. Leonardo would live larger in her heaven, and Sandro and Leona would be there, along with her old zoo: her pony, Stella; dogs, Rinato and Giallo; and Picolini and Simonetta with countless generations of their feline offspring.

Lisabetta trails out the played scenes of her life. Lily pads of time form rows like the words in a story. Carefully preserved experiences are counted as ripples of light: a wing here, a shadow following. Receding voices disappear like running feet, but she remains the guilty center of the world, and not far from this spot, she is still a jumpy thread of posthumous nerves who resides in a museum room wound tight with adoration and disappointment.

She is determined to rake her years for a lost clue. Any signpost is welcome if it points towards atonement. Lisabetta willingly revisits her scenes of misconduct, but none appear vile enough to warrant her unworthiness to fully die. No stray curse shows its teeth. No echoes of voices fly back that could injure a reputation. But she waits – something will come, and it arrives as the sound of her own laughter and horses clopping towards the horizon. Rinato’s faint bark chases the currents of the Vincio River while her sisters harvest the whispering reeds and silence them into bundles for weaving baskets. It must be September.

Lisabetta examines the consequences of her actions like a scientist – the way Leonardo taught her, but on kinder days she encourages a passing fragrance to linger for entertainment. There were the sweet hours in the studio when Leonardo chided her for her rainbow fingers. His need for spotless sleeves and hands had been meant to inspire discipline. No, there was no malice there, nor was there in her mother’s objections to her five-year-old daughter’s prattling of escape during the days she shadowed Leonardo like a hungry cat. These were harmless criticisms given with affection. Lisabetta strains for muffled gossip and digests her shames that howl like circling wolves.

Often she disturbs the old scented-days, spent under magic, thirsting for art and love, and these drift by like pale swans and make her smile. Once an amber brooch shone on her palm with an innocent bronze key to nothing in particular that she could remember. Once she had been in a room lined with books and seen her portrait lying on a table without its frame. A girl had been sleeping beside it and Lisabetta had first thought it was herself, but the clothes the girl wore were those of a boy. She’d begged him for help, and he’d run from the room.

By contrast, fragile experiments of pain wait in line – each small betrayal counted on young fingers. Childhood innocence dances in circles with expectation, and lastly, the most exquisite dreams: the first blossoming of dizzying arousal, desiring beyond the capacity to survive a missed kiss. Especially the emotional tugs later – the days-after sort of life that show themselves like shy strangers. There’s a rumpled bed, abandoned with rouge on the sheets. Lisabetta smooth’s the covers, and places a primrose over the stain. She rises again, above the penalties of forbidden honey – the old days spent in pursuit of love’s heat, musing over the enchantments and promises of more – the possibilities of rubies against green silk and white fur – and success. Always success. Forever the bittersweet relief, drenched by the storms of business.

Lisabetta combs her mistakes, but can find none tainted sufficiently with enough sin to be cheated from heaven. Her savage exile remains a mystery.

Lisabetta resurfaces from recounting a list of failed strategies, dazzled by a vision of sunlight caressing Il Porcellina, the stone pig from the market, in 1504 – the time she had called down a sainted energy and given herself a fright. An overwhelming feeling of anger at the unfairness of life accompanies the memory. It had been a sweltering day in the marketa of Florence. She was there to cool her bleeding hands, stained bright-blue, in the fountain.

Branacchi, the new overseer in charge of an ‘Adoration’ for the Vespucci, had given a cursory glance at the folds of an orange velvet cloak she was rendering and consigned her to grinding colors. She had been in a glorious trance, using every tender refinement Leonardo had taught her when Branacchi’s orders shattered her concentration. For a moment she was disoriented, but then his voice rose sharply, cruelly dispelling the sacred moment between artist and art.

He shouted an order in mid-stride. “You. Girl on the ladder. Stop. Leave that. Lorenzo will finish it. Sandro requires a quantity of ultramarine. Take extra care. It is expensive, and you know how demanding he is.”

She complied, scowling, and pulverized a lump of raw lapis for hours until her hands bled. Her anger lessoned as the color took over. She surrendered to the calming rhythms of the pestle and mortar, slipping into the exacting ritual of crushing rock into a paste with almond oil. When it was perfect, she scooped the buttery blue mound and delivered it on a clean pine board like a holy offering.

Her fuming returned. Not one word of praise, and of all the talentless little upstarts – a spoiled toady like Lorenzo di Credi was destroying her work. Her beautiful orange cloak with its elaborate border picked out in gold, ruined by the hand of a clumsy catamite nonentity before Leonardo had a chance to see it.

An ancient statue of a female boar, basks in the oppressive heat of the marketa. Like all Florentines, Lisabetta has made casual wishes on its nose many times, but today is different. Today she communes like a priestess before making her request.

The moment feels suspended, lived outside the commotion of the marketplace, as if she and the statue are alone on earth. As the chaos of the square subsides around her, Lisabetta places her blue-stained hands on either side of the sow’s snout and examines its tiny eyes for signs of life. “Dio. I swear if it takes five-hundred-years I will be accepted. I will make them see me.”

The bitter desires that Lisabetta pours into the soul of the pig thrash together. For a moment there is silence, but when the pig squeals yes four times, quite audibly inside her head, Lisabetta pulls her hands from it as if scalded and bolts from the piazza. She hurries, tripping over barrels and baskets, through the filth of the market stalls, skirting hungry dogs and the hungrier street urchins who collect in small filthy gangs.

At the corner of the Campanile, Lisabetta stops and wipes her hands together to rub off the hot magic. She checks them for blisters, but apart from the blue stains her hands are unblemished and she chides herself for over-imagination. The strain of several sleepless nights, the fierce sun and an emotional outburst has made her ill, and the scorching skin of the bronze pig has only seemed to sear her like fire.

She reassures herself this is the truth, but she knows it for a lie. She had been angry and the stone had been warm to the touch, but not excessively so, and she had felt her rage leave, absorbed by the statue. For a brief moment her hands felt stuck, and then a jolt of lightning entered her body through them and she had a vision of cruel flames engulfing her. She must shelter from the sun and rest, and most of all, she must forget this incident and the ugly business earlier with Monna Lisa Giocondo.

A quick glance confirms her panic has gone unobserved, but when Lisabetta lurches on she can feel the snuffling breath of a smiling pig on the calves of her legs, and she slows to glance over her shoulder half-expecting to see a lumbering, snorting beast in pursuit. She stumbles on past pens of squawking poultry, unnerved, distracted by the stink and grunts of porcine livestock louder than their stone mother in the market square.

Lisabetta only slows to a walk after she reaches the shady side of the Medici palace – a safe distance from the imagined miracle. The palace walls are a soothing touchstone. Their rough surface grounds her. She doesn’t believe in miracles or curses. She is the victim of a bizarre hallucination delivered by an unforgiving sun, and even now a bright pain is forming behind her eyes – nothing more.

The Via Ghibellina rests slightly cooler under a welcome blanket of violet shadow, but a shard of bright sunlight stabs Lisabetta’s left eye when she turns the corner and glances up at the sky. She flinches and retches into the street. She swipes her lips cracked with thirst on her sleeve. The promise of water urges her on.

Lisabetta’s feet stretch towards the quiet interior of Leonardo’s studio. It’s close enough to savor the coolness of water that awaits her parched throat. A flushed Lisabetta rushes past Leonardo, working at a long table. “Bring lemons,” she says, not stopping. “I need your help.” The back room is quiet. Lisabetta splashes water on her face, closes the shutters and collapses onto a straw pallet.

Leonardo is concerned. “Is it the blackness?” He follows and places a cool compress on his sister’s forehead. The silence and the scent of lemon peel restores her enough to warn him. “Don’t let it in,” Lisabetta mutters. “Five-hundred-years… five hundred!”

“Don’t let in who?”

“Giocondo. She and I… ” Lisabetta’s voice trails off in a fit of crying.

“There is no-one here. Lisabetta who has upset you? Please. You will make yourself ill.”

“The wishing pig in the marketta. My hands. It burned my hands.”

Leonardo examines his sister’s hands. “There is a little paint. Nothing more.” He tries to still them from twitching but she grabs his sleeve, panicked.

“It followed me. It’s at the door. Dio, they’re locking the doors again. I am trapped.”

“Cara, there is no pig. You are safe. The door is not bolted. You are free to leave whenever you like.”

“Non, I’m a prisoner. I cannot escape. I thought you would come but you abandoned me. I waited for you. I trusted you but you left me behind.”

“I promise you, we will be leaving together as we always do. I would never leave without you. This blackness will fade and...”

“Make the crowd go away. They stare, so. Leonardo, please help me.”

“I will. I will make them go away if you promise to sleep.”

“Five-hundred years, Leonardo. How could you?”

Lisabetta surrenders to sleep, and Leonardo returns to his maps and calendars for their latest escape route – retreating and escaping have become their specialty.

Lisabetta is momentarily puzzled. This pig memory feels more significant. It’s brighter than the others. She feels the quickening of intuition. It had taken three days to sufficiently shake off the disturbing dream of a bronze statue squealing with laughter. She will allow the memory more time to speak. Test it against a reawakening sense of truth.

There is no revoking a wish made like a demand but a second wish may soften the first, especially when other powerful creators are involved. Divine comeuppance is the ultimate system of poetic justice and there are synchronicities at stake. Wishing too big lacks humility, but Lisabetta had heard somewhere that wishing too small was an admission of weakness.

No matter, Lisabetta of the Louvre painting, remembers making a wish, and wishing is a form of prayer ... and when in trouble, any statue is a saint if it can reach the ears of power.

There’s a soothing light around the year 2008. In two weeks, five-hundred-years will have passed since her death and subsequent internment. She has heard several visitors chide each other with lies. Today is April Fool’s Day.

She was a fool to have toyed with fate, and now, the first three months of the year are gone. The two-faced truth of things to come is continued detention in perpetuity or rebirth. Her plan is a simple historical correction. No more ‘eye-for-an-eye’, but a name for a name.
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