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The first day of human life already establishes the last.

—Seneca, Oedipus



PROLOGUE

Death always visited me in August. A slow and delicious month we turned
into something swift and brutal. The change, quick as a card trick.

I should have seen it coming. The way the body would be laid out on the
library floor, the way the gardens would be torn apart by the search. The
way our jealousy, greed, and ambition were waiting to devour us all, like a
snake eating its own tail. The ouroboros. And even though I know the dark
truths we hid from one another that summer, some part of me still longs for
The Cloisters, for the person I was before.

I used to think it might have gone either way. That I might have said no
to the job or to Leo. That I might never have gone to Long Lake that
summer night. That the coroner, even, might have decided against an
autopsy. But those choices were never mine to make. I know that now.

I think a lot about luck these days. Luck. Probably from the Middle High
German gliick, meaning fortune or happy accident. Dante called Fortune the
ministra di Dio, or the minister of God. Fortune, just an old-fashioned word
for fate. The ancient Greeks and Romans did everything in the service of
Fate. They built temples in its honor and bound their lives to its caprices.
They consulted sibyls and prophets. They scried the entrails of animals and
studied omens. Even Julius Caesar is said to have crossed the Rubicon only
after casting a pair of dice. Iacta alea est—the die is cast. The entire fate of
the Roman Empire depended on that throw. At least Caesar was lucky once.

What if our whole life—how we live and die—has already been decided
for us? Would you want to know, if a roll of the dice or a deal of the cards
could tell you the outcome? Can life be that thin, that disturbing? What if
we are all just Caesar? Waiting on our lucky throw, refusing to see what
waits for us in the ides of March.

It was easy, at first, to miss the omens that haunted The Cloisters that
summer. The gardens always spilling over with wildflowers and herbs,
terra-cotta pots planted with lavender, and the pink lady apple tree,



blooming sweet and white. The air so hot, our skin stayed damp and
flushed. An inescapable future that found us, not the other way around. An
unlucky throw. One that I could have foreseen, if only I—Ilike the Greeks
and Romans—had known what to look for.



CHAPTER ONE

I would arrive in New York at the beginning of June. At a time when the
heat was building—gathering in the asphalt, reflecting off the glass—until it
reached a peak that wouldn’t release long into September. I was going east,
unlike so many of the students from my class at Whitman College who
were headed west, toward Seattle and San Francisco, sometimes Hong
Kong.

The truth was, I wasn’t going east to the place I had originally hoped,
which was Cambridge or New Haven, or even Williamstown. But when the
emails came from department chairs saying they were very sorry... a
competitive applicant pool... best of luck in your future endeavors, 1 was
grateful that one application had yielded a positive result: the Summer
Associates Program at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. A favor, I knew, to
my emeritus advisor, Richard Lingraf, who had once been something of an
Ivy League luminary before the East Coast weather—or was it a
questionable happening at his alma mater?—had chased him west.

They called it an “associates” program, but it was an internship with a
meager stipend. It didn’t matter to me; I would have worked two jobs and
paid them to be there. It was, after all, the Met. The kind of prestigious
imprimatur someone like me—a hick from an unknown school—needed.

Well, Whitman wasn’t entirely unknown. But because I had grown up in
Walla Walla, the dusty, single-story town in southeastern Washington where
Whitman was located, I rarely encountered anyone from out of the state
who knew of its existence. My whole childhood had been the college, an
experience that had slowly dulled much of its magic. Where other students
arrived on campus excited to start their adult lives anew, I was afforded no
such clean slate. This was because both of my parents worked for Whitman.
My mother, in dining services, where she planned menus and theme nights
for the first-year students who lived in the residence halls: Basque,
Ethiopian, asado. If I had lived on campus, she might have planned my



meals too, but the financial waiver Whitman granted employees only
extended to tuition, and so, I lived at home.

My father, however, had been a linguist—although not one on faculty.
An autodidact who borrowed books from Whitman’s Penrose Library, he
taught me the difference between the six Latin cases and how to parse rural
Italian dialects, all in between his facilities shifts at the college. That is,
before he was buried next to my grandparents the summer before my senior
year, behind the Lutheran church at the edge of town, the victim of a hit-
and-run. He never told me where his love of languages had come from, just
that he was grateful I shared it.

“Your dad would be so proud, Ann,” Paula said.

It was the end of my shift at the restaurant where I worked, and where
Paula, the hostess, had hired me almost a decade earlier, at the age of
fifteen. The space was deep and narrow, with a tarnished tin ceiling, and we
had left the front door open, hoping the fresh air would thin out the
remaining dinner smells. Every now and then a car would crawl down the
wide street outside, its headlights cutting the darkness.

“Thanks, Paula.” T counted out my tips on the counter, trying my best to
ignore the arcing red welts that were blooming on my forearm. The dinner
rush—busier than usual due to Whitman’s graduation—had forced me to
stack plates, hot from the salamander, directly onto my arm. The walk from
the kitchen to the dining room was just long enough that the ceramic burned
with every trip.

“You know, you can always come back,” said John, the bartender, who
released the tap handle and passed me a shifter. We were only allowed one
beer per shift, but the rule was rarely followed.

I pressed out my last dollar bill and folded the money into my back
pocket. “I know.”

But I didn’t want to come back. My father, so inexplicably and suddenly
gone, haunted every block of sidewalk that framed downtown, even the
browning patch of grass in front of the restaurant. The escapes I had relied
on—books and research—no longer took me far enough away.

“Even if it’s fall and we don’t need the staff,” John continued, “we’ll still
hire you.”

I tried to tamp down the panic I felt at the prospect of being back in
Walla Walla come fall, when I heard Paula say behind me, “We’re closed.”



I looked over my shoulder to the front door, where a gaggle of girls had
gathered, some reading the menu in the vestibule, others having pushed
through the screen door, causing the CLOSED sign to slap against the wood.

“But you’re still serving,” said one, pointing at my beer.

“Sorry. Closed,” said John.

“Oh, come on,” said another. Their faces were pinked with the warm
flush of alcohol, but I could already see the way the night would end, with
black smudges below their eyes and random bruises on their legs. Four
years at Whitman, and I’d never had a night like that—just shifters and
burned skin.

Paula corralled them with her outstretched arms, pushing them back
through the front door; I turned my attention back to John.

“Do you know them?” he asked, casually wiping down the wood bar.

I shook my head. It was hard to make friends in college when you were
the only student not living in a dorm. Whitman wasn’t like a state school
where such things were common; it was a small liberal arts college, a small,
expensive liberal arts college, where everyone lived on campus, or at least
started their freshman year that way.

“Town is getting busy. You looking forward to graduation?” He looked
at me expectantly, but I met his question with a shrug. I didn’t want to talk
about Whitman or graduation. I just wanted to take my money home and
safely tuck it in with the other tips I had saved. All year, I’d been working
five nights a week, even picking up day shifts when my schedule allowed.
If I wasn’t at the library, I was at work. I knew that the exhaustion wouldn’t
help me outrun my father’s memory, or the rejections, but it did blunt the
sharp reality of it.

My mother never said anything about my schedule, or how I only came
home to sleep, but then, she was too preoccupied with her own grief and
disappointments to confront mine.

“Tuesday is my last day,” I said, pushing myself away from the bar and
tipping back what little was left in my glass before leaning over the counter
and placing it in the dish rack. “Only two more shifts to go.”

Paula came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist, and as
eager as I was for it to be Tuesday, I let myself soften into her, leaning my
head against hers.

“You know he’s out there, right? He can see this happening for you.”



I didn’t believe her; I didn’t believe anyone who told me there was a
magic to it all, a logic, but I forced myself to nod anyway. I had already
learned that no one wanted to hear what loss was really like.

=

Two days later I wore a blue polyester robe and accepted my diploma. My
mother was there to take a photograph and attend the Art History
department party, held on a wet patch of lawn in front of the semi-Gothic
Memorial Building, the oldest on Whitman’s campus. I was always acutely
aware of how young the building, completed in 1899, was in comparison to
those at Harvard or Yale. The Claquato Church, a modest Methodist
clapboard structure built in 1857, was the oldest building I had ever seen in
person. Maybe that was why I found it so easy to be seduced by the past—it
had eluded me in my youth. Eastern Washington was mostly wheatfields
and feed stores, silver silos that never showed their age.

In fact, during my four years at Whitman, I had been the department’s
only Early Renaissance student. Tucked safely away from the exploits of
major artists like Michelangelo and Leonardo, I preferred to study bit
characters and forgotten painters who had names like Bembo or Cossa,
nicknames like “messy Tom,” or “the squinter.” I studied duchies and
courts, never empires. Courts were, after all, delightfully petty and
fascinated by the most outlandish things—astrology, amulets, codes—
things I, myself, found it impossible to believe in. But these fascinations
also meant I was often alone: in the library, or in an independent study with
Professor Lingraf, who lumbered into our meetings at least twenty minutes
late, if he remembered them at all.

Despite the impracticality of it all, the overlooked edges of the
Renaissance had grabbed me with their gilt and pageantry, their belief in
magic, their performances of power. That my own world lacked those
things made it an easy choice. I had been warned, however, when I began to
think about graduate school, that very few departments would be interested
in my work. It was too fringe, too small, not ambitious enough or broad
enough. Whitman encouraged its students to reexamine the discipline,
become ecocritical, explore the multisensory qualities of human vision.
There were times I wondered if the things I studied, the overlooked objects



no one wanted, had in fact chosen me, because I often felt powerless to
abandon them.

In the shade, my mother moved her arms in circles, her silver bracelets
jangling as she spoke to another parent. I looked around the party for
Lingraf’s shock of white hair, but it was clear he had declined to attend.
Although we had worked together for the better part of four years, he rarely
made appearances at departmental functions or spoke about his own
research. No one knew what he was working on these days, or when he
would finally stop showing up on campus. In some ways, working with
Lingraf had been a liability. When other students and even faculty heard he
was advising me, they often asked if I was sure that was right; he so rarely
took on students. But it was. Lingraf had signed off on my thesis, my major
completion forms, my letters of recommendation—all of it. This, despite
the fact he refused to be part of the Whitman community, preferring instead
to work in his office, door closed to distractions, always shuffling his papers
into a drawer when anyone arrived.

As 1 finished scanning the party, Micah Yallsen, a fellow graduating
senior, came up alongside me.

“Ann,” he said, “I heard you were going to be in New York this
summer.”

Micah had grown up splitting his time between Kuala Lumpur,
Honolulu, and Seattle. The kind of grueling travel schedule that
necessitated a private plane, or at the bare minimum first-class
accommodations.

“Where are you living?”

“I found a sublet in Morningside Heights.”

He speared a wan cube of cheddar off the paper plate in his hand.
Whitman never wasted money on catering, and I was sure my mother’s
department had prepared the grazing trays in-house.

“It’s only for three months,” I added.

“And after?” he chewed.

“I don’t know yet,” I said.

“I wish I were taking a gap year,” he said, spinning the toothpick in his
mouth contemplatively.

Micah had been accepted into MIT’s History, Theory and Criticism PhD
program, one of the most prestigious in the country. But I imagined his gap
year would have looked very different from my own.



“I would have been happy to go straight through,” I pointed out.

“It’s just so hard to find a place to study Early Ren these days,” he said.
“Our discipline has shifted. It’s for the better, of course.”

I nodded. It was easier than protesting. After all, it was a familiar refrain.

“But even so. We need people to continue the work of past generations.
And it’s good to be interested in something—be passionate about
something.” He speared another cube of cheese. “But you should also think
about trends.”

I was the sort of person for whom trends had always been intractable. By
the time I caught them, they were already wiggling their way out of my
grasp. What had appealed to me about academia was that it seemed like a
place where I could be blissfully free of trends, where one settled into a
subject and never left. Lingraf had only ever published books on the artists
of Ravenna; he’d never even had to go as far afield as Venice.

“These things matter now,” Micah was saying. “Especially since there’s
not much new to be done in the fifteenth century, is there? That’s pretty
well covered ground at this point. No new discoveries. Unless someone
tries to reattribute a Masaccio or something.” He laughed and took that as
his cue to slip into another, more beneficial conversation. His advice doled;
his obligation filled. Here, Ann, let me tell you why those rejections came.
As if I didn’t already know.

=

“Do you need help?” My mother leaned against the doorjamb of my
bedroom, where I was pulling handfuls of books from my bookcase and
stacking them on the floor.

“I’m fine,” I said. But she came into my room anyway, peering into the
boxes I had packed and pulling open the drawers of my aging dresser.

“Not much left,” she said, so softly that I almost didn’t hear her. “Are
you sure you don’t want to leave a few things here?”

If T had ever felt guilty about leaving her alone in Walla Walla, my own
self-preservation had pushed those feelings aside. Even when my father was
alive, I had considered my stay in this bedroom temporary. I wanted to see
the places he brought home in books from the Penrose Library—the
campaniles of Italy, the windswept coastline of Morocco, the twinkling



skyscrapers of Manhattan. Places I could only afford to travel to on the
page.

The day he died, my father spoke ten languages and could read at least
five defunct dialects. Language was his way of venturing beyond the four
walls of our home, beyond his own childhood. I regretted that he wasn’t
here to see me do the thing he had always wanted most. But my mother was
afraid of travel—of planes, of places she didn’t know, of herself—and so,
my father usually chose to stay with her, close to home. I couldn’t help but
wonder if he had known, if he had known that he would die young, whether
he wouldn’t have tried harder to see a few more things.

“I wanted to be sure you could rent the room if you needed to.” 1
finished filling a box with books, and the sound of the tape gun startled us
both.

“I don’t want anyone else living here.”

“Someday you might,” I said gently.

“No. Why would you bring that up? Where would you stay then, if I
rented your room? How could I see you if you didn’t come here, come
back?”

“You could always come visit,” I ventured.

“I can’t. You know I can’t.”

I wanted to argue with her, to look at her and tell her that she could. She
could get on a plane, and I would be there, waiting for her at the end, but I
knew it wasn’t worth it. She would never come visit me in New York, and I
couldn’t stay. If I did, I knew how easy it would be to get caught in the
cobwebs, just as she had done.

“I’m still not sure why you want to go in the first place. A big city like
that. You’ll be much better looked after here. Where people know you.
Know us.”

It was a conversation I knew well, but I didn’t want to spend my last
night in the house this way—the way we had spent so many nights after my
father died.

“It’s going to be fine, Mom,” I said, not saying aloud the thing I said to
myself. It has to be.

She picked up a book that lay on the corner of the bed and thumbed
through its pages. My bedroom had just enough space for one bookcase and
a dresser, the bed wedged against the wall. “I never realized you had so
many of these,” she said.



The books took up more space than my clothes. They always had.

“Hazard of the trade,” I said, relieved she had changed the subject.

“Okay,” she said, putting the book down. “I guess you have to finish.”

And I did, squeezing my books into the boxes that would be mailed and
zipping my duffel closed. I reached under my bed, feeling around for the
cardboard box where I kept my tips. I felt the weight of the money in my
lap.

Tomorrow, I would be in New York.



CHAPTER TWO

I’'m afraid we can’t accommodate you at the Met this summer,” Michelle de

Forte said.

We were sitting in her office, a name tag with my department and Ann
Stilwell still affixed to my shirt.

“As you know, you were assigned to work with Karl Gerber.” She spoke
in a flat, clipped way that had no discernible origin, yet could only have
been cultivated in the best schools. “He is preparing for an upcoming
exhibition on Giotto, but he had an opportunity in Bergamo and had to
leave unexpectedly.”

I tried to imagine a job in which one could be summoned to Bergamo on
a moment’s notice, and then again, to imagine the kind of employer who
would allow me to go. On both counts I came up blank.

“It may take him several weeks to finish the work that needs to be done.
All that is to say, I'm very sorry, but we no longer have a place for you.”

Michelle de Forte, director of Human Resources at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, had taken me aside as soon as I arrived for orientation that
morning, leading me away from the room full of carafes of hot coffee and
sugared pastries, and into her office, where I sat in a plastic Eames chair.
My backpack, still on my lap. She looked at me across the desk, her eyes
lifted above the blue Lucite glasses that had slipped low on her nose. Her
finger, narrow and birdlike, tapped out a constant metronome.

If she expected me to say something, I didn’t know what it was. I was, it
seemed, a careless oversight in their summer planning. An administrative
inconvenience.

“You can see that we are in an unfortunate position, Ann.”

I went to swallow, but my throat was dry. It was all I could do to blink
and try not to think of my sublet, of the unopened boxes of books, of the
other associates who would be allowed to stay.



“At this point, all our other departmental positions are filled. We don’t
need doubling up in Ancient, and frankly, you aren’t qualified to work in
our busier fields.”

She wasn’t unkind, just blunt. Matter-of-fact. Adding up her needs
against my, now sadly, inadequate presence. The glass walls of her office
revealed a trickle of arriving staff members, some with one pant leg rolled
up, bike helmets still on, others with battered leather satchels and bright red
lips—almost all carrying cups of coffee. I had spent the morning reviewing
the few items my closet contained before deciding on something I thought
was sensible and professional: a cotton button-up and a gray skirt with
tennis shoes. My name tag could have read FLYOVER COUNTRY.

In my head, I calculated the loss of the Met stipend against my tips. I
estimated I had enough money to stay in New York through the middle of
July, and there was always a chance I could find other work, any work,
really. There was no need to share the news with my mother. Now that I had
arrived, it would take more than a dismissal from Michelle de Forte to make
me leave. The words I understand were forming on my lips, my hands
readying to push myself out of the chair, when a knock came from the
window behind me.

A man cupped his hands against the glass and peered in at us. His eyes
met mine before he pushed his way through the door, stooping to ensure his
head didn’t hit the top of the frame.

“Patrick, if you don’t mind waiting. I just need to take care of this.”

I was the this.

Undeterred, Patrick folded himself into the chair next to me. I stole a
glance at his profile: a tan face, attractive creases around the eyes and
mouth, a beard sprinkled with gray. He was older, but not old, late forties,
early fifties. Good-looking, but not obviously so. He extended a hand in my
direction, which I shook. It was dry and calloused, pleasant.

“Patrick Roland,” he said, before even looking in Michelle’s direction,
“curator at The Cloisters.”

“Ann Stilwell, Renaissance department summer associate.”

“Ah. Very good.” Patrick wore a thin, wry smile. “What kind of
Renaissance?”

“Ferrara. Sometimes Milan.”

“Anything in particular?”



“Most recently celestial vaults,” I said, thinking of my work with
Lingraf. “Renaissance astrology.”

“The unlikely Renaissance, then.”

The way he looked at me sideways, with half his face but all his
attention, made me forget, if only for a moment, that we were sharing the
room with someone intent on firing me.

“It takes some bravery to work in a field where the archive is still a
necessity,” he said. “Where things are rarely translated. Impressive.”

“Patrick—"” Michelle tried again.

“Michelle.” Patrick brought his hands together and faced her fully. “I
have bad news.” He leaned forward and passed his phone across the desk.
“Michael has quit. No notice. He took a job with a tech company’s arts and
culture division. Apparently, he’s already on his way to California. He sent
me the email last week, but I didn’t see it until this morning.”

Michelle read what I could only assume was Michael’s resignation letter
on Patrick’s phone, occasionally flicking up and down.

“We were already understaffed before this. As you know, we haven’t
been able to find a suitable associate curator, and Michael had stepped into
that role. Although he was by no means qualified. That left Rachel doing
double duty on everything, and I’'m worried we’re putting too much on her.
We have some extra hands in Education that can help, but it’s simply not
enough.”

Michelle passed the phone back to Patrick and settled a stack of papers
on her desk.

“I was hoping Karl could come help us for a few weeks until we can get
someone,” he said.

Throughout the exchange I had sat quietly, hoping that if I didn’t move,
Michelle might forget I was there, forget that she told me to go.

“Karl has gone to Bergamo for the summer, Patrick,” Michelle said. “I’m
sorry. We don’t have anyone to spare. The Cloisters will have to make its
own provisions. We’ve been quite generous giving you the budget to pay
Rachel through the year already. Now if you don’t mind—" She gestured
toward me.

Patrick leaned back in his chair and gave me an appraising look.

“Can you send me her?” he asked, hooking a thumb in my direction.

“I cannot,” Michelle said. “Ann was about to leave us for the summer.”




Patrick leaned over the arm of his chair, his torso now so close that I
could feel his body heat. It was a beat before I realized I had been holding
my breath.

“Do you want to come work for me?” he said. “It wouldn’t be here. It
would be at The Cloisters. It’s north, along the highway. Where are you
living? Would it be an inconvenience?”

“Morningside Heights,” I said.

“Good. You're right on the A train and can take it the whole way.
Probably less walking than crossing the park, anyway.”

“Patrick,” Michelle broke in, “we don’t have the budget to send you
Ann. Rachel is already taking your summer associate budget.”

He held up a finger and pulled out his phone, scrolling through the
contacts until he found the number he needed. On the other end, someone
picked up.

“Hello. Yes. Herr Gerber. Look, it’s important. May [ have your
associate—" He looked at me expectantly and snapped his fingers.

“Ann Stilwell,” I said.

“May I have Ann Stilwell for the summer? Who is she? I think she was
meant to be your summer associate, Karl, but you left.” He looked to me for
confirmation, and I nodded. They switched to German for a few minutes
until Patrick laughed and handed the phone to Michelle.

Mostly, she listened. But every few minutes she would say things like,
“Only if you’re sure” and “You’ll lose the budget money.” At the end, she
was simply nodding and making agreeable sounds. “Okay... Mmhmm...
All right.” She handed the phone back to Patrick, who laughed loudly and
repeated the word ciao two or three times with a wonderful trill.

“Okay.” He rose from the chair and tapped me on the shoulder. “Come
with me, Ann Stilwell.”

“Patrick,” Michelle protested, “the girl hasn’t even agreed!”

He looked at me, a single eyebrow raised.

“Yes, of course,” I said, the words tumbling out of me.

“Good,” he said, brushing at a stray wrinkle in his shirt. “Now, let’s get
this over with and get you out of here.”

=



While Michelle had been busy explaining to me why I couldn’t stay, the
room had filled with summer associates who could. The program had a
reputation for selecting only a handful of graduating seniors from the best
schools and working swiftly and silently behind the scenes to ensure their
future successes. When my acceptance arrived, I had assumed it was a
mistake, but by the end of that summer I would learn there were few
mistakes in life.

The full-time staff had been pressed into attendance, and even though
they did not wear name tags, I recognized a few of them: the young
associate curator of Islamic art who had come directly from Penn, the
curator of ancient Roman art who was a fixture on the ancient civilizations
series produced by PBS. Everyone beautiful and sharp and inaccessible in
person. The weight of my backpack hung more awkwardly against my hips
when I realized I was the only attendee who still carried one.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” said Patrick. “Get some coffee”—he
pointed at the carafes—*“then we’ll head up to The Cloisters.” He scanned
the room, tall enough to easily note everyone in attendance. “Rachel isn’t
here yet. But I’m sure you know a few of the other associates, right?”

I was about to explain that I didn’t when Patrick walked off, throwing an
arm around the shoulders of an older man in a worn tweed jacket. I could
feel a prickle of sweat working its way down my side; I clamped an arm
against my body to arrest its progress.

This was why I had arrived early, of course. So that I wouldn’t need to
break into a conversation. When you were the first to arrive, people had no
choice but to talk to you. By the time a group gathered, I would have been
happily ensconced in a circle of similar early arrivals. Instead, I hooked my
thumbs into my backpack straps and looked around the room, trying to
pretend I was looking for a friend. Although it was a welcome breakfast, it
was not, I realized, a meet and greet. Looking at the circles of associates,
the familiar way they spoke to each other, it was clear they had already had
opportunities to get to know one another in various ways over the last four
years—symposia and lectures that led to dinner parties and boozy late-night
musings. I inched myself closer to a group so I could at least hear their
conversation.

“I grew up in LA,” one girl was saying, “and it’s not what people think.
Everyone assumes it’s all celebrities and juice cleanses and woo. But we
have a real arts scene. It’s thriving.”



People in the circle were nodding.

“In fact, last summer, I worked for Gagosian in Beverly Hills and we had
both Jenny Saville and Richard Prince give artist talks. But it’s not just big
galleries,” she continued, sipping from a hand-blown glass tumbler.

I used the pause to edge my shoulder into the circle and was grateful
when the girl to my left took a step back.

“We have experimental spaces and community arts projects too. A friend
even runs a food and contemporary art collaborative called Active
Cultures.”

Now, I could make out the girl’s name tag: Stephanie Pearce,
Contemporary Painting.

“When I was in Marfa last summer—” began another member of the
circle. But the sentence died on their lips as Stephanie Pearce turned her
attention to the entrance, where Patrick was in close conference with a girl
whose hair was such a pale shade of blond, it could only be real. Across the
room, the girl looked squarely at me before pinning a strand behind her ear
and whispering something to Patrick. Whatever he responded caused her to
laugh, and the way her body shook, all flat angles with a hint of softness,
made me acutely aware of my own.

When I was younger, I used to imagine what it would be like to be that
beautiful. All women do, I think. But breasts never arrived, my face never
caught up with my nose. My dark, curly hair was more unruly than
romantic, and the uneven freckles that spread across my face and arms were
darkly colored from summers spent in the eastern Washington sun. The only
thing I had to my credit were a pair of large, wide-set eyes, but they were
not enough to make up for all the other plainness I enjoyed.

“Is that Rachel Mondray?” the girl next to me asked. Stephanie Pearce
and a few others in the circle nodded.

“I met her during my prospective student weekend at Yale,” said
Stephanie. “She just graduated but has already been working at The
Cloisters for almost a year. She was hired after spending last summer in
Italy at the Carrozza Collection.”

“Really?” asked someone else in the circle.

The Carrozza Collection was a private archive and museum not far from
Lago di Como that was invitation only. It was rumored to contain some of
the finest examples of Renaissance manuscripts anywhere in the world.



“Apparently the Carrozza offered her a full-time job after graduation, but
she turned them down.” Stephanie Pearce looked at me and added, “For
Harvard.”

While Stephanie talked, I watched Rachel make her way across the
room. There had been rich girls at Whitman, of course. Girls whose parents
had private planes and vacation homes in Sun Valley. But I’d never really
known those girls, only known about them—rumors of impossible lives I
dared not imagine. Rachel didn’t need to be invited to join our circle, but
rather materialized within it, naturally.

“I haven’t seen you since spring, Steph,” Rachel said, looking around at
everyone. “What did you decide?”

“I ultimately chose Yale.”

“You’ll love it,” said Rachel with such warmth it seemed she meant it.

“I’m going to Columbia,” the girl next to me whispered.

I couldn’t help but envy the people around me, their futures—at least for
the next few years—secure in blue-chip graduate programs. Briefly, I
worried that someone might ask me about my plans for the following year,
but it was clear no one cared. A fact for which I was both grateful and
ashamed.

“Ann,” said Rachel, reading my name tag. “Patrick told me we’ll be
working together this summer.” She stepped across the circle to give me a
hug. Not a limp hug, but a tight one that allowed me to feel how soft she
was, how citrusy she smelled, with notes of bergamot and black tea. She
was cool to the touch, and again I felt the sweaty areas of my body come to
attention, the coarseness of my clothes. When I tried to pull away, she held
me for a beat longer, long enough for me to worry that she could feel the
anxiety, imprinted hot and slick on my skin.

Everyone in the circle appraised the interaction, the way one might
assess the performance of a racehorse under the command of a new jockey.

“It’ll just be the two of us,” she said, finally pulling away. “No one else
ever gets up to The Cloisters. But it’s a nice place to be abandoned to.”

“lI thought you were Renaissance?” said Stephanie, looking for
confirmation at my name tag.

“Yes, but that’s just what we need,” said Rachel. “So Patrick made sure
that we scooped Ann right up. Stole her from all of you at the Met.”

I was grateful to not have to explain my situation in greater detail.



“Well, come on then,” Rachel said, reaching out and pinching my arm.
“We should go.”

I clasped my hand over the spot, and despite the heat and pain that ran
toward my collarbone, I was surprised to find myself enjoying the flush of
it all—the attention, the pinch, the fact I wouldn’t be here with Stephanie
Pearce. All because I had decided to sit in Michelle’s office just a moment
longer, just long enough for Patrick to walk by and knock.



CHAPTER THREE

I don’t think I’11 ever forget what it was like to arrive that June day at The

Cloisters. Behind us was the congestion of Museum Mile—that stretch of
Fifth Avenue where the Frick, the Met, and the Guggenheim were packed
with tour groups and waiting taxis, camp children and first-time visitors, all
agog at the marble facades—and ahead of us was the greenery of Fort
Tryon Park at the city’s northern edge. When the museum first came into
view, I did my best not to tumble into Rachel’s lap as I leaned across the car
to get a better look; it never crossed my mind to feign indifference. Here, it
was as if we had left the city entirely, taken an unmarked exit and found
ourselves under a collaged network of downy maple leaves. The road to
The Cloisters curved up a gentle hill, revealing a gray stone wall,
overgrown with moss and ivy, that unspooled through a staccato of tree
trunks. A square campanile with slender Romanesque windows peeked
above the canopy of trees. I had never been to Europe, but I imagined it
would look something like this: shady and cobbled and Gothic. The kind of
place that reminded you how temporary the human body was, but how
enduring stone.

The Cloisters, I knew, had been brought into being—Iike so many
institutions—by John D. Rockefeller Jr. The robber baron’s son had
transformed sixty-six isolated acres and a small collection of medieval art
into a fully realized medieval monastery. Crumbling remnants of twelfth-
century abbeys and priories had been imported throughout the 1930s from
Europe and rebuilt under the watchful eye of architect Charles Collens.
Buildings that had been left to the ravages of weather and wars were
reassembled and polished to a new-world sheen—entire twelfth-century
chapels restored, marble colonnades buffed to their original gloss.

I followed Patrick and Rachel up a cobblestone path that snaked around
the back of the museum, and under a natural hallway of tumbling holly
bushes whose prickly leaves and dark red berries snagged at my hair. Like a



true cloister, it was silent save for the sound of our footsteps. We walked
until we found ourselves on top of the ramparts, where our progress was
blocked by a large stone arch that framed a black metal gate; I half expected
an armored guard from the thirteenth century would greet us.

“Don’t worry,” Patrick said. “The gate is to keep people out. Not lock
you in.”

On the roughly hewn stone blocks that made up the building’s facade I
could just make out the places where they had been cut, riffles where the
bronze head of an axe had sliced through. Patrick pulled out a key card and
swiped it against a thin gray pad of plastic that blended in so well with the
existing stonework, I hadn’t noticed it. Hidden in the stone wall was a
small, rounded door that Rachel held open; we had to duck to enter.

“Normally, you’ll enter through the front, but this is more fun,” he said
from behind me. “You’ll discover more hidden passageways and
overlooked corners the longer you’re here.”

On the other side of the door was a garden courtyard that teemed with
pink and white flowers, delicate brushes of silvery sage. It was one of the
green spaces, one of the cloisters, for which the museum had been named.
There was a hush in the air that even the insects seemed to respect, the only
sound a soft buzzing and the occasional slap of shoes along the limestone
floors. I wanted to pause and take in the plants that spilled out of pots and
over beds, reach out and touch the stone walls that ringed the space, to feel
with my fingers the realness of this world that looked like a dream. I longed
to close my eyes and inhale the mixture of lavender and thyme until it
erased the smell of Michelle de Forte’s office, but Rachel and Patrick were
already moving.

“Typically,” said Rachel, “any square medieval garden surrounded by
walkways like this one was called a cloister. This is the Cuxa Cloister,
named for the Benedictine monastery Saint-Michel-de-Cuxa in the
Pyrenees. The footprint of the garden was originally laid out in 878 BCE,
and when the cloisters were built, the builders in New York maintained the
original north axis. We have three other gardens like this.”

The walkway was flanked by marble columns, each topped with carved
capitals that revealed eagles unfurling their wings, lions poised on their
haunches, even a mermaid holding her tail; between the columns, framed
arches were decorated with palmettes and bits of stone lattice. And despite
the number of pictures I had seen of medieval cathedrals, I was unprepared



for The Cloisters’ overwhelming scale, for how intricately everything was
carved, for how many sculpted and painted eyes were peering back at me,
for the way the stone kept the garden cool. It was the kind of world that
would continue to offer up surprises, no matter how familiar I became with
it.

I followed Rachel and Patrick through a set of doors at the end of the
cloister into the museum itself. The room, a shocking medieval world in
miniature: thirteenth-century wood beams crisscrossed the ceiling and
massive stained glass windows were set in the walls. Cases full of goldwork
glinted with precious stones—blood-red rubies and sapphires as dark as a
moonless sea. An enamel miniature caught my eye—its colors vibrant
despite its age—and I studied its case, my fingers at the edge of the glass.
These were the objects, so small in execution, that I had always believed
might make me bigger by association.

“Come on,” said Rachel, pausing to wait for me at the top of a set of
stairs. Patrick was already out of sight.

There was no way not to be overwhelmed by the jewel box that was The
Cloisters—it wasn’t like the Metropolitan, where your eyes could rest. The
entire space was the work. I was grateful when the stairs led down to the
lobby and main entrance, where visitors handled maps and audio guides,
pointing out which galleries housed the most well-known works. Admission
to The Cloisters, like the Met, was free for New York residents.

“Moira,” said Patrick, walking toward a woman whose black hair was
feathered gray around the temples. “This is Ann. She’s joining us for the
summer.”

“You should know,” Moira said, coming out from behind the information
desk, “that Leo was smoking in the garden shed again. I could smell it. And
if T could smell it, I’'m sure visitors could too. He’s still on museum
property. Smoking isn’t allowed. It’s the fourth time already this month.”

Patrick brushed off Moira’s concerns with the skill of someone used to
brokering institutional peace. “Ann, meet Moira, our front desk manager.”

“And docent program coordinator,” she added, barely looking at me
before turning her attention back to Patrick.

“She does an excellent job,” said Patrick.

“I was thinking,” said Moira, placing a hand on Patrick’s sleeve, “that
we could install smoke detectors in the garden maintenance area. That
might—"



“She’s always like this,” said Rachel, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “If
you’re late, just know she’ll remember by exactly how many minutes.”

It felt good to be conspiratorial with someone, even if only for a
moment, her breath hot on my neck, burning the words just between us.

“Moira,” said Patrick, “we’re on our way to security. I just wanted to
introduce Ann. Do you think we could—"

“Talk about this later?”

Patrick acquiesced. “I’ll have someone talk to Leo.”

“See that you do.”

We continued to the security office, a drab metal door where Patrick
finally left us. But not before he offered me a rueful smile and a wink. For a
moment, I thought I saw his hand come to rest on the small of Rachel’s
back, but it happened so quickly—as had the morning, our arrival, our trip
through the galleries—I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t have time to smile before
my photograph was taken, a key card issued, and Rachel moved on, down
the hallway, deeper into the staff offices.

“You’re coming, right?” she asked over her shoulder while T was still
struggling to clip my key card to my skirt. I tried not to run after her.

The offices of The Cloisters were a labyrinth of stone passageways and
Gothic doors, darkly lit by wall sconces that were placed a little too far
apart, leaving shadowy gaps. Rachel introduced me to the Education
department, where leaded glass windows overlooking the Hudson were
propped open. From there, she showed me the staff kitchen, which was
surprisingly modern and full of European stainless-steel appliances.

Next was the conservation room, where a team of preparators in smocks
and white gloves were absorbed in the slow process of scraping away
centuries of varnish from a painting whose gold, filigree frame had been
removed and set aside. Then, there was a room full of fluorescent lights and
storage drawers—accessions, Rachel said—where thousands of smaller
artworks were housed like scientific specimens. I filed away as much as I
could: faces, the number of doors between the kitchen and the education
offices, where I had last seen a bathroom. And finally, after we curved back
around toward the lobby, Rachel took me into an additional room full of
stacks, all tightly closed, their crank wheels ready to be sprung open.

“The stacks adjoin the library through a back door,” said Rachel, “but
the library, where we work, is separate from the staff offices.”



We walked through the stacks, the rubber soles of my shoes squeaking
on the terrazzo floors. She leaned on a heavy wooden door that opened onto
the library—a long, low room with rib vaults that intersected above huge
oak tables and chairs upholstered with green leather and big brass buttons.
It was the kind of library that belonged in a lavish country house, with
stained glass windows and walls of bound books, some titles written by
hand onto the fabric bindings.

“Patrick’s office is the door at the end.” Rachel gestured at a wooden
door decorated with curved ironwork depicting two deer, their antlers
locked in combat. “But you and I will work here, in the library itself. The
Cloisters doesn’t have enough office space to accommodate us elsewhere.”

Looking around the library, I couldn’t imagine having to work within the
four white walls of a regular office when this was a possibility. For years, I
had lingered over the images, not just of paintings, but of archives—dimly
lit rooms full of books and papers, the material history I was desperate to
hold in my hands, see with my own eyes. And here was the Cloisters library
in person. True, there were no rare manuscripts—although there were
plenty on display in the galleries, and still more conserved in accessions—
but it was a space, full of first editions and rare titles, that revered the dead
as much as I did, and in that, I felt like it was home.

I could feel Rachel watching me take it in. It was impossible to affect the
nonchalance she had shown throughout the whole tour, as if all of this—the
rib vaults and leather—were simply normal. De rigueur. I pulled out a chair
and set down my bag.

“Don’t you want to see the collection?” she asked. “This”—she waved
her hand at the library—*“is just the workroom.”

She didn’t wait for me to say yes—maybe the answer was already plain
on my face—but opened the library’s main doors, where I was instantly
blinded by the sunlight.

“This is the Trie Cloister,” she said.

The garden was anchored by a stone crucifix at the center and
surrounded by a profusion of wildflowers, some so small and unassuming
that they had found their way into the creases between the brick walkway
that circled it.

“It was planted to resemble the carpet of flowers you’ll see on the
fifteenth-century unicorn tapestries,” she explained. “And there’s a café at



the far end. They’ll open for lunch in a few hours. Excellent coffee and
salads.”

“Do we get a discount?” I asked, immediately regretting it.

Rachel looked at me as we headed toward another door. “Of course.”

I let myself exhale, realizing that I’d been afraid to breathe since arriving
at The Cloisters, worried that if I took up too much space, they might
change their minds.

“Patrick told me what happened with Michelle,” Rachel said, lowering
her voice as we walked into a room whose soaring ceilings revealed an
entire medieval chapel in miniature. The red stained glass windows cast
pink illuminations on the sand-colored floor. “I can’t believe she did that.
Brought you all the way out here, from where was it? Portland?”

“Washington,” I said, hoping I wasn’t flushing with the embarrassment I
felt correcting her. Something about Rachel made me desperate for her
approval; if I could have made myself from Portland in that moment, I
would have. Maybe it was the way she carried herself, always pushing
forward. Even when one of the restorers had told us we couldn’t come in,
Rachel just shrugged, holding the door open so I could see it all—the
gallon-size bottles of turpentine and linseed oil.

“I had a friend from Spence who went to Reed. Sasha Zakharov?”

“I don’t know anyone from Reed. It’s pretty far from Whitman,” I said.

“Oh.”

Rachel didn’t seem embarrassed by her mistake, and I wondered how it
must feel to be so secure in a position that it didn’t matter if you listened to
your colleague’s corrections. We had stopped in front of two stone caskets,
nestled into niches in the wall.

“I want you to know,” T said, perhaps a little too breathlessly, “even
though I came to work in the Renaissance department, I have a lot of
background in medieval. And anything I don’t know, I can set aside the
time to learn.”

I didn’t know why I was desperate to get this out. Rachel hadn’t asked
what I studied, nor had she expressed any doubt in my skill set.

Rachel dismissed my concerns. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

I didn’t say anything, hoping she would continue.

“Patrick doesn’t take on just anyone.” She looked at me, for the first
time, assessing what she saw, registering my shoes, my clothes, my
freckles. “He must have known you would work out for us.”



We were standing in front of the tombs while visitors milled around,
inspecting wall labels.

“Is it your first time in New York?” Rachel asked, her eyes meeting
mine.

“Yes.” Although I wished in that moment it weren’t true.

“Really?” she said, arms crossed. “Any initial opinions?”

“I don’t know that I’ve seen enough to have opinions. I’ve only been
here for three days.”

I had spent the first day unpacking my bag and washing a sticky
substance off all the dishes and pans in my sublet. The next day, I learned
the commute I would never again use—taking the subway from uptown to
the Eighty-First Street Station, and walking across Central Park. Despite the
fact that Manhattan was known for its soaring concrete and glass
skyscrapers, I had spent most of my time in lush parks.

“You must have had opinions before you arrived, though?”

“Well, yes—” My mother’s concerns replayed silently through my head
—the bigness of the city, the impersonality of it, my inability to handle it.

“And is it living up to those?”

“To be honest, it’s totally different.”

“That’s the city. Both everything you imagine it to be and nothing at all
what you expected. It can give you the world or take it away in an instant.”
She smiled at me, glancing down at my shoes, which had been squeaking
on the floors since we arrived, before making her way to the next room and
motioning me to follow.

“What do you think of the city?” I said, trying to keep the conversation
going and trailing in her wake.

“I grew up here.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize.”

“That’s okay. Spence? I thought you would put two and two together.”

“I don’t know what Spence is.”

“That’s probably for the best,” she said with a laugh. “We all have
complicated relationships with our hometowns.”

We had entered a room with a glass case full of enamel miniatures.
Shiny renderings of Jonah being swallowed by the whale, Eve biting into an
apple so red it glistened. These little masterpieces, over eight hundred years
old.



Rachel waved at the guard, who was moving to his next station. “When
does Matteo’s summer camp start, Louis?” she called after him.

He stopped shy of his post. “Next week. I think he’s driving his mother
insane. Thank you again for watching him last Saturday.”

Rachel waved him off. “We just walked around the park. Spent a lot of
time with the boats.”

I tried to imagine Rachel babysitting but couldn’t.

“He loves those boats,” said Louis.

“So do 1,” said Rachel. “Louis, by the way, this is Ann. She’s going to be
here through the summer. Louis is the head of security.”

Louis walked toward us and extended a hand. “Just filling in today in the
galleries.”

I shook it and said hello.

“We have one more stop,” Rachel said, wrapping a hand around my
wrist and pulling me away from Louis.

As soon as we were out of the room, she whispered in my ear: “Louis’s
son was such a shit. I only agreed to do it because he covers for me with
Moira when I’m late, or when my smoking accidentally sets off the fire
alarm.”

We moved through another set of galleries, already full of visitors who
were drinking in the cool, dark interiors where depictions of magical beasts
mixed with the severed fingers of saints. I was drawn to these objects, to
their strangeness. I stopped in front of a reliquary of Saint Sebastian, a
statue of his torso painted cream and red, his sides shot through with
arrows. In a little glass box in the center of the statue, his wrist bone—or
someone’s wrist bone—was visible.

Rachel had stopped at a glass case full of individually painted tarot
cards; one depicted a skeleton on horseback, decorated with gold chains—
Death. Another showed a plump, winged child—a putto—carrying the sun
above his head, its gold rays cutting across the card. The deck was
incomplete, but the wall label next to it indicated they were from the late
fifteenth century. And although they were unknown to me, their imagery
was familiar—a set of symbols that had haunted the fringes of my research
over the years. Images I had always been curious about but never had the
time or resources to pursue.

“I’ve been bouncing between The Cloisters, the Morgan Library, and the
Beinecke for years now,” Rachel said, “studying the history of tarot. So,



like you, I’m not strictly a medievalist. After all, the history of tarot doesn’t
really begin until the early Renaissance.” She didn’t bother to look at me
before continuing. “The Cloisters makes an effort to elevate works of art
like this. Down at the Met, it’s all big paintings and big names. But to work
in anonymity and produce something this exquisite”—she closed her eyes
for a moment—*“is real artistry.”

It struck me as romantic, the way she talked about the cards, as if squares
of painted vellum were simply dormant, waiting for us to shake them
awake. When she opened her eyes, I quickly looked away, hoping she
wouldn’t notice I had been staring.

“This is what Patrick needs help with,” she said, glancing at the tarot
cards. “We’re preparing an exhibition on divination. On the techniques and
artworks that were used to tell the future.”

I looked down at the Queen of Staves. Clothed in deep navy, her bodice
dotted with gold-leaf stars, she sat upon a throne, a knobby stick raised in
her hand. I ventured, “It was a period when everyone was fascinated with
the idea of fate.”

“Yes. Exactly. Was your fate already written? Was it predestined? Or,
could you alter its course?”

“And, did you have the free will to do so?”

“Right. The ancient Romans were so afraid of the power of fate that they
worshiped the goddess Fortuna. Fortuna—fate, fortune—was the center of
civic, private, and religious life. Pliny always said, ‘Fortune is the only God
whom everyone invokes.” The Renaissance never got free from that
obsession, either.”

“Because,” I said, “in a period of constant conflict, knowing the future,
or believing that you could, was wildly powerful.”

“That belief can be a burden, too,” said Rachel, so softly I almost didn’t
catch it. Then she moved away from the glass case and looked over her
shoulder at me. “You coming?”



CHAPTER FOUR

During that first week at The Cloisters, filled as it was with the gentle
patter of afternoon rains, the scent of wet stone and blooming herbs, Patrick
made it clear how much would be expected of us, of me. His exhibition was
only in its planning stages, which meant that the bulk of research—the
foundational material that Patrick required to identify artworks and request
loans—fell to us. We had only through August to assemble it all, a heavy
ask I was eager to prove I could answer. And while Patrick was firm about
deadlines, he was patient in the way he introduced me to the material, to the
place itself.

“These are the lists you’ll be working with,” he said, setting down a
sheaf of papers and pulling a chair close to mine at the library table where
we worked. “Rachel, of course, already has copies.”

I leafed through them. They contained divination practices known in the
ancient world, everything from cleromancy, or the casting of lots, to
pyromancy. Some terms on the list, like augury, I only knew as a word used
to describe something that portended or foreshadowed. I would learn,
however, that the original definition of augury was the practice of using bird
formations—flocks and migrations—to tell the future. There were lists of
documents and authors that needed to be pulled from the library and
scoured for mentions of divination, as well as a separate section that listed
artworks Patrick was considering for the show. I noted several of the works
were tarot cards.

“We’ll meet once a week to go over your progress. In the meantime,
Rachel should be able to help you with any questions you might have.”

I paged through the material again. Even dividing the work between the
two of us, there was no escaping the fact that there were thousands of pages
to read, hundreds of works of art to review, dozens of divination practices to
explore.



“Ann,” he said. He was still sitting next to me, the arms of our chairs
touching. Across the table, Rachel worked her way through the diaries of
Girolamo Cardano, the famed Renaissance astrologer. Although every few
minutes, she stole a glance across the expanse of rough-hewn oak that
separated us, to where Patrick and I were in conference. “I don’t bring
people into The Cloisters lightly. We’re like a family here, and your success
is our success. If you do a good job here this summer, we can help you.”

I was facing Patrick, but could feel Rachel watching us at the edge of my
vision.

“What do you want us to help you accomplish, Ann?”

I’d never had someone ask me so bluntly about my goals, let alone so
clearly offer to help me attain them. While I scrambled to find the right
thing to say, Patrick sat companionably with the silence, hands folded in his
lap, his eyes watching my every fidget.

Finally, I said, “I’m here because I want to be a scholar.”

It was the truth, after all. And more palatable than the other truths I
wasn’t ready to share: that after last year, Walla Walla would always feel
like death to me, that I didn’t have any other options, that I wasn’t confident
I would be able to survive in a job that demanded I live in the present. That,
on some level, I was doing all of this for my father, for us.

“We can help with that,” Patrick said, starting what he was about to say
by deliberately drawing out his vowels. “Introduce you to the right people.
Get you the right letters of recommendation. I’d even be happy to read your
work before you submit it and offer suggestions. And while scholarship is a
valuable and important thing, it cannot be the only thing. It does not sustain
us. Not really. Even though we wish it could. I’ve seen you out in the
galleries, Ann. The way you spend your time with just one work; you look
lovingly, slowly. You are more than a scholar.”

Patrick, I realized, had a way of stripping away the pleasant surfaces of
human interaction. There was an intensity to the way he spoke and
observed, but he was unfailingly polite, always ensuring you were at ease.
So while I felt like he was probing beyond the professional facade I wanted
to present, it wasn’t uncomfortable. There was a relief in laying it bare to
him. To Rachel, even. And of course, he was right. All of this—the place,
the objects, the magic of the past, the scholarship—was about more than the
work. It was transformation I was after. A way to become someone else.



Before I could say as much, he continued, “You know, Ann. After you
came up here, I decided to take a look at your application. Just to be sure
that we were using your skills in the best way possible, of course. And I
was very surprised. You say you grew up in Walla Walla?”

“Yes.”

“But you speak six languages?”

“Seven,” I said. “Although three of them are dead. Technically I read
Latin, ancient Greek, and a thirteenth-century Ligurian dialect from Genoa.
I speak Italian, German, and Neapolitan. And English, of course.”

“Nevertheless, this is remarkable.”

“There wasn’t much else to do in Walla Walla,” T said with a shrug.
“Besides study. And work.”

I was used to downplaying the influence my father’s fascination with
language had had on my life. Parsing long-lost languages and learning their
secret codes was something we had shared, just the two of us. It was never
in the service of advancing my career. Or his. And in moments like this, our
love of languages felt like a secret I wanted to keep for myself, even if
Patrick was intent on teasing everything else from me.

“And you worked with Richard. Didn’t you?”

I had never heard anyone call my advisor by his first name, and for a
moment I struggled to place who Richard might be. But of course Patrick
had read my application materials, had seen Richard Lingraf’s letter of
recommendation.

“I did. All four years.”

“I knew Richard, once. Long ago. When I was a graduate student at
Penn, he was doing some very daring work at Princeton. You were lucky to
have a mentor like him. So curious and so talented.” And then, more to
himself than to me, he said, “I still wonder why he went to Whitman. What
an odd place to end up for him.”

“He always said he preferred the weather.”

“Yes, well,” said Patrick, his fingers quickly drumming on the table.
“I’m sure that was part of it.” After a beat, he added, “I can’t guarantee you
anything, Ann. But if your work is as good as I expect it to be, then I’ve
little doubt that The Cloisters can help you end up somewhere you’re happy
to be.”

“Thank you.” I hesitated. Throughout the whole conversation Rachel had
been there, listening. I wanted to let it go at that, to thank Patrick for his



offer of support, but I needed to ask just one thing, even if it would put paid
to the nonchalance I had been trying to affect around Rachel since arriving
at the museum.

“What about after this summer? I don’t yet have a job lined up, but I
would love to stay in the city. And here, if you need me.” I looked across
the table and met Rachel’s gaze, trying my best to lift my chin a little
higher, hold her eyes a little longer.

“We’ll see what happens,” Patrick said. “Who’s to say what the future
holds?”

I noticed then that Patrick was weaving something between his fingers,
something he must have pulled from his pocket—a piece of red ribbon—a
kind of reflexive habit, a meditation.

I took another look through the lists he had handed me.

“We need you here, Ann. We need the help,” he said, searching my face.
“Don’t forget that. You’re not charity.”

I was, I think, a little in love with him right away. The way he solicited
our opinions on his research, the way he valued my language skills, often
handing off translations to me, fully confident in my abilities. Even the way
he held the door for us and brought us coffees in the afternoon; it was the
first time anyone in a position of power had been genuinely kind to me.
And already, he paid me more attention than most of the boys I had known
in college. When I finally got around to reading his essay on medieval
calendrical systems, I shouldn’t have been surprised to find it completely
groundbreaking, but I was. I tried to control the color that came to my
cheeks every time he talked to me, but there was little I could do. I tried, in
those early days, to figure out if he was involved with anyone—
romantically. But the only evidence I ever saw was a soft arm on the metal
windowsill of his car’s passenger seat. Just an arm, no face.

=

My mother’s voice came through the phone, edged with a familiar thinness.

“There’s no way I can manage like this any longer.”

The death of my father had unmoored her. After he was gone, the tight
structure of our daily life got looser: the milk expired and was not replaced,
our small patch of lawn overgrew, my mother stopped changing her sheets.
And then, there would be a day during which she would whip everything



back to the way it was before, a sudden tightening. But the loosening would
come back. A slow easing at first, and then a swift, remorseless undoing—
again and again.

Those days, the days of tightening, were preceded by my mother
despairing over the state of the house. Why are there coffee cups here?
Doesn’t anyone put anything away? How can you expect me to live like
this? Only, my mother did expect me to live like that. Anytime I picked
things up she would cry from the other room: What happened to that water
glass? or, Why did you throw out the milk? It was as if, by leaving things,
she could slow time, rein it in. But that was the hardest thing about death:
the unrelenting march of time forward, away from the person you’ve lost.

“It’s everywhere, Ann,” she said, the pitch in her voice getting higher,
tighter. “His stuff. His shirts, his clothes, his shoes, his papers. I can’t do it.
It’s too much. This place is a mess. He left it a mess, you know?”

I was doing my dishes and drying them with the only dish towel that my
sublet had provided, the phone cradled against my cheek. I was too cheap to
buy paper towels.

“Maybe it’s time to donate some of it, Mom?” I had ventured this before.
And while she always said yes in the moment, in the coming days, she
would back away, leave everything as it had been the day he died. A
memorial of half-used shaving creams and dirty socks.

“That’s what I’'m going to do. I’'m going to donate it. All of it. And
everything else, I’'m going to throw away.”

“Mm-hmm.” I walked over to my air conditioner, which had developed a
deathly rattle, and hit it on the side, hard. The force seemed to settle the
frequency back to white noise.

“I don’t want you to complain when it’s all gone. When you come home
and it’s all gone. I don’t want to hear about it.”

“You won’t, Mom, I promise.” I never wanted to see the house again.

“Maybe I’ll send you a few things in New York.” She was mostly talking
to herself now. “I don’t even know what to send. It’s all junk, you know?
He just left us with junk. Do you really want that? What do you want? Any
of it?”

I thought about my dad’s things and how most of the time my mom
moved through them silent and oblivious to their presence. It was only in
these moments, when the house seemed to startle her awake, that she even



noticed his books and papers and clothes, the way he still clung to our
space.

“Sure, Mom. I’ll take some of Dad’s stuff. Send me whatever you think
I’d like, okay?”

I could hear her on the other end of the line rummaging around: glass,
paper, plastic, all pinging together somewhere in the house that had once
been a home before it became a mausoleum.

It hadn’t always been this way. There had been a time when the house
was full of conversation and warmth and my father’s low chuckle, full of
humor and surprise. But my father was like the putty that had filled in the
sharp cracks between my mother and me, the places where we didn’t fit,
and without that putty, we kept running up against each other, all hard
angles and brittleness.

“Mom, I have to go. It’s getting late. We’re three hours ahead,
remember?” I waited for her to respond. But all I could hear was the
rustling, her constant movement, her breath distracted and fast into the
phone, and so, I hung up.

=

By the end of my second week, it was clear that no matter how much I tried
to emulate the way Rachel dressed and the conscientious way she handled
old texts, I wouldn’t measure up. For every beautifully unwrinkled linen
jumper Rachel wore, I could barely pull together two items that matched.
Against the luxury of her fabrics and accessories, everything of mine felt
like a dull imitation. Even the gentle deference she showed to Moira and
Louis, I couldn’t match without it ringing false in my own ears.

I imagined that when museum visitors saw the two of us together—as we
almost always were that summer—they pitied me, her effortlessness
rubbing up against my desperation. How could they not? Rachel two steps
ahead, Rachel confidently redirecting people who had lost their way, Rachel
whose movements were silent, while the cheapness of my slacks made
chafing sounds every time we walked through the galleries. And if the
sound was loud to me, I couldn’t help but wonder if others noticed it, too.

It didn’t help that I usually arrived at work already sweating through my
shirt and sometimes even my pants, my hair working to escape my simple
efforts at containment. My commute wasn’t long—Patrick was right, it was



faster than going all the way to Fifth Avenue—but by the time I had walked
the streets of Morningside Heights on my way to the A train, stopping only
for a coffee at the corner bodega, and then up the winding paths of Fort
Tryon Park, to one of the highest points in Manhattan, the humidity had
done its damage. My body, unused to a heat so cloying, reacted violently,
profusely, almost in apology.

At the end of my first week, Moira had looked me up and down upon
arrival and told me that I could always take the shuttle that ran every fifteen
minutes from the station to the museum. Also, it was air-conditioned. As
grateful as I was for the tip, the way Moira had taken a step back when she
saw me, flushed and sweating, my hair growing increasingly wild, did not
go unnoticed. Rachel, of course, emerged untroubled from an unobtrusive
town car that deposited her at the top of the upper driveway, in front of the
metal gate, every morning at nine.

But even if the humidity was overwhelming—particularly for me, a girl
whose skin was used to the arid fields of eastern Washington—the museum
itself was full of cool breezes that made their way off the Hudson River, and
ruffled the canopies of elm trees, like a giant carpet being snapped in the air.
It felt more like working on a private estate than in a public institution. One
that Patrick oversaw from the privacy of the library.

“It was his first job,” Rachel told me at the end of that second week,
“right out of grad school. Not that he needed one. A job, of course.

“Patrick’s grandfather was involved in quarrying upstate,” Rachel
continued. “The stones they used to build the ramparts and fill in the gaps at
The Cloisters were all quarried by his grandfather’s company. It was the
largest private quarry operation in New York. Until the 1960s, when Cargill
bought it. Patrick still lives in the family home, in Tarrytown. He drives in
every morning.”

I tried to imagine a young Patrick at his grandfather’s quarry, his
glowing tan a stark contrast to the damp and darkly terraced hillsides.
Sometimes a child’s resistance to the legacy of their family was almost
molecular, as if their body became allergic to the landscapes and environs
of home; other times they settled in, sinking back into the fabric, the
familiar warp and weft of tradition. I had always been the former, and
perhaps Patrick was too.

Rachel interrupted my reverie. “Should we get a coffee, then?”



I had been packing lunches and not eating them after I noticed that
Rachel rarely took lunch, but rather, only took two cigarettes and caffeine.
It surprised me how quickly my hunger passed, and how much money I
saved as a result.

“They’re my vice,” she had said once when I caught her at the edge of
the garden, a thin tendril of smoke rising from the cigarette in her hand.
“Well, one of them, anyway.”

We left the library behind and took two seats at the café nestled
alongside the columns at the edge of the Trie Cloister, which was overrun
with blooming wildflowers, between which bees buzzed like drunken men,
almost colliding into one another. The afternoon so warm and full of the
gentle sounds of nature’s humming that I believed, for a moment, I was the
poor relation in an Edith Wharton novel, ushered into luxury for the first
time, already terrified of the day it might fade but desperate to experience it
to the fullest while I could.

Rachel let her arm lie on the low stone wall that ringed the garden and
pulled off her sunglasses, a sandal dangling from her foot. Although we’d
been spending almost all our time together, there had been little casual
conversation. Mostly we’d had our heads diligently bent over texts,
searching for mentions of people—witches, shamans, saints—who might
have told the future in the thirteenth or fourteenth century. Often, without
much success. Weathering the silence, I studied the sculptures that were set
in niches around the walls of the cloister. Rachel watched the garden with
the kind of idleness enjoyed by only the most confident—those who refuse
to bring their phone or a book to dinner alone.

Our cappuccinos arrived, each with rough cubes of sugar. When the
waiter had gone, Rachel pulled a short brown biscotto out of her pocket. It
was the type they had for sale at the cash register, the type I hadn’t seen her
pay for when we ordered.

“Here.” She broke it in half and offered me some.

“Did you steal that?”

She shrugged. “You don’t want it? They’re really good.”

I looked around. “What if someone notices?”

“What if they do?” She bit into the cookie and pushed the other half at
me a second time. I took it from her and held it in my hand. “Go on, try it.”

I took a bite and left the rest sitting on my saucer. She was right, it was
delicious.



“Well, was I wrong?”

I shook my head. “No. Not at all.”

Rachel leaned back in her chair. Satisfied. “They taste even better when
they’re free.”

I looked around again to make sure the waiter wasn’t there to notice me
eating the rest of the half she had given me, but instead my eyes lingered on
a carved figure set in the wall—a winged woman holding a wheel, the relief
mottled and softened with age. At each cardinal point of the wheel, figures
had been lashed, Latin words engraved on the body of each figure.

“Can you make out those words?” Rachel asked, following my gaze.
“Regno,” Rachel said, pointing to the figure at the apex of the wheel.

“I reign,” I said reflexively.

She nodded. “Regnavi.”

“I have reigned.”

“Sum sine regno?”

“I am without reign.”

“Regnabo.”

“I will reign.”

Rachel slipped the sugar cube into her cup and looked at me
appraisingly. “I heard that last week, you know. That you read Latin. And
Greek, too. Any other secrets, Ann from Walla Walla?”

What is life without secrets? 1 thought. Instead, I said, “None that I can
think of.”

“Well, we can fix that.” Rachel reached across the table and took the rest
of my cookie, revealing a flash of red, a satin ribbon around her wrist that
cut against her pale skin. I knew where I had seen it. In the library, wound
around Patrick’s fingers.

=

We began to take breaks together more often after that. While Rachel
smoked at the edge of the gardens, I would keep her company, sitting on the
cool stone of the ramparts, my feet swinging through the tufts of lush
summer grass, tickling my ankles. It was then that she started quizzing me.
First about my love life—uneventful, save for a few guys in high school
and even fewer in college. Then about my mother—what she did, where she
had grown up. And also, about Walla Walla and Whitman—what it was



like, what was it known for, if we had county fairs. The enthusiasm of her
questions surprised me. She wanted to know how big the town was (small),
how long my family had been there (four generations), what it was like
(hot, until it wasn’t, then boring), and what Whitman students were like
(like Bard students, but from the West Coast).

“I’m obsessed with places I’ve never been,” Rachel said by way of
explanation. “And with people’s relationships. There’s so much space to
imagine how a story might unfold when you don’t know anything about the
setting.”

But whenever I asked about her relationships and family, she always
changed the subject, stubbing out her cigarette and saying, “Oh, far too
boring,” or “I’d rather you tell me about yourself,” before walking back into
the library.

One afternoon, I waited for her on a stone bench in the Bonnefont
Cloister, the entire garden flanked by Gothic arches and stained glass. In the
terra-cotta pots next to me, frankincense and myrrh grew from gnarled
trunks to culminate in feathery white flowers, their scents warming in the
late-afternoon sun. I leaned into the flowers and felt them brush my cheek.

“It has thorns, you know.”

He held a bucket of gardening tools and had a pair of worn, tan leather
gloves tucked in the front pocket of his jeans, which were smeared with
mud, and torn.

“Myrrh,” he said, “it has thorns.” He pushed back the branches to reveal
a sea of long black points.

I moved farther away on the bench.

“It won’t come after you.”

“I know that.”

Although I wasn’t sure I believed it. There was something about the
things that were housed at The Cloisters—the artwork, even the flowers—
that made them seem like they might come alive.

“The Egyptians used it for embalming.”

“Excuse me?”

“Myrrh. It was used to prepare bodies for embalming in ancient Egypt.”

“It was also worn around the neck during the Renaissance to repel fleas,”
I said, coming back to myself.

He laughed. “It hasn’t managed to repel me yet. Leo,” he said, pointing a
dirty finger at his chest.



“Ann.”

“I know,” he said, reaching down and flicking my ID card. “I’ve seen
you around. The new girl.”

I nodded, and he kneeled next to me, holding the leaves of frankincense
to the side and pulling out a pair of rusted, creaky shears that he used to
trim the dead leaves.

“You working with Rachel?”

“And Patrick.”

“Seems like they’re a package deal these days.”

There was an edge to the way he said it, glib and hard as he placed the
clippings in a bucket.

“I like them,” I said, unsure why I was being defensive.

He sat back on his heels, and I noticed for the first time his sturdy work
boots, and the way his arms were sinewy without being too muscular.

“Everyone likes Rachel,” he said, searching my face. “What’s not to
like?”

It didn’t surprise me that someone like Leo might find Rachel attractive.
I imagined the way he watched her in the gardens, surreptitiously smoking,
rubbing herbs between her fingers before dotting their oils on her neck. I
resisted an overwhelming urge to ask him everything he knew about her.

Instead, I said, “How well do you know her?”

He gestured around us. “She started working here in the fall, during her
senior year at Yale. Weekends only until she graduated.”

“They let her work around her school schedule?”

He shook his head. “Don’t you know? Girls like Rachel Mondray get
whatever they ask for.” He bit off a piece of brown tape and used it to wrap
a broken branch of myrrh. The tender way he held back the leaves at odds
with the rest of him. “What about you, Ann Stilwell? Are you getting what
you ask for?”

The question, and the way he had positioned his body, made me feel
trapped against the bench, but I didn’t want to be free.

“Do you know what butcher’s-broom is?” He pointed at the pot on the
other side of me.

“I don’t.”

“It’s a member of the asparagus family, but if eaten in large quantities, it
can rupture or destroy your red blood cells.”

I looked at the plant with its glossy green leaves and bright red berries.



“We grow a lot of poisons at The Cloisters,” he said. “You’ll have to be
careful. Some of them are incredibly beautiful and look edible. They
aren’t.”

“Can you show me?” I said, feeling a surge of confidence to ask for what
I wanted. Being close to Leo was like holding a hand above an electric
current—a sharp, animating pulse—that I had never had the bravery to
touch. Now, I yearned to tap my hand against the live wire.

He pushed off his heels and stood up, walking toward a bed of herbs that
tumbled and fell over each other; I followed.

“In this bed, we grow hemlock and belladonna, both of which you’ve
probably heard of. But we grow others, too, henbane and hound’s-tongue,
vervain and mandrake. All herbs found in medieval medicine and magic. In
fact, this whole cloister is planted with poisons and remedies you might find
in the eleventh or fifteenth century. Those urns over there”—he pointed to a
pair of tall stone vessels full of waxy green leaves and pink flowers
—*“oleander. Very deadly, but also very popular as a poultice in ancient
Rome. If you push the leaves aside, you’ll be able to see the labels.”

I leaned forward as he held back a shower of hemlock flowers, revealing
a ceramic tile on which was neatly engraved the Latin for hemlock, Conium
maculatum.

“Here we have Catananche caerulea,” he said, holding a blue flower
between his fingers.

I pulled aside the sinewy vines to find the plaque, which read curID’s
DART.

“It was believed to cure the love-sick,” he said, his voice low and so
close to my neck that I could feel the baby-fine hairs on my nape stand up.
The urge to lean in closer surprised me.

He led me toward another bed, a calloused hand on my arm. I felt a blind
welling of attraction growing inside me, a feeling that didn’t abate even
when I noticed Rachel standing beneath a pointed arch that led out to the
garden, her eyes following us. There was something about being watched
that made me braver, that made me close the gap between our bodies when
Leo moved his hand from my arm to the small of my back, that made me
bite the inside of my lip in anticipation. We arrived at a bed full of lemon
balm, its warm citrus notes mixing with the lavender and sage that
surrounded it.



“It’s even more powerful if you close your eyes,” he said, closing his and
taking a deep inhale. Across the courtyard I watched Rachel raise her
eyebrow.

“I have to go,” I said.

He followed my gaze to Rachel on the other side of the cloister.

“Of course,” he said. “Rachel always gets what she wants.”

I wanted him to say more, but Rachel held up her wrist and pointed at
her watch. Already I had been with Leo for almost a half hour.

“I'm sorry,” I said, not sure how to break away from the strange
intimacy of the moment.

When I joined her, Rachel put an arm around my shoulder, casual but
possessive. “Having fun?”

“Just learning about plants.”

“And the teacher, too?”

I didn’t look back until we were walking down the passageway toward
the library, but when I did, I noticed him trimming a thick hedge, covered in
shiny black berries. Belladonna, Leo had said.



CHAPTER FIVE

The night was hot, so hot that my window unit couldn’t keep pace but just

heaved and sputtered against the still summer that clung to the streets
outside. I lay in bed, resenting every inch of sheet that touched my skin
until the sky began to lighten, and thinking of the only place I knew in the
city that was reliably cool, with its heavy stone chapels and vaults, decided
it was not too early, at quarter to five, to leave for work.

If security was surprised to see me arrive, they didn’t show it. Instead, I
was passed a fresh page of the after-hours sign-in book without fanfare, and
made my way to the library. In the galleries, the statuettes cast narrow
shadows that spidered up the walls. With only early-morning sun for
additional light, the precious stones from the reliquaries left watery, colored
pools on the floor. My footsteps, the only sound that echoed through the
twelfth-century hallways. When I passed a guard slumped in his chair, eyes
closed, I didn’t blame him. It was cooler and more comfortable than my
apartment, too.

The door to the library was unlocked, but when I pushed it open, there
was something different about the space—a thickness to the air and the
sulfur smell of matches. I fumbled along the rough stone wall for a light
switch before the door closed, taking with it what little light there was. In
the dark, I put my hands out in front of me and inched forward until I hit
one of the study tables and grasped for the reading lamp, pulling its string
until the green glass shade lit up, a sad beacon that sent its illumination onto
the oak table, not the room as a whole. I hadn’t noticed that, in the darkness,
my breathing had ratcheted up; I only noticed now that it had returned to
normal.

Around the library, the curtains had been pulled against the Gothic
windows, windows that usually filled the space with enough natural light
that the table lamps felt like redundant accessories. I walked to the windows
and began pulling the curtains back, letting in the weak sunlight and



watching motes of dust dance across the room. Perhaps security closed
them every night and I had simply arrived before their routine reopening? I
cracked a window and the morning songs of birds sifted into the room,
chasing away whatever I might have imagined in the dark library.

At the table where Rachel and I usually worked, I began to unpack my
bag, setting down my computer and notebook, and pulling out a few texts I
had been using as reference—monographs on medieval approaches to
astrology and oracles, a thirteenth-century handbook on how to interpret
dreams. But on the table I noticed smooth red dots. When I wedged a
fingernail under one, it resisted. I pressed until I could feel it pinching the
nail bed, when it released from the table with ease. I rubbed the red disk
between my fingers. Wax. Wax drippings from candles? I pulled the
drippings off the table and set them aside, a neat little pile on a sheet of
paper.

I liked being in the library early and alone. At a time when the only
sounds were my footsteps and the guards’, when the lighting was low and 1
could move around unnoticed. Alone, after all, was my default way of
being, one of the main reasons that academia had appealed to me in the first
place: the ability to be unchaperoned with captivating objects and ancient
histories. This, I preferred to the idea of working in an office with small talk
and endless meetings, the forced intimacy of team-building exercises.
Academia did away with all that. And for that, I was grateful.

By the time Patrick arrived I had made my way into the storage stacks,
cranking open two sets of shelves just wide enough that I could wedge my
body between, hoping the book I needed wouldn’t be on a lower shelf, as I
hadn’t left enough space to bend down. I heard his footsteps before I saw
him pass through the sliver at the end of the stacks, like an apparition. And
then, he paused, retracing his steps to where I stood.

“Looks tight,” he said, letting his hand rest heavy on the crank arm. The
stacks inched closed. It was only a hair, but I instinctively put my hand up
to brace against the movement. Tight spaces made me claustrophobic, and
there was something about being squeezed while Patrick stood out in the
open that caused my heart to kick up into my throat.

“I’m not going to crush you, Ann,” Patrick laughed. “I saw the sign-in
log. Early morning?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” I said, plucking the volume I was looking for off the
shelf and scooting out of the narrow confines of the stacks, back to the cart



I had been filling with books.

Patrick used his finger to read the titles. “A very fine collection you’ve
pulled together here.”

I held the book to my chest, embarrassed by how quickly my anxiety in
the stacks had turned to eagerness. I longed desperately to please him, so
much so that I lingered on his words, on his praise for the way I conducted
research. As if all the books were for him, the early morning, too; I could
feel the flush on my cheeks, the heat.

“Tell me, Ann,” he said, reading the last title, “did Richard talk to you
about the divinatory practices of early Renaissance Italy?”

I was well versed in the essential role at least one divination—astrology
—had played during the Renaissance. The way it had guided little decisions
like when to shave a beard or take a bath, as well as big ones, like when to
go to war. The way aristocrats and popes had believed that their painted
ceilings—known today as celestial vaults, decorated with constellations and
signs of the zodiac—could have as much impact on their fates as the stars
themselves. I had even briefly worked on geomancy in Venice—the city’s
passion for using a handful of thrown soil to tell the future. The courts of
the Renaissance loved magic and occult practices, and they were
surprisingly adept at fitting them into their Christian worldview. Lingraf, I
knew, had a kind of soft spot for this work, a romantic and fanciful interest I
had always attributed to personal passions, not academic rigor. And to a
certain extent, he had encouraged it in me, and I had let it blossom.

“He did,” I acknowledged. But Lingraf had never been keen to share his
work. He was avuncular. Encouraging. Never open.

“That’s right. You mentioned in Michelle’s office some of your work.”

I wondered again how deeply Patrick had gone through my application
materials. If he had reached out to Lingraf to learn more.

“And what do you think of it all? This exhibition we’re working on?” he
continued. “Broad strokes.”

“I think it reflects the extent to which, although the Renaissance is often
considered an era of logic and science, it was easily seduced by ancient
practices that didn’t include geometry and anatomy, but rather a belief in
oracles and mystical traditions. In some ways it was also very”—I paused
—“anti-science. Broad strokes, of course.”

“Of course,” said Patrick, looking at me.



I was struck again by how handsome he was. Even in the fluorescent
light of the stacks, his jawline and cheekbones seemed to gleam with health.
During my first week I had tried to figure out his age by looking up the date
of his dissertation. He was, I had confirmed, in his late forties, maybe early
fifties. Young to be a full curator anywhere, but particularly at The
Cloisters.

“Why do you suppose,” he said, pulling out a volume I had selected on
medieval visions and paging through it, “they were so seduced by these
things?”

“We long to explain the world around us,” I said. “To make sense of the
unknown.” Or, at least, I knew I did. The impulse, on some level, universal.

“Have you ever considered,” said Patrick, looking up, his finger on the
page, “that maybe there is something about these practices, though difficult
for us to believe now, that might have some”—he met my gaze—“truth?”

“What do you mean? That by studying the position of planets, we might
be able to predict the best day to”—I searched for the strangest thing I
remembered reading in an astrological manuscript—*“treat gout?”

Patrick nodded, the shadow of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

“I don’t think so,” I said, considering the question. The idea that humans
might be able to tell the future by watching planets migrate across the night
sky had captured the imaginations of scholars and mystics for centuries. But
to my mind, it was impossible to believe in astrology. I had seen firsthand
how unforgiving, how random fate could be. It was something, I was sure,
we could never fully know. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to disappoint him, to
reveal myself as too much of a cynic, so I added, “Of course, people still
believe in astrology today.”

“We have a tendency to discount things we don’t understand,” said
Patrick. “To dismiss them out of hand as antiquated or unscientific. But if
you take one thing away from your time here, I want it to be that you gave
these belief systems their full due. You don’t have to believe in divination
for it to have been true for an aristocrat in the fourteenth century.” He put
the book down. “Even, for it to be true again.”

By the time I returned to the library, the paper, with my pile of wax
drippings, was gone. I checked the trash, but it was nowhere to be found;
Patrick and I were the only two to have arrived.

=



“Looking for Leo?” said Rachel, taking a drag on her cigarette. The heat of
the morning had given way to a cloudy afternoon, rain threatened on the
other side of the river, and we were taking advantage of the cooler air by
sitting at the edge of the Bonnefont Cloister, Rachel holding her hand over
the ramparts so no one would notice her smoking.

“Not really,” I said, although it was a lie. I’d been looking for him all
day, even going so far as to linger in the kitchen, the gardens, around the
staff bathrooms, hoping he might walk by.

“You’re a terrible liar,” said Rachel, watching my profile as she stubbed
out her cigarette. “On Monday he usually works in the garden shed, not out
in the cloisters. Not that you care.”

She took in the scene: visitors reverently wandering the brick paths of
the garden, their hands clasped behind their backs. I imagined it might have
been the same five hundred years earlier.

“Thank god the heat broke,” she said. Not that Rachel looked touched by
the heat or the humidity.

“I came in early,” I said. “I couldn’t stand it. But when I got to the
library this morning, there were wax drippings on the tables. Or at least I
thought it was wax. What do you think could have caused that?”

Rachel looked out over the ramparts, toward the river. “I don’t know,”
she said.

“Do you think someone would light candles in the library?”

“Maybe there was a donor function over the weekend. You wouldn’t
believe what I’ve found in the library—even the galleries—after one of
those.”

It seemed plausible. And it wasn’t like there was much communication
between the Events department and Curatorial at the museum. “It was just
strange. Why would anyone bring candles into a room full of rare books?”

“Monks used to do it all the time,” said Rachel, getting to her feet.

The day moved quickly after that, but despite the bruised sky, the city
never received anything but humidity and stillness. I was sad to leave the
library at six, its cool stony confines having quickly become more familiar
than my studio; the beauty of my daytime surroundings somehow made the
reality of my nights all the worse.

As 1 walked through the galleries and under the lofty vaults of the
hallways on my way to the shuttle, my mind drifted to the heat. I hadn’t
been prepared for it, for the wetness. And I began to wonder if I had enough



money for a new window unit; there was a hardware store two blocks from
my apartment. But as I started to do the math of cool air against the realities
of my budget, I realized the margins were so slim, I needed to be sure. I
moved to open the calculator on my phone, only to realize I had left it on
the chair in the library. It was a quick walk back, but on my way around the
Bonnefont Cloister, I saw the two of them—Rachel and Leo—standing by
the arch that led to the garden shed, deep in conversation. Rachel leaned
against the wall, her arms pinned behind her back, Leo’s hand positioned
above her head.

Without thinking, I paused behind one of the columns and watched from
across the garden. I could hear her laughter as she shook out a cigarette, lit
it, and held it out to him. He didn’t take it from her, but slowly lifted her
hand to his mouth, where he took a drag. Annoyed, Rachel wrested her
hand free and slid off the wall, leaving Leo alone.

I took the opportunity to duck into the library, unseen. It took me a few
minutes to locate my phone, difficult as it was to focus through the mix of
jealousy and desire that made my palms ache. Phone in hand, I went to lean
my weight against the wooden doors of the library when I heard Patrick’s
voice coming from the other side.

“I think it’s time to bring Ann in.”

“It’s too soon, Patrick,” responded Rachel.

“She’s here to be an asset.”

Patrick had lowered his voice, which required me to lean my whole body
against the door, my ear to the seam. When Rachel spoke again, I could
sense the frustration in her voice through the thick, damp wood:

“We don’t know that we can trust her yet. Although she’s already
curious. You know she found the wax? Did she ask you about it?”

“I took care of it.”

Then silence, save for the sound of my pulse beating through my ears.

“Come on,” said Patrick, his voice in a soft tone I hadn’t heard before.
“Let’s not fight about this. You wanted her.”

“I think she can help,” Rachel conceded, and I sensed that this
conversation was not only about the exhibition but something more,
something I couldn’t yet see.

“Sometimes we have to take risks,” Patrick insisted.

Then a beat.

“Don’t you trust me,” he said.



Rachel must have nodded because he added:

“That’s my girl. You know I don’t think she ended up here by chance,
right?”

The handle of the door began to turn, and I hurried to the end of the
library, then slipped into the stacks before it had a chance to open. I made
my way through the staff hallway, past the kitchen. My head down in the
poorly lit hallway, I nearly made it to the lobby before I ran, literally,
headlong, into Leo.

“You okay?” he asked, holding my shoulders and looking me up and
down.

“Yes. Sorry. I’'m—"” I was too flustered, too out of breath from hurrying
to focus on the words I wanted to say.

“Slow down, Ann. It’s a museum. No one’s saving lives here.”

“Right. I know.” I exhaled. “I was just trying to make the shuttle.”

“It just left,” he said, taking a step back.

“Shit.”

“Why don’t we walk?” He motioned for me to go ahead of him. The way
his arm moved reminded me of the way he had stretched it above Rachel’s
head—the strength of it, the possessiveness. I wanted to feel it above me,
wrapped around my waist, my shoulders, hard and tight.

We traded the darkness of the museum for the canopy of the park, where
the winding paths crossed the grassy expanses with dizzying rhythm. Leo
walked next to me, occasionally humming a few bars of a song I didn’t
recognize.

After we passed a group of children being led hand in hand like a tiny
toddler daisy chain, he turned to me and said, without preamble, “Why are
you here?”

“What kind of question is that?” It was sharp, his question. And it
reminded me, as if [ didn’t already know, that I was new and inexperienced,
even unwanted.

There was some part of me that knew it would be best to ignore the
things I had seen and heard that day, to build a barrier between myself and
Leo and Rachel and Patrick. Between the world of the museum and the
things I needed it to accomplish—an acceptance to grad school, a life
outside Walla Walla. Contained in Leo’s question was an implication that
had begun to worry me, too: Why are you meddling in our world?



I must have been quiet for a moment too long because he added, more
gently, “I mean, why not Los Angeles or Chicago or Seattle? Why here?”

I gestured around us, relieved. “I hear it’s the greatest city in the world.”

Leo laughed. “Give it time.”

The last, trailing child trotted by us, dragging their free hand through the
knee-high grass.

“It’s the art, I guess,” I said, looking up at his profile. Although I kept
the other reasons to myself: it was thousands of miles from the Lutheran
church where my father was buried, it was a city that never faulted you for
your ambition, even if others might. We walked side by side, Leo’s hands
deep in his pockets, a shoulder bag across his chest. “It’s the only place I
can do the work I want to do,” I settled on.

“What are you willing to give up for the work?”

There was an edge to the question, and I pushed my hands into my own
pockets and shrugged, not ready to let him know more when I still knew so
little about him.

Leo bumped his shoulder against mine. “Not everyone is sensitive
around here,” he said. “You shouldn’t take questions so personally. And if
you do, and don’t want to answer them, just tell people to fuck off. I'm just
trying to figure out if you’ll like it here. Most people here don’t care if you
do, by the way. So long as you do the job. But I like it. I like the gardening,
at least. The work, like you said. Even if I hate the visitors. Sometimes, on
the quiet days, I can pretend it’s the way it was meant to be. Pre—tourist-
industrial complex. Pre—experience economy.”

“To me, The Cloisters always feels a little that way. A world apart.”

We had reached the subway station, its entrance built into a rock
outcropping, ivy cascading down its flanks. It looked like a station that
belonged in Rome, not the northern tip of Manhattan.

“This is your stop,” he said, nodding at the stairs.

“Thanks for walking with me,” I said, embarrassed by how juvenile it
sounded, as if he had held my hand like the children we had passed.

“I like walking with you, Ann Stilwell.” He hesitated. “It’s an incredible
place—the city, The Cloisters. Just don’t let it wear you down. Make it
sharpen you instead.”



The next day, a constant patter of rain tapped out its rhythm on the glass
windows of the library where Rachel and I worked. The speed with which
she managed to consume texts still astonished me, her reading quick and
incisive. When the rain finally stopped, Rachel stood and excused herself
from the table, knocking on Patrick’s door. For almost an hour I watched
the door out of the corner of my eye, pushing down the thought that, if five
more minutes ticked by, I might have time to get closer, perhaps catch a
word or two of the conversation unfolding inside. But just when I was about
to peruse the shelves closest to his office, Rachel reemerged, holding the
door behind her until it closed with only a whisper.

“Patrick wants to know if you would come to dinner at his house on
Friday,” she said, sitting down across from me.

I couldn’t help but think about what I had heard through the library door
the day before, but if there was a thread of resignation in Rachel’s words
now, I couldn’t parse it.

At Whitman, I had never been invited to a faculty house for dinner. Even
though the school was small, a division between students and staff
persisted. Such dinners, after all, were fodder for speculating about
inappropriate relationships. But I had been curious about Patrick’s house
since Rachel had first mentioned it, and the invitation felt like the initiation
I had been waiting for.

“It’s a tradition,” she continued. “I usually go up once a week.
Sometimes there are other guests. More like an intellectual salon. This week
it’s going to be Aruna Mehta, the curator of rare manuscripts at the
Beinecke Library.”

“I don’t know how to get to Tarrytown,” I said, beginning to worry about
the logistics of arriving in a presentable way, not damp from walking or
riding an airless Metro-North.

“We can drive together,” Rachel said, holding up a hand. “I’ll pick you
up at five.”



CHAPTER SIX

On Friday, Rachel picked me up in a black town car, her driver at the
wheel.

“I brought you a few things,” she said, holding out an oversized, stuffed
lilac bag. “I hope you don’t mind. It’s clothes.”

“You bought me new clothes?” I said, pulling a skirt from the bag, its
tags still attached.

“No. Of course not. I was cleaning out my closet and thought you might
be interested in some of these things. I never wore a lot of them. I was
going to donate it.”

The way she said it, off the cuff, made me think there was nothing more
to it than that, but part of me wondered if she was tired of looking at my
drab outfits every day, my sensible cotton/poly-blend life. I looked through
a few of the pieces, feeling the fabric between my fingers. No wonder
Rachel always looked incredible.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Do you want to change into something now—?"’

It was a gentle prod, gentle enough that I didn’t feel an immediate sense
of shame, but enough for me to look down at the slacks I had selected for
the evening. Even the word—slacks—made my mistake clear.

“Would you mind?”

“Not at all. John, can you circle?” Rachel asked the driver, who replied
in the affirmative. “I’ll come up with you.”

“No!” The thought of Rachel in my cramped studio, seeing my clothes
pinned to the clothesline I’d run across the fire escape, just as my neighbors
had done, the dirty dishes—her trying to squeeze onto the single square of
my couch that was not covered with books and notes—made me dizzy with
panic. “I mean, I’ll be super quick. There’s no need.”

“There’s a black dress in there that would be perfect. Just a simple shift.
That’s what I would wear.”



As I pawed through the bag upstairs, I was glad Rachel wasn’t there,
taking in the single room that made up my sublet. To make it look more like
home, I had mounted a framed photograph of my parents, as well as a few
postcards of paintings I’d never seen in real life, but which had occupied
the bulk of my time and effort at Whitman: a suite of frescos from the
Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferrara. The name Schifanoia, derived from the
phrase schivar la noia, or, to escape boredom. A pleasure palace on the
outskirts of Ferrara where Borso d’Este, the eccentric ruler of an influential
duchy, had an entire banquet hall painted with scenes from the zodiac.
There was a procession of Venus being drawn on a carriage by swans.
Beneath her, a resplendent Taurus, a tan-colored bull whose flanks were
dotted with gold stars, blessed her passage. Borso had designed the hall to
impress his guests—astrology as a performance of power, as a totem of
good fortune. But some scholars had argued it ran more deeply than that,
that Borso and the Renaissance astrologers who had designed the room
believed paintings of celestial bodies could have as much impact on an
individual’s fate as the actual stars above. As if the drawn image of Leo
could affect the viewer’s—or in this case, Borso’s—horoscope in felicitous
ways. Art at its most powerful, perhaps. It was an argument that Lingraf had
always encouraged me to take seriously.

I changed into the black shift and pulled my curly hair into a low pony,
using the newly arrived box from my mother as a footstool so I could gain
enough vantage to see more of my body in the small mirror in the
bathroom. The difference was striking: my hair slightly romantic in its
chaos, the neckline drooped just enough to look sexy, while the silhouette
itself was loose and comfortable, falling at just the right place on my thighs
so that it was still appropriate for a salon—the first I’d ever been invited to.
Rachel couldn’t have worn it more than once, maybe twice; it had the feel
of something that had never been laundered. I resisted the urge to go
through the rest of the bag and see what other castoffs Rachel had gifted
me. Instead, I ran back down the stairs. I didn’t want her to wait.

“Oh, I knew that would be perfect,” she said when I slid into the car next
to her. The compliment felt as natural as the fabric of the dress on my skin.

We drove north, or rather inched, along the crowded parkway, Rachel
tapping out something on her phone, me watching the high-rises slowly
give way to the leafy exits of the exurbs, until the driver hugged the curve
of an exit, and then the easy back-and-forth of quieter streets. Rachel said



nothing through it all, and I, not wanting to appear too eager, too desperate,
kept quiet. Finally, as we pulled up a long gravel driveway, Rachel slipped
her phone back into her bag and said, “We’re here.”

The house came into view—an orderly collection of gray flagstones and
leaded glass windows, separated by crosshatched metal into a tiny
patchwork of frames. The circular driveway was flanked by balsam firs and
beech trees; the front door, a Gothic arch framed by manicured boxwood. In
so many ways, it reminded me of The Cloisters—the color of the stone, the
faux-Gothic aesthetic, the way the driveway built anticipation, teasing the
driver with the slow reveal of a stone chimney here, an aged copper
weathervane there. I wondered if John would wait for us the entire time,
just sitting in the car, a sandwich packed away in the trunk, like he did
every week.

No one met us at the door. Rachel simply let herself into the oval foyer,
anchored by a stone staircase. To our left was the library, and as Rachel led
me through, I did my best to commit the details to memory. It was my first
glimpse inside an academic home: there were framed manuscript pages and
an encaustic triptych on display, a table covered with oddly shaped white
dice, shelves filled with leather-bound books. It was a richly and carefully
curated collection, one that extended well beyond Patrick’s salary at The
Cloisters, I was sure. I wanted to linger, to touch the thick fabric of the
couches, feel the cool mahogany of the tables, but Rachel had already
crossed the space, as if it were commonplace, and was waiting for me at a
pair of French doors, thrown open onto the summer evening.

From the flagstone patio off the library, views stretched down to where
the Tappan Zee bridged Rockland and Westchester Counties across the
Hudson. The air was hazy and thick with the constant hum of insects.
Beneath a striped awning, Patrick and a woman sat holding drinks sweaty
from the humidity. Her small frame barely filled the chair, but her dress, a
vibrant coral with woven gold accents, made her presence outsized. With
only four attendees, it was too small a number to be considered a salon; it
was more an intimate dinner party.

For whatever reason—Ilikely our surroundings, the library, the glass
windows oily with age—I expected someone to come take our drink order,
so I was surprised to see Patrick get up and walk into a door at the far end
of the patio—the kitchen, I would learn—and fix our drinks himself.

“Negronis,” he explained, handing me a heavy, etched crystal highball.



The woman sitting in the chair, I learned, was Aruna Mehta. Punjabi by
way of Oxford. She and Patrick had been graduate students together—
almost twenty years of friendship, she said. Aruna wore her glossy hair
piled elegantly on her head, a pair of reading glasses around her neck.
Rachel kissed her on both cheeks before sitting down. Even if it was a
casual greeting, the intimacy of the gesture and Rachel’s confidence at
executing it surprised me. No faculty had ever invited me to enjoy such
familiarity.

“Your first time?” Aruna said to me, gesturing at the view.

“It is,” I said. “It’s incredible.”

“Thank you,” said Patrick, lifting a glass. “I take no credit for it.”

“You can take credit for its masterful restoration.” Aruna touched her
glass to ours. “Cheers.”

“That I can.” Patrick smiled.

“Most curators don’t live like this,” said Aruna, leaning in my direction
with faux confidentiality. Her closeness felt like a lifeline. “Patrick is alone
in that distinction. As he is in many others.”

Patrick laughed, and I noticed for the first time that he had shallow
dimples beneath a layer of stubble. I wondered why he didn’t have anyone
here with him in this house—a wife, a family, even a housekeeper. There
had to be dozens of rooms.

“Aruna, stop,” Patrick said, no trace of warning in his voice.

“Rachel knows.” Aruna winked.

It was a reminder of how on the outside of things I was. Perhaps a
purposeful reminder of how many times Rachel had drunk Negronis on
Patrick’s patio, how she may have known what the house looked like before
the restoration. How she had known Aruna, she’d told me, from her years at
Yale. And while I had spent my time as an undergraduate being overlooked
by the faculty who mattered, she had already been identified as something
special, one to watch. I reminded myself that was why I had come to New
York in the first place, to remake myself into someone like Rachel.
Someone people took seriously, someone I could take seriously.

“You’ve heard about the thing at the Morgan?” said Aruna. “This year
they’ve proposed the topic will be the history of the Renaissance occult.”

“Yes,” said Patrick. “I suggested they have Rachel moderate the panel on
tarot.”

Rachel leaned toward me and whispered in my ear, “They said no.”



“I’ll be presenting instead,” Patrick added.

“So interesting that after so many years of claiming it’s a subject not
worth examining, they decide to run this at the same time you’re working
on an exhibition about divination. Isn’t it, Patrick?” Aruna bit off the end of
her orange rind and chewed it thoughtfully.

“Something in the air,” said Rachel, taking a sip of Negroni, the
enormous ice cube clinking against the side of her glass.

“What about you, Ann?” Aruna dabbed at a bit of condensation that had
dripped from her glass and onto her dress. “Have these two made you a
believer yet?”

“Not yet, I'm afraid.” I struggled to read the tone of these conversations,
to understand the way Patrick and Rachel, and now Aruna, talked about
tarot cards and divinatory practices like they might be real. It seemed like a
joke. One, I worried, that would only be revealed when I finally agreed to
believe the unbelievable. All of it at my expense, of course.

“Ah, not yet,” said Aruna. “Meaning there’s still time to convince you?”

“One need not be convinced,” interjected Patrick, now leaning forward
in his chair, elbows on his knees, hands wrapped around his glass. “One
must be open to the process. To attempting to understand why these
practices mattered. And how they still might. We’re talking about belief
systems that shape the way we talk about fate, even today. Take tarot—"

“Yes, but tarot,” Aruna interrupted, “only became part of the occult in
the eighteenth century. Before, it was a trump-taking game. Something like
bridge, played by the aristocracy. Four people, sitting around a table,
shuffling and dealing a simple deck of cards. It wasn’t until that charlatan
Antoine Court de Gébelin got involved that tarot cards were transformed
into something more”—she waved her hands—“mystical.”

“Gébelin,” said Rachel, facing me, “was a notorious eighteenth-century
rake of the French court. And he suggested that Egyptian priests, using the
Book of Thoth, not fifteenth-century Italians, were responsible for the
creation of the tarot deck, which consists, of course, of four suits like our
regular deck, plus twenty-two cards that we now call the Major Arcana.
Things like the High Priestess card, for example. Which used to be the
Popess.”

I had begun to notice flashes of light that zigged and zagged, leaving
trails of neon as the twilight became darker. Fireflies, illuminating our
conversation with the tangible magic of nature.



“Between the Egyptomania of eighteenth-century France,” Rachel
continued, “and the atmosphere of a court that loved secrets and mysteries,
tarot developed an entirely different use. But I think there’s still an
argument to be made for occult use in the fifteenth century, especially
somewhere between Venice, Ferrara, and Milan. An area that was a bit of a
golden triangle for experimental, magical practices. You see, we know that
aristocrats in the early years of the Renaissance were fascinated by ancient
practices of divination. Things like geomancy and cleromancy. So why not
cards? The Dominicans were staunchly opposed to tarot decks. We know
that Henri III taxed them in France. We know that someone was arrested in
Venice in the early sixteenth century for cartomancy. And we have
numerous indications in the historical record that tarot cards gave rise to
public scandals, a phrase I think we could parse in different ways.”

I looked between her and Patrick, who had returned to sitting back in his
chair, his fingers steepled.

“And of course,” Rachel said, “we cannot look at the imagery of the
Major Arcana—the Moon, the Star, the Wheel of Fortune, Death, the
Lovers—without acknowledging that a pervasive interest in the occult in
the fifteenth century in Italy may have influenced the imagery, if not the
function, of tarot cards.”

Growing up, it had been impossible to believe that something like a
horoscope or a tarot reading might give me an advantage, might show me
the outlines of my future. That kind of belief was a luxury I didn’t have.
And I found it too painful to imagine that the stars could have warned me
about my father’s death, although I knew that the ancient Romans would
have disagreed. Perhaps the three of them would, too.

“But of course,” said Patrick, “Rachel hasn’t yet been able to marshal all
the resources she needs to prove this theory. And many of us have tried.”

There was an edge in that, in the way he said tried—clipped and hard
and resentful. And in it I realized that it wasn’t Rachel’s project alone, but
his as well. Perhaps a failed project. Patrick, at every opportunity, seemed
to be implying it was something more than research, something real and
tangible, while Rachel still harbored reservations. Although I had noticed
she chose not to voice them around Patrick.

“Just think of the legitimacy it would give the practice today—if we
knew that there was a deck of cards from the fifteenth century, an early



deck, maybe even the earliest deck that was used for the same purpose,”
Patrick concluded.

“But there are few arrest records,” Rachel said. “And even fewer
mentions of the practice.”

“There probably wouldn’t be arrest records,” I said, finding my voice. “I
can’t imagine Borso or Ercole d’Este arresting someone for something like
that in Ferrara.” The d’Este family had set up shop in Ferrara in the
thirteenth century, where they ruled over a libidinous and mystical duchy
that was as superstitious as it was ambitious. “I can’t imagine them writing
something like that down.”

“Neither can I,” said Rachel.

As the sun dipped into the Hudson, making the river look golden and
black, Rachel didn’t look away, but kept an appreciative smile on her lips
while she examined me, as if for the first time.

“Let’s go inside and show Ann how it works,” Patrick said, clapping his
hands on his knees and turning his attention to Rachel.

They all rose, but I stayed in my chair for a moment, wondering what
awaited me inside and whether I wanted to know what they were about to
show me. Patrick’s words from the other day haunted me—it’s time. I felt a
strange mix of disbelief and credulity—fear that I would not be able to
believe what they so clearly wanted me to believe, and then again, fear I
would. Easily, in fact. When Rachel reached the door to the living room,
she turned back to where I sat and just like that, as if on command, I stood
and followed her.

Inside, they had gathered around a low coffee table that Patrick had
cleared of books. He held a deck of cards, taller than the usual playing deck,
and thicker, with frayed edges and a backing that showed a series of yellow
suns, set in deep orange hexagonal tiles. Patrick placed the deck on the table
and looked at me expectantly.

“Shuffle,” he said.

The urge to laugh from nerves was overwhelming. I wanted to laugh so
that they would all understand that I, too, was in on the joke. Because it had
to be a joke, didn’t it?

“Go on. Shuffle,” said Rachel.

I kneeled next to the coffee table and took the deck in my hand. It was
pleasantly worn, but when I went to fan the cards, they resisted.



“No,” said Patrick, “spread them around. Touch them. Get your energy
on them. Then pull them back into a pile and cut the deck in three.”

With the cards spread across the table, I did my best to touch them. I was
sure they were old—not hand-painted or made of vellum, but still, they had
seen at least two hundred years of use. They were the first deck of tarot
cards I had ever handled, and however briefly, I wondered if the cards
might feel that in my energy before I realized the outlandishness of the
thought. But there was something there, as I crouched on the floor of
Patrick’s living room, surrounded by collections of medieval artifacts and
rare books, watched carefully by my three mentors, that made me wonder, if
only for a moment, if it was possible. To believe. The cards felt electric and
entirely at home in my hands.

When I finished cutting the cards, Patrick laid out five in a grid, face-up.
The illustrations were spare but full of arcane symbols—the ouroboros on
the Fortune card, a lion on the card labeled la force, power. The pip cards
showed a graphic restraint—a Three of Wands thinly executed on a robin’s-
egg-blue background, and a Five of Coins with the symbols of the zodiac
against a eucalyptus green. And a card that read protection illustrated with a
watery horizon, full of sea creatures that writhed and frothed in the
foreground. I was embarrassed to find myself so drawn to the imagery that I
reached across the table and picked up one of the cards—a Three of Wands
—to get a closer look at the inscription.

“It’s an Etteilla deck,” said Rachel. “An original. One of the first occult
decks ever printed. This edition is from 1890.”

“What does it mean?” I asked, returning the card and looking up at
Patrick.

He studied the spread in front of him. “We can see here,” he said,
pointing to the card full of sea creatures, “an ocean of opportunity, of
power, of exploration but also, self-consumption. The ouroboros, of course,
a symbol of rebirth, death, and self-empowerment. The lion, a powerful
card tempered by the pip cards that remind us about balance and desire.”

As he spoke, I found myself trying to place the cards in my life, trying to
create meaning out of their darkly sketched imagery. In the body of the
ouroboros—forever forced to devour itself—there was an echo from my
past I wasn’t ready to hear.

“This is a deck,” said Rachel, breaking my reverie, “that we know was
used for divination. But what we need is to find a set of cards from the



fifteenth century that would tell us it was used for the same thing. A deck
whose imagery is distinctly culled from other divinatory practices, or
archival material that would allow us to make that argument about existing
decks.”

“There are many loose, single cards around from the fifteenth century,”
added Aruna, “but complete tarot decks from then, or mostly complete tarot
decks like the ones at the Beinecke and the Morgan, are incredibly rare. It’s
much more common to have complete decks from this vintage. Printing,
after all, allowed for a master deck and multiple copies. That was less true
when decks were handmade by artists.”

“And there would probably only be a handful,” I said, dragging my gaze
from the deck. I couldn’t imagine that the pragmatic Florentines or residents
of Rome would have indulged in such ideas, but I was surprised to find
myself, when confronted with the imagery here, feeling the pull of
possibility.

“It would be a major breakthrough,” said Rachel, “not only in the history
of art but also the history of the occult to locate a deck like that. It would
give legitimacy to a practice that so many people use today. To this.” She
gestured to the spread between us.

If T had often been told that there was nothing new left in the
Renaissance to study, then this certainly felt new. Not only new, but arcane
and delightfully mysterious. And although it was an idea that under other
circumstances I might have been inclined to dismiss, here, I could feel
myself being seduced. That, for once, the thing academic researchers had
stripped of its magic was about to have its magic restored. Wasn’t that, after
all, why we had become academics and researchers in the first place? To
discover art as a practice, not just as an artifact?

=

We decamped back to the patio for dinner, an unfussy mix of grilled
vegetables, cod, and slices of campagne bread that Patrick brought out from
the kitchen. Despite my initial impression that Patrick must have a full staff
to run such a large house, it was clear that he happily made do on his own,
and we ate tucked around a small table, not in a large dining room as I had
initially anticipated. When we had eaten everything and were falling back
in our chairs, the night still warm from the heat of the day, Rachel stood and



cleared her plate and my own before Patrick joined her with the rest. I
watched their bodies recede into the kitchen, the dim interior light revealing
only the faintest shadows inside. We could hear the clatter of plates and
pans making their way into the dishwasher and sink.

“They might be a little while,” said Aruna, who pulled out a cigarette
and offered me one before hers sprung to life in the darkness, our table lit
only by the flame of a single hurricane lamp.

“Should I go help?” I said, moving to stand.

“No,” she said, placing a hand on my arm. “They don’t want your help.”
The way she said it, with the barest edge of warning, caught me off guard.

“Oh.”

“Do you know what you’re getting yourself into here, Ann?” Aruna blew
out a cloud of smoke.

“I think so.” I had watched Aruna drink at least four glasses of wine, and
I wondered if that was factoring into her willingness to share with me as we
sat alone on the patio.

“I don’t think you do.” She tapped some ash off the tip of her cigarette
and onto the flagstones. “You must stay out of this.” She gestured at the
door to the kitchen. “The rest of us, we stay out of it. We know better. It’s
not a place for you or me, Ann. Our place is out here, on the patio. Not in
the house. We don’t need to know what happens in the house.”

Of course, I knew what Aruna meant. Had known it, I realized, since I
saw the red piece of ribbon wound around Rachel’s wrist. Inside, the sound
of dishes clanging and the sink running had stopped. They had been gone
for at least ten minutes.

“Don’t let Rachel get you involved,” she said. “Make sure that you
remain yourself. That you keep a piece for you, apart. Because this”—she
gestured down toward the Hudson and back to the house—“can be too
much for some people.”

We sat in silence while the chorus of crickets grew louder and louder, a
humming I could feel at the back of my throat, until Rachel and Patrick
finally returned to the table. I noticed, as they walked side by side, that
Patrick reached out once to touch Rachel’s arm, their bodies silhouetted by
the kitchen light.

When we finally drove home, it was late, and the thought of my studio
apartment seemed foreign and cold. The lights on the parkway flicked by
outside, an orangey, otherworldly glow.



“I’'m glad you’re here,” said Rachel quietly from the other side of the
car. She reached out and put a hand on my arm, and let it linger a beat too
long.



CHAPTER SEVEN

After that night, we stopped taking days off, Rachel and I. When the

weekend came, we found a reason to be at The Cloisters even when Patrick
wasn’t. And while I thought the magic of walking beneath its coffered
ceilings, endlessly decorated with rib vaults and the occasional gold leaf,
would wear off, it never did. The beauty was intoxicating, and I wondered if
I would have felt the same down at the Met on Fifth Avenue, where the
summer associates worked at rows of adjacent computer monitors. The
Cloisters had taken me instead to a world of damp stone and a surfeit of
flowers, where the artwork itself, in glossy encaustic and enamel, burned
hot.

And as my urgency around the work grew—every waking minute
occupied with the occult, every waking minute devoted to proving I was
worth the risk Patrick and Rachel had taken—I started missing calls from
home. At first, my mother’s messages were just to check. Checking I was
doing okay. Checking on my summer. Checking to see if I had received the
papers she sent. Checking in on my plans for fall. And then they became
just to see. Just seeing if I had time to call her back. Just seeing if I was
around. Just seeing if I had received her messages. In one, I could tell she
had been crying, and it was as if I could see her, standing in the kitchen,
wearing his clothes, clutter and sadness everywhere. I texted her: alive and
well, just busy at work.

And it was true, we were busy, but not so busy that I couldn’t have called
her back, couldn’t have checked in on her. I think, perhaps, I leaned into the
work at the museum, even into the city itself, to hide from guilt I felt about
not being there to guide her back to the business of life. As if I might have
been able to persuade her to leave the island of grief she had created for
herself. But it was better here, in New York, and I was finding it
increasingly difficult to move between my new reality and my old



nightmare. I didn’t want my mother, Washington, the apple orchards that
surrounded town, to pull me out of the reverie I had tumbled into.

I was drunk on the city itself, desperate, in some ways, to drown in it. To
let the sounds and the people and the constant movement draw me into its
tides and send me out to sea forever. I never felt as alive as I did when I was
being tossed around by New York. Even the fact that the city, under the
summer sun, smelled of hot garbage and metallic exhaust enticed me.
Already the idea that I might not be here to see the light change as it filtered
through the maples in Fort Tryon Park in September—a month without
Rachel, less luminous, less strange—filled me with dread.

Rachel, it turned out, was a remarkable person to work with. She was on
a first-name basis with most major scholars in the discipline, the contact
information for each tucked away like so many little secrets in her phone.
When we needed to make appointments at the Morgan Library or
Columbia, she charmed the librarians with her disarming questions and
overt flattery. But she was also shrewd: always ready with the right
reference, an arcane historical tidbit. She had a way of making every
discovery seem vital, as if it could be the one to break the case. I felt that I
was no longer an academic or a researcher, but a detective one clue away
from greatness, because that’s how working alongside Rachel made me feel
—Ilike the artwork or document that could change my life was just around
the corner.

But I started to notice stranger things as well—little tics and lies that slid
off Rachel. She took great joy in lying to Moira, who had a frustrating way
of inserting herself into everything at The Cloisters. If Moira came looking
for Patrick, Rachel would say he had just left, even if he was in his office. I
watched her move Moira’s things around the kitchen, just shift them from
one shelf to another, enough of a difference to make a person begin to doubt
themselves. When we were asked to update the docent training manual to
reflect a change in the works on display, Rachel marked it up, filling it with
false information Moira had supposedly missed. I thumbed through it one
day, standing at Moira’s desk, and went back to tell Rachel.

“It’s a joke,” she insisted.

“You should go tell her,” I had said, worried Moira would take it
seriously