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Prologue
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A man was on his knees in front of a tomb near the wall of the nave of the church, and his head was down as he muttered softly, as if he were talking to the dead. From the choir within the church, another man slowly approached him, put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Sandro, get up, let us go; it is already late.”

Sandro turned, looked at the man who spoke to him, got up slowly, and looked at the fresco above the grave.

“Domenico, when you painted her there, did you think that she would lie here soon?” he asked. The man shook his head and said, “Do not torture yourself, Sandro, you cannot return her. We have been working with you here for a long time, and every day you talk to her and pray for her soul to rest in peace.”

Sandro quietly looked at the fresco that Domenico painted for the chapel of the well-known Vespucci family. In the painting, the Vespucci family members were shown with the Madonna della Misericordia. Simonetta was there among them, too. Then, he crossed himself and, with heavy steps, moved toward the exit.

Sandro, just thirty-four years old, was already a famous artist in Florence, despite his young age. Notable people of the town ordered him to paint or bought finished works by him. Now he was working on a fresco commissioned by the Ognissanti church.

The two men walked in silence on the street for a while. Sandro broke the silence first. “Say, Domenico, is it true that she is there?”

Domenico said nothing, just looked at his sad friend. Without waiting for his answer, Sandro said, “She did not deserve that.”

“For the will of God, Sandro, there is nothing we can do,” Domenico finally said.

“Do you remember how young and innocent she was when she came to our town? She was just like an angel,” said Sandro, looking at his friend questioningly.

Domenico nodded his head, but again said nothing. Sandro went on, “She was loved and admired by everyone. Is not that true, Domenico?”

Domenico nodded again.

“But now tell me, my friend, who says a word about her anymore?” Sandro asked, adding, “Only some four years have passed since that ill-fated day.”

Domenico, too, despite his young age, was a renowned master in Florence. He and Sandro were both finishing their frescoes in the Ognissanti church, and they would soon have to present them to the court of the ruler of the Republic and other distinguished persons.

“Sandro, I am so glad that we might go to Rome,” Domenico interrupted his friend’s monologue, trying to change the subject. “There will be a lot of work, and you can ...”

“No, I cannot forget her,” Sandro interrupted. “I will never forget Simonetta.”

“You will be immersed in the work, and you will forget everything else,” Domenico insisted. “Just think, we will work in the Vatican.”

Sandro and Domenico went to the top of the street Via Nuova.

“Do you remember how many people came to her funeral?” Sandro asked.

“Again you are talking about her, Sandro?” Domenico rebuked him.

Sandro said nothing after this, and they silently walked up the street a little further, reaching Sandro’s home. There, Sandro suddenly stood in front of Domenico, took him by the shoulders, and said, “This was all my fault.”

After these words, he said goodbye to his astounded friend and went home. Domenico watched Sandro leave for a moment, shook his head, and walked away.
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It all started on the day when Sandro accidentally met Simonetta on the street near some vendors. That day he was out for a little walk. At the same time, he decided to buy some items at a small marketplace, which was not far from his home. He sometimes liked to walk through the streets of his hometown alone, as it helped him to concentrate on his thoughts and brainstorm ideas.

Sandro was born and raised in the neighborhood of the Church of Santa Maria Novella, where ordinary citizens lived. He was known by many and loved to share a word or have conversations with people. That day he was not wearing his nice clothes and was not even shaved, his appearance emphasizing his fatigue even more. He did not expect that in their modest marketplace he would meet one of his noble acquaintances, especially the beautiful Simonetta, a meeting that each Florentine dreamed of.

Sandro did some shopping and was about to leave when he heard a loud conversation coming from the table where old Piero sold his wine. Although for many years his table had the reputation of being the noisiest place in that small market - and there was always something vigorously discussed during the wine tastings - he stopped and tried to listen to the conversation.

“There is our Sandro,” Piero exclaimed, as if he were waiting for reinforcements. “We can now ask him his opinion of whether we should wait for or go to war with the Neapolitans!”

Sandro was initially surprised by this unexpected appeal to him and hesitantly asked Piero, “And why do you think that I know the answer?”

The old man was taken aback, but his young companion Carlo, with whom he was arguing, immediately rushed to help him, “Because who, besides you, Sandro, often visits the houses of important seigniors and converses with them?”

“And how, may I ask, do you know this? Do you follow me?” Sandro asked.

“What are you saying, Sandro? We are proud of you,” Carlo said, looking at the others.

“Why do you need to know this?” Sandro asked, and continued, “Mind your own business and leave these issues to the members of the Signoria.”

“But we need to know what lies ahead. Old Piero, for example, wants to know whether or not he should get his armor out for battle,” Carlo said.

After Carlo’s words, laughter erupted, and Sandro, also laughing, exclaimed, “You are the joker, Carlo.”

What do you want to know, young drunkard - if you would have time to drink enough wine before you die?” Piero replied angrily.

Laughter rose, and the bewildered Carlo hastened to answer, “I am not going to fight.”

Piero's answer was swift, “No one will call you to fight, because your hands are shaking due to your drunkenness.”

A stronger laugh erupted. This dispute between old man Piero and his young buyer Carlo could have lasted long under the accompaniment of laughter of the present residents, had the carriage not driven past them.

“Look, who granted us a visit,” remarked the cheese seller Nicolo, as the carriage slowly began to cross the small square, where traders had settled around the perimeter.

“That is the Vespucci house’s carriage,” Paulo said, who, after completing his purchases, decided to linger in the market and, in unison with the others, managed to turn his head quickly.

Sandro was the last to turn his head the moment he heard the name Vespucci. To his surprise, he saw that it really was the Vespucci family’s carriage with their red-blue family coat of arms. Sandro became deeply agitated, for inside the carriage he saw the very person he least wanted to see at that moment.

“Stop the carriage,” Simonetta ordered the coachman and appealed to her maid sitting next to her, “Do I correctly see - is that Sandro?”

The girl nodded, but gently, because it was difficult to immediately recognize this person who they were familiar with but in a different guise. All those who were in this small market turned their gaze directly towards the carriage, which stopped directly in front of Piero's table. Only Sandro, unlike the others, was trying to hide his eyes, but his attempt to stay unrecognized failed and Simonetta addressed him directly, “Sandro, is that you?”

Sandro had nothing left to do but step closer to the carriage unsurely, bow, and reply, “Yes, I am your humble servant, my venerable Signora Simonetta.”

“Have you forgotten us completely?” Simonetta continued, looking genuinely surprised and paying no attention to the curious glances of the others.

“No, of course not, signora. How could I ever forget the Vespucci family, who do so much for me and always welcome me into their house?” Sandro said quietly, trying to remain unheeded by the bystanders.

“Then what is the reason for your absence?” Simonetta asked.

“Signora, the thing is that I have a lot of orders and have been working very hard,” Sandro replied.

Simonetta was not reproaching Sandro for his absence, but she sincerely wanted to know the reason for it and ensure that all was well with him. Sandro was surprised that Simonetta showed such interest in his modest person. Indeed, during the few years of their acquaintance, she would always look away and try to avoid his eyes, only occasionally throwing a passing, curious glance at him.

“Well, I hope we will soon see your wonderful creations again. And do not forget, Sandro, I have always admired your heavenly talent,” Simonetta said.

This recognition by a charming woman excited Sandro, and he found the courage to answer, “I admire your unearthly beauty, senora.”

After these words, Sandro saw little sparks appear in Simonetta’s eyes. She gazed at him for a few seconds and then gave a sign to the coachman to move.

“Oh my God, how she has changed! She has become so beautiful and feminine,” Sandro thought, continuing to stand in his place. Only after the Vespucci family’s carriage left the square did he turn to the people who had just witnessed this unexpected encounter, say goodbye, and head home under their curious eyes.

While walking home, Sandro could not figure out whether it was a good idea to have stayed at the market. At first, he was happy because it gave him the chance to see the beautiful Simonetta, but then he got upset, thinking that she was looking at him with a critical and pitying gaze.

After this accidental meeting, the image of Simonetta increasingly returned to Sandro’s thoughts and he caught himself wanting to see her all of the time, even if only for a moment. He remembered her desire to see his new work, but he realized that at the time he did not have anything finished to show her and brag about. The paintings he created in recent years have been sold. He only had some sketches of new works and unfinished works. And suddenly he remembered two of his paintings, which he completed last year, but for some reason kept at home, thinking that it was not the right time to show them to the public.
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A few days later, Sandro and his pupil Filippino wrapped the two small paintings in fabric. Then, Sandro put them under his arm and headed straight for Borgo Ognissanti to visit Anastasio Vespucci, a renowned notary in the city.

First, Sandro went down to the river via his narrow street, Via Nuova; then, by the church, he turned onto the wide street of Borgo Ognissanti and, after passing a few houses, reached the Vespucci family mansion. Although the distance from his home was short, the air here felt different - one could feel the proximity of the river, and the area was not as crowded. Sandro sighed heavily a couple of times and knocked on the door.

In Anastasio’s home, people were already waiting for him, as he had previously arranged the visit. That evening, he was greeted by the owner and his wife, Signora Elizabeth. Apart from them, there was their son, Amerigo, and Anastasio’s brother, Giorgio Antonio Vespucci, a monk at the church of San Marco. Later, Simonetta and her husband, Marco, arrived. Marco was the son of Anastasio’s nephew, Piero Vespucci. The couple had married four years ago in Genoa, the hometown of the bride, before moving to Marco’s hometown of Florence. Simonetta and Marco were married when they were both very young, only sixteen years old.

After dinner, Sandro tasted assorted sweet treats and fruit and talked for a while. Then, he decided to turn to the purpose of his visit.

He unveiled the paintings, The Return of Judith to Bethulia and The Discovery of the Body of Holofernes, in which he painted the feat of the young Jewish widow who killed the enemy's commander at his camp, and thus saved her besieged city from imminent destruction. Then he handed them to the hosts, starting with Anastasio and his wife.

“Sandro, you must be the first of our artists to paint the feat of the brave and wise woman,” Anastasio began, after carefully considering the work of his guest.

“Signor Anastasio, you forgot the master ...,” Sandro wanted to clarify.

“You mean the old Donatello?” the host interrupted him and went on, “I mean painters and not sculptors; and despite my age, I have not forgotten his sculpture in the palace of the Medici.”

“Exactly,” Sandro confirmed and added, “The Medici liked it very much.”

“Did you show these paintings to them?” Amerigo intervened.

“Not yet,” Sandro answered.

“Afraid that they would not like them after Donatello’s work?” Marco asked with all his youthful candor.

Sandro did not respond to this question, but stared at Marco. Simonetta’s husband’s question not only surprised him, but also caught him off guard. Simonetta turned to Sandro and anxiously looked at him. Anastasio, to smooth over the situation, calmly said, “Sandro, please show them - certainly show this to them.”

Then came a lull and everyone silently continued to examine the paintings, gently passing them to each other. The first to break the lull was Simonetta. In a low voice, she turned to Sandro, “Tell me, Sandro, will you be offended if I state what I think about this painting?”

She looked at the painting The Return of Judith to Bethulia, where Sandro painted Judith walking with one hand holding a sword and in the other an olive branch, while her maid carried a basket on her head with the head of Holofernes.

“I am ready to hear any opinion you have about my humble work without any hard feelings, senora,” Sandro replied.

“Well, I will tell you,” Simonetta said, looking at each guest with her enchanting face before continuing. “If Judith were not holding a sword in her hands, I would not have thought that she killed the powerful Holofernes.”

“Why do you think that way, my girl?” Anastasio asked.

“Please look at her. Was this girl really able to commit such an act?” Simonetta asked.

“You mean, she looks too fragile and innocent here?” Anastasio tried to clarify.

“It is true, she looks like the Virgin Mary,” Marco intervened again, trying to protect his wife.

“I did not say that,” Simonetta replied.

“My son, Sandro, via the act of this fragile woman, inevitably wanted to show the victory of good forces over evil forces,” Giorgio Antonio said to Marco.

Simonetta looked at her husband with such contempt, and Sandro noticed. He could also see the tension growing in the room and regretted that he had come there with these paintings. Sandro stood
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