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III 

 

In which the family feasts and dances, and in which its 

life on the farm is interrupted by a messenger bearing a 

summons emanating from Thomas Aquinas 

 

“The jug, Matteo!” my Master called out when he saw 

me. “The time of reckoning has finally arrived! Let us see 

what quality of wine our vines and our oak tree have given 

us.” 

I trotted to the table as my Master and Giorgio 

retrieved the bucket of wine from where they had set it 

down near the almond tree. They carried the bucket over to 

me, with my Lady following closely behind. Very carefully, 

as I held the jug tightly, my Master and Giorgio lifted the 

bucket and poured out a portion of its precious contents, 

filling the jug to its brim. 

“Bravo!” my Lady pronounced. “Not a sacred drop 

wasted!” 

My Lady, Giorgio, and I took positions at the table as 

my Master poured a tasting amount of the wine from the jug 

and into his cup. We watched my Master sniff the wine’s 

aroma, then take a small drink from the cup. He swirled the 

liquid around in his mouth, and finally he swallowed. 
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At first, he was expressionless, and I, for one, began 

to worry that something had gone wrong, that perhaps the 

Tree of Life, despite all our intense labors and fond 

hopes, had disappointed us with vinegar, or worse. But then 

my Master’s face broke into the broadest grin imaginable. 

“God wills it!” he exclaimed. 

My Lady, Giorgio, and I applauded, and Curia looked up 

just long enough to see that all was well — and quite 

familiar. 

The feast that day was especially delightful in every 

regard. 

We started with the sausages, accompanied by tender 

spinach leaves and slices of leek in olive oil, and we each 

had our first full cups of wine, mine diluted with water, 

but not by much. Although my power of taste was not 

anything like my Master’s, I could tell that the wine was 

special, and I thought it complemented my Lady’s delicious 

sausages very well. 

When we finished the sausages, we refilled our cups 

with wine and had our first dancing session. 

Our dancing certainly would have provoked laughter in 

any onlooker, and that made it all the more pleasurable for 

us. Truth be told, our dancing was more an occasion for 

laughter than an opportunity to display our skill, let 
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alone any artistry. But laughter was, after all, the 

abiding hallmark of our daily life. 

Giorgio did not actually dance. Rather, he provided a 

regular beat by rapping his batons on a makeshift drum, 

made out of the bottom quarter of one of the old hogsheads, 

turned upside down. Giorgio’s beat varied as infrequently 

as your favorite songbird might vary its distinctive 

melody. 

My Lady’s voice was our only other musical instrument, 

but it was more than adequate to the task, even though she 

always had to be dancing as she sang and hummed. In fact, I 

would say that my Lady’s songs and her humming of various 

tunes were the true highlights of our dance sessions. 

My Master was rather too boisterous to dance with any 

elegance, and I of course was too inexperienced to match 

the fluid movement of my Lady, whose assignment it was to 

keep my Master and me in motion without our crashing into 

one another. I would also sometimes get to dance with my 

Lady alone, and of course I enjoyed that enormously. 

After the first dance session, we sat at the table 

again, this time for a course of greens and vegetables, 

accompanied, naturally, by more wine. It seemed to me that 

the wine well complemented the greens and vegetables too, 

but I suppose even at that early stage of the feast I was 
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already too well disposed to the wine to be overly 

scrupulous about its qualities. 

And so it went into the evening: another dose of 

dancing, then the succulent main-course roast piglet, which 

I thought our best ever, and yet more dancing — of course 

always with our cups in hand, lest we would forget that we 

were celebrating the Feast of the Tree of Life. 

It was after the meal and the dancing were done, and 

after we all had had our fill of the wine, while Giorgio 

was shaking a pear tree so we could sample its young fruit, 

that we heard the galloping of a horse. We turned to see a 

horseman approaching us on his stallion at full speed. 

The horse was lean and swift, born to race and to 

impress. The horseman was the steed’s human match and 

seemed to swagger in the saddle. He was young and dashing 

and finely dressed, especially for our circumstances and 

locale. 

After the horseman had come near upon us and had 

pulled up the horse, he called out my Master’s name. My 

Master and my Lady exchanged surprised glances. 

“Yes, it is I,” my Master responded. 

“I bear a letter,” the horseman said, “from your 

brother, the Dominican Sebastiano.” 
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My Master and my Lady exchanged glances again, their 

surprise giving way to something akin to trepidation. 

“Why, of course, good Sir,” my Master replied. “May I 

offer you something to eat, or perhaps some very good wine? 

We have just now finished our supper.” 

“Thank you for your kindness,” answered the horseman. 

“But I hope to return to San Giovanni before it is too 

late. I have accommodation — and an accommodating lady — 

waiting for me.” 

With that, the fellow nudged his horse closer, 

withdrew a parchment scroll from his saddle pouch, and 

handed it to my Master. 

“Good night to you, fine Sir,” the horseman said — and 

then added, with a wink to my Master and a nod toward my 

Lady, “I hope you are as fortunate tonight as I expect to 

be.” 

Displaying a smirk I shall never forget, the horseman 

turned his mount and sped off in a plume of dust. 

Even at this distance in time, and knowing now all 

that was to follow, I find it difficult to describe the 

change in mood that the strange interchange with the 

horseman had caused. It was as if my Master and my Lady 

clearly saw the whole future lying before us, while I 

struggled to make sense of what had just occurred, and 



Scorza, 65 

Giorgio innocently marveled at the spectacle of a rider and 

stallion suddenly appearing out of, and just as suddenly 

disappearing back into, another world. 

Silently, my Master handed the missive toward my Lady. 

She took the scroll dutifully rather than eagerly. 

The four of us walked back to the table and sat down. 

My Lady thereupon unfurled the parchment, took a deep 

breath, and read aloud: 

 

Dear Brother, by the grace of God: Greetings. 

I pray that this writing finds you in good 

health, physical as well as spiritual, though as 

to the latter, you know that we may continue in 

our disagreements of years past. 

 

My Lady paused, and she and my Master exchanged 

glances a third time, the glances now accompanied by what 

struck me as subdued but nonetheless satisfied smiles. 

My Lady promptly returned to the letter: 

 

I am sure that I do not impose upon you by 

calling to mind your promise, at the time we had 

the good fortune of arranging for you to take up 

residence on the San Giovanni farm, that you 
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would put yourself at my service should events 

ever cause me to need your aid. 

That time, dear younger Brother, has come. 

We have latterly had news of the occurrence of 

a great miracle in the ancient town of Bolsena. 

In brief, a traveling priest of Bohemia has 

reported that a host he consecrated at Holy Mass 

bled Christ’s Blood upon the corporal of an altar 

at the burial place of Santa Cristina, in the 

catacomb grotto of her Basilica. 

As you may know, the Pope is here in Orvieto, 

still something of a refugee from the Imperial 

faction that remains so active in Rome. My 

friend, Thomas Aquinas, is also now with us as 

our new lector. 

The Pope has dispatched Bishop Giacomo of 

Orvieto to investigate the priest’s account, and 

we expect the Bishop to report back presently. 

Thomas, however, for sundry reasons, desires to 

acquire an independent report of the events in 

Bolsena, and he has summoned me to attend to the 

matter, in the process suggesting you, given your 

circumstances, as one who might investigate the 

occurrence in Bolsena without arousing suspicion 
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in any quarter as to the nature, or the 

instigator, of your activities. 

Thomas also made favorable comment as to your 

capacity for discretion, which — I am sure you 

will understand — is of paramount importance in 

this instance. 

Thomas’ suggestion, it seems to me, signals a 

providential opportunity for you, not only to 

repay a debt you openly declared, but also to 

attend once again to matters that, as you and I 

have discussed at length, stir deeply within your 

immortal soul. 

I trust you will see this, my transference of 

Thomas’ request for your services, in that light, 

and that you will make your way to Orvieto at 

your earliest opportunity, so that we may discuss 

in further detail what Thomas and I most humbly 

need of you. 

Yours in Christ, Sebastiano. 

 

My Lady’s voice trailed off as she concluded the 

letter, and she held her head down even after she was done. 

It seemed to me that the world had gone silent. 
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I looked to my Master. He was absorbed in his 

thoughts, his face unreadable. 

When I looked again at my Lady, I saw a tear tracing 

down her cheek. 

It was the first time I had ever seen her cry. 


