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PART I



EMPATHY


The problem with being a neurosurgeon is that when the telephone rings, you have to answer it. When the phone by my bed went off at 3:00 a.m. I went straight from sleep to standing. The emergency room attending sounded like he was having a bad night.


“Dr. Trovato? Dr. Green here, Area A. We’ve got an old lady with a cerebellar hemorrhage—she’s unresponsive, and the CT scan looks nasty. How soon can you get in?”


“Eight minutes. Call the OR.”


The pocket of skull housing the cerebellum is a dangerously small space with rigid walls; there is no room for an explosion of blood. The consequence is disaster—the brain gets pushed in the only direction possible: down through the foramen magnum, the big hole in the bottom of the skull, crushing the brain stem, the control center for all basic life functions. Unless a surgeon gets there in time. I drove to the hospital in the dark, planning my approach. Amsterdam Avenue was quiet, with a few yellow cabs roaming for nonexistent fares. I pushed my speed to hit all the green lights.


I scrubbed in at the vast stainless-steel sink and backed into the OR through the double doors. Linney, my favorite anesthesiologist, took her place at the patient’s head opposite me while I pulled on surgical gloves. The anesthesiologist’s job is to monitor every breath, heartbeat, and rush of blood pressure through the vessels. Linney, smooth and quiet, signaled to me—OK to cut. I looked at the back of the patient’s neck: innocent, slightly wrinkled, hiding the catastrophe beneath. I made a quick incision on the back of the scalp, a few inches behind her ear, then running down the back of her neck. Down through skin, then muscle, then picking up the craniotome, I sawed through bone. I sliced through the dura, exposed the cerebellum . . . there. As I scooped out the fresh clot, I felt suddenly short of breath. For a moment I was drowning, flailing for the surface.


“Linney,” I gasped, “is there a problem with the vent?” Linney looked up at me, startled, and then at the monitors. Three seconds later, a long three seconds, the alarms started ringing.


It was nearly noon before the patient opened her eyes, and by late afternoon she was awake and holding her daughter’s hand. I headed to the locker room to change.


“Beatrice, lunchtime,” Linney said as we stripped off our gowns and shoe covers. I followed her to the staff cafeteria. Linney did not have conversations like other people. If I called her up and said, “Hi, how are you?,” she’d say, “Get to the point.” We sat across from each other at a white melamine table. The cafeteria had aspirations of greatness it did not quite achieve. A letterpress sign read ARTISANAL BREAD SELECTION, suspended over a basket of plastic-wrapped rolls, and the chef’s suggestion of the day was unintentionally thrice-baked ziti. I had an apple.


“Beatrice, how did you know that woman was hypoxic?”


“I felt like I couldn’t breathe,” I said, “but I knew it was the patient.” I hadn’t realized this until I said it out loud.


“So what you are saying, Dr. Trovato”—I knew I was in trouble now, since we were no longer on a first name basis—“is that you just knew?”


“I just knew,” I said.


“You should have had more than an apple,” Linney replied, changing the subject with her usual abruptness. “We’ve got five more cases today.” She got up from the table, leaving me holding the apple core.


I sat at the table for a few minutes after Linney had gone. Surgery seems so straightforward: open someone up, fix what’s wrong, close. But even working inside the body doesn’t necessarily get to the center of the problem. When I was training to be a neurosurgeon, I wanted to know whether a teenage girl’s headache was a symptom of a bad home situation, or a herald of a leaky brain aneurysm. I wanted to be sure that the depressed patient I sent home with pain medication for a brain tumor wouldn’t try to commit suicide by taking all of it at once. And I’ve always wished I could reach my patients silenced by loss of language or trapped in the blankness of coma, circling endlessly in their own internal darkness. I’d touched people’s brains with my hand, but I couldn’t know how it felt to actually be inside someone else’s head. Today, though, it seemed I had.





I’ve been orphaned twice. The first time was at birth, since I never knew my father, and my mother and twin sister died just after I was born. I was twin A, though I’m not sure whether that counts, now that there is only one of us. My brother, Benjamin, had just turned seventeen when he gained a little sister and lost a mother; he was transformed suddenly from brother into parent. I can’t imagine how he did it. All I know is his college education got postponed for a year; he didn’t say more.


Ben told me Mom never bothered with finding fathers for her children. “A minute and a mother are all you need,” she used to say. I quoted that when I was a kid without really understanding it, and I got some very odd looks. Once I hit adolescence, I realized why. I never met Mom, unless you count being inside her as meeting her.


All my nursery school classmates were jealous of my uni-parent. On Mother’s Day when the moms visited and got their irregular heart-shaped cards, Benjamin came to class dressed up in a polka-dot housedress, a blond wig, and pumps. He had just started studying microbiology, so he brought in cookies in the shape of microorganisms. I liked the viruses best because they looked like jewels. On Father’s Day he arrived wearing a double-breasted suit and a Groucho Marx mustache-nose-eyeglass combo. No one ever made fun of me for having neither a father nor a mother; they all wanted a Benjamin.


For kindergarten, Ben enrolled me at the Franciscan St. James Academy, the natural choice for reasons of tradition and nostalgia; Ben had learned his letters and responsorial psalms there thirteen years before. There was a black-and-white photo of him on the wall in his role as the camel in the annual nativity skit—I used to stop and look at it on my way to Tuesday Mass. I got to play the Virgin Mary, but part of me wished I could have been the camel instead.


While I was in elementary school, Benjamin put himself through graduate school twice: first microbiology, then medieval history. By the time I was dissecting my first fetal pig in ninth grade biology, he’d become an expert on the Plague, particularly as it applied to medieval Italy. Ben and I approached medicine from opposite directions. I went forward, straight to the patient, while he went back—to the past.


Having a sibling really takes the pressure off trying to do too much—you just divide everything up. I became the physician, Benjamin the academic, so my scholarly side didn’t complain, and he never had to wonder whether he should have become a doctor. I suppose it might have gone another way—we could have vied for excellence in the same domain—but competition never occurred to me. Neither did collaboration, until it was too late.


When I was thirty, Ben followed a project to Siena, Italy, and fell in love—not with a person, but with the city.


“Little B, I’m head over heels,” he wrote. “It’s like time travel but without losing all the amenities—medieval life plus hot showers and toilet paper. I’m set on buying a house big enough for family. Otherwise known as My Little Sister Beatrice.”


I liked seeing the word family on paper, but I wasn’t used to letter writing. The last paper letter I’d turned out was at Girl Scout camp, on stationery decorated with mice curling their tails around an inkpot. But Ben was weird about email—I think the medieval scholar in him resisted the march of technology.


Ben eventually bought his house in Siena, but three years later I still hadn’t made plans to go to Italy, and he hadn’t come back to New York. It was the longest we’d gone without seeing each other. We kept in touch with rare precious phone calls across time zones, and resorted the rest of the time to Ben’s favorite, if archaic, mode of communication. I had even gotten into the medieval spirit by digging up the old fountain pens I’d once used for calligraphy.


Dear Ben,


I know I need to visit you soon, and meet your new girlfriend, I mean, hometown. But I can’t imagine getting out of here right now. I spend twelve hours a day looking at three square inches of someone’s body, willing my hands to do exactly the right thing. One little mistake, and it’s blindness, or left-sided weakness, or death, just like that. I’ve got one day off every seven, not really enough to get me to Siena and back. But soon, OK? The OR has been more intense than usual—I feel like my usual self-protective doctor’s reserve is wearing a little thin and I need an antidote to all this surgeon stuff. What time of year is best to come?


Love, Beatrice


The OR had been more intense than usual, and not in a good way. The day before, Linney and I had scrubbed in on a far-gone basal cell carcinoma case. Skin cancer doesn’t usually involve a neurosurgeon, but in this case the patient had kept pulling her wig down over the slowly growing lesion on her forehead. Fifteen years later, the wig was so low over her eyes she couldn’t see. By the time she got to us, the cancer had eaten through her skin and skull, and she had a quarter-size hole between her eyebrows through which we could see the dural membrane covering the brain. The sight made me cringe when I saw her in the office. I have seen dura plenty of times—just never outside of surgery.


In the OR things took a downturn quickly. Just after I made the first incision, the heart monitors registered ventricular tachycardia—a dangerously fast rhythm that can deteriorate, preventing blood from going where it’s supposed to. Not good. I took a quick look at the monitors—blood pressure was holding, but that might not last. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Linney moving quickly, asking for procainamide. Then, suddenly, I heard a hum in my ears, and after that, incongruously, the sound of my brother Ben’s voice. My vision grayed, and then my heart and head filled with the fear of losing him.





Benjamin didn’t tell me about his heart until I was in medical school. I’d reacted badly.


“Ventricular tachycardia? For God’s sake, you’re a walking time bomb!”


“My cardiologist says it’s under control. In the meantime, please avoid doing anything shocking or sudden in my presence. . . .” He grinned lopsidedly while I fumed to cover the panic I felt.


“Why didn’t you tell me before?”


“You were a kid—my kid, basically. I didn’t think you needed to know. Now you’re a big girl.”


I hit him. He deserved it. Ben grunted, then started over.


“You’re a big doctor, I mean. . . .”


“That’s better.”


“And I thought it was time you knew me from a grown-up perspective. It’s been years; I’m fine.”


I tried to incorporate this new frailty into my image of indestructible Ben. My own heart was pounding, though, in sympathy. I don’t want to lose him.


“How about a hug, Little B,” he said, “like the old days?”


I buried my head in his wool sweater and listened to his heart beating, slow and steady.





The next thing I knew Linney was whispering harshly in my ear. “Beatrice, blood pressure is stable, she’s back in sinus rhythm. What’s going on?” I wasn’t sure what was going on, but it wasn’t something that could happen again. There is no time for drifty emotional lapses when you’ve got a scalpel in your hand.


“I’m OK,” I said. But I wasn’t.


Siena, May 2


Hey Little B: What do you mean the OR is much more intense than usual? If you look up intense in the dictionary I bet you’d find NEUROSURGEON right at the top of the page. I like thinking of you taking people apart and (ideally) putting them back together again. I try to get into people’s heads too, but my subjects are already dead. You might say I’m a forensic pathologist of the distant past. I can imagine you saying “Come ON Benj, spare me the convoluted metaphors.” I love it when you say stuff like that. Hey, happy almost birthday, Big Girl.


I have some news, to the extent that any medieval historian could be said to have “news.” There is something funny about the Plague and Siena. I’ve got my hands on some sources that explain why Siena did so badly during the Plague, and it will make a big splash when I’m ready to publish. In fact I think I might already have made a splash—I dropped hints at a conference of Tuscan medievalists, and a few “colleagues” got worked up about what I was suggesting.


They’re probably upset because they wanted to get there first, but not only am I first, I’ve also got something they haven’t—and it’s something juicy. I wish you were around to puzzle over this stuff with me, the way you used to when you were a kid. I can still imagine the nine-year-old you, your straight black hair around your serious little face. Even then you had that laser focus; all you could see was the few fascinating inches right in front of you. I should have guessed you’d become a surgeon. For a while I thought you might turn out to be a historian like me, but you went for the knife instead. “Taking a history,” you doctors always say, in that proprietary way doctors have. We historians prefer to call it “borrowing,” since it’s not ours to take.


You’d love Siena, and it’s crazy that you’ve never seen the house. You should take a vacation and come help me with my little mystery. You don’t want to be in the hospital in July anyway when the new residents come and you have to teach them not to kill people.


It’s a great time to visit. The two Palios—the horse races that have taken over the city every summer for seven hundred years—are coming, and everyone is revving up for the event. We can read manuscripts together—medieval Italian is close enough to modern that you’d be able to manage. Good thing I took your Italian upbringing so seriously, right? There is no way that Beatrice Alessandra Trovato was going to grow up without learning how to speak and write her mother tongue. Maybe Dante was a funny way to learn it, but you can’t do better really.


Let me know. I’ll change the sheets on the spare bed just for you.


I love you, Little B.


Ben





After I got Benjamin’s letter I did something wildly uncharacteristic—I acted on impulse. It was after midnight when I finished reading, but I went online and searched for flights to Siena. The forty-eight-hour cancellation policy made me reckless, and I clicked on the “reserve now” button for an irresistibly affordable flight. Ben would be just waking up by now, so I picked up the phone and dialed.


“Ben, I bought a plane ticket. I’m coming to visit.”


“For real?”


“I’ll be there in three weeks.” I imagined Ben’s face with his habitual day’s growth of beard, receiver pressed against his ear.


“I’ll have to buy laundry detergent, but you’re worth it. Send me your details, and I’ll pick you up from the airport.”


“Great. And hey—I love you.”


“I love you too, Little B. Now go to bed. You have to get up soon.”


As I fell asleep, I imagined poring over old manuscripts the way we used to when I was a kid. But it didn’t work out that way.





I was orphaned for the second time a week later. The first time I had Benjamin; the second time I was on my own. The call from Ben’s lawyer in Siena came the day after I’d renewed my passport, and the strange echo of the international call made me hear every word twice. Once was almost more than I could bear.


There was no way I could have imagined Ben’s death—that moment when my one source of unconditional love collapsed into nothing and winked out like a dying star. Years before, when I’d first learned about Ben’s heart, I’d thought: I’ll go crazy if I lose him; I won’t survive it. But now that he was gone, now that I had gone from having a brother to having none, I did not go crazy. Or perhaps I did go crazy for those few seconds, as the world I knew tilted vertiginously sideways, and my legs slid out from under me. From the floor, I tipped my head back to look up at the haloed brightness of the hall light. One bulb is out, I thought, seeing the single bright circle where two should have been, how strange that I hadn’t noticed until now. One minute Ben had been there, and now he was not. Had I gone crazy, it might have lessened the agony of understanding the truth. But my mind did not allow me that relief.





The used bookstore around the corner from my apartment has served as my second home for years. It’s the kind of place that rarely exists anymore, with narrow aisles and big worn leather chairs where you can sit for hours getting lost in an out-of-print edition of some obscure writer’s first novel. I have the dubious distinction of adoring authors whose books are mostly out of print, so I spend as much of my little free time there as I can. That’s where I first met Nathaniel, who owns the bookstore and imbues it with unusual literary magic. Every time I go there I get lost in a book and look up hours later, having missed a meal, or the change from daylight to darkness. I’m cautious about who I get recommendations from, but Nathaniel knows how to pick a book, at least for me.


The first time I met him I was in one of those leather chairs, engrossed in a rare Jane Austen first edition, when a shadow fell over the pages. I looked up, blinking.


“Are you planning a purchase, or would you like to spend the night?” Nathaniel asked in his British accent. I felt the heat in my face as I leaped up out of the chair.


“How much?” He told me, and I sat down again, horrified.


“Why don’t you come back tomorrow and finish it,” he said. “Officially we open at ten, but you can knock at nine if you can’t wait.” That was the beginning of a beautiful friendship. I spent many hours in his store and, eventually, once we knew each other better, even more hours eating sumptuous meals cooked up by Nathaniel’s husband, Charles, a forensic pathologist with a deft hand in the kitchen and a wry sense of humor about the origins of his knife skills.


Nathaniel was the first person I told about Benjamin. I showed up at the front door of his shop at closing time on the day I got the lawyer’s call. Nathaniel had just bolted the front door when he saw me, but something about my face must have made it clear that he shouldn’t start our conversation on the sidewalk. He waved me in.


“My brother died and left me his house in Siena.” I said it all at once, before the words could retreat.


“Beatrice,” he said, and guided me gently to an armchair.


“I’m going to Italy. Will you take care of my apartment while I’m gone?”


“It would be my pleasure and privilege,” he said, his words formal but his eyes as warm as the hug I was not encouraging, though I clearly needed it.


“Thanks, Nathaniel, you’re my savior. Now I need some guidebooks.”


“Would you rather plan a trip than talk?” I nodded. He looked at me carefully, as if checking whether I was safe to leave alone, and then disappeared behind a tall bookcase. He came back with a pile of reading material on Tuscany.


“Try these,” he said. I leafed through them silently for a few minutes.


“There’s a lot to see in Siena.” I looked up from a color plate of Simone Martini’s Maestà.


“Indeed there is, Beatrice.” I was grateful he’d left the rest unsaid.


I kissed him on the cheek and left before I lost my composure entirely. I stayed up until 2:00 a.m. reading. Unfortunately, I had to wake up three hours later to operate on a tricky basilar aneurysm, but neurosurgeons are used to that.





An email from Ben’s lawyers arrived a few days later. I translated from Italian to English in my head.


Gentilissima Dottoressa Trovato:


We are deeply grieved at the news of your brother’s death and extend our most sincere regrets. We have known your brother for some time and mourn the loss of a well-loved scholar of our beautiful city and its history. As we discussed on the phone, you are his only known surviving relative and the beneficiary of his estate, which includes real property as well as material goods. We look forward to your visit to our Siena offices in the near future to aid in its disposition. We will send you the key to his residence in Siena to spare you the inconvenience of finding commercial lodging.


When Dottore Trovato first began working with our firm, he left instructions, in the event that any misfortune should occur to keep him from his research, that we send you the contents of his permanent carrel at the library of the Università degli Studi di Siena. You should expect to receive his notes and manuscript within the next few days. This is somewhat outside our usual procedure regarding timing of distribution of property before probate, but Dottore Trovato made it quite clear that you are his only surviving relative and that there is no one who would contest the intent of his will.


Although you are a Doctor of Medicine rather than Philosophy like your brother, we are certain you appreciate how regrettable it would be for the work of one of our city’s great modern historians to fall into oblivion. We are the primary firm representing Tuscan academics and have taken the liberty of contacting several scholars who have graciously offered to study your brother’s notes to determine what might be appropriate for publication. We will be happy to discuss the details further at your convenience.


With our sincerest hope for your solace in this terrible time of loss, Avv. Cavaliere, Alberti e Alberti


Even though I didn’t know exactly what Ben had been working on, the thought of other scholars getting their hands on it gave me a queasy feeling. I wrote a quick but polite reply asking the lawyers not to share anything with anyone. I wished I’d had a chance to hear Ben tell me about it himself. Now I never would hear him say anything again.


Three days later I came home late and overheated from my commute in a subway car with malfunctioning air-conditioning to find the package from Ben’s lawyers waiting with the doorman. Inside the wrapping was a battered red accordion folder tied with a flat satin ribbon. Ben held this folder, he tied the ribbon with his own hands. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The folder smelled like a library, of course—old leather bindings and dust—not like Ben. I went to my desk and sat down to read. The papers were a jumble of typed paragraphs, interspersed with photocopies from original texts with notes scribbled in the margins. I could imagine Ben with his forehead creased in concentration, ink smearing along the heel of his hand as he wrote.


Agnolo di Tura, a 14th-century chronicler, recounted the impact of the Black Death on Siena:


“The mortality in Siena began in May 1348 . . . in many places in Siena great pits were dug and piled deep with the multitude of dead. And they died by the hundreds, both day and night, and were thrown in those ditches and covered with earth . . . Father abandoned child, wife husband, one brother another . . . for this Plague seemed to strike through the breath and sight. I . . . buried my five children with my own hands . . . And so many died that all believed it was the end of the world.”


Ben had scribbled a note in the right-hand margin around di Tura’s words, and underlined for emphasis:


How many people died in Siena? Agnolo says 52K—Gottfried insists that can’t be, since population was no more than 60K. BW claims that the population dropped 80 percent! Tuchman: more than half. Was the mortality from the Plague worse in Siena than in the other Tuscan cities? Seems like it. Why?


I went back to Ben’s typed notes.


Siena at her heyday had a master plan to make the Duomo the largest in the world—the nave to become the transept of a vast cathedral. This cathedral would be the physical symbol of Siena’s greatness among the Tuscan cities, what would become Europe, and the world. That plan died with the Black Death. The Plague heralded the collapse of a shining, self-governing city-state. After the Plague, Siena never recovered, unlike her longtime archrival Florence. Why?


For decades historians have tried to explain the particularly devastating effects of the Plague on Siena, her failure to recover, and the eventual fall of the great commune to her rival Florence. The pages that follow will introduce new evidence to explain Siena’s suffering and eventual decline from power and political independence.


I’d been so engrossed by the medieval mystery Ben was writing about that for a few seconds I’d forgotten the present. Now, as I looked up from his notes, the reason I had them at all hit me again like a punch in the stomach. All those years I’d postponed going to Siena, and now I was going to deal with my brother’s property and manuscript, rather than to see him. The consequence of my never having made time for a visit was nearly unbearable. I put Ben’s papers back in their folder, carefully tying the cloth ribbon and trying to breathe. But —I could still see Ben’s house, even without Ben in it. I could still visit the city that had drawn him in, even though he wouldn’t be there to greet me. I needed to sort out the estate, and I needed to get away; I hadn’t taken a vacation day in four years. The thought gathered momentum, and before the night was over I’d made up my mind. I fell asleep seeing Ben’s hand curved around his favorite fountain pen as he wrote about the Siena Duomo that should have been.





“You’re leaving New York for some Italian hill town?” Linney put her hands on her hips and glared at me. Linney reminds me of a small, fierce hawk. Her short red hair, so dark it’s almost purple, lies close against her head, and from behind you can see the nape of her neck, oddly vulnerable, unlike the rest of her.


“Not just some hill town—Siena.” I glared back.


The specifics didn’t mollify Linney at all. “What’s in Siena?”


“My brother left me a house there; I have to go settle his estate.”


“Your brother died? You decided to tell me your brother died parenthetically while announcing that you’re taking a trip to Tuscany? Beatrice, hello, are you in there?”


I looked down at the blue shoe covers on our four feet. Linney crouched down so she could meet my eyes from below.


“Come back,” she said ominously. “The other neurosurgeons aren’t as good as you are.”


“Why wouldn’t I come back? It’s just a three-month sabbatical.”


Linney didn’t answer.


When the plane took off with me in it, I felt strangely light—as if the strings mooring me to the life I’d made had stretched too far, and had finally broken.


  *  *  *  


I stood at the door of Ben’s house with the key in my hand—heavy and brass, nothing like my New York apartment key. I was about to put the key in the lock when I got the sensation that I had done this before—put this key in this lock, in this door, in this city. It must be déjà vu, I thought, because I had never been to Ben’s house; I had never even been to Italy before. And yet I had a feeling of familiarity so strong, it had to be real. Déjà vu should be a dreamy sensation, not this sharp-edged clarity. I knew I had been here, and somehow that knowledge coexisted with the absolute certainty that I had not.


The heavy door stuck, but I managed to open it with a push from one hip. In the dark entryway, the smell enveloped me—the mustiness of a house left behind. I slid my hand along the wall, looking for a light switch, but found none. From the faint light filtering in through the open front door I could make out the entry hall with wood stairs rising to darkness above. I bumped into a hall table and almost knocked over a teetering lamp, caught it, then turned it on. I closed and locked the front door, and began to examine my new home.


Siena, June 4


Dear Nathaniel,


I’m writing a letter because Ben didn’t seem to believe in home-based Internet service. Very medieval of him. No light switches either—I nearly killed myself the first night I arrived in the dark. The house has a typical medieval plan: a sala (living room) in the front, and the camere (bedrooms) in the back. Those back rooms open onto a central courtyard shared by all the houses around it, planted with a trio of blossoming orange trees—I wake up to the fragrance filling my bedroom through the windows. I wonder who owned this house before us, what merchant or artisan, wine dealer, painter . . . do you know how to find out? You always know everything. Were there surgeons in the fourteenth century? I’m not feeling very much like a neurosurgeon at the moment, and I’m enjoying playing hooky.


My first visit to the law offices of Cavaliere, Alberti and Alberti was like something out of a Fellini film. Cavaliere was rail thin, practically invisible from the side; the Albertis short and round with a total of six chins between them, and they all had sympathetic, meeting-a-bereaved-client looks on their faces. I realize you are probably worrying about me, but just remember that doctors make jokes when things get bad. It makes us feel better.


But these lawyers . . . the windows in their office are so dusty that barely any light comes through, and the antiquated lamps have at most ten-watt bulbs in them. I could hardly see where I was supposed to sign. But then I did, and now I own a house in Siena and everything in it.


The Albertis are pressuring me to relinquish the project to someone “more experienced.” But I am not cooperating. There’s this Tuscan scholar, Franco Signoretti, who claims descent from one of the oldest and most prominent medieval families of Siena. He gave an interview for the local television station that I watched on Ben’s tiny black-and-white TV. (I know it’s hard to imagine medieval history being newsworthy, but things are different here.) Based on the sharp comments this guy dropped during the interview he was clearly trying to discredit Ben’s work. He described Ben as an “American-born young scholar in the making” who “had made a respectable effort, in his regrettably short career in Siena, to leave his mark on our long and illustrious history.” It was unpleasant to hear about Ben in the third person this way, though I’m happy to say Italian has come back to me surprisingly quickly. I’m glad now that Ben pushed me so hard to learn it when I was a kid, though at the time I fought him pretty hard. Listening to the guy rant on about how close he is to a discovery that the “young American” had been working on made me dig in my heels: not the reaction Alberti the Elder was hoping for. The more eager the lawyers get to pass Ben’s research on to another scholar, the more stubborn I feel about hanging on to it. I might even be able to publish for him, with a little help from local experts. After all, Ben trained me. I wish he were here to help me now.


How are you? Get any new books in recently? Thanks for taking care of my apartment. You can toss the plants if they’re too difficult to keep alive.


Love, Beatrice


The morning after my visit with the lawyers, I woke up with the sun in my face in the second-floor guest bedroom—obviously for guests because it was so tidy, and had so little in it. I went downstairs to Ben’s bedroom and stood for a few minutes at the door, looking in. The bed was made, but sloppily—he’d never been a hospital corners sort of guy. His spindly-legged bed table was stacked high with books, and more books stood in piles on the floor. The walls were covered with framed maps and pages of illuminated manuscripts, the dense black letters crowding together on the page. He loved his work, I thought—I loved mine too, but I wouldn’t have wallpapered my bedroom back home with pages from neurosurgical textbooks. The sun wasn’t as strong on the ground floor as it was in my room upstairs, and it came through the orange tree low and faintly green, speckling the walls of the room with leaf-shaped shadows.


I took a deep breath and stepped through the doorway, feeling like I might be invading his privacy—but what privacy do people have once they’re gone? I felt the wave of loss rising then like a tide, here in this cluttered room that sang out Ben’s memory like an elegy. I sat down on the wooden floor and watched the dust motes drift aimlessly in the light until my back ached and my body called out for coffee and breakfast. I closed the door on my way out.





I decided to visit the University of Siena, which was right near the Piazza del Campo—Sienese call it Il Campo for short—to see whether I could find more of what Ben had been working on. Nathaniel had recommended that I speak with a local archivist, Emilio Fabbri. It was too early when I got there, the doors locked and windows dark, but I could pass time in the Campo, along with half the population of the city.


The day was heating up by the time I reached the big piazza, so I stopped at a small shop to buy a bottle of fizzy lemonade. I drank it while sitting on a bench, watching the lines between the paving stones converge and bend in the heat. I counted the piazza’s nine sections—for the Council of Nine, i Noveschi—who ruled Siena during its medieval heyday. As I sat, my mind went still. The sounds around me intensified; high individual voices rang out against a background of lower rumbles. I felt the ground vibrating as children ran past me chasing pigeons, and I inhaled the pungent smell of garlic wafting from a trattoria that faced the piazza. And into that moment of pure receptive blankness came a sudden wave of profound, absolute panic. It passed quickly and left my heart pounding. Seconds later, the terror hit me again. I stood up, and the lemonade bottle slipped through my hand and shattered on the pavement. That’s when I saw the young girl a few feet away from me, alone in the crowd and white with fear. She looked up into my face, her dark eyes huge and brimming with tears.


“Dov’ è Mamma,” she wailed, throwing her head back. “Mamma, Mamma . . .”


In that moment I knew that it was not my own fear I felt, but hers. I grabbed the girl’s hand and looked desperately around the expanse of the Campo. At the other side of the piazza, under the awning of a souvenir shop where I’d bought postcards on my first day in Siena, stood a woman I’d never seen before. She had dark hair pulled back from a pale face, and her red dress was bright against the stone of the buildings behind her. The moment I saw this woman who should have been a stranger, all I wanted to do was run as hard as I could into her arms. And so we ran together hand in hand, the girl and I, both fueled by the same desire and knowledge, stumbling up the slope of the shell-shaped piazza, until we were looking into Mamma’s stricken face—me from above and her daughter from below. Mamma thanked me in a wild outpouring of Italian and tears and enveloped her daughter in a tight embrace. I stood frozen, watching them. She was back with her family, but no one could help me find mine. I didn’t have the energy left for the visit I’d planned to the university. I left the girl and her mother by the postcard rack and walked slowly home.


Back at the house, I sat at the kitchen table. I tried to re-create that blank feeling I’d had right before I’d found the lost girl, before her fear had taken root in my head. I’d had it before—in surgery. As soon as I’m scrubbed and gloved, my mind goes quiet and something else takes over. Looking back on all those surgical hours, I realized that when I operate, I am listening, and reacting to what I hear. And what I hear is the patient’s body telling me how things are going, because it knows I’m paying attention. I can feel the blood moving, hear the air entering and leaving the lungs, see the winding thick gray gyri of the brain being pushed aside by an invading tumor. I know where it is safe to cut, and I know when things go wrong.


When I’d written to Ben about the OR being intense, he’d made a joke about it. But I hadn’t been joking. At first, my extra sense had been a background hum, such a natural and useful extension of my work that I’d barely noticed it. That moment in the OR with Linney three years before, when I’d noticed a problem before the monitors did, was the first time my abilities had crossed the line. The ventricular tachycardia episode had been worse—my emotional response to a patient’s condition had overwhelmed me enough to interrupt my ability to work. And things kept happening, things I no longer told Linney. I was afraid to tell Ben, who might worry too much from too far away. While I was operating, I’d know a hidden blood vessel was leaking because I could feel it in my own head. I’d wake up sweating at 3:00 a.m. to realize a postop patient had a brewing infection before the nurses called with reports of fever. And now, after that moment in the piazza, that tendency had broken into the rest of my life, outside the confines of the operating room. How far could this empathy go? And would it take me with it?


I can’t help thinking that having been a twin, even so briefly, might have something to do with it. Maybe I feel what others are feeling because I’ve got an open edge where she used to be, and instead of having her at my side, buffering and shoring me up against the outside world, I absorb everything. Or maybe she is my window into other, because I knew, once, deeply, before I knew what it meant to know, how it is to be identical to someone else.





Ben witnessed the first time it happened, though neither of us realized what it was at the time. QUIET ZONE the sign read at the edge of the steep path leading up to the Cloisters, marking the entrance. Every Sunday Ben and I walked to the transplanted medieval abbey in Fort Tryon Park from our apartment in Washington Heights, on paths that opened to a view of the Hudson River through the trees. We entered through a doorway in the stone walls and up a steep dark winding staircase, then emerged into the sudden sun of the magical twelfth-century cloister garden, centered around a quiet fountain etched with lichen.


While we walked through the museum, Ben told me stories of knights, feudal lords, and the Annunciation—but the unicorn tapestries were always my favorite. This is probably true of all kids who visit the Cloisters—the hunt for a mythical creature beats paintings of a bunch of old dead saints any day. I’d sit in the gallery, staring at the intricate patterns of flowers woven into the background of the tapestries, imagining myself as the maiden who invited the unicorn to dip its horn in a woodland stream. When I was twelve, my brother decided I was old enough to hear the real story behind the tapestries, and I sat on a wooden bench at the side of the gallery listening in the high-ceilinged room.


Ben told me the story while I looked at the series of tapestries that told the story of the hunt for the unicorn: the hunters brandishing their weapons, the dogs sniffing out their quarry, the maiden who’d lured the unicorn to lay his head in her virginal lap. And near the end of the cycle, when I saw the unicorn’s limp body draped over the hunter’s horse, his white coat stained with new blood, I felt suddenly dizzy, and the sounds around me muffled. I smelled the sharp scent of horses, felt the bristling of a wiry mane under my hand, and heard the barking of hunting dogs. I saw dense forest undergrowth coming up to meet my face, then suddenly I was lying on the cold stone floor of the gallery, blinking up at Benjamin.


Ben helped me up and sat next to me. “Little B, what happened?”


“I fell off the bench,” I said. “Did the maiden know what was going to happen to the unicorn when she agreed to act as bait?” Ben didn’t answer. “She would never have agreed if they had told her!” Adolescents are very intense as a rule, and I was hardly the exception; I was almost at the point of tears. “I wouldn’t have done it if I had known they were going to kill him, KILL him! Never, never, never. . . .” My voice cracked, and I looked down at my shoes. One lace had come untied and I busied myself with it, not meeting Benjamin’s eyes.


“B, the unicorn comes to life again”—he lifted my chin with one hand and with the other pointed at the final tapestry—“and the red on its coat is not blood. It’s pomegranate juice, dripping from the tree above the corral.”


“That doesn’t make it OK! It’s, it’s . . . BETRAYAL!!!” He nodded mutely while I ranted. I stayed away from the tapestry room after that.


After my incident in the Cloisters, Benjamin took me to a lot of doctors. At the time, I thought I had done something wrong, something dangerous. I saw our family doctor, then a general cardiologist, then a specialist in cardiac arrhythmia. They all proclaimed me to be a perfectly ordinary twelve-year-old, at least from a cardiac perspective. Seeing Benjamin’s worry, I vowed to stay in the present, far away from the fanciful imagination that had triggered my outburst. It wasn’t until many years later that I understood the source of his anxiety—his own, unpredictable, vulnerable heart.





Instead of attempting another trip to the library, I spent the next day at home making Ben’s house feel more like mine. I started in the kitchen with its dark wood-beamed roof meeting thick white plaster walls. I spent a peaceful hour cleaning the old cast-iron stove while the breeze blew through the open shutters. I organized the small collection of chipped yellow and black enamel pots. As I picked up the smallest one, I remembered the first time Ben had taught me to make polenta in it. Finally, standing by myself over that piece of twenty-year-old kitchenware, I managed to cry.


When I could navigate the stairs safely again, I headed to the guest room—the room Ben had intended for me. I loved the metal-framed twin bed and its faded linen sheets, the creaky oak armoire where I hung my clothes, and the tiny sitting room that looked out onto the street. I found an old package of nails and a battered hammer and put up a few pictures I’d found at an antique store near the house, reproductions of old maps that showed how little the city plan had changed since the fourteenth century. As I hammered in the last nail, it crossed my mind that redecorating was the sort of thing you do when planning to stay somewhere for a while, somewhere you might consider calling home.


It was nearly two by the time I made it to the ground floor. I dusted off the chairs and tables in the sala and then went to the back. This had been Ben’s study, his private sanctuary. The desk was his only extravagance, an antique Biedermeier drop-front made of satinwood and ebony. I turned the small brass key in its lock and dropped the leaf to reveal six drawers adorned with ebony pulls. The first held a collection of fountain pens, nibs dry. Another was filled with scribbled notes on bits of scrap paper and old envelopes, and the next held obsolete Italian coins grouped by size in small glass jars. The fourth was devoted to scissors: small gold ones engraved to look like a stork’s beak, larger steel-bladed shears more useful than decorative. In the fifth drawer I found inks in every color of the rainbow—my fingers itched to dip one of the pens and write. The sixth drawer stuck, and I edged it slowly open to avoid cracking the veneer. Inside was a linen-wrapped package, and within that, a heavy cardboard folder with a card tied to the front that read: UNIVERSITÀ DEGLI STUDI DI SIENA. “Hello,” I said out loud. I’d been alone long enough to start talking to inanimate objects. A single page of parchment was pressed between the covers.


Florence, Italy, September 1347


To Messer Salvestro de’ Medici


My dear Cousin,


I am writing to you as I know not where else to turn. Since the death of his father my little Iacopo has been full of strange and troubled thoughts. I err in calling him “little” as he has attained the age of twenty-eight, but it is always difficult for me to remember that he is fully grown. Perhaps that is a mother’s lot. A mother of a son, that is—I have heard that daughters seem to mature well before their youth should be spent! In truth, Iacopo has always had a strangeness about him, even when he was a boy. Such serious ideas, and held so fiercely. I could never distract him from a grudge. I recall when he was three years of age, he deliberately upset his cup of milk, something that every child has done at least once. But I, heated from too many tasks clamoring for my attention, took his cup from him and would not give it back, despite his screams. When I relented he refused to drink. It was months before he agreed to have milk again, and I worried for his health.


Ever since the misery that has befallen his father, my husband, the execution that has become the tragedy of our noble family, Iacopo has withdrawn into himself. He broods alone and writes endless pages in a small cramped hand. I do not know what he writes. It does not appear to be a letter. He avoids the company of his peers, and of the women of good families I suggest to him, hoping that betrothal might brighten his future. If you think perhaps you might advise him, from the perspective of a gentleman, I would be grateful if you would write to Iacopo. Perhaps he will listen to another man, now that his father is gone. I pray to see the joy return to my son’s face, and lighten the shadow that weighs upon all our hearts.


With best wishes for the success of your business ventures in Venezia,


Immacolata Regate de’ Medici


Why did Ben have a more than six-hundred-year-old letter from a Medici woman with an executed husband and a troubled son? Did it have anything to do with Siena’s downfall? The letter made me apprehensive, but I didn’t know why.


Siena, June 8


Dear Nathaniel,


Today I went to the University of Siena, and met the archivist you recommended—Fabbri. He was helpful but looks like he’s spent enough time in the dark to develop vitamin D deficiency. I told him I was looking for information about the Plague in Siena. He was expecting a visit from me—thanks to your introduction. He actually bowed (so medieval!) and said he was delighted to provide me with material that would help me “imagine with great clarity the horror of the time.” I guess you’re bound to get some creepy reactions when you specialize in the Black Death. But Ben wasn’t creepy. Maybe someday you’ll come visit me here? I’m missing my old life. Or at least I’m missing you.


Love,


Beatrice


As soon as I started reading about places and dates, it became obvious that I needed a diagram. Referring to multiple sources, I pulled out a blank sheet of paper and started to sketch a graphical representation of the Plague’s path through what would eventually become Europe, with Italy’s boot at the center. I hunched over my sketched map, adding different-colored, multidirectional arrows labeled with dates. Fabbri periodically looked in on me courteously. I wondered whether he might have thought I was going to deface original manuscripts with Magic Markers. My chart looked like a kindergartener’s drawing, but it was just what I needed. I have a good memory for many things; dates aren’t one of them.


Over the next few days, I pored over modern epidemiologic treatises on the origins and spread of Yersinia pestis, the bacteria blamed for the epidemic, and learned about the digestive system of the infected flea, the main vector for transmission of the Plague from infected rats to humans. I read medieval chronicles describing the buboes—armpit or groin swellings—that burst, spewing purulence. People spouted blood from every orifice and worsened so rapidly that they might go to sleep well and never wake. I went home with a headache and thrashed around most of the night, imagining lumps in my armpits and wishing the sun would rise. But it made me feel a satisfying connection to Ben, who must have followed these paths many times before me.


On my third day in the archives, I began to feel like an underground animal. I attached myself to a hard wooden chair and took notes furiously. After three hours I got up and looked for Fabbri, but couldn’t find him. I wandered through the aisles of books with faded titles and soon I was deep into unknown territory.


The books got darker and shabbier, and I began to feel an odd sense of unease. I ducked under a low doorframe into a small windowless room. There the feeling got stronger, as if someone were speaking just under the threshold of my hearing. The books were so crowded here that there was hardly space to walk, and nowhere to sit. I could feel my heart accelerating. It’s a library, Beatrice, not a haunted house. Most of the books had no words stamped on their bindings. I picked up a small leather-bound journal, smooth from handling. I closed my eyes, dizzy, and put the book back on the table where it belonged.


I kept one hand on the table until I felt steady, but the book waited to be picked up again, inanimate but irresistible. As I reached for it, I heard a hollow sound in my head, like the echo in a tunnel, and smelled the scent of damp plaster and paint. When I opened the book the faded handwriting seemed unaccountably familiar. I glanced down at the first page and read:


Anno Domini 1343


Gabriele Beltrano Accorsi


Gabri-EH-leh. He would have said it the Italian way.


My good mother, I am told, lived more in the spirit than on the earth. With her final breath she carried me to the threshold of this world, then left me for the angels. I still bear the marks of that loss upon my heart.


I recognized the quiet hum, then the heightening of perception, and then I was flooded by this fourteenth-century writer’s loss. It’s one thing to read the words and sympathize—how tragic, he lost his mother as he was being born, just like me. But I didn’t just think. I felt his grief, despite the fact that he had been dead for centuries. I closed the book but could not put it down. I made my way back to the table I’d huddled over for three days. As I was packing up my things, a voice behind my right shoulder made me gasp. I turned to see Fabbri standing at attention. His head came barely to my chin.


“Dottoressa Trovato, does this book have bearing on your research?”


“It’s very informative, Signore,” I croaked, unaccustomed to speech. “It comes from just the right time period.” I think he expected me to hand him the book for safekeeping, but I didn’t.


“Do you think I could take it home rather than try to get through it here?” Fabbri puffed his cheeks out once, started to speak, stopped himself, then started again. I hoped the internal battle he was having would end in my favor.


“I would hate to see any damage come to it in your hands.”


It was time to name-drop. “I don’t know whether I told you—I’m Beniamino Trovato’s sister. I’m working on a project he left behind when he died.” Fabbri’s jaw dropped.


“You are that Trovato? Of course you know how to care for a manuscript! Under the circumstances I think the archive’s policy can be waived. But might you be so kind as to leave some form of identification?”


I beamed at him and handed him a credit card I wouldn’t miss. “Thank you so much.” He helped me wrap the book carefully, and I headed back out to daylight. I walked home, holding the little book against my chest.


June 11


Dear Nathaniel,


Every night I dream stripes, stripes, stripes. The green and white cathedral has invaded my sleeping life. All this reading is really getting under my skin. Ben’s project has become mine, and everything else fades to insignificance next to it. I’m so absorbed in Siena’s past I feel like I’m actually there . . . or, maybe more accurately, THEN. Maybe I should have been a historian after all—Ben would be so smug if he could see me now.


This Franco Signoretti guy has become more insistent—somehow he got my address and sent me a letter that on the surface looks pleasant but between the lines reads as a threat. Probably an academic competitor who doesn’t want me publishing what Ben dug up. So of course I will do just that, once I figure it out. The other option my lawyers are pushing doesn’t look good either—passing Ben’s research to a local Sienese scholar who looks like he just finished high school. I’m not rolling over for any of these guys.


The guidebooks say Siena’s glory is frozen in time, suspended in the Middle Ages unchanged—all because of the Plague. Can you imagine what it would be like if more than half the inhabitants of New York City died within two years? It might be a lot easier to get a dinner reservation. Sorry, morbid humor. Actually, it’s true—people ate a lot better after the Plague than before, with at least half the population gone. Poor consolation for losing half your neighbors and family, I know, but at least there was an upside.


I found an interesting book—I think it’s actually a diary—from the 1300s. It’s really bringing the past to life. Don’t you just love primary sources?


Love,


B


I was hanging my long-neglected laundry in the courtyard behind the house when I noticed someone watching me. A little girl sat in the fork of the orange tree, staring silently as I struggled. I couldn’t find any clothespins and the wind kept blowing things off the line, so I’d resorted to tying knots in my bras.


“What are you doing to your underwear?” she asked, and then, “Do you live here?”


It took me a minute to understand her little kid’s version of Italian. “Now I do. This is my brother’s house.”


“Beniamino is your brother?” The girl snagged an orange blossom from a branch above her head and tucked it into her shirt, then scrambled out of the tree. I decided not to discuss death with a child I’d never met.


“Yes.”


“I like him,” the girl said. “He gives me really nice pens.” She paused. “Do you have any pens?”


“I think so,” I said, which apparently satisfied her. She came over and introduced herself. “I’m Felice Guerrini, and I’m five and two-thirds,” she announced. “Want to come have some gelato? We’ve got nocciola.”


I met the Guerrini family over hazelnut ice cream. Felice proudly announced her discovery of Beniamino’s sister, and the Guerrinis welcomed me warmly. Donata, the mother of the family and an art historian at the University of Siena, looked like a figure from a Botticelli painting with her long golden hair tied up in a careless knot, but she acted like an ordinary human being. She pulled me aside to confirm what had happened to Ben, but we postponed further discussion.


Our house was in the Civetta—little owl—contrada, one of seventeen remaining medieval districts in Siena. Donata and her husband, Ilario, rapidly determined to make me an honorary Sienese, or, specifically, a Civettina, loyal to our particular neighborhood. Besides Felice, they had two other children, Gianni (eight), and Sebastiano (six months), each noisy in a distinctively age-specific way. It was a nice antidote to my last few days of self-imposed solitude.


My indoctrination into the intimate life of the contrada came a few days later, when the Guerrinis invited me to Sebastiano’s baptism in the Civetta fountain.


The feast day of Saint Anthony of Padua, La Civetta’s patron saint, marks the time for all the contrada babies born within the previous year to be baptized in the ward’s own font. At noon on Sunday, Sebastiano, along with other infants and their families, waited his turn. Sebastiano was a perfect cherub of a baby, with golden curls and plump, dimpled arms and legs. At this moment he was angelically asleep for the priore’s words.


“I, in the name of Saint Anthony of Padua, sprinkle you with the waters of this noble fountain, so that from your heart the love for your contrada will flow eternally, blessing you with the great heritage of your ancestors.” The priore dipped his fingers into the fountain and sprinkled Sebastiano’s smooth forehead with water, at which point he promptly woke up and began screaming. Donata expertly folded down a flap of her shirt and shoved her breast in his open mouth. Draped with the black, white, and red silk scarf of La Civetta that would be his forever, Sebastiano realized that he was not being abandoned to starve to death on a mountaintop in the pouring rain, and soon dozed off to sleep again, to the obvious relief of his parents and the rest of the Civettini.





The next morning I woke up at dawn. Too restless to read or write, I dressed and left the house. In the faint gray of early morning, I wound through the narrow streets toward the Piazza del Campo. As I came around the corner of Via Banchi di Sopra, I saw a train of workers carting wheelbarrows piled high with yellowish dirt. A reverent silence hung over the men—as if for a religious occasion, rather than a menial task. Then I saw that the line wound its way down to the outer rim of the Campo, where the workers began to lay down the yellow earth, La Terra in Piazza, which would soon be a racetrack for ten Palio horses. I watched the workers, their manual labor imbued with their spiritual purpose, until I was too hungry to stand there anymore, and went to get a bottle of water and a wheel of panforte di Siena. The dried fruit and nut cake dusted with powdered sugar was delicious enough to transcend any demeaning fruitcake jokes, and it was dense enough to get me through the afternoon.


In the evening, the Sienese began to come to the Piazza to touch the earth and pay their respects. The Guerrinis found me there and invited me for dinner, which, after a day of panforte, was a welcome change. Felice and Gianni led the way back to Vicolo del Coltellinaio singing and chanting pro-Civetta songs boisterously all the way home.


Sitting on Donata’s living room couch, I held the dozing Sebastiano while Donata and Ilario worked companionably in the kitchen preparing dinner. I’d never had the luxury of holding a sleeping six-month-old before. A sweet, powdery smell rose from his skin, and he radiated warmth against my bare arms. His chest rose and fell with his peaceful breathing, and every now and then a fleeting smile crossed his face. I looked up from the world of infant bliss to find Donata looking at me.


“No bambini, Beatrice?” She said my name the Italian way, with four syllables. Bey-ah-TREE-chay. It sounded impossibly romantic. “But I see you feel his magic.”


I smiled, reluctant to break the wordless pleasure I had in Sebastiano’s sleeping company. “I had no idea they could be so . . . magnificent.”


Donata laughed indulgently. “Enjoy him while he’s peaceful, I’ll finish the risotto,” she said, and went back to the stove.


I watched Donata as she stirred the risotto patiently, and vowed to slow down. Certainly with Sebastiano in my arms exerting his hypnotic dreamy power, I wasn’t doing anything fast. Just as we were sitting down at the table, Sebastiano opened his mouth and turned his head toward my chest, searching for sustenance. Since I had nothing to offer him, I handed him over to Donata. He latched onto her breast with ecstatic concentration and ate with eyes closed, bliss personified.


That’s when it happened again. First, sudden silence. Then I could hear Ilario, Felice, and Gianni talking, as if from far away. The scent of Parmesan from the risotto sharpened, and I felt the warmth of my left arm where Sebastiano’s head had rested. Then I had a sensation I’ve never had before, first a gentle but persistent tugging on my nipples, then a rush of little electric shocks in my breasts, sparking downward, then a wave of heat and fullness, and an overwhelming feeling of peace, and I realized—I’m breast-feeding. Or more accurately, Donata is, and I’m in there with her. Donata was lost in a little world with Sebastiano and she didn’t notice my intrusion, or my retreat.


The rest of dinner passed without incident, unless you count the moment when Gianni upended his glass of ice water into his sister’s lap. After dinner, Donata and Ilario kissed me soundly on both cheeks and I walked the few steps through the courtyard to Ben’s house, let myself in the massive door, and made my way to bed, with the sensation of Sebastian’s evening meal still tingling in my body. It took me a while to fall asleep.





The next morning I dove into Gabriele’s journal again.


I came into the world in the year that Duccio di Buoninsegna’s Maestà was carried through the streets to the Duomo by a great and reverent crowd.


I paused to look up Duccio—the Maestà was finished in 1311.


My father, spent from mourning the loss of my mother, died when I was still a babe, and my uncle took me into his household. On my fourth birthday, I begged him to make me a paintbrush. We cut a tuft of hair from our unwilling cat, and bound it to a slender twig. Thus began my career as a painter.


Until my apprenticeship, I was a difficult child. I used the yolk of an egg to decorate the wall behind my chair, and the sauce from our midday stew created the outlines of a Madonna on the table. When it became obvious that I wished to paint more than eat, my uncle sent me to study with Simone Martini. Under his tutelage, my mischief was bent into study. When Simone finally let me work at his side, he directed not only my hands, but my soul.


“Paint from the holy text, but let your soul give life to your brush,” he whispered, as I lifted my arm to copy the Annunciation he had set before me. In my fingers the feel of the brush faded, and I was filled with the fear of the Virgin at her uninvited angelic guest’s arrival. I took the Maestro’s words to heart.


Siena, June 28


Dear Nathaniel,


Sorry I haven’t written back to you for so long. I’m trying to finish what Ben started before that smarmy Signoretti gets there first, wherever “there” is. I still don’t know what Ben was looking for, but I don’t want to give it up—I want to do Ben justice now that he’s not here to finish the work himself. So I’m trying to map out what happened to Siena during the Plague, hoping to figure out what Ben was onto, instead of thinking about getting back to New York to repair aneurysms. I haven’t found anything yet. But if Ben did, it must be somewhere.


In the meantime, while you’re taking care of my apartment (thanks again) I’m enjoying hanging out in the fourteenth century with my very appealing fresco painter. It’s a safe obsession, since he’s been dead for over six hundred years.


The surgeon part of me seems to have gone dormant. Don’t tell the department head, since I’d like to have a job when I get back . . . though I’m not sure when that will be. A long-quiet part of me is waking up, the historian born in my brother’s study twenty years ago.


Would you like anything from Siena? Maybe something for the bookstore?


Love,


B


I didn’t write what I was thinking. I did not confess that I had begun to live as much in the pages of that journal as in the real world around me. I did not express the nagging worry that my empathy, so useful to me as a doctor, was now sparked by words written by someone dead for centuries. I’d been happily lost in a book many times before, but this was different. This, I had no control over. Even then, I think I sensed the possibility inherent in that profound immersion in the written word—the possibility, and the danger. But it did not make me stop reading.





Two days later, I found a note from Donata under my door inviting me for coffee. I felt a rush of warmth reading this personal invitation from my first Sienese friend. We planned to meet at the Fonte Gaia the following day before heading to her favorite café. I stuffed her letter in my bag as I headed out to the piazza.


Donata arrived in a flax-colored linen dress, looking effortlessly perfect. I suspected that she looked this elegant even in her sleep.


“We take it for granted, the presence of water here,” Donata said, sitting down beside me on the edge of the reflecting pool. “Water was scarce in medieval Siena, and its availability to the people of the commune changed lives. It took eight years to build the conduit to bring the water here, then the following year, 1343, the fountain was completed.”


Donata had pronounced the word commune with three syllables: co-mu-neh. I’d never heard it out loud before. In my head, I’d been imagining the word commune, the hippie 1960s version.


“Nobody knows exactly what the original looked like,” Donata said. “It’s one of those puzzles that keeps art historians like me up all night.” As we walked to the café, I looked back at the Fonte’s pool glittering in the sun and wondered what it had looked like back when my artist was alive.


We ordered two espressos, and I watched Donata sip hers slowly.


She spoke first. “How are you managing?”


“I’m comforted by picking up the work Ben left, as if he’s there inside me, telling me how I’m doing. The way he used to.” I looked away and was glad when Donata changed the subject gracefully.


“I’ve always loved the name Beatrice. Do you know how your parents chose it for you?”


“I never knew who my father was, and my mother died giving birth to me. Ben chose my name. He was reading Dante in the hospital waiting room.”


“He chose well for you,” Donata said.


I was silent for a long time, thinking.


“Have you seen the ospedale, Beatrice?”


“No, should I?” I must have sounded unenthusiastic. “I don’t really want to spend my free time thinking about medicine.” My response sounded more irritable than I’d intended.


“Beatrice, I meant the Ospedale Santa Maria della Scala—across from the Duomo. It hasn’t been a hospital for centuries.” Her gentle reprimand made me blush.


“I’m sorry. The thought of visiting a working hospital in Siena is about as appealing as amputating my own leg.” Donata snorted in a graceful, somehow Italian way. “I repent my brutish American manners—will you be my friend anyway?”


“Of course,” Donata said. “I like your brutish American ways—politeness can get tiresome.”


We walked companionably together back to the Piazza del Duomo, where the cathedral and the Ospedale faced each other. Donata stopped in front of the Ospedale entrance. “The facade of the Ospedale is another great mystery for art historians.”


“I don’t see any paintings.”


“Exactly. It is believed there were once five frescos here, depicting the life of the Virgin Mary. But it’s not clear who painted them. It was probably a collaboration among three of Siena’s greatest painters: Pietro and Ambrogio Lorenzetti—the painters of the Sala della Pace in the Palazzo Pubblico—and Simone Martini.”


Martini—Gabriele’s teacher. Donata must have heard my intake of breath but misinterpreted the reaction.


“Yes, an extraordinary combination of painters, unprecedented and never repeated. Simone left Siena for Avignon around 1336, and did not return. The Lorenzettis died in the first year of the Plague. Four of the frescos—the birth of the Virgin, the presentation of the Virgin in the temple, the betrothal of the Virgin, and the return of the Virgin to the house of her parents—were probably painted by the Lorenzettis and Martini. But the paintings did not survive.”


“I thought you said there were five?”


“The fifth is even more of a mystery. It might have been painted later than the others, and the attribution is uncertain. Four were painted over the arched doorways. The fifth may have been in the center, with two on each side flanking it.”


“And the subject?”


“The Assumption of the Virgin—when she ascended to heaven at the end of her life.”


At that moment, despite years of Catholic school, I suddenly saw the story from Mary’s perspective for the first time. “Can you imagine being accosted by an angel who tells you that you are going to give birth to the son of God, then doing it, only to lose your son to a crazy bunch of rabble-rousers? I couldn’t handle it, even with heaven at the end.”


Donata fingered the beads at her neck. I wondered whether I’d offended her with my abridged version of the life of the Virgin. “I see Siena is starting to get under your skin,” she said. “We Sienese feel a special connection to Santa Maria, who has protected us for hundreds of years, and medieval Siena was even closer to her embrace than we are now. When the gates closed at night and the mantle of the Virgin settled over the commune’s inhabitants, priests chanted the divine office through the dark hours of the night, keeping material and spiritual dangers at bay.”


“Since I’ve been here, I’ve started to wonder what it might be like to be a historian instead of a doctor.”


Donata turned to face me. “What is it like to be a neurosurgeon?”


“Maybe it’s like having children. You are expected to be available at high intensity one hundred percent of the time, and the decisions you make have life-or-death consequences. But at least I can take a leave of absence.”


Donata laughed and we walked through the gates into the pellegrinaio, the frescoed hall that used to house ailing pilgrims cared for at the Ospedale. Now it was a museum.


“Do you miss it now, the surgeon’s life?”


I didn’t answer Donata for a long time. I was thinking about the surprising, heady pleasure of watching the past come to life. The OR seemed very far away. “No, I don’t miss it. Not yet.”


“I’m sure your passion for surgery will return.” Donata smiled. “After you’ve had enough time off.”


I nodded, but I wasn’t sure at all.





I went back to the library the next day, to grill Fabbri about Medicis beheaded in the 1300s, but I didn’t get a chance. Fabbri was frowning as he greeted me. “There is a Signor Signoretti here, asking after you. He insisted, and not as graciously as I would expect from a gentleman of his stature, that he would wait.”


“Where is he?” I looked around anxiously, having built an ominous picture of the man from what I’d heard.


The infamous Signoretti walked into the reading room. His black hair was slicked back from his high forehead, and his pale summer suit hung on him too perfectly. “Signora Trovato.”


“Dottoressa,” I said, correcting his address.


“Ah, of course, but the medical sort of doctor. Not like your late brother, whose expertise was history. My condolences. All who knew him mourn his loss.”


“Thank you for your concern,” I said, trying to suppress my irritation.


“You have not responded to any of my messages, Dottoressa.”


“I appreciate your gracious offer of assistance, but I don’t need it. I hope you will excuse me. As you know, we doctors are very busy.”


It did not require paranormal abilities to feel the anger pouring off Signoretti as the clerk officiously showed him out on my behalf.


I spent the rest of the morning with the Medici collection, which was small, not surprising, since we were in Siena, not Florence. Most of what I found was from the 1500s, too late for what I was interested in. As I was leaving the library, the strap on my bag broke, sending the contents onto the floor.


I cursed inventively, then bent down to pick up my possessions. Fabbri appeared as I stood up with an armful of books.


“Would you like to leave the contents here, and pick them up tomorrow? Perhaps when you return the Accorsi journal?”


“Thank you, I’ll take you up on that offer.” I pocketed my wallet and keys and left everything else in Ben’s carrel, careful to avoid Fabbri’s second question. I tucked my broken bag under one arm, then headed home.


On the way, I had the sensation that someone was following me. Lately I’d had a constant feeling that there was some world hovering just beyond what I could see, the past edging into the present. But this was different.


I stopped at a neighborhood bar whose warm amber light spilled out onto the pavement, and after I had a glass of wine I felt ready to go back out again. As I walked home the unpleasant sensation returned. When I turned onto the deserted Via Cecco Angiolieri, I heard steps behind me speed up, and someone shoved hard against my hip, throwing me to the sidewalk. My broken bag was gone, along with the rapidly moving figure in the dark. I leaped up with my heart pounding, and stood shaking on the corner.


Whoever had mugged me would end up with a bag that was not only broken, but empty too. Part of me hoped it was Signoretti just for the pleasure of having thwarted him, but the idea that he’d resort to violent methods to get information made me nervous. What information could I have, or could Ben have had, that would be worth the risk? And why? Once I was home with the heavy door barred and double locked, I went to Ben’s desk and searched the drawers to be sure all was as I’d left it. I found the small folio and Gabriele’s journal where I’d stored them. I put the journal and folio into a battered leather backpack I found in the back of Ben’s closet, and tucked it under the bottom of my laundry basket full of dirty clothes, just in case. I knew I should return the journal to the archives, but couldn’t bring myself to let go of it yet.





The next morning I spent a futile six hours filing a police report that I was fairly sure would never go anywhere other than a sergeant’s file cabinet. As I walked out of the station, I decided it was time to distract myself from my brush with Tuscan criminal justice by engaging in some tourist activity—I’d been in Siena for a month and hadn’t done anything recommended by the guidebooks Nathaniel had given me.


I started with the biggest thing around: the Torre del Mangia, the bell tower of the Palazzo Pubblico. Why am I paying good money to climb three hundred steps? I wondered as I bought the ticket. Maybe I’d regret it later, but I’d heard the views were fantastic. The small entrance doorway to the tower was in the corner of the Palazzo Pubblico’s inner courtyard. It was marked by wordy signs and a small light that turned from red to green at apparently random intervals. If it’s red, you can’t start the climb; if it’s green, you can. Or at least you can try.


My ticket read 9:30 a.m., sounding very official, and the stony-faced guardian of the entrance was equally official and quite strict about counting the number of eager tourists (twenty-five, and that’s it) going through for each time slot and green light, and a mandatory bag check too. Once I’d started up the staircase I realized why the rules were so unbending. One staircase ascends the 102 meters—335 feet—getting narrower and narrower toward the top, with hardly any room to turn or pass. The square spiral went on and on, winding past narrow window slits that offered no view and little air. Then the stone steps turned into rickety steep wooden ladders that led to successively more terrifying platforms; each one seemed like a very good opportunity to change my mind, or plunge to my death. Then my legs started to ache, then burn, and I had to press myself hard against the wall as the descending tourists squeezed past. Finally I was at the top, with a view of the red-brick campo spread out—crazily far below, surrounded by a sea of terra-cotta rooftops, then the city walls, then the green glittering contado beyond them. Climbing down was even harder: not as much effort, but more fear of falling. I wasn’t eager to try it again soon.


Siena, June 30


Dear Linney,


Thanks for your letter; it was nice to see your handwriting somewhere other than a medical chart. It’s looking like I’ll be using the full three months of my sabbatical here. It’s just as well I’m not spending too much time in the OR anyway—you know it’s time for a break when you start losing it over an episode of V Tach. I’ll tell you a secret—I’m writing a book—the book Ben left notes for. I may not be the most erudite scholar out there, but this job is mine. Don’t tell anybody; neurosurgeons aren’t supposed to spend time daydreaming about illuminated manuscripts and poring over medieval frescoes. At least not publicly.


Love, B





On the evening of July 1, the day of the Palio-eve banquet, I ran downstairs to join the Guerrini family. They gathered solemnly around me on the sidewalk.


“We have a gift for you,” Donata said, and nudged Felice forward. She held out a clumsily wrapped package in her hand, the wrapping clearly her own handiwork. But the contents trumped even the lovingly constructed wrapper—my own Civetta scarf. I bent my head and Felice draped it over my neck; I could feel her warm breath on my cheek as the silk slid over my shoulders. I hugged her tightly.


“It’s perfect.”


“Welcome to the family, Civettina,” Donata said, kissing me on both cheeks. We continued our walk to the banquet through the darkening streets.


Felice wanted to hold my hand as we walked. I shortened my steps to match hers and we dropped behind the rest of the family. Glowing torches and lanterns bathed the buildings in gold, and white-clothed tables filled the piazzas. Felice, usually ebullient and silly, hardly spoke at all, and I could feel tension in her arm through our joined hands.


“Last year my papà cried after the Palio,” she said, unprompted. “They call Civetta ‘La Nonna’ because we haven’t won in so long.” She frowned, clearly not liking the “Grandma” title applied to her contrada. “Mamma said Papà cried because his heart hurt.” She paused again, looking at her sandaled feet silhouetted against the brick pavers. “I was sad too, but I didn’t cry because I didn’t want to make him sadder,” she said matter-of-factly, and then her shoulders relaxed and she let go of my hand. She bolted ahead, yelling, “Chiocciole—andiamo!”


I watched her braids bounce against her back as she ran to join her family, happy to have been included as one of the snails. We stayed late at the cena, eating sweet and sour wild boar at long tables set in the candlelit streets. Ilario and Donata managed to sneak in a brief embrace when their children were otherwise occupied. Seeing them together made me acutely aware of how uninterruptedly single my life had been.


The week before I’d left New York, Nathaniel and I had gone out to a tapas bar for some very nice Serrano ham and even nicer sherry. We’d discussed my perpetually single state.


“Why do you think I’ve never been in love?” Nathaniel had smiled at my question indulgently. I always welcomed his incisive perspective, even though it wasn’t always exactly comfortable.


“Do you want to hear my answer?” he asked. “Or do you want to enjoy your sherry?”


I swallowed the last sip of the Manzanilla that had gotten me to the point of being able to discuss this.


“I’m ready.”


He took a breath and began.


“First: you insist that you want to work less, but there is no evidence to support this assertion. Second: you stubbornly resist being known. Third: I suspect this is because in fact you do not wish to be. Fourth: you sometimes intimidate people.”


I opened my mouth to protest—I don’t think of myself that way—but Nathaniel held up his hand to silence me. I closed my mouth again.


“Fifth: ideally, you would find someone at least as strong as you are, and that is quite difficult.”


“Oh,” I said, feeling a little sick. “Now what do I do?”


“Your best option at the moment is probably to go home and go to bed, since, as you told me at the beginning of our lovely dinner, you have a spinal decompression to do tomorrow.” I nodded, since it was true. And with that, he took my hand and ushered me out of the restaurant. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked.





The next entry in Gabriele’s journal was short, but disturbing.


Midwinter 1344


My little Paola is ripe with our first child, and the midwife tells us her time will be soon. I see her illuminated from within, as if she bears a brilliant sun that will shed its warmth and light on our new life. There are times though when the light seems almost cold, like a low moon through clouds, a supernatural and uneasy brightness. I have not spoken of this to the priest who takes confession in the contrada church, preferring my private prayer. I look forward to the day when I can hold the baby in my arms and put these visions to rest.


I paged ahead in the journal to look for an entry announcing the child’s birth but found none. In fact, there was no more mention of Paola either.





There are not a lot of places where a horse defecating in a church is considered a good thing. Siena, it turns out, is one of them. I squeezed into the crowded Civetta church to watch the blessing of Civetta’s horse before the race. The air was thick with incense from swaying censers when the Civetta jockey walked in, holding his horse’s reins in his hand, closely followed by the comparsa—the official delegation of the contrada. The horse flicked his ears restlessly, dark gray above his lighter gray head, and shied from the crowd as he was squeezed into the tiny church. The contradaioli kept the onlookers back, clearing a space around the horse and jockey, and I maneuvered to see from the side pews.


“Our help is in the name of the Lord,” intoned the contrada priest, holding a cross over the horse’s elegant head.


“Who made heaven and earth,” the congregation answered.


The horse shifted and defecated onto the marble floor, and the crowd let out a cheer of delight.


“Guard, protect, and defend your servant from the dangers of the race to come . . . let your blessing fall upon him and upon this horse . . . and may they be safe from the approaching dangers . . . through the intercession of blessed Saint Anthony . . . amen.”


And then a cry went up from the priest and the hundreds of Civettini packed shoulder to shoulder:


“Vai e torna vincitore!” Go and return a winner! I joined the yelling crowd and tried to stay on my feet as we pushed out of the church and emerged into the hot sun, thoroughly blessed and heading fast for the piazza. Someone must have stayed to clean up the floor afterward.


Donata guarded our places in the packed Piazza del Campo with all the ferocity of a Palio-charged Sienese art history professor. People crowded on rooftops, leaned out windows decorated with contrade banners—owl, unicorn, goose, caterpillar, all seventeen proudly flying their colors—and thousands, like us, pressed close together down on the ground. The huge bell of the Torre del Mangia began to ring, bells that had rung their warning for centuries. Then, to screams from the crowd, the horses entered the piazza with their jockeys. I tore my Civetta scarf off my neck and waved it frantically in the air like everyone around me. When the cannon fired the horses exploded forward, tearing around the piazza, hooves thundering on the yellow earth.


Ninety seconds—that’s all it took for the ten horses to run three times around the piazza—the most breathtaking ninety seconds I had ever witnessed. Within the first turn one horse had slammed into the wall, and his rider was thrown to the ground, then rolled to escape the horses pounding past him. The horse kept running, riderless. At the San Martino corner, two horses went down, along with their riders.


“OCA OCA OCA!!” the goose contrada fans screamed. Their horse was in the lead, head free and low, with the jockey flat against his horse’s neck, green, white, and red silks flapping. Civetta was in the middle of the pack, edging forward around the second turn, but Oca crossed the finish line first. Screams of joy broke out from Oca’s contradaioli, and despair from Civetta, La Nonna again. The Ocaioli poured onto the terra, crying, laughing, praising God, and hugging the winning horse and jockey.


“Daccelo, daccelo, daccelo. . . .” The chant of the Oca contradaioli rang through the Campo: “Give it to us!” and the Palio banner descended into their eager hands, rippling with the image of the Virgin Mary.


“Next year, Papà,” Felice said, wrapping her plump arms around her father’s bent neck.





That night, just before I went to sleep, I snuck in a quick read from Gabriele’s diary. For the first time, I imagined his voice, reading the passage aloud. Through him, the saint’s story came alive for me in a way it never had in my years of Catholic school.


Feast of San Pietro Martire, 1346


I have been fortunate to be granted a commission to decorate a section of the new city gates. I will paint Saint Christopher, protector of travelers, patron of ferrymen, and guardian of good death. A good death—not too sudden to pray for redemption. Since the commission was confirmed I have spent many nights awake, as I often do at the beginning of a project, staring at the beamed ceiling above me as my head fills with images starting to take shape. I have always been deeply moved by his story—in seeking to serve his holy Master he took on the task of ferrying travelers across a dangerous river. One day he found himself carrying a young child, a child who became heavier and heavier as the waters became more turbulent, so that Christopher bowed with the struggle, unsure he could continue, saying, “I feel that I carry the world on my shoulders.” In fact, he did, as the child confided in him, “I am not only that world, but its Creator, whom you serve through your efforts,” and vanished. It is a tale worthy of depicting. All who enter or leave our gates will set their prayers by his image, and though I am certainly no saint, I take this weight seriously.
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