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into a temporary intimacy uncommon in the faculty
lunchroom of our small private boys’ academy, but
it wasn’t shock or Cornelius’s head start in drinking
that snowy afternoon in Penn’s Den where we’d
gone after the funeral that made him forsake his
strategy of obscurity. Someone at the table re-
marked about Merrill’s cryptic last words, “love
enough,” words that now sting me as much as any
indictment of my complicity or encouragement, but
they didn’t then. We began talking of last words of
famous people and of our dead relatives, and Cor-
nelius dipped his head and fastened his gaze on his
dark beer. I only noticed because chance had placed
us next to each other at the table.

He spoke to his beer rather than to any of us.
““An eye like a blue pearl,’” was what my father said.
And then he died. During a winter’s first snowfall,
just like this.”

Cornelius had a face I’d always associated with
Piero della Francesca’s portrait of the Duke of
Urbino. It was the shape of his nose, narrow but ex-
tremely high-bridged, providing a bench for glasses
he did not wear. He seemed a man distracted by a
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y father walked beside me to give me courage,
QN\ his palm touching gently the back laces of my

bodice. In the low-angled glare already baking
the paving stones of the piazza and the top of my head, the
still shadow of the Inquisitor’s noose hanging above the Tor
di Nona, the papal court, stretched grotesquely down the
wall, its shape the outline of a tear.

“A brief unpleasantness, Artemisia,” my father said, look-
ing straight ahead. “Just a little squeezing.”

He meant the sibille.

If, while my hands were bound, I gave again the same testi-
mony as I had the previous weeks, they would know it was the
truth and the trial would be over. Not my trial. I kept telling
muyself that: I was not on trial. Agostino Tassi was on trial.

The words of the indictment my father had sent to Pope
Paul V rang in my ears: “Agostino Tassi deflowered my
daughter Artemisia and did carnal actions by force many
times, acts that brought grave and enormous damage to me,
Orazio Gentileschi, painter and citizen of Rome, the poor
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plaintiff, so that I could not sell her painting talent for so
high a price.”

I hadn’t wanted anyone to know. I wasn't even going to
tell him, but he heard me crying once and forced it out of
me. There was that missing painting, too, one Agostino had
admired, and so he charged him.

“How much squeezing?” I asked.

“It will be over quickly.”

Ididn’t look at any faces in the crowd gathering at the en-
trance to the Tor. I already knew what they’d show—Ilewd
curiosity, accusation, contempt. Instead, I looked at the yel-
low honeysuckle blooming against stucco walls the color of
Roman ochre. Each color made the other more vibrant. Papa
had taught me that.

“Fragrant blossoms,” beggars cried, offering them to
women coming to hear the proceedings in the musty court-
room. Anything for a giulio. A cripple thrust into my hand a
wilted bloom, rank with urine. He knew I was Artemisia
Gentileschi. I dropped it on his misshapen knee.

My dry throat tightened as we entered the dark, humid
Sala del Tribunale. Leaving Papa at the front row of benches,
I stepped up two steps and took my usual seat opposite
Agostino Tassi, my father’s friend and collaborator. My
rapist. Leaning on his elbow, he didn't move when I sat
down. His black hair and beard were overgrown and wild.
His face, more handsome than he deserved, had the color and
hardness of a bronze sculpture.

Behind a table, the papal notary, a small man swathed in
deep purple, was sharpening his quills with a knife, letting
the shavings fall to the floor. A dusty beam of light from a
high window fell on his hands and lightened the folds of his
sleeve to lavender. “Fourteen, May, 1612, the notary mut-




image3.png
y mother did not tell me they were coming. After-

wards she said she did not want me to appear nerv-

ous. | was surprised, for | thought she knew me well
Strangers would think I was calm. | did not cry as a baby. Only
my mother would note the tightness along my jaw, the widen-
ing of my already wide eyes.

1 was chopping vegetables in the kitchen when | heard voices
outside our front door—a woman’s, bright as polished brass, and
a man's, low and dark like the wood of the table I was working
on. They were the kind of voices we heard rarely in our house. |
could hear rich carpets in their voices, books and pearls and fur.

I was glad that earlier I had scrubbed the front steps so hard.

My mother’s voice—a cooking pot, a flagon—approached
from the front room. They were coming to the kitchen. |
pushed the leeks [ had been chopping into place, then set the
knife on the table, wiped my hands on my apron and pressed
my lips together to smooth them.

My mother appeared in the doorway, her eyes two warnings.
Behind her the woman had to duck her head because she was
so tall, taller than the man following her.
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All of our family, even my father and brother, were small

The woman looked as if she had been blown about by the
wind, although it was a calm day. Her cap was askew so that
tiny blond curls escaped and hung about her forehcad like bees
which she swatted at impatiently several times. Her collar
needed straightening and was not as crisp as it could be. She
pushed her gray mantle back from her shoulders, and I saw
then that under her dark blue dress a baby was growing. It
would arrive by the year's end, or before.

The woman'’s face was like an oval serving plate, flashing at
times, dull at others. Her eyes were two light brown buttons, a
color | had rarely seen coupled with blond hair. She made a
show of watching me hard, but could not fix her attention on
me, her eyes darting about the room.

“This is the girl, then,” she said abruptly.

“This is my daughter, Griet,” my mother replied. | nodded
respectfully to the man and woman.

“Well. She's not very big. Is she strong enough?” As the
woman turned to look at the man, a fold of her mantle caught
the handle of the knife | had been using, knocking it off the
table so that it spun across the floor.

The woman cried out

“Catharina," the man said calmly. He spoke her name as if he
held cinnamon in his mouth. The woman stopped, making an
effort to quiet herself.

I stepped over and picked up the knife, polishing the blade
on my apron before placing it back on the table. The knife had
brushed against the vegetables. I set a piece of carrot back in its
place.

The man was watching me, his eyes grey like the sea. He
had a long, angular face, and his expression was steady, in con-
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Comclius Engelbrecht invented himself. Let me
emphasize, straight away, that he isn’t what 1
would call a friend, but I know him enough to say
that he did purposely design himself: single, mod-
est dresser in receding colors, mathematics teacher,
sponsor of the chess club, mild-mannered acquain-
tance to all rather than a friend to any, a person
anxious to become invisible. However, that exterior
blandness masked a burning center, and for some
reason that became clear to me only later, Cor-
nelius Engelbrecht revealed to me the secret obses-
sion that lay beneath his orderly, controlled design.

It was after Dean Merrill’s funeral that I began
to see Cornelius’s unmasked heart. We’d all felt the
shock of Merrill’s sudden death, a loss that thrust us





 




 

