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PROLOGUE





On that Saturday night in late November, after returning home from la serata inaugurale at the Teatro dell’Opera di Roma, Vittoria de’ Medici Rossi crossed the foyer and headed toward the staircase. She prayed that Anna was sleeping soundly. Vittoria’s phone rang just as she started up.


“The papers will be served in the morning,” her lawyer said. “Where is he now?” He being Vittoria’s husband, Carlo.


“Sleeping it off in the study.” Vittoria and Carlo had quarreled before she’d left that evening—a hammer-and-tongs disagreement— confirming that she was making the right decision for both herself and her twelve-year-old daughter.


“Take Anna and get out of there.”


A door upstairs banged against a wall—Anna’s bedroom door! Vittoria’s insides jumped.


“Oh, no! Anna must be having one of her nightmares. I have to go to her. It’s better if she sleeps through the night before we leave.”


“Be careful,” the attorney said.


Anna made a growling sound, and her feet stomped against the floor. The girl was indeed in the middle of a rampage.


“Sorry, I have to go,” Vittoria said, then hung up and hurried up the stairs.


At the top, she stepped gingerly into the hallway. The door to Anna’s bedroom was wide open. The young girl—bug-eyed—was now racing down the hall toward her mother. “Anna, it’s me, Mamma.”


“No, no, no,” the girl said as she looked past Vittoria and scanned the hall. Fear rippled across Anna’s face.


“It’s okay, honey.”


Anna stopped abruptly. “The witch is here.”


Make no sudden moves.


“Please, Anna. It’s late. I’ll walk you to bed, sit with you for a while. It’s just a dream. Everything will be all right.”


Anna stooped over, as if trying to hide, and crept along the hall. When she reached her old playroom, she dashed inside and locked herself in.


Vittoria ran to the room and reached above to a groove in the wall where she had secreted one of many door lock pins.


“Where is it?” Anna asked in an eerie tone more chilling than ever before. Answering herself in a little girl’s voice, she continued, “I don’t know, don’t ask me. Stop. You’re hurting me.”


“Sweetheart, please,” Vittoria whispered. “Let Mamma help you.”


A loud bang.


Vittoria struggled to unlock the door. Once it opened, she tried pushing her way inside, but the girl bore her weight against the door. “Not him, no, no. Not him. I’m not going down there. I won’t go. I won’t. Get away, you … you …”


“Calma, andrà tutto bene, Anna,” Vittoria said, hoping that the reassurance would calm her daughter.


“… you witch,” Anna shrieked. “Let go of me!”


“I brought you something fun from the opera tonight, tesoro,” Vittoria said, hoping that the mention of a gift would free her precious girl from the nightmare.


To Vittoria’s relief, her daughter went quiet. When the pressure against the door ceased, Vittoria entered, prepared to take the girl into her arms. But Anna bolted, shoved her mother, and ran toward the front staircase, clawing at her own arms. Before heading down, the girl stopped and turned around, her eyes wide with horror. One step back and she would fall. A rush of fear swept throughout Vittoria.


“Take your evil, you … you …”


Vittoria had to chance it and rushed to Anna.


The girl’s expression changed from dread to anger, and her eyes homed in on the ruby and diamond necklace around Vittoria’s neck. She pointed an accusing finger at the jewelry. “De’ Medici blood!”


“Let’s go to bed, it’s late,” Vittoria said in a gentle voice, trying to conceal her own distress as her daughter teetered precariously at the edge. Vittoria eased her way toward the girl.


Lightning cracked outside, followed by booming thunder. The lights dimmed, and the house went dark.


Then out of nowhere, hands grabbed Vittoria’s neck, squeezing hard.


“Anna!” Vittoria sputtered.


The grip tightened.


Struggling to free herself, Vittoria gasped for air. She was dizzy, about to lose consciousness. In desperation, she swung her weight toward the wall adjacent to the stairs, taking the first step down. Thankfully, her daughter remained planted on the upper floor.


The hands loosened from around Vittoria’s neck just as the necklace was torn from her.


Then came the shove.


Vittoria lost her balance and fell backwards. She reached for anything to stop the fall, but she found no purchase. Down the staircase she tumbled, her body pounding hard against wrought iron railings and wood treads. Lights flashed on. Recognition. Too late. Vittoria’s skull met the cold of the marble floor.


De’ Medici blood pooled across the porous white stone.
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I exit the Florence airport and start toward the Tuscan countryside and my family home, which I’ll see for the first time since I killed my mother. I was twelve years old at the time, experiencing an episode of night terrors. Her death garnered a lot of media attention, because my mother, Vittoria de’ Medici Rossi, was a well-known Italian opera star. I punch the accelerator on the Fiat 500 rental car and the engine roars to life.


The authorities ruled the death an accident. The official police report says she tripped and fell down the stairs after a night of drinking too much champagne.


For me, that night’s a blur. Pieces have resurfaced over the years but not enough to reconstruct even a partial picture of what happened. I hope that my coming home will bring back the missing memories—for better or worse.


People say I coveted the Medici Falchion—a ruby-and-diamond heirloom that’s been in the de’ Medici family for hundreds of years. That I took it that night. But if that’s so, where is the necklace?


Exiting the highway, I race along the narrow country roads and come upon field after field of vibrant red poppies. It’s mid-May, and the flowers have burst into full bloom, adorning the landscape. The lovely buds dance in the breeze as if welcoming me home. I lower the windows to take in the fresh air and am greeted by its velvety warmth.


On the outskirts of Poggibonsi, a village located several miles from the small town of Colle di Val d’Elsa and not far from my destination, an old farmhouse comes into view. Two old men sit on a porch in rocking chairs. An elderly woman sweeps around their feet. The men act as if the woman isn’t there. If I were her, I’d give those two a good swift sweep on their asses.


Behind me, an engine roars—a red motorcycle. Looks like a man, but his face is hidden by a helmet and black visor. I watch him in my rearview mirror. He speeds up, then brakes, weaving back and forth. The oncoming traffic is heavy, leaving no room for him to get by. I accelerate to almost eighty kilometers—about fifty miles per hour—to put distance between us.


Vehicles continue to whiz past from the opposite lane. The biker brakes, and I relax.


A moment later, he’s practically kissing my car’s rear bumper, playing his taunting game again. I grip the steering wheel hard.


“Che diavolo ti prende?” I shout. It feels so good to speak in my native tongue again, even if only to ask this asshole what the hell is wrong with him.


Tapping the brakes doesn’t warn the guy off. Doesn’t faze him in the slightest. My heart rate accelerates. Speed is exhilarating, but I’m not a fan of fatal car wrecks.


Fifty feet ahead of me, a large truck enters a narrow, one-lane stone tunnel that has cut slopes on both sides. A small roadside light blinks, indicating that I should stop.


When I slow down, the biker flashes his headlight. My grip tightens on the steering wheel.


The biker shifts from one side of the lane to the other. Traffic is too heavy for him to pass and avoid oncoming cars.


I grit my teeth.


A split second later, the biker accelerates, gets only a hair’s-breadth distance ahead of my front bumper, and darts out ahead of my car.


Turning the steering wheel hard to the right, I barely miss hitting the man. The Fiat leaves the pavement, spinning 360 degrees as it slides down a steep dirt embankment. As soon as I work the brakes, the car fishtails, but luckily, it doesn’t roll over.


The jerk doesn’t bother to stop.


“Stronzo,” I shout, shaking a fist.


My adrenaline surges, but I gather myself enough to check out my body—no injuries. I call emergency services and next the rental car company.


A middle-aged man runs up to my car, panting for breath. “Are you hurt?”


“All good. Just pissed as hell at that guy on the motorcycle. Any chance you got his license?”


“Sorry. Happened too fast.” He looks the car over, points out a flat tire, and offers to help. I tell him that I’ve just phoned the police and the rental car company, and that a tow truck is on the way.


He stares at me for a long moment and then a strange expression comes over his face.


“Anything wrong?” I ask.


“You look familiar.” He hesitates. “There used to be a singer who lived around here, but she died some years ago. Vittoria de’ Medici? Are you …?”


“Yes, I’m her daughter, Anna.”


The man seems flustered. “You say the police are on their way?”


“That’s right.”


“You’re lucky you were wearing your seatbelt. Others have been crushed when … You could’ve …” He gives a quick shake of his head. “I’ll leave you to it.” He waves and hurries to his car.


“Hey, can I get your name and number? As a witness?”


He just drives away.


Sixteen years have passed since I left Italy as a child. Unbelievable that this perfect stranger recognized me.


Forty-five minutes later, the police show up. The rental car agency delivers another vehicle. Two hours later, I’m behind the wheel of an older model Alfa Romeo Spider Veloce—the only car left at the agency in Siena. An unexpected benefit of this mess.


[image: ]


Before arriving at the estate, I reach Colle di Val d’Elsa, a fortress town from medieval times named by Dante Alighieri in his Divine Comedy and once ruled by the Florentine de’ Medici family, my distant ancestors—so they say. It occurs to me that there may not be any food at the villa, so I decide to stop for a few groceries. Salami hanging in the window of a deli draws me inside the store like a magnet. There are so many varieties of cheeses and cold cuts. At first, it’s hard to decide what exactly to buy. When the elderly woman rings me up, she looks at my face. Her smile fades and her hands tremble as she gives me the food. She also knows who I am.


A walk would do me wonders, so I head to the old part of town, the Borgo, admiring the old medieval architecture of brown and beige stone blocks that were used to construct the fortress, the cobblestone streets, and period buildings that have faded to pale oranges and yellows. It feels as if I’ve stepped into another century. Women hang wet laundry out to dry on small wrought iron balconies; others sit on rickety metal chairs smoking and enjoying seemingly pleasant conversations. Potted plants and flowers adorn the stoops and windowsills of homes—all connected like rowhouses in the city. A few cats scamper past me, stalking or running from what I don’t know.


At a small café, I order a cup of dark chocolate gelato from a bored teenage boy who doesn’t give me a second look. There’s an empty wooden bench in the piazza. A place to sit and absorb the ambiance. Little kids are laughing and running around, playing silly games.


When a passing cloud obscures the sun, the light inside me dims. I’ve worked so hard to fight the darkness. But it always rears its ugly head.


According to the gossipmongers, before I pushed my mother down the stairs to her death, I ripped the Medici Falchion off of her, leaving cuts on the front of her neck. The police report says the other abrasions are consistent with her fall.


For centuries, people have claimed that the necklace is cursed, that anyone who possesses the jewel will suffer a violent death—Vittoria de’ Medici Rossi being only the latest example. Nonsense. Why would I, a young girl consumed with phobias and plagued by walking nightmares, want such a thing?


The wind kicks up; debris skitters along the ground. From somewhere, a woman shouts, “Vada via!”


Go away?


I search in the direction of the voice. No one is around.


A bell tower rings. A man dressed in black stands in the clock tower, a cord in his hands. Five bells strike.


A cold shiver races up my spine. I set the half-eaten cup of gelato aside and think, Welcome home.
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At the entrance to the de’ Medici estate, I’m greeted by an imposing wrought iron gate—twelve feet high, with sharp spires across the top and our family’s coat of arms, which is mounted inside the center arch. Gargoyles that sit atop flanking columns give me a start. I forgot about those, and about how those grotesques frightened me as a child, although supposedly the creatures ward off evil spirits. I clamber out of the car and push open the gateway. The metal hinges creak and groan.


The drive to the villa is refreshing. The rocky, dirty road is lined with tall, narrow cypress trees. Everything is in pristine condition, not a gangly weed to be found. The lawyer for the estate was wise not to release our beloved long-time butler and property manager.


An apple orchard stands to the far right, an olive grove on the left. Beyond the fruit trees, low-lying hedges are sculpted into a maze. Once, as a small child, I got lost in that maze. I screamed and cried, sure that I was about to die, until my mother found me and held me in her arms. She told me I should be making wishes and laughing—not crying. Her laughter warmed my heart. I’m still working on those wishes.


My breath catches when the car rounds the bend and the villa comes into full view—a classic Italian Renaissance-style mansion with arched openings, columns, and porches both upper and lower. A tower with a view for miles stands at the west end of the house. In the distance, vineyards rise and fall in every direction, with woodlands sprinkled to and fro as though painted into the landscape by a thoughtful brush. Atop a smattering of faraway hills sit neighboring towns, their protruding towers defensive structures built by the wealthy and powerful to spot approaching enemies and danger. But those pale in contrast to my mother’s estate, and her house. My house now.


“All houses have souls, just like people,” my mother once told me when I was a little girl of seven. “Most people’s souls are good, but some are dark. Houses are the same way.”


“That’s bullshit,” my father said. “Houses are wood and concrete and stone. Don’t talk like that. You’re scaring the kid.”


“Am I scaring you, Anna?” my mother asked.


“No,” I lied.


Later, when I heard my parents fighting—again—I thought that our house must have a dark soul.


The driveway meanders around until reaching the front of the villa, which ends in a roundabout with a water fountain at its center. I park the car, unload my luggage, and walk up the front stairs to the porch. A brass gargoyle knocker, matching those on the gate’s columns, adorns the entryway; only it’s tarnished now with a rich patina.


Just as I’m about to knock, the hinges on the door creak, and it opens. An elderly, expressionless man, maybe seventy-five, maybe older, appears. Dressed in a tailored charcoal suit, he’s slightly bent, listing to his right. An earthen smell oozes from him—as if he lives in a cave.


“Buon pomeriggio, Signora de’ Medici, e benvenuta a casa,” he says in a gravelly voice.


No words of greeting ever sounded sweeter.


“Edoardo!” My impulse is to reach out and hug him, but I don’t because he seems ill at ease. “I was so hoping you would be here,” I say, speaking in Italian. His English was never that great. “And come on, call me Anna. Like you did when I was a little girl.”


“Very well, Anna.” He sounds as uncomfortable as he looks. “Your Italian is impeccable.”


“Of course it is. I made sure I never lost it.”


A large bluebottle fly darts out of the house, around Edoardo’s legs, and then dive-bombs me. I step to the side and swat a hand in its direction. The insect veers off to the side porch and disappears into the shrubs below.


“Did you see that huge fly that just buzzed out of the house? Please tell me we don’t have a problem.”


He narrows his eyes. “I didn’t see a fly. The house is pristine.”


How could he have missed it? Not a subject worth pursuing. “It’s so great to see you. It’s been forever.”


“I didn’t think you would ever return.” From his tone, it’s not easy to discern whether he’s happy or sad that I’m here. “My cottage is down the way, but I can stay in the servants’ quarters downstairs, if you would rather not be alone.”


My spine stiffens. “I’ve lived on my own for years now. I’ve got this.”


“You’re not afraid?”


“Should I be?”


“Come, let’s get you settled in.”


When we go inside, I set my luggage to the side and take in the grandeur of the two-story foyer, twice the size of most New York studio apartments, including any that I’ve leased. The scent of fresh-cut roses fills the air.


This moment is a step back in time: the magnificent crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling; the wrought iron sconces on the walls; the bronze-colored silk fabrics hugging the edges of the windows; the circular staircase leading to the upper hallway that stretches from one end of the house to the other; the creamy white marble floors—the place where my mother must’ve taken her last breath. There are no residual signs of her blood. None. Of course not—the stained marble was replaced.


My chest suddenly hurts. My eyes clamp shut for a brief moment. Coming home was the right thing to do. Sure, the lawyer could’ve just sold the house, making my presence here unnecessary. But I’ll never be right if I keep running away from my past. Running from the past hasn’t worked.


Edoardo clears his throat. “Shall I show you around?”


He must be joking. This place was my childhood home. No, he’s deadly serious. “Has it changed that much?”


“Not at all since you left as a child.”


“I would’ve thought … well, never mind. I don’t know what I thought.”


“Nothing’s changed, Anna. Let’s get your things upstairs to your room.”


“No, no, I’m fine. You look tired. Have you been waiting for me long? Of course you have. Let me drive you back to your cottage.”


“Thank you, Anna, a kind offer. But I like to walk.”


“You’re sure?”


He gives a clipped nod, the gesture as familiar as it was many years ago. Yet, Edoardo seems like a stranger … which I suppose he is after so long.


When he leaves the house and hobbles down the front stairs, a wave of guilt washes over me. I can’t let this elderly man walk home. He’s gone to so much effort to get things ready.


He starts down the drive.


“Wait, Edoardo, I’m driving you.” I go for my purse, which slips from my hands, causing the contents to spill. I quickly gather my things. Back outside on the porch, there’s no sign of him. Nor does he answer my calls.


He couldn’t have gotten far. I run down the road, shouting his name, and going farther than he could’ve walked with his slow gait. But he just seems to have disappeared into the thin Tuscan air.


I face the house. A murder of crows lands on the roof; they hop, flap their wings, and settle into their pecking order.


Where exactly is the cottage?
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Exhaling hard, I return inside and stop in the foyer. On the far side of this room and directly below the upper hallway is another corridor that spans the length of the house. An interior breezeway below the upper balcony leads to the large two-story living room. The area is palatial, with multiple seating areas. The case goods and tables are antiques, most made of dark mahogany. The couches and chairs are upholstered with rich brocade fabrics. And there in the corner of the room sits the grand piano.


So much privilege for the first twelve years of my life, and even during boarding school in America—and then I became the starving artist, because my father cut me off. Refused to use my own money to pay for my college …


“I’m not going to waste money on childish fantasy,” he said. “You’re no artist.”


“How would you know? You have no taste. Never did, according to Mamma.”


Rage clouded his dark eyes. “Don’t go there.”


“It’s my money.”


“And I’m your father who makes the rules. As trustee, my job is to save you from yourself.”


The trustee who paid himself fees; that was all he got because my mother left him nothing else. “And you’re using my trust fund for your own screwed up business investments and parties and women. Yeah, I know what you’re doing. Don’t you get that those girls are taking advantage of you? They don’t give a shit about—”


“Enough!” His face turned beet red. “You’re behaving like an irresponsible child. You want to fight? Take me to court. We’ll see how far that goes.”


“You’re cruel.”


Consultation with lawyers was a waste of time. No one would take on the case after reviewing the legal documents, not without a massive retainer.


Now my father is dead, and the entire estate is mine. But this new privilege will not be taken for granted. I hope I can do some good, or at least make some good art. Create something that will prove to the naysayers just who I am.


At the grand piano, I slide my hand across the fallboard’s smooth surface, then lift it open and tap a few keys. The sound resonates throughout the room. It’s so quiet here. Quite unlike the never-ending din of New York traffic. With one hand, I play a short jazz glissando. Its vibration reverberates inside my ribs, not with pleasure but with a wistful ache. It’s only my excitement, my bewilderment at being home, and the rush of strange emotions twisting inside of me.


Windows and doors line the rear wall of the house. I open one of the French doors and go outside to the veranda. The swimming pool is blue and inviting. To the right of it is a flower garden with a pond and a fountain. Beyond the formal gardens, a stone pathway leads through fields and toward lush hillsides.


Is this place really mine?


A deep breath of fresh air is momentary bliss—until an icy gust of wind cuts through me. The horizon is beginning to color with dots of orange. Dusk is approaching, and the day’s warm temperature is falling fast.


Back inside, I secure the house, collect my luggage, and climb the staircase to the second floor, passing several closed-off rooms. At the end of the hallway is my old bedroom suite.


Nothing’s changed. The pastel fabrics, furniture, my dresser with a framed photograph of my mother and me. I glide a finger across the glass of the frame—no dust. Atop my bed sit the same silk pillows. A chair with a side table stacked with children’s books, the same books that I kept there those many years ago. A frosty feeling sweeps over me. This place feels like a shrine to the dead.


No way am I staying in this room—a child’s room full of nightmares. Can’t take the chance.


Carrying my suitcase, I head to the other end of the house—my mother’s bedroom suite, which is decorated in deep reds and oranges. Again, nothing’s changed. Weird, because so much time has passed that you would think the fabrics would’ve shown signs of wear, become faded and moth-eaten. But, no. The linens are like brand new.


My breaths come hard. It’s not the time to let my imagination get the better of me. Of course. Edoardo has maintained the place and has stored the linens. Which explains why the house and grounds are as pristine as the day I was whisked away.


Inside the bed chambers, I stop short when I encounter a full-length wedding portrait of my mother. She’s wearing that horrible necklace—three tiers of rubies and diamonds—rocks made deep in the earth. My heart rate picks up a beat. It’s just a painting, I tell myself. A very lifelike painting.


You were so beautiful, Mamma.


“Between us,” I whisper to the painting, “the Medici Falchion doesn’t impress me. It’s gaudy and outsized. Who would want it?”


The lines of paint are immaculate. The lace on the wedding dress was exquisitely executed, the fabric almost palpable. My mother’s bouquet drips from her arms in a way that seems to express a loss of innocence; a few of the flowers, which have turned brown, are falling to the ground. She’s not smiling. What a strange depiction for what should’ve been the happiest time of my mother’s life. An impulse to touch the face, my mother’s image, sweeps over me now, but I don’t reach out.


A closer look at the signature at the bottom reveals the name of the artist—Giuseppe Tringali. How puzzling. Portraiture has never been his subject area of choice, not that he made known to the art world. He and my mother must’ve been friends for him to have produced such a work. Could their friendship be the only reason he’s offered me a fellowship to study with him this fall?


There’s a loud metallic rapping of the gargoyle knocker. Then a woman speaking Italian calls out from inside the foyer, “Ciao! C’è qualcuno in casa?”


Oh my God, who is that? And how did this woman get inside my house? Because I’m sure I locked the front door. “Chi è?” I call out.


“Francesca Massimino, your aunt.”


I let out a sigh of relief. This woman is not my aunt; she’s my mother’s first cousin. Born only a few months apart, the two women were more like sisters than cousins. In many ways, Francesca was like an aunt to me, once.


Inside the upper hallway stands an athletic-looking woman in her fifties who has just climbed the staircase, smiling happily. She’s tall, with dark, silver-streaked, shoulder-length hair.


“Welcome home, Anna. It’s so good to see you again.”


“How did you get in?” I wave a hand through the air. “Sorry, that came out wrong. It’s been a long day. You just really surprised me.”


“Your Italian is perfect, cara.”


“I made sure to practice it and studied the language in college. I didn’t want to let it go.”


“I hope you don’t mind that I let myself in. When no one answered … Give me a hug, dolce ragazza.” She holds out her arms.


Francesca Peruzzi Massimino—what’s her angle? No word from her or any of the family in years, and now she’s acting like a day hasn’t passed since she last saw me. We didn’t exchange one Christmas or birthday card this entire time. Unless, yes, unless my father hid them from me. And to call me a sweet girl … strange.


Not normally touchy-feely with others, it’s not hard for me to hold back. When Francesca’s happy expression begins to fade, I relent and let her hug me.


“I came by earlier and left you a bottle of our family’s wine in the kitchen, some bread, a little dinner, and my phone number,” she says, warmly.


“The door wasn’t locked?”


She lets out an embarrassed chuckle. “No, you’re right, I have a key. I should have said … but I didn’t want to be presumptuous on your first day home.”


“Why do you have one?”


“Your mother gave it to me years ago.”


“And the locks haven’t been changed since?”


She shrugs. “I guess not.”


“I’m sorry to be rude, but may I have it? The key?”


An awkward silence passes. Then she reaches into her purse.


“You know, never mind, Francesca. I should have the locks changed. No telling who can get inside here.”


She looks offended at my lack of appreciation. She’s probably been helping Edoardo. “My apologies. Thank you for all you’ve done.”


“You must be exhausted, Anna. I just wanted to welcome you. So, welcome.”


My father always told me that I could be rude. It isn’t my intention. She wants me to ask her to stay, but fatigue and jet lag have drained me of any sense of hospitality. I tell her that once I’m over the fatigue, I’ll be in touch.


At the front door before she leaves, she stares into my face with misty eyes. “You look so much like her.” Her pained expression deepens. “Sorry to hear about your father’s passing, Anna. It’s been a year now, has it not?”


“About that, yeah. But we weren’t that close.”


“I understand. Your father could be a difficult man.”


“By difficult, you mean he was a criminal, Francesca?”


She considers me for a long moment. “I know nothing about that.”


She’s not a good liar. We both know if my father wasn’t a criminal himself, he at least consorted with individuals of that ilk.


“I didn’t like the way he treated your mother,” she adds. “That was criminal.”
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Rich, orange light spills through the foyer’s windows. Everything inside the house now has a golden sheen—so enchanting. Drawn upstairs to my mother’s suite again—now my room—I enter the adjoining sunroom. This space has always been a favorite of mine. My mother and I would sit cuddled up on a plump comfy couch and read stories together. Our favorite was Carlo Collodi’s Le avventure di Pinocchio: Storia di un burattino, the beloved Italian children’s story. I remember her lyrical voice as she sounded out the words, teaching me to read as a very young child. Now such a comforting memory.


Before I left New York, the lawyers were instructed to have the sunroom converted into an art studio. The couch is gone, as are all the other glamourous furnishings. Canvases of many shapes and sizes are stacked against the walls. There are several easels and a long table filled with paints and brushes and drop cloths and other art supplies. Never has there been such a perfect art studio.


A fresh start. In New York, my art didn’t sell, not even after I earned my MFA degree last year. So, I scraped by working in art galleries, assisting a well-known but talentless sculptor, even doing nude modeling at the art school (so many creeps hitting on me, but I dated a couple of the more talented ones). No matter how desperate I became, my father wouldn’t help me. His response was that I needed to learn responsibility. But his motivations were clear—he earned a bigger fee from the estate by preserving the amount of money held in trust. That meant making sure that college tuition didn’t deplete the funds. I’m not certain yet how much is left, whether he managed to embezzle it all, because I’m waiting for the lawyers to send me the final papers. My mother kept everything sealed, her way of protecting me.


On my last day in New York, I put all of my old work on the sidewalk outside my apartment building and posted a sign that read: Free art. Take one. The paintings were gone in less than an hour. Maybe I’m not as poor an artist as a few of the gallery owners in Manhattan think.


I pick up a brush and swish it across one of the canvases—there’s no paint on the bristles. I’m left-handed like Mamma. She used to say that made us more creative.


On impulse, I cross the room and enter a dimly lit stairwell. The cool-to-the-touch walls, worn smooth with time, are constructed of stacked sandstone blocks. Why not? I start down. The steps end at a landing and seem to go nowhere, but there are hidden passageways, used in the old days by servants and maybe to escape bandits or invading armies. Running my hands along the bottom of the wall, I find a seam, apply pressure, and a door pops opens, revealing more steps down.


Stay out of there! My father’s voice rings in my brain.


But Mamma says I can—


Stay out!


“You’re not alive anymore,” I say aloud. “I’ll do what I want.” My pulse quickens. I find a light switch, flip it on, and continue. A faint musty smell touches my nostrils as I descend deeper into what must be the basement level of the house. Yes, it’s a secret passageway.


Through a door is a private salon ripped right out of the eighteenth century—Louis XVI all the way, opulent and decadent. A large wardrobe with glass cabinets and shelves sits at the far side of the room. Inside are long dresses, wigs, and headdresses, some on hangers, some on mannequins. And Vittoria de’ Medici Rossi’s fabulous opera costumes. Accounts on the internet say these treasures mysteriously went missing after her death. Not so—she secreted them away right after she left the stage.


Framed photographs sit on the shelves. Most are publicity photos of my mother and cast members decked out in their costumes.


Of course. This was my mother’s private sanctuary. What a thrill to have a part of her that no one else in the world has. How could I have forgotten about this room? I spent so much time with her down here, playing dress up, singing, dancing. But only with her. No one was allowed in this room without her …


“Don’t ever go in there without me, Anna,” my mother would say in the sweetest voice.


“But why, Mamma?”


“I have so many valuable things in here. You wouldn’t want to break something. You know how clumsy you can be.”


“I’m not clumsy,” I would insist.


“Oh, don’t be petulant, tesoro mio. Of course you are.”


Was I? Not when I was awake. But during the night terrors …?


While humming one of my mother’s favorite arias, I open the case and lift the hem of a gorgeous blue-sapphire-colored gown. This dress isn’t an opera costume. I hold the bodice close and have an urge to try it on but don’t.


A few of the drawers below the shelves hold brochures and newspaper clippings from my mother’s star performances. The rest of them are now empty but once held a vast trove of jewels.


My anger rises. Where did all the jewels go? I know the answer to that too. My father found a way to take valuables from this room. He probably sold them off for ten cents on the dollar, then gambled the sale proceeds away or lost them in one of his failed investments.


But there’s one piece of jewelry he didn’t sell: the Medici Falchion.


He would’ve died to get his hands on that necklace.


Sitting on a table beside a couch is a photograph in a lustrous frame, now patinaed over time. It’s a picture of my mother and me backstage at a theater house. I must’ve been three or four. I don’t recall the play. But we were smiling, so we must’ve had a good time. My eyes mist with tears.


On a side wall hang rich oil paintings in gilded frames. They line the entire length of the wall. Five in total, and they all feature my mother from various performances. The detail and compositions are superb. The artist’s signature is unmistakable—Tringali again. My God, the two must’ve been remarkably close.


Something makes me step away—shame, guilt. My attention is drawn to the wall beside the door. Painted on its surface is an elaborate floor-to-ceiling depiction of my mother in an operatic costume. She’s wearing a kimono—Cio-Cio-San of Madame Butterfly. The background is a garden scene filled with cherry blossom trees, camellias, and azaleas.


An eerie heat slinks across my arms; beads of sweat rise on the nape of my neck.


The eyes in the painting have changed focus. No way. I step closer and stare up. They are different. A vague, undefinable anxiety fills me. I’m not sure I’m ready to live in this house.


Time to leave the parlor and head back upstairs.


A sudden impulse causes me to stop near the landing that seemed to go nowhere. Using my phone’s flashlight, I study the surrounding walls and find another door, behind which is a small, empty closet. The middle of a stairwell is a very odd place for a vestibule. The light from my flashlight catches what must be secret spy holes that look down into my mother’s parlor. These holes are where the eyes in the painting are.


So who was watching who? And why?


Shining the flashlight through the cutouts, I peer through them.


Stay out!


Half a dozen people, no more, a dozen, are down there. Everyone is scantily clad and wearing masquerade masks. I don’t recognize anyone. They’re laughing, drinking. A couple is engaged in oral sex; the woman has a tattoo on her chest.


I gasp, draw back.


The vision is gone.


Stay out!
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Upstairs in the studio, a warm gust of air sails through a now-open casement window. The glass rattles against its frame as the window gently rocks with the wind. Yellow roses climb a trellis set against the house and the breeze brings their intoxicating fragrance inside.


I’m reminded of the summer trips throughout Europe that my mother and I took together. We visited elaborate gardens as well as the major museums, the opera houses, and theaters. She knew this world, especially the juicy stuff, like who had one too many girlfriends—anyway, that’s how she put it. In the art world, she knew who the real artists were and who the frauds were. Her stories intrigued me, got me interested in art at a young age.


I tap my fingers on the windowsill, thinking back to when I was age ten. We’d just left a play. We stopped in the open-air gallery of the Loggia dei Lanzi in the Piazza della Signoria in Florence to look at Benvenuto Cellini’s ghastly bronze sculpture of Perseus with the Head of Medusa—a gruesome decapitated head held high for all to see. My mother seemed unaffected, almost to revel in its grotesqueness. I was horrified that someone could cut the head off another. When I nudged her, she explained that Cellini was an arrogant man who openly admitted that he could do as he liked, that his murder of an underhanded rival, Pompeo de’ Capitaneis, was just. Because Cellini’s art was so brilliant and admired, his scandalous misdeeds were overlooked, even pardoned. She smiled and said that art had triumphed. I wonder if this was her way of showing the world that she could do as she liked. She wore the Medici Falchion that day. I’m an adult now, not so innocent myself, but still I’m flabbergasted at this memory. Who tells a child such things?


While I rest my arms on the windowsill, a couple of honeybees fly toward me, in search of nectar. I don’t freak out. Maybe it’s the mesmerizing whirr of their fluttering wings that soothes my phobia.


The bees scatter. Another insect flies at me. Not a honeybee, not a fly, not exactly a beetle, but a bug with a loud buzz and an aggressive nature. I slam the window shut with such force that it’s a wonder the glass doesn’t shatter. Then it springs open again.


Too late. The insect makes its way inside and flies crazily around the room.


“Get out!” I shriek and compound my silliness by giving the command in both Italian and English. Evidently, the bug doesn’t understand either language, because it comes at me again.


I run to close off the bedroom, grab a blank canvas, and race around, swatting frantically at the intruder. Its angry buzz grows fiercer. I swing left then right, practically obliterating the canvas.


The insect divebombs me relentlessly and then tries to invade my left ear. I swat until the bug is off me, or so I think. Then I realize it’s still on me, creeping down the front of my neck. One wrong move and it’ll sting me.


I snatch up a large paintbrush and, with one precise whack, swipe the insect from my neck.


The insect’s wings flap erratically, and then the bug spirals to the floor. I leap forward and squish the bug with my shoe. Its body crunches like brittle plastic.


So much for open windows.


With a piece of tissue, I squat down to pick up the black, red, and yellow carcass. A strong smell similar to that of a stink bug emanates from the corpse. Its black stinger remains intact.


This bug is more than familiar. One of these stung me when I was six. I’ve hated insects ever since. Especially this particular kind, which I named a devil bug.


I throw the remains out the window. The honeybees have returned. The lovely scent of roses wafts inside my studio. I’d like to leave the window open but don’t dare. As soon as I start to shut it, I’m assaulted by an odious smell.


Something else around here is dead.
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Once I’ve unpacked a few items the following morning, I head downstairs and inside the living room. The area is bright now that the sun is up. Everything looks so fresh, like a new coat of paint has been applied to the ceiling and walls.


At the piano, the fallboard is closed.


I lift the cover and play Claude Debussy’s “Clair de Lune”—my mother’s favorite.


“Very nice, Anna.” The unexpressive yet loud voice makes me flinch. “You play like your mother did.”


Edoardo stands at the entryway. “Oh, it’s you. I mean that in a good way.” He seems unaffected. “Thank you for the compliment, Edoardo, but I don’t come close to playing the way Mamma did.” True, I inherited some of Vittoria de’ Medici’s musical genes—my undergraduate minor was classical piano—but I wasn’t good enough to major in music. My voice is decent, and that made me popular at karaoke bars, although that’s in part because I get a little too wild after a few drinks.


“I came by to check on whether you needed anything,” he says.


“Yes, actually. Thank you for asking. Screens on the windows to keep the bugs out. One of them got in and attacked me.”


“I’ll see to it. Anything else?”


On the wall to his right are portraits of the women in our family. As a child, I paid little attention to these. Now I’m intrigued. “Tell me about the paintings of my ancestors. Wedding portraits, I assume, even though none of them look happy.”


“Yes, well …”


“Is it because they’re all wearing the Medici Falchion? The same wedding dress? Are they afraid because the women in my family are doomed?”


“Don’t speak that way. You are not doomed.”


“I don’t want to be. But weren’t they?”


He doesn’t reply.


I point to one of the paintings. “That’s my … grandmother, no, my …”


“This is your great-grandmother, Maria Lazzeri de’ Medici.”


“What’s her story?”


He seems to ponder this. “Her story. She was the wife of Filippo de’ Medici.”


“That’s it?”


“In those days, that was pretty much it for a woman, as one might say.”


“So, she and Filippo are my grandfather’s parents.”


Another nod. “Their son, Marco, was your grandfather.”


“Right. And Aurora is their daughter. My great-aunt Aurora is Francesca’s mother, which makes my mother and Francesca cousins. So how did my great-grandmother die?”


“Anna, why would—?”


“How did she die, Edoardo?” These are questions that never occurred to me to ask as a kid. After I left Italy, my father wouldn’t talk about my mother or her family. I had to sneak around to find out anything, listen in when he didn’t know, and even then, I didn’t learn much.


“Automobile accident.”


“Specifically.”


“She … she broke her neck.”


“Was she wearing the necklace? The Medici Falchion.”


Reluctantly, he nods.


I point to the next portrait.


“Valentina Bardi de’Medici. Your great-great grandmother, who was married to Giuliano de’ Medici. She was thrown from her horse while on a caccia alla volpe, an exhibition hunt. She died instantly. And yes, she was wearing the necklace.”


“Riding a horse?”


The next painting is of Silva Farnese de’ Medici, my grandmother, who was married to Marco. She wears the same dress, same necklace. I swallow hard. My recollections of my grandmother Silva are vague. For good reason, I was really young, maybe five or six, when she died of throat cancer. Though I have a distinct memory of her contagious laugh, which brings a smile to me now.


I ask about the portraits of women from prior generations. All died young; all died of an injury or illness related to the head or neck.


“They truly are cursed, aren’t they?” I say more to myself than to him.


“Rubbish,” he says.


“They look so unhappy. Why would these women allow such paintings of themselves to be made? I would’ve ripped mine to shreds.”


“It’s just the style of the times, nothing more. You’re an artist, you know how tradition goes.”


I run my fingers along the frame of Grandmother Silva’s frame, and then, overcome, I touch the necklace. The texture of the paint is smooth, the sensation cool to the touch. Thinking about how these women died fills me with an overwhelming sense of pain. Something stings my finger, and I quickly retract my hand.


“Are you okay?” Edoardo asks, but he doesn’t move from his spot.


A bubble of red surfaces on my finger. A papercut? Blood? Paint? I wipe the moisture off on my jeans and lean closer to the portrait but don’t see any evidence that the paint is smudged. Nor is anything particularly sharp on the canvas visible. Maybe the edge of the frame? When I check, the wood is smooth.


Light beams splay inside from the back windows. One lands on Silva’s wedding portrait and illuminates the painted rubies and diamonds. Edoardo seems unfazed.


“Thank you for the family history,” I say. “Dark as it is.”


We go quiet.


“By the way, Edoardo, the door down to the basement is locked. My key won’t open it.”


He hesitates, looks unsure, then says, “Nothing but old junk down there.”


“There must be keys around here someplace.”


“I’ll have a look around. How else can I help you, Anna?”


“Weren’t your quarters downstairs?”


“Yes, but we never locked the door.”


Then who did?


“Oh, now that I think of it, Edoardo. There’s something more I would like to ask.” He looks at me oddly. “Did Mamma have costume parties?”


“She liked to entertain.”


“Edoardo, I asked about costume parties.”


“Who remembers? It was so long ago.”


Except, he’s forgotten nothing. That’s all too clear.
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