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Chapter 1

Throughout my long flight to Italy, my mind
whirled with the usual mixture of anxiety and hopeful fantasies of
what my one-week vacation there might be like. I envisioned myself
striding confidently through picturesque city streets and
awe-inspiring historical sites, my trusty digital camera snapping
breathtaking shots of sleek marble statues and crumbling
architectural wonders.

Within hours of my arrival, though, I
realized my expectations had been woefully unrealistic, to say the
least. Frustrated and travel-weary, I dutifully propelled myself
through the frenzied crowds at the airport and out into the equally
clogged city streets, where I somehow managed to get a taxi to
deliver me through the drizzling rain to my hotel. Things got worse
there, as I found myself embroiled in a misunderstanding about the
room I’d reserved. As I argued with the desk clerk, who stared at
me blankly when I spoke in English and affected total
misunderstanding of my attempts at the Berlitz phrases I’d studied,
I found myself close to the tears I’d suppressed during the
emotional turmoil of the past few weeks.

“Andrea Turner,” I repeated over and over
again, while the clerk merely shrugged. “Reservation! For
today!”

Then, just when things seemed hopeless, a
strikingly attractive tall blonde woman in an expensive raincoat
stepped up beside me. After flashing me a small, encouraging smile,
she turned to the clerk and translated my arguments and pleas into
what sounded to me like flawless Italian. Amazingly, within moments
the surly clerk had apologized, and my room key had materialized in
his outstretched hand. He then barked some orders into a house
phone, and a bellhop appeared to deal with my luggage. Speechless
with gratitude, I gaped at the woman.

“He is always abrupt with Americans,” she
whispered without a trace of an accent as she tucked her arm
through mine and steered me back through the magnificent lobby
toward the elevator. “Your Italian was fine, but he pretended not
to understand you. It’s a bit of a game to him. I don’t think he’ll
give you any more trouble, though.”

I found her perfectly charming, especially
when she offered to come upstairs with me and help me find my room.
On the way up, I learned that Celeste Jamison was a fellow American
and was in Rome on business. She was, it turned out, an
internationally renowned expert on art restoration, and she had
come from New York City to lend her expertise to an exhibit being
prepared for a museum in the city. She had learned Italian the hard
way, by studying it in college while she pursued advanced degrees
in art history. I put her age at about 35, just a little older than
I was. Though I felt self-conscious when I confessed I was nothing
more exciting than an insurance adjuster in California, she had the
grace to nod respectfully and ask me a few things about my
comparatively dull life and career.

I was relieved to find that the luggage had
made it there just ahead of us, presumably by some kind of service
lift, and my new friend took charge by telling the bellhop where to
put the cases. She even tipped him in Euros, something I would have
forgotten to do. I was beginning to think I was not cut out to be
an international traveler.

On the other hand, I couldn’t regret meeting
Celeste. With all the drama that had been going on in my life
before I’d left the States, it had been a long time since I’d
stopped to appreciate being around a beautiful, vibrant woman.
Celeste’s beauty was hard to ignore, though. She was statuesque
enough to take the place of any of those pale, seductive goddesses
preserved in timeless Italian marble, and her obvious intelligence
made her even more alluring to me.

Even after the luggage was safely delivered
and the bellhop dispensed with, we continued our conversation. No
sooner had I begun to contemplate the possibility of more
titillating common interests than she invited me to share a drink
with her in the hotel bar. Maybe, just maybe, this vacation would
work out for me after all.

I soon found myself enjoying both a heady
glass of native red wine and a wonderful pasta dish she had ordered
for me, along with an identical one for herself. I hadn’t realized
how hungry I was. Somehow, Celeste seemed to know me better than I
knew myself even in the short span of our acquaintance.

“So, Andrea, what made you decide to visit
Italy?” she asked after I had finished praising the cuisine.

“Actually, it’s kind of a convoluted tale,” I
confessed with a blush. “My ex planned the trip months ago. Toni
was fluent in Italian. I’m not, as you saw. Then we broke up. I had
to either use the ticket or lose the money. So, you can see which
alternative I chose.”

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “I don’t blame you.
Just because you’re on your own doesn’t mean you shouldn’t enjoy
life and go on adventures.”

“That’s pretty much what my sister said when
she encouraged me to take this trip.”

“Your sister is a wise woman, then.”

“No doubt she’d agree with you.” Recalling my
self-pitying arguments with my sister Brenda, all of which
ultimately went nowhere, made me smile. At the same time, I felt a
little guilty about the information I had omitted. I knew Celeste
would hear my ex’s name as “Tony” and think I was referring to a
man. Little did she know I meant a woman named Antonia.

Then again, maybe she did suspect. As we
chatted, I couldn’t help fantasizing about the two of us locked in
a sweaty tangle of limbs, and before long a sort of electrical
current began to buzz almost audibly around us. I didn’t need a
phrase book to interpret the look that dawned in Celeste’s intense
blue eyes. When her gaze drifted down to my breasts, I felt my
excited nipples harden into points, and I was more than gratified
to see her smile widen accordingly.

“I hope you’ll find great pleasure in Rome,”
she said, a bit cautiously, but in an unmistakably husky tone. “No
matter what disappointments you’ve experienced in the past.”

“I do, too,” I said truthfully.

“Why don’t you join me tomorrow? I’m free of
the museum in the afternoon, and I had planned to go out into the
country to do some sightseeing. There’s a fresco that’s been in the
news lately—a restoration controversy I won’t bore you with just
now, but I’m curious to see it for myself. Besides, I’m familiar
with the area and can show you some other sights along the
way.”

“That would be lovely, but I certainly don’t
want to intrude on your time.”

“Don’t be silly! Looking at art is much more
meaningful if one can share the experience.”

I had no particular understanding of art
beyond a few basic classes in college, but before long it was
decided. I could spend the morning exploring the area around the
hotel, which Celeste assured me was ripe with interesting shops and
Roman culture, and after lunch she would return to pick me up in
her rental car.

That night, I was so exhausted that I melted
away into the soft hotel bedding, feeling much better about my
prospects for enjoying this foreign environment. I was quite
conscious that just one floor below me, Celeste was also stretched
out in her large, plush bed. In my dreams, I sneaked down to join
her there. In real life, though, I knew I’d better watch my step. I
didn’t want to embarrass myself or her and lose the only friend I
had in the entire country.

Then again, something told me that Celeste
would not be offended to learn that I was attracted to her. Maybe
she was just curious, or open to new experiences while she was away
from home, but I had the strong sense she returned my interest at
some level. All I could do was wait until the next day, enjoy her
company at whatever level of intimacy she offered, and see what
happened next. I was certain that if she did suggest anything
beyond simple friendship, I was prepared to respond
enthusiastically. For the first time in a long while, I felt free
of my heartbreak over losing Toni and open to whatever romantic
escapades fate brought my way.

 



Chapter 2

I spent the morning wandering the streets
around the hotel, and as Celeste had assured me, I found myself
enjoying the sights and sounds immensely. I bought a few souvenirs
and postcards, enjoyed some spicy coffee, and even managed to
communicate with a few of the locals. I was pleased that my
travel-book Italian wasn’t nearly as atrocious as the hotel clerk
had implied.

All the time, though, I’d been counting the
hours until my outing with Celeste. When she showed up to collect
me for our excursion right after lunch, as promised, I almost wept
in relief.

The trip into the countryside was the kind of
spirit-lifting, mind-clearing experience every vacation should
include. Celeste did indeed know her way around, and she treated me
to a whirlwind tour through various vineyards, fields, and small
villages, some of them clearly dating from the Middle Ages. She
even pointed out something that looked like a pile of sun-bleached
rubble to me, but Celeste assured me it had once been an outdoor
theater dedicated to Bacchus, god of wine. With a little
imagination, it wasn’t impossible to believe we’d traveled back in
time as well as across Italy. I could almost imagine the citizens
of Ancient Rome in their togas, rapt at a performance of a play by
Terence or Plautus.

Our destination was a small chapel that lay
about two hours outside of Rome. Inside, she explained, was a
religious-themed fresco that had recently been touched up with
paint by a well-meaning but overzealous church volunteer. The
result was a supposedly restored painting of St. Peter that now
looked like a cross between a werewolf and a tousle-haired troll.
To the chapel’s surprise, Internet coverage of the catastrophe had
brought visitors galore to the village. Donations to the chapel
were pouring in, but not to undo the damage to the painting—on the
contrary, people found it strangely amusing and endearing. When we
arrived at the chapel, in fact, I saw t-shirts, framed
reproductions, and postcards of the mutilated fresco for sale
everywhere.

“This kind of thing must really make your
blood boil,” I remarked as Celeste and I entered the chapel with a
group of other tourists and dropped the requested donations into a
jar by the door. “I mean, you’ve spent years studying the right way
to restore art just so this kind of thing doesn’t happen.”

To my surprise, Celeste laughed. “Well, I
suppose that’s one way to look at it. Actually, I can’t bring
myself to get too angry. There are certainly much worse injustices
taking place in the world of art every day, and this incident has
at least brought visitors here to appreciate the other frescos.”
She gestured toward a group of teenagers staring at the defaced
saint, which really did look like some kind of marauding
supernatural creature. “Who knows? Among these young people there
might be a budding art historian. If it inspires one person to do
good work in the world, who am I to complain? Art is too far
removed from most people’s lives in this modern world as it
is.”

“I guess you have a point,” I admitted.

“Personally, I’ve always hoped that God had a
sense of humor,” Celeste went on. “The fellow who repainted the
wall meant well. He was showing his love for the original work in
the only way he knew how. Sometimes that’s what really matters when
it comes to restoration.”

We moved into place behind the velvet ropes
that had been set up in front of the fresco and spent a few moments
looking at the bizarre rendition. I could see why it had a certain
homespun comic appeal, even if the result had destroyed a priceless
piece of history. The other paintings around it, which remained
untouched, lacked a certain verve and immediacy in contrast with
the touched-up one.

Before we left, we bought a few postcards of
the altered painting, and Celeste bought one of the t-shirts for
someone back in New York. I felt a twinge of jealousy until she
explained that it was for a colleague in the restoration business
who would surely appreciate the joke.

On our way back, we stopped at a bistro-style
restaurant in yet another quaint little village and enjoyed an
early dinner.

“I had a lovely time today,” I said as we
lingered over more of that strong coffee I’d sampled in
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