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			Chapter 1

			Sunday morning, my first glimpse of Florence since I was twenty-one. Sunday morning in the spacious piazza, quiet, except for the chime of church bells from an ancient bell tower. My jet-lagged brain tried to take in everything, all at once. No sign to identify the Convento di Santa Francesca Firenze, but the GPS on our rental car had directed us to the imposing fifteenth-century convent. A white Alfa Romeo with a blue stripe and the words “Polizia Municipale” along the side pulled away from the curb as we took our luggage from the trunk of our Fiat. A waif-like teenager standing some distance away waited until the police car had departed before she came closer to us.

			“Convento?” I said.

			She said something in Italian, to which I could only reply, “Non capisco.”

			“Sí. It is the convent,” she said.

			So my Italian left something to be desired.

			The girl gave the stark terra cotta façade a measuring gaze, then darted us an uncertain smile, hitched up her rucksack on her thin shoulder, and headed through the arched entrance. At the double wooden doors, she pushed a buzzer, and a loud click announced the door was unlocked. We filed in behind her, pulling our luggage-on-wheels.

			“Exactly as I imagined,” Alex declared.

			I was traveling with Alex, my uncle, as I had done twice before. Travel-writer Alexander Carlyle was in Florence to research his third book, and I was here to keep an eye on him.

			Not exactly as I had imagined, but it was a convent, after all, not a Ritz-Carlton.

			We entered a grand space that brought to mind the nave of a cathedral but without any adornments. Gray tile floor, beige plaster walls, table with a faded cloth on it, scarred wooden bench, frayed chair. Alex’s travel guides would always direct tourists to unusual places like the convent, in the not-so-touristy district called Oltrarno. Apparently, the nuns, the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary, rented rooms to help pay for their missionary work. Clean, safe lodging. Nothing fancy.

			From an anteroom that appeared to be the office came an anxious voice. A statuesque nun in full gray-and-white habit, with a silver cross hanging from her neck, leaned toward a young woman seated at a computer. Her gestures were as animated as her speech, and I was reminded of Catholic school, where I was scolded regularly by the nuns. But the office worker didn’t appear threatened. She nodded agreement and contributed a phrase here and there. The undercurrent of worry in the Sister’s voice was unmistakable. Several times she said something about the polizia before she realized we were waiting, and exited through a side door.

			Our new acquaintance was quick to approach the counter, but it was apparent from the exchange—not angry, but rapid-fire Italian—that there was no hurry. Her room was not ready. Nor were our rooms ready. I asked how long it would be. The answer—“Soon”—did not give comfort to this weary traveler.

			“If you wish to get food, you may leave your luggage with me. Piazza Santo Spirito is not far. Or you can wait in the gardens. In the hall you will find cappuccino, coffee, many choices in the machine.” The young woman was trying. And her accent was delightfully musical.

			Alex and I agreed we weren’t ready to be out and about. I remembered our car. With elaborate gestures, the young woman told me where to park, down a side street, then turn back behind the gardens.

			Alex went with me, though I told him I could manage by myself. Sometimes I look after him, and sometimes he looks after me. 

			A stone wall covered with greenery obscured any view of the gardens, just the tops of a few trees. Several other cars were parked in the tiny gravel lot. A good thing we were in a Fiat, not an SUV. Alex pointed out the building adjacent to the parking area, speculating that it was probably where the nuns resided. Much more recently than the fifteenth century, the smaller structure had been built with materials and architectural elements similar to the building that housed our rooms. My attention was drawn to the windows, bordered with intricate stonework, while Alex talked about the nuns—only twelve left, he had read, while once there had been fifty.

			We walked back around the convent and pushed the buzzer. Inside, I peeked in the office and told the young woman we would wait in the gardens. She directed us down a long hall.

			Leaving the building through French doors, I had to catch my breath. The gardens were impeccably landscaped, with cobblestones marking a path through the grass, flowering bushes, gently-bending trees, and hedges that formed a maze. Soft breeze. Floral fragrance. The focal point was a large fountain with water flowing from the mouth of a lamb, its sweet face upturned.

			Curled up on her side on one of the stone benches, her head resting on her rucksack, was the girl we had met, her name yet unknown to us. Her dark curly hair was tangled. Low-slung jeans and cropped top revealed a belly button with a ring that matched the ring in one eyebrow. Her blue rucksack was too clean, too new-looking for a runaway who had spent time on the streets—and she did, apparently, have a reservation here. In sleep, her face could have passed for a young child’s. A butterfly swarmed around her and settled on her knee, where a hole in her jeans showed her skin.

			And that was how I would think of Sophia Costa—Sophie—even when nightmares blurred my memories.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The word that came to mind when I saw my room was spartan. Not a monastic cell, but simple and frugal. Twin bed with a plain dark-blue coverlet, heavy old wooden desk and dresser—ebony wood, maybe—and a chair of a much lighter wood, not so old. A small closet, and a sink with a mirror and metal shelf above it. The drain pipe from the base of the sink to the wall was exposed, and a wastebasket had been placed under the trap.

			The young office worker, Ivonna—I had asked her name, and it seemed to please her—had shown me to my room, most likely so I wouldn’t get lost. It was by no means a straight shot from the first floor—officially the ground floor—more complicated than getting on the little elevator, getting off, going down the hall. This was a structure of intricate mazes that I would enjoy exploring, once I learned the way to and from my room.

			Ivonna regarded the wastebasket and made an apologetic face. “A small—drip, drip—when the water drains. Luigi will repair it tomorrow. He has not been here for three days, I think. Luigi is our”—she gestured, groping for the word.

			“Handyman? Maintenance man?”

			She nodded. “I am sorry that we have no one else to repair these things. Luigi has been with the convent for many years. He is very devoted to his work. I do not know that he has ever missed even one day before this.”

			Noting the emotion in Ivonna’s voice, I said, “I hope Luigi is all right.”

			“He was—he is OK. Today is Sunday, for family. La nonna prepares the big meal for all the children, grandchildren, aunts, uncles”—she let her voice trail off, gesturing as if to say, and more. “Sister Assunta said Luigi will be back tomorrow. He is well now, I think. I am sure he will take care of this—this leak.”

			“Not a problem,” I said, but I couldn’t help wondering what the real story was with Luigi.

			No air conditioner, but the room was cool. The open window and the transom over the door—an added feature that dated back probably only to the early 1900s—provided good cross-ventilation.

			And what a view! The shutters were open on the window that my architect’s eye judged to be about twenty-four by thirty-six, something close to that. I wasn’t sure standards for window sizes were in place in the fifteenth century. I do historic renovations in Savannah, but this convent—I had to get used to thinking Convento di Santa Francesca Firenze—this structure was three hundred years old when Savannah’s first buildings went up. I leaned on the wide sill. No screens, but it felt safe. My room was on the second floor, officially, but it was the third story, high above the gardens, looking out on the tops of other multistory terra cotta buildings and a church with a colorful dome. A view worthy of a luxury hotel.

			“What’s the name of that church?” I asked, pointing to a distant spire.

			Ivonna came up behind me to get a closer look and made a pouty face. “I’m sorry I don’t know. So many churches in Florence. That one is not”—she gave an apologetic shrug—“not important.”

			She handed me the heavy key ring that looked like a barbell. I had a good weapon—a six-inch length of solid metal! Too bad we had to turn in our keys when we were going outside the convent. Ivonna pointed out the two keys attached—large one for my room, small one for my bathroom across the hall. “The bath is private, only yours,” she said. “No one will go in except the woman who cleans in the mornings. I will show you.”

			The private bath was no more than four diagonal steps across the hall. Long, narrow, airy space with a small square window facing the street we’d used to drive around the building. Light-colored tile, shower stall and fixtures that might have been decades old, but not centuries.

			Next to my room, directly across the hall from the bath was a large access panel. I would have paid no attention to it, but Ivonna was quick to identify a faint rumbling noise as “nothing in there but tubi.” With both hands she made a picture in the air, something long and cylindrical.

			“Pipes?” I recognized the sound and just hoped that my room, next to what was apparently a mechanical shaft, wouldn’t be too noisy.

			“Yes!” She laughed, and her plain face changed. She was a pretty girl when she laughed. Slender, about six inches shorter than my five-foot-ten, with shoulder-length brown hair. She wore a modest black dress and flats that would have suited a more matronly woman. I doubted she was more than twenty-five.

			“I’m an architect, so I’m curious about the building,” I said. “You won’t mind if I ask questions, I hope.”

			“Not at all. Whatever you need, please ask.” Turning to go, she reminded me, “Please remember to always lock the bathroom door.”

			I appreciated the attention to safety, but, as I maneuvered the heavy, noisy, old-fashioned lock, I thought of the visit by the police. And Ivonna did tell me to ask questions, so I asked: “Can you tell me why the police were here?”

			“Oh, it is nothing!” she said, but her voice, a little too breathless, didn’t match her words. “Nothing to worry you. The polizia came about il furto, a—burglary—someone robbed a shop near Borgo San Frediano last night. We have many artisans in Oltrarno, you know. I think it was a shop where the artisan made jewelry.”

			The Oltrarno neighborhood, where the convent was located, was “old Florence,” Alex had explained, the best place to become immersed in the day-to-day life of the residents, to get a feeling for where they lived and worked. We were south of the Arno River. North of the Arno was the more touristy area.

			“So were the police just asking if you’d seen anything suspicious?” I said.

			“Yes. That is why they came.” Her nod seemed a little too eager. Still, it was reasonable to think the police would warn people in the neighborhood to be alert. It also made sense that the Sisters wouldn’t want their guests to worry about their safety. The nun I’d seen in the office may have been complaining that the polizia’s presence would cause alarm.

			“Please do not worry, Signora. The convent is very safe. OK?”

			“OK,” I said, not completely convinced. “Thank you.”

			Ivonna gave another bright smile and left me to it.

			* * * * *

			Unpacking and putting away was easy in my spartan room. It was still early afternoon. Hard to say whether I was hungry. Exhausted, yes. Florence was six hours ahead of home—home being Savannah, Georgia, for me, and Atlanta for Alex. I’d left Savannah over twenty-four hours ago. I can never sleep on planes. Alex, with the aid of two glasses of red wine, had a restful sleep for three or four hours, the best I could tell.

			I texted Alex, who had brought a cell phone on this trip, unlike our other trips, and we agreed to go out and look around. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to get a light, late lunch. Ivonna gave us a map of the city and marked the route to Piazza Santo Spirito. “Many places to eat,” she said.

			And she was so right. We found the popular area with no trouble. So many outdoor eateries ringed the piazza that we simply chose the first one we came upon. At a table under a colorful umbrella, we shared a pizza—nothing like the pizzas back home. Much lighter. Next time, I reminded myself, I could probably eat the whole thing.

			We each had a glass of wine, which measured about two fingers. “This is why the Italians can drink wine all day,” Alex said.

			Sitting down for lunch with a small glass of wine was relaxing, and also refreshing. I felt I could keep going till night. I knew the best way to handle jet leg was to stay awake the first day and then get a good night’s sleep.

			A Polizia Municipale car crept around the edge of the piazza, reminding me of the burglary in the Oltrarno neighborhood. I told Alex what Ivonna had said. He didn’t share my curiosity. With an expression just short of scolding, he said, “Jordan, I hope you’re not going to start imagining some sort of intrigue, as you have been known to do.”

			“And for good reason,” I reminded him, “but no, I’m not going to imagine anything. Inquiring minds want to know. That’s all.” I was not surprised that Alex ignored me.

			He took out his little notebook. “Let’s see what our day looks like tomorrow.”

			“I take it we have reservations for something.”

			“The Duomo. The museums are closed on Monday but not the Duomo.” Alex had made a big production of getting advance reservations to the Duomo, the Uffizi, and the Accademia. The ticket lines for these landmarks were supposed to be long, even in September.

			We spread out the map that Ivonna had given us and, by measuring how far we’d come from the convent to the Piazza Santo Spirito, we judged how far it would be to the Duomo. We lingered a while longer, polishing off a two-liter bottle of water that cost nearly as much as the wine. Alex gave me a little map lesson. He had spent several weeks in Florence when he was a young man and, though that was a long time ago, he remembered many of the sights. I had spent a semester in Italy—that also seemed long ago—but our group was based in Venice. Our time in Florence was limited to a few days. Architectural students sketching cathedrals, as I recalled.

			Alex wasn’t fluent in Italian but the names of the churches and museums rolled easily off his tongue. The piazzas dominated by the magnificent churches, Santa Croce and Santa Maria Novella, the Piazza della Signoria with its old Town Hall, and the Medici family’s palace, the Pitti. We would see all of Florence’s attractions, but Alex’s travel guides were unique in that they always went beyond the main tourist attractions.

			As he folded the map, he said, “And Tuesday, the Moretti Villa. A glimpse of the Tuscan region.” His casual reference betrayed the expression in his blue eyes, the memories there, the anticipation of seeing the matriarch of the villa, the woman who once captured his heart, he’d confessed. Angelica Moretti.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Back in the summer, one sultry evening, Alex and I had met for dinner on the river after one of his board meetings. Alex is on a handful of boards in Savannah, so we see each other every month or so when he drives over from Atlanta. He was already making plans for Italy.

			“Your first guide was just released,” I said, “and you haven’t even done edits for the second one, but you want to travel again in September? So soon?”

			“I’m seventy-three, Jordan.” He took a final bite of his crème brûlée and put down his spoon. “At this age, a man needs to make use of every minute. Not that there’s anything wrong with me, so please don’t jump to conclusions, as you’re prone to do.” 

			My first trip with Alex, I was skeptical about traveling with my uncle, but I was worried about his health. After Provence and then Ireland, it was more or less assumed that I was going along to whatever destination Alex chose for his travel guide, doing both of us a favor.   

			We examined our calendars. Alex already had flight information to give me, with options. By mid-September I should be able to get away from work. “Fine,” he said, “but you need to let me know—shall we say by the end of next week?” He’s such the professor: prepared, methodical, expecting the same from others, which is the part that’s sometimes exasperating.

			We left the restaurant and walked along the river, heading toward where my car was parked. We might have walked from my house on Abercorn if the heat hadn’t been so oppressive when we’d started out a couple of hours earlier. The evening was cooler now, just a hint of a breeze coming off the river. Music came from some of the restaurants, nice music for walking, not the loud, obnoxious music that would blast from the bars later at night. We settled into an easy stride, and Alex told me about Angelica Moretti.

			He and a friend from college days, Victor Morse, had spent a summer bumming around Italy on Eurail Passes in the sixties. Why Italy? True, Alex loved history and art, but Victor’s dream of owning a winery in Tuscany was the driving force behind the trip to Italia.

			“Rome was wonderful,” Alex said. “The Vatican, the Coliseum, all the ancient ruins. We took in everything. We were serious about our adventure. It wasn’t just about drinking and picking up girls, though we did our share of that. Then we spent some time on the Amalfi Coast. Breathtaking scenery—but I was eager for the museums of Florence, and Victor was ready to visit wineries in Tuscany. So we made our way into the Tuscan hills. We spent a little time in those charming hill towns like Montepulciano and San Gimignano. I’ve read that they’re overrun with tourists these days, but not so when Victor and I visited. I can’t even describe how lovely they were—authentic Italy! Finally, we went to Florence for our last six weeks.” His smile had turned nostalgic. “We met a young woman who was studying art in Florence. She captured my heart—and Victor’s. We were both quite smitten.”

			Obviously, Alex had not won her affections. I waited for the rest of the story and was surprised when he said, “Actually, I think she was in love with both of us.”

			“Couldn’t have been a good thing for your friendship,” I said.

			Alex seemed more amused now than reminiscent. “I suppose things were a bit tense for a while, but when all was said and done, I returned home. Back to Atlanta, as I’d always intended. Victor stayed. And he realized his dream of owning a winery. He changed his name from Morse to Moretti, and began producing the Moretti label. Yes, he married Angelica.”

			At the time Alex and I were having this conversation, Victor had been ill for a long while. Congestive heart failure, with diabetes and other complicating factors, Alex explained. He had been e-mailing with Angelica. “She tries to be brave—tries to be optimistic. But Victor has been in and out of the hospital several times in the last year. It sounds quite serious.”

			I knew then that a big part of Alex’s hurry to travel to Italy was to see his old friend.

			But he carried on with his story, his manner brisk. The Moretti Villa had been taking in tourists for a few years. “Something about tax breaks for what they call agriturismo,” Alex said. “I’m reading between the lines of Angelica’s e-mails, but it seems that as Victor’s health has declined, their sons—one of them, at least—convinced the family that they couldn’t continue to be profitable on the strength of their winery. I think it was always rather small. So now they produce vegetables, honey, olive oil, jam—all kinds of agricultural items. Tourists come in for wine tastings, horseback riding—oh, it all sounds fascinating. And this agriturismo is an angle that would add so much to my travel guide.”

			He took a long breath. “I had so hoped we could stay at the Moretti Villa, but lightning caused a fire earlier this summer that damaged the wing of rooms they rented to tourists. They won’t be able to take in tourists for a few months. All of that, and Victor’s illness—Angelica and her family have their hands full. She and Victor had twin sons who must be about your age.”

			“So—where are we staying?” I’d asked.

			Alex scratched at the side of his face. “Do you know why I appreciate you so much as a traveling companion, Jordan?” He didn’t let me answer. “Because you enjoy adventures as much as I do. You will love this. Angelica suggested the Convento di Santa Francesca Firenze. She went to school with one of the Sisters when they were children. Imagine a fifteenth-century structure, and it’s right in the heart of old Florence.”

			“Convento?” I repeated. “Sisters? Alex, are we going to stay in a convent?”

			“It will be wonderful!” he said.

			* * * * *

			By early August, plans for our trip to Italy were laid out in full. On a Saturday morning, not later than eight o’clock because the mercury would soon rise into the nineties, I was pulling weeds in my backyard. My phone rang, and I saw Alex’s number pop up. It was not like him to call so early on a Saturday.

			“My old friend is dead,” he said.

			Alex has many old friends, but somehow, just the way he said it, I knew.

			“Victor, in Italy,” I said.

			“I had hoped I could say goodbye.”

			He sounded matter of fact, but I sensed he was making a huge effort.

			“I’m sorry, Alex,” I said—and then, “Should we postpone our trip?”

			“Oh no. As a matter of fact, Angelica’s email was emphatic. We must carve out enough time for her. That’s how she put it. I don’t think she was just being kind. A month from now, we can provide a welcome distraction.”

			I could imagine the benefits of a visit from Alex, who had known Victor—and Angelica—when they were all young. I could see that Victor’s widow might find that comforting.

			It would not be long now. On Tuesday we were expected at the Moretti Villa.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Our long Sunday-afternoon excursion through the Oltrarno district ended back at the Convento di Santa Francesco Firenze as the sun was sliding behind the building, leaving rosy streaks in the sky. Neither Alex nor I had the inclination to go back out later for a real dinner. We had picked up some tasty-looking figs and fat grapes at a little market along the way. The vending machine at the convent held a variety of drinks and snacks that would save us from starvation.

			Which meant we were eager for breakfast, both of us standing at the double doors to the breakfast room before they opened at seven-thirty the next morning.

			“Sleep well?” Alex asked.

			“Not as well as I would have expected,” I said. “Old buildings are noisy. I was surprised to hear so much commotion in the halls. Everything had seemed so peaceful in the afternoon.”

			“A bevy of French-speaking women checked in late last night,” Alex said.

			“Bevy?”

			He shrugged. “The word that comes to mind. Poor Ivonna. She was all alone, trying to get them situated, and they were behaving like irascible children. Maybe their flight had been delayed or something had gone wrong with their tour. I was buying a bottle of water, and they practically mobbed me, trying to get to the machine.”

			“And then I suppose it took a while for all of them to finish in their bathrooms,” I said. “Pipes rattling. Locks clanging. Doors slamming in the hall.”

			“About the private bath, Jordan.” Alex made a most earnest face. “I really thought we both had bathrooms en suite. That’s what I requested. You should have taken my room.”

			I gave a wave of dismissal, just as an unsmiling woman of indeterminable age opened the doors and admitted us to the breakfast room. Maybe it was bad form to be so eager for breakfast. Or maybe she just expected tourists to ignore her. Her expression softened a bit when I greeted her with “Buon giorno.”

			Hungry as I was, I had to stop and examine the charming space—vaulted ceiling, walls a soft, buttery color, a large window that opened onto the garden. Small tables with white tablecloths, each with two or four straight-backed chairs, except for one long table for eight. At each table were place cards with numbers printed on them.

			“That’s ours,” Alex said, nodding at the table designated with numbers 4 and 17.

			“Wonder why we can’t choose our own seating arrangements. Seems a little rigid,” I said, but I didn’t dwell on it. The aroma of coffee beckoned me.

			The coffee, provided via machine, was a puzzler. Several options were offered: Caffe’ Latte, Espresso, Caffe Lungo, and some variations and combinations like Cappuccino Scuro and Latte Macchiato. I had no clue what might come closest to the good old American coffee I brewed in my kitchen, which is what I craved. The attendant was watching me. I motioned to her. “American coffee?” I said.

			“Americano,” she said, pushing the Café Lungo button. I thanked her, and she responded with a kindly nod, if not a real smile.

			By the time she’d stepped away, I had my coffee, about two fingers’ worth. About the same amount of wine in a glass. I punched the Café Lungo button again. Others had come into the breakfast room, and a couple of French-speaking women had made a queue behind me. It was probably a good thing I didn’t know exactly what they were saying, but I believed I had made another faux pas, this time by taking so much coffee when others were waiting.

			I took my three-quarters-full cup to our table before I went to the food offerings on the sideboard. Alex was just finishing up. He had a roll, jam, and thin slices of cheese and ham. I wondered if he was thinking of Grace O’Toole’s scrumptious Irish breakfasts or the lavish breakfasts at our little hotel in Provence. But this was a convent. Frugality was the rule. I chose something that looked like dry oatmeal and poured milk on it. I passed over the only fruit option, which appeared to be canned peaches. A hard roll and a spoonful of jam rounded out my meal.

			A minute later, I said, “This is actually quite tasty. I never thought about eating uncooked oatmeal—if that’s what this is—but it’s filling enough.”

			“Maybe I’ll have some of that,” Alex said, as he had devoured his cheese and ham in a few bites. He picked up his empty coffee cup. He must have pushed the coffee button only once.

			The room continued to fill. Next to us, a woman close to my height pushed a small man in a wheelchair up to the table. Their number was 11, which meant we were on the same floor. She was heavily made up, more appropriate for a night at the opera than a morning at the convent. The man had a thin mustache and wore black-rimmed spectacles. A blanket covered his legs, the toes of his shoes peeking out. She spoke to him in Italian and left him alone at the table.

			I saw that their key—the key ring that looked like a barbell—had apparently slipped from the man’s lap to his footrest. I picked it up from between his shoes—his feet jerked a little—and laid it on their table. “Grazie,” he said in a whispery voice, but his frown made me wonder if I’d done something wrong.

			“You’re welcome,” I said. I made a mental note, for what it was worth: Peculiar couple.

			And then I noticed the girl we’d met yesterday. She was giving the room a once-over. I waved to her, and she came to my table.

			“What are these numbers?” she asked, pointing to the place cards.

			“Our room numbers,” I said. “What’s yours?”

			“Twelve.” Also down the hall from mine. She looked around and spotted her number at the long table. “So am I supposed to sit with the old women because I am traveling alone?”

			“Why don’t you sit with us?” I raised my finger, signaling for her to wait. Trying to be an inconspicuous as possible, I crossed the room and removed the chair and the place card with number 12 from the long table. My smile and cheery “Buon giorno” seemed to satisfy the three elderly women who were seated at the table. I pretended not to notice the attendant’s scowl as she watched me relocate the chair.

			“You are kind,” the girl said with a little laugh. We introduced ourselves, and I finally learned her name—Sophia Costa. She said we could call her Sophie.

			She brought back some of everything from the sideboard. Nothing wrong with her appetite. Like Alex and me, she had gone out Sunday afternoon and had something to eat but hadn’t eaten since, she told us. “I went to sleep so early,” she said, between bites. “I did not sleep the night before because I was in the train station in Rome, and there is no sleep there.”

			I had learned with my own children—five of them, all grown up now—that you had to show a willingness to listen without showing too much interest in what they’re telling you. Especially true of teenagers. Once she’d started talking to us, no prompting was necessary. Though Alex didn’t comment, if Sophie had checked his expression more closely, she would have noticed the wrinkle between his brows that appeared when she’d said she spent the night in the train station, and how that wrinkle grew more pronounced as she continued.

			“My friend goes to università. She wanted me to meet her friends, so we went with them to hear music, and when it was close to the time of the last train to Firenze, she took me in her car to the stazione. But a terrible accident had shut down the streets.” Sophie bit into a hard roll and chewed vigorously for another minute. “We sat in traffic for a long time—an hour, I think! I believed I could still make the last train. I hurried to purchase my ticket, but I had not imagined how confusing it would be in the stazione.” She hunched her shoulders. “I missed the train by a few minutes. You know the trains in Italy are always on schedule, never late.”

			She had planned on the night train, she explained, thinking she could sleep between Rome and Florence and check into the convent early on Sunday. “To save money,” she said.

			“Wouldn’t your friend have come back to the station for you?” Alex asked. “You could have stayed the night with her.”

			Sophie made an incredulous face. “I could not ask her to do that! She had met my train in the afternoon and had brought me back that night. No, I told myself I would wait for the early train to Florence, and that is what I did. A few hours, not so long.” She turned up her palms. “But I did not sleep. I did not know that it would be such a long time before I could get my room.”

			Her phone rang, and she pulled it from a small purse hanging from her shoulder. I couldn’t understand the exchange—in Italian, of course—but I heard her annoyed “Mamma!” several times, and I recognized her tone—that universal tone teenagers use with parents.

			She finished the conversation, darted a sheepish look between Alex and me, and said, “Mamma worries so much.”

			“A daughter your age, alone in Florence—I can see why your mother might be concerned,” I said.

			“I am eighteen,” Sophie said with a bold little twitch of the shoulders, “and the convent is safe.” Then her lips curled. “Mamma does not know I am in Florence. Or Papa.”

			I had to clamp my teeth to make myself remain quiet as she went on. “They think I am in Rome with my friend at università. Still they worry. And why is that, when they say I myself should go to università? Papa more than Mamma. He calls me il mio piccolo gattino. Little kitten.” She was trying hard to look annoyed, but the warmth in her voice betrayed her.

			So tempting to say there was probably a good reason for her parents to worry, given that Sophie was lying to them, but that would likely end our conversation.

			She scooted her chair back. “I am still hungry,” she said, and she headed for the sideboard again.

			Alex gave me a stern look. “Not your problem, Jordan.”

			“I know,” I said. “I know.”

			* * * * *

			The door was open when I returned to my room. My unease lasted only a minute, though. A wiry little man with a shock of gray hair and a jet-black mustache was working under my sink.

			“Buon giorno,” he said—and something else that may have been I’m fixing the leak.

			“Buon giorno,” I said—and added, “Grazie,” for good measure.

			He was tightening a coupling nut. He’d probably replaced a gasket, a job I could’ve accomplished with a proper wrench. Sitting on my bed, I waited for another minute while he finished. We smiled and nodded our goodbyes. I saw a bandage on one side of his head.

			I had met Luigi.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The Duomo, according to our calculations, was about a mile and a half from the convent. “After such a hearty breakfast,” Alex had said, with heavy irony, “the exercise will do us good.”

			Crossing the Arno for the first time, we entered the bustling “tourist zone.” The narrow streets were jammed with traffic, and if there were rules of the road, I couldn’t figure out what they were. I’d had a taste of driving in Florence on our way in from the airport, but we hadn’t come through this congested part of the city. Motorscooters zipped along at an alarming speed, using the sidewalks to pass cars if it served them to do so. Kiosks were plentiful in the piazzas, advertising tours and selling souvenirs. But in the midst of it all, architectural gems, some that weren’t even “important,” as Ivonna might have said, kept inviting me to stop and gaze.

			In the Piazza della Repubblica, children’s squeals rose from a colorful carousel. We stopped at an open-air market for cappuccinos. Alex took a photo of me under the “new” arch, dating back only to the nineteenth century, and then he hurried us on. But as we were leaving, he pulled a brochure from the inside pocket of his jacket and slowed down to look at it.

			“I thought so. Vivere la Toscana! is located in the Piazza della Repubblica. Has to be somewhere close by.”

			“And what is Vivere la Toscana!?” I said.

			“Translated Experience Tuscany!” Alex stopped and showed me the brochure with its photo of the arch. “It’s the tour company Angelica told me to contact. Her granddaughter is a chef with them. She does their cooking classes. The company has an arrangement with the Moretti Villa. They take groups out to the villa for that authentic Tuscan experience.”

			“Cooking class. Sounds like something we ought to do,” I said.

			“Not we, my dear. But you might enjoy it.”

			Alex tucked the brochure back inside his jacket. “Maybe we can look up Vivere la Toscana! when we come back through the piazza this afternoon. We need to get on to our tour.”

			We had plenty of time before our ten-thirty tour. Alex, however, liked to be not just on time but early. Very early.

			Before we’d finished our cappuccinos, we were looking up at the magnificent dome that defined the Renaissance, the crown of the grand cathedral, Il Duomo di Firenze.

			* * * * *

			“The church is free to enter, so the line is always long,” Alex said.

			The Cattedrale di Santa Maria del Fiore—translated: the Cathedral of Saint Mary of the Flower—is the main church of Florence and, if not the main attraction for tourists, one of the top must-see sites. Knots of tour groups dotted the vast pedestrian space, the Piazza Duomo, and a long line that began at the steps of the church extended all along the front of the huge building.

			“Our tickets allow us to skip the line, and also to climb to the dome and the bell tower—if we want to—and our tour guide will take us through the Baptistery as well as the interior of the Cathedral. We could have made our own reservations, but we get so much more with the tour. I think it’s a good value,” Alex declared, checking our tickets against the signs that tour guides held high. He pointed to a bright yellow sign. “There—that’s our tour.”

			We joined the group that grew to about fifteen before the tour began. Earphones were provided, not a bad idea for a large group when some are necessarily in the back. The volume, however, was not the problem. Our English-speaking tour guide was barely English-speaking, her heavy accent more suggestive of Eastern Europe than Italy, I thought. I was sorry for Alex, who exchanged a frown with me several times, so I knew he was not understanding some of what she said, either. Tours are his thing. I am more the self-guided type.

			Much of what the tour guide told us—what I think she told us—I knew, and no doubt Alex knew, as well. The Duomo, as the Gothic Cathedral is ordinarily called, was begun in 1296, but left unfinished. It was not until the 1400s that a goldsmith named Brunelleschi, who had no formal architectural training, created the dome that completed the structure. I remembered my visit to Florence as an architectural student and how our professor had marveled at the spirit of the Florentines. “Imagine building something as grand as the Duomo and leaving a hole in the roof, hoping that someday the technology would be available to finish it,” he’d said. “What optimism!” I remembered also that public opinion had not always favored the Neo-Gothic façade of the church, which dates only from 1870. Some ridiculed the “busy-ness” of the green, pink, and white Tuscan marble panels, the mosaics, and the pointed arches, but I was in the camp with those who think the decorative façade is stunning. I could have lingered much longer than the tour guide allowed before she announced, “Now—our time—we go in!”

			The huge nave, with its paintings and busts and stained glass windows—forty-four windows in all—could have held my attention for another hour. Most impressive of all, at the front of the church, were the bright frescoes covering the interior of the dome. Gazing up until my neck hurt, I was still not ready when our guide moved us along. The Baptistery was next on our tour. Another inspiring mosaic ceiling—and copies of Ghiberti’s famous doors. The originals were housed in the Duomo museum, and much to Alex’s dismay, the museum was closed, undergoing a major renovation.

			After a few minutes at the Campanile, Giotto’s Bell Tower, our tour guide bid us arrivederci. At that point, Alex and I had to make a decision. Nearly five hundred steps led to the dome of the Duomo. The view of Florence was supposed to be glorious. But even with our advance reservations, we would have to wait in a long, slow-moving line to make the climb. Several in our group had heard it would take two hours. An alternative was to climb the 414 steps of the Bell Tower. Shorter line, moving faster.

			I was not sure Alex should attempt either. I had been on hand for one of his attacks of angina, which had occurred the night after a strenuous walk uphill to see a windmill.

			“It would be a shame to miss the view,” he said.

			“Yes,” I said, “but I’m not very patient.”

			“That is true.”

			“And I’m even more ill-tempered when my stomach is growling. Are you hungry?”

			We agreed to have lunch and come back. Our tickets were good for the rest of the day.

			“You’ll be more patient after you’ve had a nice lunch,” Alex said.

			All around the Piazza Duomo were outdoor cafés. We chose one with Trattoria as part of its lengthy name, as trattorias are most often family-owned, offering homestyle cooking. One small table on the sidewalk was empty, calling our names, so to speak. I chose zucchini and smoked mozzarella risotto and Alex ordered a ravioli dish. We thought both might be heavy for lunch fare, but somehow we managed to clean our plates. We enjoyed coffee that tasted somewhat Americano—another half-cup or less, and no one offered refills. People-watching was delightful. At two-forty-five, we started back.

			Plenty of time to climb to the top of either the Duomo or the Campanile, even if there was a long wait, but both of us conveniently failed to mention it. Surely there were other glorious views of Florence. Alex pulled out his brochure and said, “Vivere la Toscana! must be nearby.” We asked at a couple of shops. The tour company was not actually on the piazza, but around the corner, up a creaky set of stairs, with just a small sign visible from the sidewalk. But once we were upstairs, we found a lively place of business. The tour that was assembling had a large group of Americans, from the distinctive sound of their voices.

			A young man in a green Vivere la Toscana! tee shirt met us with a pleasant smile. “Are you here for the walking tour?” he asked. 

			“Not today,” Alex said. And he began to explain that he was a friend of Angelica Moretti, and we were going to the Moretti Villa on Tuesday and perhaps would book tours later, but today we just came by, hoping we could meet Angelica’s granddaughter. “I don’t know her name,” Alex said, “but she’s a chef with your company, I believe.”

			The young man’s smile widened. “I know her well. Marisa’s my wife. I’m Jake Endicott.” We introduced ourselves. He glanced around. “Marisa’s here somewhere.”

			“I see her.” Alex’s gaze settled on a petite young woman across the room. Jake’s expression was something between amusement and puzzlement. Marisa was just one of two young, attractive females in green tee shirts, but Alex had apparently picked the right one.

			“She’s the image of her grandmother when Angelica was nineteen,” Alex explained, still staring, as if transfixed.

			Jake showed us where to wait—two bright green molded-plastic chairs beside a rack of brochures advertising tours and other offerings. Marisa was getting the walking tour organized. Jake spoke to her, and after the other young woman left with the group, Marisa came to meet us.

			“I am Marisa,” she said, with a lovely accent and a lovely smile.

			Alex was absolutely beaming. He said he was an old friend of her grandmother’s. “And your grandfather, too. Victor and I were traveling together when we met Angelica.” Marisa said her nonna had told her about him. I took that to mean that Angelica had told her Alex would be visiting Florence and the Moretti Villa, but Alex may have thought she meant something else. He seemed not to know exactly what to say—a rare occurrence.

			He gave a little chuckle. “It was a wonderful time in our lives.”

			I chimed in. “Did your grandmother tell you that Alex is writing a travel guide?”

			“Oh, yes. That is very exciting. She said you might need information about tours in Tuscany, and we have much information, as you can see.” She indicated the rack of brochures.

			I picked up a brochure about cooking classes that just happened to have a photo of Marisa in an apron and chef’s hat on the front. “I’m thinking about this one.”

			She gave another bright smile. “We will have the class at the estate on Friday.”

			Jake finished with a customer and came over to join us. I asked how long they had been married. Just ten months, they both said at once, looking a little starry-eyed at each other. Alex asked where Jake was from, and he said the Chicago area. He’d come to Florence two summers ago, met Marisa, who was studying to be a chef, and just never went back.

			“Like your grandfather,” Alex said to Marisa.

			A shaggy-haired man in one of the green tee-shirts entered the office and immediately began to shout at Jake. “I have to go,” Jake said. “The Vespa tour group is about to come in.”

			“The motorscooters. I will help him,” Marissa said. She added in a whisper, “I’m sorry.”

			Alex and I both made expressions of dismissal. No problem. We would see her later. “Maybe the cooking class,” I said.

			As Marisa headed toward the door, the man spoke to her—not in the same bark that he’d used with Jake, but in a mocking voice. She gave us a quick glance and went behind the counter, to the computer, instead of outside to help Jake. The
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“Fans of travel cozies will find plenty to like.”
—Publishers Weekly on Secrets and Shamrocks
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