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For Athena.


If anybody ever deserved to live longer, it was you.


For Atlas.


My nurse, my faithful, my ever-sighing, 
ever-loving sunshine-gremlin boy.











Blessed are all simple emotions, be they dark or bright! It is the lurid intermixture of the two that produces the illuminating blaze of the infernal regions.


—Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Rappaccini’s Daughter”
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Prologue



Iam no stranger to the intricate rituals of death.


From the age of five I assisted my father in the sepulchre, guiding mourners from the gilded coffin we called the “cradle” to the pyre room below, where tradition dictated that the sisters and wives and mothers and daughters must shear their incense-braided hair to the chin at minimum and toss the rest to the flames. Upstairs, my father stood by while husbands and fathers and sons and brothers watched to ensure the cradle was engulfed entirely by the fragrant smoke.


From the age of eight I was the one who held and rang the little brass bell, its mournful peal announcing the beginning of the Silence—the multiday vigil held by the women around the freshly cleansed coffin. I ensured that no word was uttered, no food or drink except for water passed their lips, and any insults upon the house of the departed were reported.


By thirteen, after the death of my mother, it was I, and not my father, who reported the infractions to the fathers and husbands: a sliver of bread for the girl whose twin had died of the influenza, placed between her cracked lips by her own aunt; the pregnant widow who fainted beside the cradle and could only be roused by the dabbing of the syrupy communal wedding wine between her lips; the crone who, having lost her husband and son, in a fit of grief made to return to the pyre room and throw herself into the pit rather than face her remaining life as a widow at the mercy of her son-in-law. I did not see the punishments, but I took them to my bed every night as if they were my own.


Death was indisputable. At times I both hated and loved these ritual beats, as familiar as my own skin. Just as there were those whose job it was to pioneer celebration—births and marriages and comings of age—my father always said it was our job as the chaperones of death to defend decorum, honour, and custom.


When my own father died two weeks into my marriage, I returned to the sepulchre and endured these old traditions easily. I had no desire to speak or eat anyway, wrapped as I was in my grief, and readily accepted the customary three-day vigil commanded by my husband. Three days of my life to honour my father and his decades of devotion to his craft seemed a fair price. I cut huge swathes of my braided hair for the fire, sweat pouring from every inch of me as I leaned close over the pit and sacrificed everything I could to the flames—determined that, although my father had no other family, his cradle would not go uncleansed.


Now it is my husband in the cradle upstairs, his body lying in silk-lined gold. It is not my father speaking the last rites, not his gentle hands that have arranged Aurelio’s limbs and daubed his forehead with sweet perfume. I am surrounded in this unfamiliar sepulchre by Aurelio’s family, not my own. They were never really mine. Aurelio’s mother, his five aunts, his seven sisters, countless cousins, and their daughters all embrace their Silence, heads bowed, veils obscuring their unspoken prayers. I watch them bitterly.


Each of their husbands and fathers commanded the customary three days, and two fewer for the young and frail. Aurelio’s mother volunteered for five and her husband did not argue. I did not volunteer for any—not that anybody would have listened. I have been Silent, in their eyes, since the moment my husband died.


No. For my sins, Aurelio commanded me one last time from beyond the gilded cradle. Not three or five, but thirteen days of mourning is his final wish. One to mark every week we were married.


I bear it, as he must have known I would, without complaint. But I am weak by the end, desperate for a wedge of lemon, a fistful of oily olives with their bitter pits, anything to smother the woodsy tang of frankincense from my too-short hair. I count each minute beyond death and wonder whether this is what it feels like to be free.
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Wonder—is not precisely Knowing And not precisely Knowing not— A beautiful but bleak condition He has not lived who has not felt—' Emily Dickinson, 1331














Chapter One



After Aurelio, only the university remains.


I have dreamt of it my whole life and I dream of it still. When I was a child my father described it like one of the Isliano palaces of old, a parade of white columns and sculpted stone women carrying water in vast urns. I imagined what it would be like to stroll through halls hung with masterpieces in gilded frames, to smell the smoky sweetness of clove cigarettes in the mouths of scholars.


My father described the university as though it was inevitable—as though I would one day see it. I did not realise until I was much older that he told such richly embellished stories because he never expected me to see it, and never expected he might see it again either, since he had never had a son. He took solace in the tales he told as I watched from my perch in the corner of the embalming room or looked on from the grassy slopes as he tended his garden of herbs; by the time I left home I could recount each story word for word, as I often had at bedtime to ward off the thoughts of what would come if my parents ever received an offer for my hand.


When I was a wife, the vision in my head became twisted by desperation, the university an oasis of dark cubbies, vaulted arches, and the cool darkness of libraries recessed deep underground. I never stopped thinking of it as mine, my story, my fairy tale. I knew by this time that I would never have the honour of attending as I might have if I’d been a boy instead of a wretched girl, but I longed for nothing more. I should never have been a daughter of Death, learning my father’s profession despite my mother’s protests, condemned to a life as little more than Aurelio LeVand’s wife. If my father had had his way—and if I had had mine—I would have been a son of science.


Instead, I was married and ordered to leave any childish dreams of education behind. I made a good match in Aurelio. His mother said he was charmed by my beauty, some softness in me that hadn’t been lost during the years of constant mourning—or perhaps a softness that had emerged from it. My father said there had been some scandal, years ago, and while Aurelio was a very good match for me, with my rising age and my diminished dowry, I was also a welcome match for him, even despite my strange upbringing and his family’s standing. He should have married a countess, but instead he got an undertaker’s spinster daughter.


Although Aurelio’s family settled for me, my husband himself was agreeable enough. He seemed relieved that I wasn’t ugly and was eager to teach me the proper behaviour expected of a respectable lady. I’d never considered what might happen if I ended up with a society husband because I’d always hoped I would never be a society wife, but my father assured me on my wedding day that all fresh brides fear change, and my only duty was not to let Aurelio see it.


I assumed, naively, that Aurelio’s teaching would open this new world up to me. After all, my father had nothing but my best interests at heart, so surely Aurelio must as well. I’d expected to make some sacrifices, of course—my father’s rules for the rules of domesticity, the trade of mourning for other wifely duties—but I wasn’t prepared, when it came to it, to release the hold my father’s tales still had on me.


Women, Aurelio had informed me the week after our wedding, do not read. I’d been holding a paperback novel—hardly scandalous material—and he swept it from my hands without pause, dashing it straight into the open fireplace. Now that you are grown you must set aside these childish fancies. Didn’t your father know he was doing you no favours by filling your head with such silly stories?


Aurelio never understood that these stories were the sun that warmed me through the winter days of my marriage; when all I had of my old life was the familiar scent of loamy dirt in the greenhouse and the steady growth of the unfurling leaves I’d cut from my father’s prized pothos vines, these remembered fantasies of the university reminded me that Death had taken my father but he was not entirely absent.


I never told Aurelio that my father’s stories about the university were perhaps the most normal parts of my childhood. The reading was foreign enough to him. Most women mourn perhaps five times in their whole lives: they celebrate their fathers and mothers, suffer the loss of their new babies, grown sons gone to war, or daughters taken in the birthing bed; if they are lucky, they might live long enough to mourn their husbands. I have mourned more in my life, spent more days in thoughtful, solemn Silence, than Aurelio has—had—spent days in the schoolroom. He might have assumed I had helped my parents on occasion, but I suspect if he realised how much of my life I’d spent wearing the veil of death, he would have decided to give me thirteen hundred days of mourning instead of thirteen.


And now Aurelio is gone and the ceremony, and my Silence, is done. There are no more secrets I must keep from him. The house we once shared echoes with his absence, with the memory of how much space he demanded, how much clatter and bulk there was to him, and I spend the days after my mourning ends rattling around it like I still wear the chains of my Silence.


The servants stay out of my way as I catalogue the house and all its contents through the lens of my widowhood. Uncertainty colours the airy rooms, my thoughts returning, as they did during my Silence, as they have done my whole life, to the familiar stories of the university.


I know it is callous to say, but as I wander the halls of our home I’m struck not by the loss of my husband, of the life we shared and the potential of our future, but by the sequestered dreams of the university. I hadn’t realised how badly I had hoped, deep, deep down, that Aurelio might one day grow to be more like my father. How eventually he might have come around to my reading, my learning bits and pieces of science or history—and how one day, maybe, just maybe, he might have considered becoming a benefactor, letting me attend a few lectures as a guest . . . It was a stupid, senseless dream, not even something I paid much mind to while he was alive, but with him dead . . . It is even less of a dream than before, and the loss is a wave big enough to engulf me whole.


Now I am at the mercy of his family, nothing more than a tool to be bartered, another moving piece on the chessboard. I await my fate like the condemned awaits the axe. Is it too much to hope for a life of solitude, to be left alone to run my household and tend to my plants in the greenhouse? The alternative—the prospect of remarriage so soon after Aurelio’s death—leaves an ashy taste in my mouth. Will I have to simply trade one set of chains for another?


I am in the greenhouse three days after my mourning ends when Madame LeVand finds me. She insists we all, her children and their spouses included, call her that—Madame. Perhaps she thinks it is sophisticated; perhaps it makes her feel strong. She always marches about this house as though it is hers, coming and going without warning, hosting dinner parties at our table without even so much as telling me in advance, directing our staff by first name in very nearly the same tone she uses on me. Aurelio always told me that it wouldn’t be this way forever. Once you have children, he’d say, it’ll be different then. Once you have children, as though it was my job—and mine alone—to create this new life.


With Aurelio dead it’s exactly as it was before. Madame stomps into the greenhouse while I am in the middle of repotting my poison ivy—I believe its proper name is Toxicodendron radicans, though I’m not sure I’m remembering that correctly; I only ever saw it written in one of the books I left at my father’s house before he died. This time I’m wearing gloves. The rash on my left arm is still there from my last attempt the day before Aurelio died; I’d thought it was a kind of creeper, a mistake I won’t make again. Others might have had the servants throw it out, wretched little thing, but I’m surprisingly fond of it.


I half turn as my mother-in-law enters; I smelled her before I saw her, the clack of her heels accompanied as always by too much sickly rose perfume. Madame is tall and thin, not unlike Aurelio in the quiet strength in her shoulders, her stern jaw, straight nose, and piercing blue eyes, but she’s lost weight with the death of her only son—just about the only visible evidence of her loss.


“What are you doing rooting around in the dirt?” Madame says sniffily.


Politeness dictates that I should have stood a little straighter to show interest when she entered, or at least pulled off my gloves; I still could do both of those things. Instead, some small spark of defiance holds me bent slightly over the potting bench with soil on my dress. I doubt my behaviour will change anything she has to say.


“Aurelio liked when I maintained the garden,” I explain. “So I’m maintaining it.”


That much was true enough. Or at least he hadn’t disliked it. Growing, nurturing, those are women’s work and they suggest a kind of maternal feeling I’m sure Aurelio was relieved to see. Of course, he never knew about the books I’d read about the science of plants, how sometimes I dreamt in kaleidoscopic images of what their leaves and stems might look like under a microscope. I never let him see how much I liked the germination stage, how I’d started to make my own herbarium sheets, and how badly I preferred this preservation and study to the endless flower arrangements I left to the housekeeper . . . More secrets.


Madame huffs. She glances around the greenhouse, which is already transformed from the pallid, empty space it had been when Aurelio and I first married. Now it is roaring with colour, the trellises overloaded with roses and honeysuckle, ivy and jasmine and clematis. The air is thick with the floral scent—and still Madame’s perfume dominates. I try to hide my distaste.


“Well. You certainly have green fingers.” She smiles as she says this, a wry smile the likes of which I’ve never seen on her face. It unsettles me. Finally I pull my gloves off, inching my sleeve down over the poison ivy rash and turning to face her fully.


“Did you need something . . . ?” I ask. “Only I ought to go and talk to the cook if you’re staying for dinner—”


“No need.” Madame runs a hand under her greying chignon, smoothing it in the way I know she does when she is under pressure, the way I have seen her do during dinner parties when her grandchildren complain. Manners, I’m sure she is thinking. I shrug. “Let’s not beat about the bush, Thora dear. With Aurelio . . . gone . . .” She swallows. “With him gone. Well. There’s your future to consider, and I really don’t think—”


“Ah.” It’s come sooner than I expected, the axe landing thud. I assumed I’d have a week at least before questions of my future began. “So soon?”


If Madame is offended she doesn’t show it, blustering on as though I haven’t even spoken.


“I still have three daughters looking for good matches—dowries needed, you understand, that are much larger than yours ever was. I simply do not want you here, cluttering up the house, nor do I think you’d wish to stay any longer than your mourning requires. The LeVand obligation was in sickness and in health, not into the great beyond.”


I stay silent. Madame is not inclined to let me get many words out once she starts, and frankly I’m happy to let her talk.


If I was another sort of woman I might be panicked. All this talk of dowries and obligation—I should be wondering: What will happen to me? I have no father to return to. My mother is dead. I have no other family, no other marriage prospects. Aurelio was my only shot at this marital life. I suppose the fear is there, somewhere, in the questions I know I should ask, but most of the time it hides beneath the numbness, which I suppose looks a little like grief.


“I’m not trying to be unkind, girl,” Madame continues. “I should never allow you to be thrown to the wolves. Which is why . . .” She pauses, her expression growing furtive. Then she pulls out an envelope from inside her spencer, bent where it has rested between the jacket and her gown. Its side is torn neatly with the edge of a letter opener. “I thought, perhaps, you might consider this.”


She hands it to me. The paper is creamy, heavy, and I imagine that I can smell grass tangled in the weave of it, and the warm, dusty scent of books. Not only is it open; it is addressed to me.


I raise an eyebrow and glance at my husband’s mother, but she doesn’t flinch. She only nods at the envelope again, waiting for me to pull the letter from its sheath. I don’t know if she is expecting me to kick up a fuss about her keeping the letter from me, if that’s why she’s come to speak to me herself, so it doesn’t spread through the house and make her look bad—or if she wants to gauge my reaction for another reason.


Either way, I fight to keep my expression neutral as I pull the paper out and unfold it. I scan the letterhead, its curling scroll like the ironwork of an old gate, and my breath catches. The university. St. Elianto. I want to murmur the name like a prayer. My heart thumps wildly, pulse thundering in my ears.


Suddenly the numbness is gone. I read the letter, limbs buzzing nervously.


“What is this?” I demand, glancing at Madame and then back to the paper to make sure it’s real. “This is postmarked weeks ago. Who is this Petaccia?”


“He’s a botanist—a fellow at the university. I opened the letter by mistake,” Madame says in a way that makes me think this is a lie. I wonder how many other communications I might have received if not for her. “And since the letter arrived so soon after your marriage I thought it best that I dealt with it. Your grief over losing your father was still much too raw to be responding to condolences.” I say nothing, forcing my jaw to lock so I don’t snap at the absurdity of this coming from the woman who forbade me from wearing mourning black after my father’s funeral because it wasn’t “befitting a new bride.” “Apparently your father and this doctor of science were good friends years ago but lost touch.”


“This says something about a scholarship.” I force the words out. “What scholarship? Why does it matter?” The beginning of an emotion too big to process begins to unfurl in my belly. I clench my fists and my teeth and take comfort in the dull ache.


“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. There was an offer of some sort between this doctor and your father when he first married your mother. We received something similar for Aurelio’s education—”


“Yes, I’m familiar with the general idea. If my father had a son, he would have had a free education,” I say, bitter understanding washing through me. All this time, all those stories, they weren’t just fanciful what-ifs from my father; he had an offer of a scholarship—only all he had was a daughter. A fresh mixture of guilt and shame curdles inside me. “Why is any of this relevant?”


“With Aurelio’s passing I have taken the liberty of writing to this doctor on your behalf.” Madame’s expression shifts again, pride lighting her up like a candle. “I informed him of my son’s death, your widowhood. He expressed his deep condolences, you see, and I thought he might be the sort of man who could be persuaded, given a little nudge . . .” She pauses, watching my face like I’m a mouse and she a hawk. I feel as though she has punched all the air from my lungs.


“You asked him to take me on?” I whisper. “As a student?”


“I did.” Madame’s smile grows, a little sly now. “I know it’s not what you would have hoped, but really your prospects are extremely limited. And a life of study is far better for the LeVand name than that of the nunnery . . .” Madame says. There’s a note of genuine condolence in her voice and I realise with a jolt that she has no idea. She has no idea what this means, how badly I want this, what I would do to get it. She does not realise that this is the gift I have prayed for my whole life. I forcefully straighten my face once more.


“Thank you, Madame,” I say, infusing my voice with a hint of regret. Just a hint. It wouldn’t be polite to argue anyway, but it’s best she thinks I am speechless from courteous disappointment rather than sheer excitement. “I appreciate all you have done for me.”


She takes in the riot of plants in the greenhouse again, eyeing the dirt on my gown with a flicker of disapproval. “Think nothing of it,” she says. And I know what she is really saying is Let’s not speak of this again. “It’s what Aurelio would have wanted.”










Chapter Two



Less than a week after my mourning ends, I leave my marital home and all its secrets behind. This morning when I dressed I shed my mourning clothes and headwrap and joyfully greeted the spring warmth where my shorn hair curled at my neck.


It takes three hours to reach St. Elianto from the city. On the journey I hum the marching song my mother always favoured and engage in polite conversation with the driver of my cart, delighting in the sound of my boxed luggage bouncing as we hit stones in the road.


“A female student,” the driver murmurs to himself when we are long out of the city. “Well, I never.”


“Yes,” I say hesitantly. “I know it’s unusual.”


“Stranger things have happened, I’m sure. Though I’ve never heard it.” The driver chuckles. “What are you going to study? Nursing or something?” I rankle a little at his suggestion. This Dr. Petaccia is a doctor of medicine, true, but just because I am a woman doesn’t mean the care of others is what I’m best suited to.


“Botany, actually.” I hide a smirk at his blank look. “It’s the study of plants. A science. And maybe I’ll take some classes in medicine too,” I add, although the idea seems absurd. “I haven’t decided yet.”


“What’s your husband have to say about that?”


I glance down at the ring I’m still wearing on my wedding finger—half because I know it will be easier to avoid attention as a widow than as a spinster, but also half because this is the last reminder I have of my father. I left all his plants behind this morning, and the small gold band was purchased with my dowry, money my father scrimped and saved for many years for my future. Madame could have asked for it back, but she seemed only too happy to get rid of it—along with all other evidence of my existence.


“My husband has nothing to say,” I reply coolly. “He’s dead.”


The driver sinks into silence, eyeing me warily but asking no more questions. I turn my gaze back to the road ahead, delighting in the way the scenery changes as we draw away from the roll of open fields.


We first pass the small chapel used by the villagers, and then the market square and a tavern—silent at this hour. My father said that the village existed long before the university, but as we approach I am not sure how that can be possible. The village looks lived-in, the stone buildings old and heavy enough, but it exists entirely in the shadow of the St. Elianto campus.


The truth of the university is somewhere between my father’s stories and my lonely dreams. It is a collage of white columns and twisted terra-cotta spires above pale flat roofs embedded in the hillside. It is dust rolling up around the wheels of the pony cart and flourishing fields behind us.


We leave the village and it isn’t long before the only sound is once again the beat of the pony’s hooves and my driver haughing and hmphing to himself. It is late morning and the sun is fierce, the air baked and green scented; as we approach the campus the air grows cooler, though, an oasis of dusty shade.


The driver guides the pony trap through the gates, scrolling text above giant columns, and along a lane lined with trees. Ahead I can make out what may be a clock tower, though all I can see are a turret and bells. I crane my neck back to read the words above the gate as we trundle beneath the arch, the hairs rising on my neck and arms as the temperature dips.


Doctrina est vita aeterna, the same words my father once muttered to me like an oath. Learning is life eternal.


I straighten my expression, wary of the excitement that flips in my belly. I may no longer be in mourning dress, but I’m not foolish enough to assume that the people here won’t gossip about my arrival the way they would back home. I still wear the shorn hair of sorrow—though of course how are they to know I gave more of it to my father’s cradle than to my husband’s?—and I’m sure many of them would have opinions about my being allowed to study here in the first place, widow or not.


The driver stops the trap at the end of the lane. There is a grand central square ahead, a handful of robed scholars crossing with their heads bent together and bundles of books dangling from string. They look hardly old enough to be away from home. One shades the sun from his eyes with his hand, but I’m invisible, not yet one of them, and they don’t pay me any mind.


“S’far as I go.”


The driver’s gruff voice startles me and I clamber down as gracefully as I can manage without taking his hand, my thick skirts swirling dust over my boots. Sweat drips down my spine. There’s no way I can manage to carry all my luggage alone, or even one of the individual trunks, but most of it came from the house I shared with Aurelio, clothing and jewellery I never had a chance to wear during our marriage. I don’t wish to be ungrateful, I’m lucky Aurelio had so many things made for me after all, but still I feel no attachment to any of it.


I leave the luggage on the edge of the stone steps and cross the square empty-handed.


The room I have been allocated isn’t with the majority of the students here at St. Elianto. Generally the scholars and professors are men, educated in serious subjects—philosophy, medicine, astronomy, and mathematics—and the few women on staff are of the serving class, happily boarding in mixed accommodation.


Although I no longer possess the social rank I did before Aurelio’s death, somebody, somewhere, obviously decided I was not a poor enough relation to share the fate of the staff. Mind you, I’m not rich enough (or poor enough) for my risk to the morals of the young male scholars to be ignored either; instead, the room that is to be my home for as long as the university will have me is a good walk—or, apparently, preferably a short trap ride—from the main halls, classrooms, and two libraries boasted by the central campus and its square.


It is a thin, tall building that looks something like an old miniature mill, with dozens of windows and small balconies. It hardly matters to me what it looks like, but I appreciate that it is quiet.


The day has been a blur of paperwork, of dim, smoky reception rooms and men who all look the same to me. My arrival is clearly a bit of an inconvenience to most of them, though I haven’t encountered any downright hostility yet. For the most part they seem glad that I am somebody else’s problem and have been content to point me onwards to get me out of the way.


I arrive at my rooms just as dusk is settling over the turrets and casting long shadows on the flat roofs below. In the distance the hills are hazy, purple and willow green. There is the softly distant sound of laughter, and I imagine the gentle rattle of clinking glasses and scratch of once-expensive cutlery on worn china in the dining hall, though this is pure fancy as I’ve yet to see the place. My own evening meal is waiting for me in my new room, or suite of rooms, which comprise a cramped sitting room with a desk pressed tight against the only window and a stove on the opposite wall, and an even smaller bedroom—washstand in the alcove that perhaps once housed a wardrobe, and another tiny window.


My luggage is already here. I try not to feel disappointed, but it looks about as out of place as I feel; the cream leather is flecked with dried mud and stands stark against the terra-cotta tiles. I press my back to the door, feeling the last of the day’s warmth seeping away. The sigh that escapes my body might as well be the fleeing of my spirit.


This morning I was full of zest. Everything had seemed like a fresh start, even the maps and papers, the list of dos and don’ts, the warnings about summer storms and promises of isolating winters when the campus is closed to all except the year-round boarders. After the last hours in the baking heat of the administration office, no ocean breeze to take the edge off, not even a whiff of snow-scented air from the hills able to infiltrate the campus, the warnings of winter never seemed farther away and I am almost ready to turn tail and run.


The reality is I have nowhere to go. The feeling weighs me down like a sack of soil, crushing the air from my lungs. Fighting it seems impossible.


It is one thing to dream of this place, to replay the stories in my mind, but the truth of it is something entirely different. This room, isolated from the scholars and the staff alike, is a reminder: I am not welcome here. I may have been invited, but I am not favoured. I am not a scholar, not a student, nor a professor. I am not here because I have earned my place. I am a widow, here by sheer chance because my father once received an offer from a friend in the right place, and my mother-in-law couldn’t wait to get rid of me.


Still, beneath the heavy exhaustion, my heart flutters. I feel sick with guilt, Aurelio’s memory large in my chest, and yet I’m also giddy with excitement. Tomorrow I will meet Dr. Petaccia. A professor of botany—a tenured and respected academic whose work has no doubt been published throughout the country, maybe even the world.


By all the criteria I have been taught since I was old enough to think, my life is over. I have nothing but Aurelio’s name and the clothes and jewels he once bought for me; I have no prospects, no social skills, nobody to broker another match, and nothing to offer in my favour even if I did. I am a charity case, standing here in rooms smaller than any woman my class should consider her own . . .


And yet, somehow, I am staring down the barrel of an education with one of the most well-regarded botanists in our fair world.










Chapter Three



Although my first meeting with Dr. Petaccia isn’t until midmorning, I awaken at dawn, my limbs thrumming restlessly, the nightmare scent of smoke still in my nostrils from the dreams that twisted from one to another all night long. It’s always smoke, the tickle of dust in my throat turning to ash as the walls crumble around me—my own golden cradle licked with the flames of death until I awaken gasping for breath.


My bedroom is dim and relatively cool, but I can tell from the warmth of the light that the day is already stifling. I stare at the ceiling for long minutes, where I fancy that the cracks in the paint and plaster look almost like the curling tendrils of a passion vine.


I have no idea what to expect from this doctor who holds my future in his hands. I never even knew he existed. For all my father’s talk of the university, he never mentioned him in any of his stories—only lamented his damned inability to produce a son, which makes so much sense now that I know about the scholarship.


Perhaps I should feel betrayed. All these years there has been a way out for me, a future that didn’t involve a lifetime of husbands or marriage or undertaking . . . I might not have felt so trapped if I’d known—though, of course, I would never have been able to take this path without Aurelio’s death, and it’s not as if I could ever have predicted such a thing.


That thought sends a nervous shiver through me and I shake it off.


It’s not that I would expect any different from Aurelio’s mother, really. Her only interest was first finding her son a wife—even if said wife’s background and rumours about her lack of suitors did raise a few eyebrows—and then keeping her spoiled son happy. How was she to know she held my future in her hands? Why should she care?


My father, though . . . I’m disappointed that he never fought for me. If the doctor was persuaded by Madame LeVand as she said, what’s to say my father couldn’t have achieved the same? This is the thought that needles me as I stare at my ceiling: perhaps my father was so caught up in his dismay at not having a son that he never stopped to wonder what his daughter might do.


Eventually I can lie still no longer. It isn’t in my nature to dwell, but since Aurelio died it’s all I have been able to do. I fling open the shutters and let fresh waves of sunlight into the room, shielding my eyes from the early golden rays. The view from this window when I arrived last night was disappointing, barely a view at all in the unfamiliar dusk. This morning I’m greeted by a much more welcome sight; beyond the isolation of my rooms, through that little square window, my desk is situated so that I may look upon a garden as I study.


The garden is lush and overgrown, surrounded by high walls topped with wrought iron and coiling plants, running in both directions as far as I can see. There is a tower at its verdant heart, the stone pale and shining, its base awash with colourful blooms and climbing vines. The area outside the garden closest to my window is sparse and scrubby against the retaining wall, the cobbles turning slowly to spiky grass and dusty dirt, in strong contrast to inside the walls, where I admire the riot of trailing leaves, flowers that look like bells and stars and sunbursts all tangled together. Despite my passion for all things green on this earth, I cannot identify most of the plants from this distance, and a sudden longing to catalogue them makes my heart thump with excitement.


I think of my father’s small garden and wonder what he would make of this place—and if it was here when he was. I think not, or else he would have included it in his stories. He never exactly encouraged my love of plants, but nor did he ever guard his knowledge.


I dress with a wild smile on my lips. I have not unpacked more than the basics from my trunk, but the simple walking dress I’ve chosen is one I hope will make a good impression; it is modest, with a high neck and long sleeves, made from pale sage silk and printed with a gentle, repeating vine-like pattern. The wrap that goes with it is too warm for this weather, so I abandon it to the trunk. I can’t do much with my hair except attempt to tame the rough-shorn curls with some water and a comb, though I forgo the headscarf in favour of letting my scalp drink in the sunlight.


I’d like to explore near the garden, but the pull of my stomach guides me instead towards the campus. Last night’s supper was meagre and I have nothing left to satisfy my hunger. But then, it feels as though I have been starved for months—all the meals I ate during my life as Aurelio’s wife could probably have fit onto the small desk in my new rooms—so the hunger isn’t entirely new.


Ignoring the advice of the registrar, I decide to walk to the campus, enjoying the feel of the hot sun on my back and neck, the stiffness easing in my legs. Everything here is dust and terra cotta, so different from the damp green hills of my childhood. Aurelio grew up in the city, all cobbles and carriages, restaurants and boutiques and the opera; this was the life I’d come to accept would be mine for the rest of my time, and I’m not ashamed to say I did not like it and I’m almost relieved to not have to pretend any more. Although I’d still prefer my childhood hills, my heart soars at this freedom and space. I’ll gladly take dust and terra cotta if I never have to see a city again.


I picture Aurelio’s face as I think this, imagine the curl of his lip if I’d said anything like it in public, but the smile I might get in the privacy of our home would have been different; he liked to tease me, to call me his bellezza, his cutie—though only when I said something that would make his family regret their choice. I’m still not quite sure whether his amusement was at me, or at the turn of his life ending with me.


As I walk, I know that his mother is wrong; this life is not what my husband would have wanted for me after his death. He would have railed against it, fought tooth and nail to keep me trapped in morning rooms and parlours, drinking tea with neighbours I didn’t care for—anywhere but here. Even the nunnery would have been far preferable. The thought fills me with bitter joy.


I stretch my legs longer, walk faster, until my heart pounds and my cheeks flush in the heat. By the time I reach the campus my forehead is dripping with sweat but I feel positively alive. Forget the city, and forget the sepulchre; this morning there is only me and the sun and the hot, lemon-scented air.


The feeling doesn’t last. It’s early enough that the dim, vaulted dining hall is still only half-full, countless scholars staring glassy-eyed into their coffee or stirring mushed eggs around their plates, but the server girl at the door can’t decide if there’s a table free for me to eat at.


“I’m a scholar,” I say, smiling politely to show I’m not making fun. From the suspicion in her eyes it’s clear she doesn’t believe me. She can’t be much younger than me, rosy-cheeked with her dark hair pulled back into a tight braid. “Really,” I insist.


“Really?” She raises an eyebrow, taking in my dress, my hands—their new softness from my weeks of marriage no doubt a mark in my favour—my shorn hair, and my ring finger, which are no doubt both marks against me. Nobody likes to be reminded of the proximity of grief, least of all the young and beautiful. I fight the urge to twist my wedding band, a still-new nervous habit I can’t quite bring myself to drop. Perhaps I should take it off.


“Really,” I repeat. “Do you have the authority to seat me or do you need to ask your mother? I’m starving and I’d appreciate it if you’d let me eat while you sort it out.”


The girl is not as surprised at the haughtiness in my tone as I am. It spurs her into action and she dips her head as if I’ve uttered the magic words—which, I suppose, I have. She leads me to a small table away from the men, unburdened from the fog of cigarette smoke by an open window, taking my order of coffee, cereal, and figs, plus rusk and hazelnut cream, without meeting my eyes. When she is gone I stare at the polished, slightly sticky wood of the table, my hands spread on top. They are shaking.


Thirteen weeks, it turns out, is more than long enough to become one of them. The wealthy. I spent my entire short marriage to Aurelio believing I could never be like him, could never adjust to a life with servants and six types of wine with dinner, gaudy gowns and endless supplies of hot bathwater. Four months ago I would have been just like that poor server girl, and I would never have spoken to her with such disdain. And now here I am.


I pick at my breakfast when it arrives, delivered by another server, whose gaze I avoid. Suddenly I’m not hungry at all. I crumble the hard rusk bread into dust on my plate, dipping a finger into the hazelnut cream before deciding to stick to coffee.


By the time I finish my sad meal the dining hall is filling up—though I note that my little corner by the window is still empty. Men of all ages trudge in, some in groups and some alone. Some eat heartily and others sip their coffee with an air of importance, all of them pointedly not looking at me. The scholars and professors eat together here; I don’t know enough to know whether this is normal elsewhere or only here, but I can tell the professors by their robes. Some wear regular clothes, or plain black robes; others have their collars and cuffs adorned in a variety of colours: green, ochre, brown, mauve.


As I get ready to leave the hall, I cast my eyes about the room, wondering if any of these men is to be my new mentor. Of course it’s no use, I have no idea what Dr. Petaccia looks like, nor would it be appropriate of me to approach him before our meeting. Still, I don’t like waiting—and I definitely don’t like feeling like an outcast. I wonder if I should have worn something less pretty; perhaps then they’d all take me more seriously. I almost laugh.


Outside the sun is unrelenting, the cobbles radiating heat through my thin-soled shoes. I raise a hand to my eyes, trying to work out which of the buildings crowding the dining hall is the library, or which path between them will lead to the square I landed at yesterday so I can find the blasted library. This place is so large I can’t imagine I will ever find my way about. Panic rises in my chest. Maybe I’m not cut out for this environment if I can’t even remember my way around, but I stamp on the feeling. Don’t be silly, I tell myself. This is your home now whether you feel like it or not. You’d better get used to being a little lost.


I square my shoulders, deciding to head to the left, when I’m thrown backwards as a man on a bicycle hurtles across my path, his arm outstretched to push me away. His knuckles connect with the softness of my diaphragm. I stumble, my heels catching on the uneven cobbles, my stomach lurching and the breath knocked from my lungs. I let out an indignant cry but manage to keep myself upright.


The man on the bicycle doesn’t stop. Another scholar on his way to breakfast guffaws. I shoot him an icy look that consumes much of my remaining energy. He takes in my now-dusty dress and my bare head and his expression morphs into something more like scorn. I imagine what he’s thinking: What’s a silly, mournful woman like you doing in a serious place like this? You should be at home with children or a husband—or be content to arrange funeral flowers until your dear dead husband’s deathday, when you can hurry up and get a new one. I square my shoulders but keep my mouth shut.


“Apologies, lady,” he says with a noncommittal shrug. “But perhaps you’d better look where you’re going next time. Us scholars have got more important things to do than watch out for you. This is a college, not a salon.”


I don’t manage to find the library until half an hour before my meeting, so I have little time to explore. It’s as cool and dim as I expected, with huge vaulted windows and row after row of wooden shelves housing so many treasured texts. What I never truly managed to picture in my dreams was the size; there must be ten or twelve floors above my head, each mezzanine guarded from the open atrium by a wooden railing between stone pillars. The height alone makes me feel dizzy, never mind the thought of falling.


I wonder how many books there are in this place, how many worlds of fiction and endless treatises of power and race, religion and philosophy, science—all that science. I wonder, too, if there are any of those books in here. The kind Aurelio hated most. The kind I haven’t even dared to think of since his death, the kind that changed it all. Inflammatory books. Passionate books. Books about—


I stop myself. I do not want Aurelio, or those books, to taint this place.


I turn instead to the familiar stability of my father. I imagine him in his youth, roving between these endless shelves, absorbing as much knowledge as he could by night, knowing that in the morning he would have to return to the chapel and his apprenticeship there. It isn’t hard to see how his time here influenced his performance of the death rites—every undertaker has a style, a trademark of ritual, and my father’s was at once solemn and erudite. Some undertakers prefer the cleanness of open air, grassy knolls, and cradles wrapped in moss; others prefer the darkness, warmth from a fire and the resultant dripping sweat symbolic of mourners’ tears even for those who cannot—or will not—cry.


I instantly see the Grieve family’s sepulchre echoed in these book-lined halls, the artificial, reverent silence here as holy as that of a family laying their loved ones in the cradle. Incense smoke curls blue from sconces on the walls just like at home, the stones underfoot polished by years of acolytes. It is airy, too, cool but not cold. Somehow even the smell, dusty pages and patchouli, is the same. A pang of grief surprises me, not just for my father but for the sepulchre he spent his life perfecting, likely demolished or sold off for a tidy profit by Aurelio’s family as soon as my mourning days passed. I asked Aurelio once what would happen to it, but he refused to answer. The building was perhaps my only worthy dowry—and even that was never truly mine.


“Excuse me, miss, the archives are for members of the academy only.”


I startle, turning to see a man with owlish horn-rimmed spectacles and salt-and-pepper sideburns so unruly they’d likely get him thrown out of polite society. The hunch in his back is distinctive of a man who has spent his life surrounded by books.


“Oh—that’s okay, I’m a student.”


“And I’m a maharaja,” the man says without pause. “I’ve told your ilk before, I don’t care if your husband or your brother’s studying at that damned school in the village; that doesn’t mean you can waltz in here and just help yourselves to our prized—”


“No,” I cut him off quickly. “You misunderstand. I’m a student at the university. I arrived yesterday to read botany under Dr. Petaccia.”


The man stops and stares at me. “You?”


“Yes.” I try to curb the bite in my words, knowing that making an enemy here of all places would be a very bad start, but some of the poison sneaks in anyway. “I imagine it’s hard to believe.” I try for a small smile, but I’m not sure it’s very convincing.


“Ah.” A stalemate. Then, after a sneaky glance at the wedding ring on my finger, owl-glasses softens. “Yes. Well. Same rules for everybody. You need to sign in.” He nods over to the imposing polished desk, replete with a rare electric lamp, ledger, mahogany book tray, and other minutiae. “You can’t just wander around willy-nilly; we have a lot of textbooks that require checkout authorisation depending on who needs them. We have a lot of trouble in that department, people thinking they deserve access by proximity’s sake alone, with no appreciation for the importance we place on endurance . . .”


I want to point out that I know how a library works, but the logical part of me knows it’s not an unfair assumption for him to make. I might have grown hearing my father’s tales, but it’s clear Aurelio was right in this instance; my upbringing was unusual in more ways than one, and women rarely read.


“Yes, sir,” I say. “Though I’m not here to study today. I have a meeting with the doctor. Can you please point me in the direction of the laboratories? I believe that’s where I’m meeting him, and perhaps other members of the faculty.”


The man looks at me with a puzzled expression for a moment. He once more glances from my wedding ring to the hems and sleeves of my dress, which are still as new as the day they arrived in silk ribbons and lined boxes in Aurelio’s parlour. She’s young, I suspect he’s thinking. She doesn’t belong here.


“Dr. Petaccia doesn’t share a laboratory,” he says, and the strange expression doesn’t leave his face. “The doctor is very protective. But I believe there is a parlour in La Vita—the thin grey-brown building with all the vines up the side behind the square. Perhaps you should try in there.”










Chapter Four



The librarian’s instructions are, thankfully, right on the mark. LA VITA—so christened on the chalky baluster out front—is hard to miss, sandwiched as it is between two much newer white-and-terra-cotta stucco and brick buildings on either side with grander columns and grander titles. LA SCIENZA to the left and L’ASTRONOMIA to the right, both with arching windows and shining pale steps out front. L’Astronomia is crowned with a strange circular tower at its zenith that can only be for stargazing. La Vita hunches between them like a poor cousin, thinner and shorter, its stucco greying and crawling with vines.


The butterflies in my belly I’ve been attempting to still all morning are now wild horses. I chomp down on my lower lip and push into the old building; it is cold inside after the heat of the sun and a shiver snakes up my spine. What if the doctor doesn’t like me? What if he changes his mind? The university, this life, is my last hope of making something of myself. Without it . . . I have nothing. I could try to set up my own sepulchre—I have enough experience in the business of grief—but I doubt anybody would bring me their dead. Mourning is a woman’s job, but the burial rites belong to men.


I shove the thoughts deeper, so deep that I can barely hear them over the hum of my blood in my ears, the thump of my heart. There is nobody at the entrance to this building, and both doors that branch off in this dim hall are locked. Time is pushing on and if I don’t hurry I will be late for my meeting.


Unlike Aurelio’s family with their silly parlour games, seeing which sister could best seduce her current suitor by the long wait to see her dinner dress alone, my father always taught me that punctuality is the politeness of kings. So I hike my skirts and breathlessly make the climb.


Each floor of the building is near identical, the same two locked doors off each landing until I finally reach the top. This high up there is only a single door, also closed—but this time not locked. I turn the knob and knock loudly, the rap of my knuckles echoing.


This landing spills into one enormous room. It has two huge curtainless sash windows on all three sides, bright and hot and—closed. The air in the room is muggy and green and I catch a breath in shock as my lungs rebel at the heat. Sweat immediately prickles at the nape of my neck, along my hairline, and I’m glad for the loss of my thick curls.


The walls are overrun with greenery, plants crawling on every inch, some alive and growing and others pressed tightly between great slides of glass. There are trenches of soil in curious knee-high troughs, some newly sprouting, and two trees in tubs blossoming with out-of-season flowers—white cuplike petals and long, curling pistils. I don’t recognise either.


Before me, creating an artificial divide in the room, is a large antique desk. It, like the rest of the room, is trailing with vines, some of which I could swear are moving. I let out a croak of greeting, startled.


“Yes?”


The woman—yes, woman—hunched behind the desk, the vines wrapped around her gloved knuckles, peers up at me with an expression of impatience on her narrow face, her dark eyes liquid.


“I . . . have a meeting,” I stammer. “Sorry. With Dr. Petaccia. If you could—”


The woman’s face shifts into a smile so bright that this, too, startles me. She looks younger then, perhaps mid-forties rather than fifties, her dark eyes sparkling with warmth. She stands, pushing the vines away impatiently, and approaches me; she is tall and thin, willowy might be the word, and dressed in a peculiar arrangement of layered skirt over tight trousers that gives her a range of movement I’ve never seen outside of Aurelio’s sister’s lady sports club. She sweeps some of the papers from the desk in front of her and into a small drawer, which she locks with a little key.


“You must be Thora,” she gushes. “Come here, girl. Let me get a good look at you.” She takes my face in her hands, so close now that I can smell her tart, almost bitter perfume. Her skin is clean and dry, no sign of the sweat that gathers on my top lip.


“I . . . Yes.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Thora. I’m Dr. Petaccia—though you can call me Florencia if you’d prefer. I don’t like to be too formal with friends, and of course I only work with friends.”


“Friends?”


“Of course! Well, we soon shall be, I think.” She shifts her hands to my shoulders and looks me up and down at arm’s length. “You don’t talk much. Not that it’s necessarily a bad thing; I can’t stand those gossipy society types—and I have to confess, the LeVand connection did make me think twice—but I thought, well, if you’re your father’s daughter . . .” She stops and gives a dry laugh, surprisingly deep. “I’m sorry, my dear. I’m getting carried away. Please sit. Would you like a drink? I have, oh . . .” She glances around. On her desk alone there are several cups and saucers, all coated in some filmy substance that might have been coffee with milk but now looks more like brackish marsh water. “Well, I can send for something. Or there’s water?”


“No,” I say hurriedly, taking a seat, “thank you.”


“Good. That’s good. Well.” Petaccia’s smile grows again, exposing her teeth, which are large and stained. “How are you liking St. Elianto so far? Although I’m very sorry to hear your circumstances, I won’t say I wasn’t pleased to hear from the LeVands. Your father was a good man and I was saddened to hear of his death.”


I’m still trying to get my head around it all—that this eccentric person, a woman, seated before me with a vine once again winding around her gloved wrist, and I could swear it’s moving without her training it, is the doctor who may change my life—so what comes out is a garbled mess.


“Thank you.” I’m breathless and flushed and I feel like a child, desperately trying to impress. “I like the university so far. It’s big, though,” I hear myself say stupidly. “It’s so big and . . . full of all these . . . men.” The words come out coated in a layer of disdain—I was thinking of the scholar this morning, the one on the bicycle—and instantly I wish to take it back.


Dr. Petaccia’s expression grows suddenly serious, her dark eyes flashing. My stomach drops. It’s as if the air in the room has grown several degrees warmer and I feel my cheeks burn hot and red.


“I was going to wait to delve into the minutiae, but I suppose we’d better get this over with.” The doctor leans back in her chair and steeples her fingers. “You understand, Thora, don’t you, that I’m taking something of a risk here with you. St. Elianto is a serious institution, an academy of learning. It is not that women are not allowed to study here, but there is a certain expectation of female frippery around learning.”


“Oh yes. I know it. I very much appreciate the opportunity—”


“St. Elianto isn’t a place for silly girls to meet the silly boys they’re going to marry.”


I stop, a laugh building in me that would be wildly inappropriate to release. “I’m sorry?”


“You mention the men, and I know you can’t be thinking that this is the sort of place to come and while away your days until you find another suitable match for yourself. Not because you won’t find one, Thora. I was led to believe that your father had taught you to read and write well, is that true?”


Now the laughter comes out, coarse and ugly. I slap my hand over my mouth.


“Is this funny to you?” Petaccia’s eyes darken further, the effect like a shock of cold water calming my hysteria. “Phytogeography—botany—is a serious science. It isn’t all fun and parlour games, little walks in the public parks and flowers pressed for pretty displays. I won’t have myself aligned with any of that brainless hedgerow theology they seem to play with in the polite circles. You’re here because I had faith that your father did not raise a silly girl and I need somebody I can trust, somebody without preconceptions about phytology.”


“No,” I blurt. “No, I’m sorry, you misunderstand—it’s absolutely not funny. The funny thing is that you’d think I speak of men in an . . . achievement-worthy way.” I raise my chin and look the doctor straight in the eyes, willing her to see how serious I am. Men, and the way women are supposed to think of them, have plagued me my whole life. But something tells me that unlike my father, Dr. Petaccia might understand. “I was married once, Doctor. I did not plan to be a widow at twenty-five—the Lord clearly had other plans for me—but I can assure you that I am not a silly girl, nor do I ever intend to be one.”


Dr. Petaccia lets the silence gather for a moment before saying, “Good. Because I will tell you now, the men in a place like this have an agenda. They always have an agenda. Make sure it isn’t you—d’you understand?” I nod briskly. “Good,” she says again. “Now, your father, did he teach you much outside of mourning?”


I think of the stash of books my father kept in his study—the ones even my mother knew nothing about. We never spoke of them, he and I. To this day I’m not even sure if he knew I knew of them, let alone that I would often squirrel them away to read between mournings, but I suspect he did.


When he taught me to read, we used the Scriptures and later the death rites he’d written himself, but my father’s collection of books strayed into more than just the rituals of grief; he always took his role as undertaker seriously and told me more than once that a man who stopped learning no longer had any right to facilitate the passage of life.


He kept titles on medicine and surgical science, on sewing—for those deaths where the rites required a tidy corpse—and on art and painting. He dabbled in poetry, in mathematics, in animal husbandry and, indeed, in phytology. I read every single one of his books, often by candlelight, hiding under the desk in his study, one ear pricked for my mother’s slippered footsteps.


There were other titles I found, too, ones I do not think my father wanted me to see, which even now I try not to think of, a pamphlet hidden between pages of a phenomenally dry veterinary biography about how to determine manner of death—or the one about how to diagnose, or disguise, an accidental or non-accidental incident according to a family’s wishes . . .


In public my father gave me titles on flower arranging, and religious pamphlets on the importance of fasting, the science of Silence. It is these, I am sure, Dr. Petaccia is referring to—the very border of respectability. The titles Aurelio’s family would have just about considered appropriate for an undertaker’s daughter—before I became a LeVand by marriage, at which point they became entirely inappropriate.


“I can read and write as well as my husband could,” I say in answer. Petaccia nods, pleased. “I’m comfortable taking notes in both long- and shorthand and I write smoothly. I have a knowledge of plants from the Funereal Flora—”


“That will do nicely,” the doctor cuts me off. “The rest I can teach you.”


“I assure you, Doctor, I am committed to this life. I’m grateful for the opportunity to learn under a famed doctor such as yourself—”


Petaccia waves her hands. The vine is still coiling and I can’t stop staring. It has little blister-like nubs all along its lengths, swelling to pustules the colour of sunspots in places, but its leaves are sharply green and it looks healthy enough. I wonder what kind it is, whether it is something the doctor has somehow created herself. I’ve read about botanists who do that, who aren’t content to merely study and must create, but rather than frighten me this sudden thought sends a thrill right through my core.


“Stop schmoozing,” Petaccia says languidly. “But please, do call me Florencia. My father was Doctor and I can’t stand it.”


“Yes. Sorry.”


“Look, I apologise for jumping to conclusions about you. It is hard for me to open up my sacred space to somebody, even the child of a friend. But really, it’s simple: work hard and you’ll do fine here. It doesn’t matter to me whether you were a wife or a daughter, whether you are a widow or a nun. I know this is not the life you were raised for, but it’s comfortable, and I can offer you a future many women might never dream of for themselves. As I said to the LeVands, you’ll want for nothing—St. Elianto provides both our rooming and living costs so long as we are working—and you won’t have time to be lonely. The university doesn’t have many ladies in its employ, it’s true, but we are not none. Not any more.” That wide-toothed smile is back and I find myself echoing it, my face stretching uncomfortably. “You will attend lectures as a scholar, learn with the little boys, and I won’t hear any complaints even if they are little boys, only here to further their political or societal agendas. They may not be serious about botany, but you have a lot to catch up on and I expect you in the lectures with them.”


“I will work hard,” I swear, clasping my hands together tightly. It doesn’t feel real, a dream of my father’s creation. “I want to learn.”


“Good. That is good.” She leans back and I think our meeting must nearly be over. After a rocky start I’m proud that I have shown my mettle, and I begin to gather my skirts.


“Oh, and Thora? One more thing.”


“Yes, Doctor? I mean, Florencia.”


“Out there in the halls and the libraries you are a scholar, just like all the others. I don’t care what you look or sound like, or what the boys think of it. You are one of them. That being said, we must have a conversation about your wardrobe, as it’s really not safe for you to be stumbling about the lab in skirts.”


“I understand—”


“No.” She shakes her head. I swallow hard. Her narrow face is the gravest I have seen it, the hollows in her cheeks catching the light. She brushes the vine from around the wrist of her glove and reaches across the desk to me, grabbing for my hand in my lap. “Let me finish. Out there, you are just another scholar. But in here, in this room, you are my partner. Do you understand?”


“I . . . I’m not sure I do.”


“I am taking a risk by bringing you here, and I expect complete dedication.” She pauses, as if this will clarify. I open and close my mouth like a fish. “Your father was a good man, a clever man. He assured me, long ago, that you were the same. I had given up hope I might meet you, let alone have the chance to bring you into my life’s work—but the Lord has his ways. Together I have faith we can push the boundaries of botanical science. I travel fairly often about the country, gathering specimens; I need somebody in the lab whom I can trust.” Petaccia squeezes my hand tighter, so tight now the claws of her nails—very sharp even through her gloves—dig into my soft flesh. “So you see: out there, a scholar. My student. In here, my partner.”


Slowly the realisation sinks in. She is not asking me to be a good student, to study hard—or not only that. Just as before she was not asking me only if my father taught me to read or write. I notice once more the pustule-like nodules on the vine on the desk and think again of my father’s hidden pamphlets. Petaccia, I remember, is interested in both botany and medicine. There is more to the doctor than meets the eye.


“Yes,” she says, seeing my face and posture change. “This is cutting-edge research, Thora, and I trust that you will take it more seriously than most.”










Chapter Five



I leave the laboratory with Petaccia’s words echoing in my skull like the ring of a gong. Friend. Partner. I don’t know what I expected from my meeting, but it wasn’t this. Petaccia is the kind of woman I was sure could never exist—the kind of woman who, if I’d known of her before, could have changed everything I have ever thought possible, everything I have ever known about myself.


Warring feelings of pride and anger distract me on the journey back to my rooms. I wonder if Petaccia ever felt she had to read books in secret, if a husband ever told her that learning, the delicious pursuit of knowledge, was not something that belonged to her. I wonder why my father, knowing this successful woman of science, still believed this life was not suitable for me.


If Aurelio could see me here, I know without a doubt that he would laugh—and it would be that same scornful laugh he gave the day he threw away the novel he caught me reading. I’m seized by the memory, pausing in the middle of the cobbled path; I feel the pressure of his fingers around my wrist as he tore the book away, his nails digging into my skin. The sun beats down on my shoulders, but it’s the heat of the parlour fire I feel warming my skin.


Why are you crying? he’d demanded after the book was nothing but ash. I’m trying to help you.


How does this help me? I said, wiping the single tear from my cheek—anger, not sadness, writhing in my chest. You want me to be stupid.


You’re already stupid if you think this sort of thing is appropriate. Aurelio’s eyes were icy, but he wore that same smirk, the laughter always only moments away. Don’t you want to rise to your new station?


The words echo in my mind as I push on, away from La Vita. Your new station. Aurelio thought I should be grateful that he’d deigned to marry beneath himself, that he’d lifted somebody like me up into the golden glory of society. The thought angers me even now, even with these gorgeous ancient buildings standing proud on my every side, even with Aurelio nothing but ash in the great beyond.


Faith in my father has always driven me onwards, but since Aurelio died there are new questions to haunt me. If my father was such a good man, why did he let me read all his books? Or, perhaps more importantly, why didn’t he let me read them in the open? I feel caught in a limbo, half silly society wife and half scholar, both costumes that shroud the real me.


I suppose I expected to leave my meeting with the doctor with the confidence that I was on the right path. I did not realise until our conversation that thoughts of remarriage had never entirely left my mind, though they had never been my dream either; deep down maybe I had hoped to find another husband here, a man I could take with my meagre widow’s dowry as a fallback. If Petaccia is truly my only hope, if I’m putting all my faith in academia, is that brave or stupid?


I walk without purpose, kicking up dust with my shoes. My thoughts stumble over Petaccia’s comment about my wardrobe—I long to tear off the walking gown and stomp on it like a petulant child, but what would I replace it with? All I have are the clothes Aurelio gave me, all in shades of demure cream, rose, sage, more dresses and stays and chemises fit for a society lady, nothing like the doctor’s strange hybrid choice of skirt and trousers. The thought of having to ask Petaccia for money to have something new tailored is intolerable.


But so, too, is the thought of returning to my rooms and trying to sort through my belongings to find something more suitable. I need the heat on my shoulders, need the sun to burn off this nervous energy that thrums under my skin.


Eventually I realise I’ve been heading back towards my rooms anyway—the only place I can find without asking for directions or a map. Once I reach the front of the building I stop. The sun is high now, the heat making the blood pump hot in my veins. And then I think of the garden.


I turn away from my building, following the line of trees out front until the cobbles fall away to grassy tracks. The grass is scrubby here, as it appears from my study window, and when I walk I can feel the crackle of it beneath my soles like thousands of fragile fish bones. The image comes unbidden and I stop for a moment, curious at my morbidity. Then I laugh.


There is such freedom in the loosening of my chest. I swing my limbs and walk eagerly along the path. It is shaded here, deliciously cool despite the heat of the day. The wall I’ve seen from my window rises beside me, maybe ten feet high and smooth to the touch, its top verdant between the iron spikes that run along its length. The stone is cool too; I run my palm along it as I follow the path. It is quiet—silent, in fact. I could probably pick out my room eventually given enough time to count the windows, but I suspect the rest of the building behind me is empty.
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PART ONE:
KNOWLEDGE

Wonder—is not precisely Knowing
And not precisely Knowing not—
A beautiful but bleak condition
He has not lived who has not felt—

—EMILY DICKINSON, 1331
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