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      If you love the art, food and heady charms of Florence, Italy, you’ve just found your next must-read book! Find Me in Florence, the latest mystery-romance from author Jule Selbo, is a juicy dessert of a tale told with the kind of vivid, driving prose that keeps you up reading way past your bedtime. With its absorbing characters and unquenchable passions, Find Me in Florence is an utterly entrancing story that transports you to the cobblestone streets and quaint cafes of modern day Florence and makes you never want to leave.

      
        
        ─ Jim Jennewein, author of Runewarriors Trilogy

      

      

      

      In lean and luscious prose, author Jule Selbo describes the sights, sounds and tastes of Florence, Italy, as one woman chases the essence of another. I couldn’t bear to leave that beautiful place until I turned the last page.

      
        
        ─ Barbara Ross, nominated for multiple Agatha Awards for Best Contemporary Fiction and author of the Clambake Mystery Series.

      

      

      

      Jule Selbo’s Find Me in Florence lingered with me for days after I finished it. I fell in love with the city, as I viewed it through the author’s detailed narrative. Lyn Bennett’s journey to know her mother’s past after her death was poignant and personal. The cast of characters surrounding Lyn are both comical and touching as they aid or obstruct her on her quest to discover her mother’s secret youth and free Lyn from her constricted life in the process. Brava!

      
        
        ─ Arden Teresa Lewis, author of Alondra’s Scarf, Director of the documentary, Leveling Lincoln

      

      

      

      Jule Selbo leads us on a romantic journey through the streets of Florence, told through the eyes of a bright young writer and professor in search of answers to her heart’s biggest questions. She masterfully weaves the richness of Italian history and culture with the eye of a seasoned writer and traveler who captivates with her vivid, swift-footed storytelling. It’s a true testament to the old adage that we discover the deepest parts of ourselves when we venture to faraway lands, only to find what matters most to us.

      
        
        ─ Karin Gutman, Spirit of Story

      

      

      

      “Love and betrayal, mud angels, secrets unearthed from the flood waters of Italy—what more could a reader want? Jule Selbo has painted a picture worth seeing in her debut novel, Find Me in Florence—a merry-go-round of romance and intrigue, set to the beautiful backdrop of historic Florence.”

      
        
        ─ Kathy Aspden, author of Baklava, Biscotti and An Irishman

      

      

      

      “A beautifully layered narrative with finely nuanced characters. Find Me in Florence is a truly delightful romance about Lyn’s shift from doing what she “should do” in life to what she “wants to do.” I was there for every page. The subtlety with which Selbo layers Lyn’s mother’s journey in juxtaposition to her own romance is really satisfying. I laughed out loud quite a few times, and recognized the teacher/student dynamic that actually tints all the relationships in some way or another. Selbo has brought her skills as a filmmaker to the page and the result is wonderfully poetic.”

      
        
        ─ Matthew Jacobs, Bar America, Emperor’s New Groove, and The 1966 Dr. Who Movie

      

      

      

      “Find Me in Florence isn’t the kind of book I normally read. I’m glad I did, because I loved it. I found myself reading, when I should have been working. It was a great escape. Jule Selbo masterfully weaves together a multi-generational story about divergent cultures colliding. Her protagonist, Lyn Bennett, searches for answers in her own life as she unravels the mystery of her mother’s past, living in Florence as a young woman. Lyn’s journey toward self-realization becomes our journey and it’s a total delight. A well-told story with the perfect melding of complex characters, exotic locations, Italian food, and the search for truth and love.”

      
        
        ─ John Lansing, bestselling author of the Jack Bertolino Detectives Series

      

      

      

      “Find Me in Florence is a charming story that weaves together the beauty of Florence, its recent history, and romance. I’m reminded of books by Maeve Binchy for the way the individual stories of the various characters—both primary and secondary—come together. A thoroughly enjoyable read that would be a good companion book for a trip to Florence or as a way to recapture the expat spirit of the city once you’re back home.”

      
        
        ─ Lori Hetherington, translator/author of Youth of Rodrigo Borgia and Monk With No Past

      

      

      

      “In a deliciously comfortable read, Jule Selbo brings us to Florence for the city, the art, the food and the renewal that passion gives us. I read this in one sitting and now feel the embrace of Firenze as I wonder what Lyn will find as she lets the city and new love embrace her. Looking forward to the next one!”

      
        
        ─ Susan Merson author of Dreaming in Daylight and When They Go and You Do Not

      

      

      

      “You’ll fall in love with Florence. What’s most magical about this book is the author’s ability to capture the place. Find Me in Florence is a love story, not just for the characters, but also with the city itself. When I read it, I was teleported to modern day Florence, Italy (which, of course hasn’t really changed since the Renaissance) and felt like its iconic monuments, hidden wonders, and trendiest locales came to life!! If you are considering a visit to the City of Art, this book enhances your connection with the city. If you don’t have a trip planned, this great book will take you there! Highly Recommend!”

      
        
        ─ Angela Guido author of Interview Hero

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to those who cherish travel, love and faith-in-self. And to Tony Fellow who made Italy an opportunity and to Mark, my partner in all adventures, and to the fascinating city of Florence that continues to inspire uplifting art and stories.

    

  


  
    
      From my mother’s journal. Written fifty years ago…

      

      
        
        My day 3, Florence

      

        

      
        Cimbabue’s Crucifix. Rescuers waded through the flood waters inside Cathedral Santa Croce to get to it, they lifted it down. Maybe 600 years old. They said water up to Christ’s halo, wood saturated with sludge, the paint and gold leaf washed off. Rescuers collected gold flecks from muck.

        Water receding. Some. Saw Zeffirelli with camera and crew, filming. Famous people sending money. Drawing attention. It can only help. Cold. Wet. Fingers raw, skin cracking. Tired but no time to rest. News of the Crucifix brings thirst for more. Such hope here, if you don’t have faith it’s too sad. But all around me. I see hope. ‘Grazie’ is the word I hear the most.

      

        

      
        Jenny

        November 1966
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      I celebrated my thirty-fifth birthday alone last night.

      At the last minute—just hours before our flight—my husband announced he couldn’t join me in Florence this year.

      “Big deal at the office, sorry, but can’t get away…” Stan’s voice on the phone sounded rushed.

      “But we’re all packed…” I looked at the carry-ons at the door; they were like anxious kids wanting to get to a birthday party.

      “All my stuff’s in the TravelPro bag—lucky I said we should pack separate.”

      “I slipped one of my sweaters into your…”

      “Just take it out. It’s a drag I know, Lyn. But being junior partner now and…” I could tell he was multi-tasking. Going through files. Motioning to his paralegal for coffee. “I was only going to stay for a few days anyway. You’ll be busy.”

      “Stan, you always join me.”

      “Come on—‘always’? Three years isn’t even a tradition yet.”

      “It is to me.”

      Stan jokes that I ritualize everything—from our Sunday morning coffees, bear claws, and hard copy of the New York Times to our monthly hot-mud-soaks at the retro-hippie Manhattan spa hidden in a Village street close to the Hudson River.“Stan, we booked the cooking class with the butcher in Panzano and…”

      “Damn. I’m coming.” I thought he’d changed his mind, but it became evident he was talking to someone in his office. The next words were to me. “Lyn, sorry, gotta go. Meeting. Big client—big deal. This is a good one for me—prove my stripes. Have a good flight.”

      “It won’t be the same.”

      “Don’t make me feel guilty, babe. Gotta go.”

      “Okay, I’ll call when I get there. I love…”

      He had rung off. I growled in frustration.

      Susie, my best friend since junior high, stuck a hand out from behind the closet door.

      “Found it.” She waved my silver-gray airplane-sleep-pillow in the air. “It was behind those silly beach hats we bought on the Cape. Remember, I tied the ribbons on them?” Susie stepped out of the closet wearing an oversized sun hat, its brim draped with a striped grosgrain that hung down her back to her waist. She reacted to my slumped shoulders, my less-than-excited face. “What’s wrong?”

      “Stan’s not coming to Florence.” I pulled my sweater from Stan’s TravelPro.

      “Really? What did he say?”

      “Work.”

      “Oh.” She disappeared from view as she put the beach hat back in the closet. “You’ll be okay, you’ve got so much to do. You have a deadline on your book. You have teaching. Now he won’t get in the way. Won’t distract you.”

      I was sarcastic. “Thanks for being pissed with me.”

      “Are you pissed?” She moved to me and slipped the sleep-pillow onto my computer case.

      “I feel like I should be. But he always makes me feel like he’s right.”

      My cell phone buzzed.

      Susie eyed the message on the phone’s screen. “Your Uber’s here. You’re cutting it close.” She grabbed the handle of my bag and was quickly out the door. She called over her shoulder. “I can come back in and lock up. Your emergenc-key’s in my pocket.”

      We headed out into the warm New York City afternoon. She nodded to the waiting driver. “She’s your ride. Lyn Bennett. Airport.” She saw her reflection in the car’s window. Smoothed her blonde hair so it fell perfectly over her cheek.

      “I should remind Stan to cancel the wine tour in Chianti.” I searched for my phone. “Maybe he’ll find a way to get away.”

      Susie put her hand on my arm. “You love Florence. You’re amazingly happy there. You’re excited, right?”

      “Of course I am, but…”

      “Concentrate on what your mom said.”

      I was off to spend a month—4,000 miles away—to honor her request: ‘Find me in Florence’.

      Susie hugged me, close. “And you know I love you.”

      She was squeezing me so tightly my neck ached. I was suddenly worried. “Why do you sound super serious? Are you sick?”

      She laughed and pulled back. “No, I am not sick! I just wanted to tell you. To remind you.”

      “In case my plane goes down.”

      She screeched. “Don’t even say that. Bad luck!”

      “It’s because you feel sorry for me because Stan bailed. I mean, I guess he’s right. Our schedules aren’t always going to match. Work-wise.”

      Susie kissed both my cheeks. “It’ll be for the best. Don’t miss your plane.”

      I could smell her perfume. She closed the door. I’m not sure if she heard me, but I knew she could read my lips. “Love you too.”

      She waved as my Uber sped away.
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        * * *

      

      So here I am, at the Caffe Gilli in the heart of Florence. Alone. Ordering my morning caffè americano. My mother’s journal, the leather-bound pages that I climbed into the attic to retrieve after her funeral, is in my bag. Its weight is a reminder of my promise to myself. Follow her memories. Rebuild her moments. Find me in Florence.

      And while I’m here, I’ll work with a group of aspiring writers. Not teach, really, just help them explore their unique voices in a city renowned for its art, innovation, and inventiveness. No rules. Give them an opportunity to dismiss the ‘should’ from their creative psyches and just let their work be what it’s going to be.

      I should try to take my own advice. I’ve been struggling to find the shape of my next book: my mother’s story. Find what it will be.

      The tuxedo-jacketed waiter delivers my caffè americano in a beautiful silver pot along with a cornetto semplice on delicate china. Most people here call the cornetto semplice a croissant—they are shaped the same, but I know not to expect the French flaky buttery crunch and lightness. The consistency of the Italian cornetto is closer to a brioche—doughier and yeast-ier—and most are topped with a slightly-sticky orange-scented glaze and some are filled with custard or Nutella or jam. Best to hold it with the paper napkin it’s served on—or commit to sucking on fingers the rest of the day.

      And I don’t want to do that in Florence. It’s a sophisticated city. Not a walk-around-suck-on-your-sticky-fingers city.

      There’s a man sitting at a table on the far side of the open-air patio, an espresso near his resting hand. Sharply dressed in a pressed Egyptian cotton shirt, cut in the form-hugging Italian style, a silk tie, pleated dress pants, and shined Italian leather shoes. The left side of his face droops from cheekbone to chin; I wonder if this is a result of a stroke. Some nefarious clot that delayed blood reaching the brain for a dangerous period of time. This man’s half-handsome, half-fascinating face is in repose; his eyes closed, an appreciation of the early morning sun on his face. I wonder if I will have a stroke—today or tomorrow, in a year, in thirty years?

      Like my mother.

      I remind myself to have red wine with my mid-day meal. Harvard Women’s Health Watch recommends red wine because it contains resveratrol and suggests it’s a possible stroke deterrent. The article also mentions regular exercise as a deterrent. I prefer the wine regimen. Susie would say “Alla vita al vino! To life and wine!” Susie is a force, she’s fabulously sure of everything.

      I’m waiting to feel that. Someday. To feel like I’m in the right place at the right time doing the right thing with the right person. It’s not the “grass is always greener” syndrome, it’s different than that. My mother would say to me over and over, “Lyn, my heart, you will feel settled when you live—all parts of you—even down to your toes. You can’t always ‘watch.’”

      “Mi scusi, signorina. Perdone.”

      Startled, I look up.

      The early sun obscures his face. He’s tall. He holds a scarf in his hands. My scarf.

      “Signorina, e suo?” Is this yours?

      Yes, it’s the inexpensive, bright red scarf I bought at a kiosk yesterday for 5 euro on a rare it’s-my-birthday-live-a-little-dare-to-shine whim. Thought I’d brighten my nearly-everyday black shirt, gray pants, and black boots ensemble. I like color, sometimes I just feel I appear ridiculous in it. In black and gray, I’m just one of many. I had wrapped the scarf around my purse handle because it was too warm on my neck this morning. It must have slipped off my bag and fallen to the ground. I take the scarf. “Grazie, grazie.”

      He sits at another table. “Un espresso, per favore,” he says to the passing waiter. Because no one tips in Italy—unless it’s an extra special experience—waiters rarely put forth any effort to please the customer. A person’s lucky if service is attentive in any way. However, this waiter nods at this tall, dark-haired man in a white shirt and tie and they exchange a friendly greeting. He might be a regular patron.

      Sport coat and dark jeans. Polished leather shoes. A leather briefcase. There is so much leather in Florence—on people’s backs, on their feet, in shops, in kiosks, some expensive and buttery soft, some rough and stiff and inexpensive. The city smells of leather.

      Across the piazza, street vendors push their carts into place, begin to set out their wares. I sigh, think of last year. Stan and I sat at this table. Stan ordered the American breakfast at Gilli: eggs and toast. Italians use eggs to bind their frittatas or they hard-boil them and slice them onto sandwiches—they don’t torture and sear eggs and then pile them in a pale-yellow mound on a plate for a morning meal.

      Stan laughed. “It’s my Nikes and the scrambled eggs. Screams USA.”

      I told him it was also the way he took up space; the American ‘importance glow.’

      “And what’s wrong with it? Americans like to have space around them. Besides, everyone thinks they’re important. It’s part of survival.” He winked at me. “But maybe my halo’s a bit bigger than average.”

      I teased that he was as far from a ‘saint’ as anyone could get.

      “Last night took you out of that category too, blue eyes.” His eyes traversed my neck and breasts—I knew he was re-savoring the hours we’d spent in bed. He went back to chewing. “Anyway, who wants to be a martyr?”

      “Or kind.” I laughed.

      “Or good.”

      “Or generous.”

      “Not in a lawyer’s nature.” He winked again.

      “At least you don’t wear a baseball hat, Bermuda shorts, and knee-high tube socks. Someone has to see you eating breakfast to get the first American hint.”

      “You hold these Italians up too high, Lyn. Things take too long to get done here.”

      “I appreciate that they know how beautiful ‘the old’ is…”

      “You just don’t like things to change. And you’re always analyzing too much and observing. And making up stories.” He leaned over and kissed me. “But that’s what writers do, right? That’s why you get invited here to teach. ‘Cause you know how to observe and get it all down on paper.”

      In the last two years, Stan had carved out a week from his work schedule to visit me in Florence during the month-long Writers Now Retreat seminar. This visit will be different. An entire month, witnessing Florence through my alone lens. Not clouded by how Stan sees it.

      Caffe Gilli is in the Piazza Carousel. That’s not its real name, it’s what I call it because with the multitude of piazzas around every corner, it’s hard for a relative newbie to Florence to keep them straight. Its official name is the Piazza della Repubblica. I like to imagine the site as it once was, an old Roman forum with a temple dedicated to Mars—the city’s patron god before Christianity was adopted. Then in subsequent centuries, it was home to the Florence ghetto and a maze of shops called the Mercato Vecchio. Then it changed, it was gutted in a movement in the late 1800s called Risanamento. Risanamento, in Italian, means rehabilitation. Now, I view the high-end cafés, the hotels, and shops that frame the square, the bustle of the well-heeled. I’ve taken tours with historians who put on sad, ‘how could they have done such a thing’ faces and claim the risanamento of this historic piazza was not rehabilitation but ruination. Change. Unavoidable, perhaps.

      From here, it’s a five-minute walk to Florence’s most famous bridge, the Ponte Vecchio, and a five-minute walk in another direction to the Il Duomo de Firenze, the city’s most famous cathedral. In the center of the Piazza della Repubblica is the beautiful, antique carousel filled with brightly painted wooden horses. So, it’s easy to say, “Let’s meet at the Carousel.” People know it—its golden frame studded with sparkly oversized faux gems, its gilded kings’ carriages, fresh flowers in pots, and the lilting accordion recordings of Neapolitan ballads. If Paris is officially the city for lovers, Florence has to be a close second. I did read an article recently that named Las Vegas as a top city for lovers and that made me wonder about the very notion of romance.

      The voices of two stylish Italian matrons taking seats at the table next to me invade my thoughts. Their dialogue is piercing. A simple conversation in Italy can sound like a murderous argument; these two may be talking about a lunch menu or how to get red wine out of an heirloom rug yet they continue to top each other in volume and pacing, making loud and staccato declarations, always using their hands to punctuate strident opinions. They order cappuccinos like the waiter should have read their minds and go back to blaring their conversation as if they were the last two women in a deaf world.

      “Matteo, come stai.” A thin woman in a Prada dress and Ferragamo Vara pumps—I saw them both yesterday in the shop windows on Via Tornabuoni— approaches the tall man who rescued my inexpensive (okay, let’s call cheap) brightred scarf.

      So. His name is Matteo.

      He stands, pressing his tie to his abdomen so it doesn’t swing into his espresso. I can see his profile; strong brow, Roman nose, a smile that creases his cheek. The stunning woman kisses him on both sides of his face. He signals to the waiter to bring her an espresso. She takes a stack of brochures from her shoulder bag and places them on the table. They divide the brochures and confer. Now they are both checking their iPhones. I can’t hear their voices over the Italian matrons, but they seem to have a rhythm and a quiet ease with each other.

      I finish my pastry and my caffè americano. Check my watch.

      Almost time to work, writers will be arriving.

      I head towards the Ponte Vecchio and turn left and walk along the Arno, the river that runs through Florence. It’s moving fast today, the result of the sudden rain last night. It’s early, the start of the day, but lovers are already taking selfies— kissing and canoodling on the stone walls between water and city. The mediocre violinist I remember from last year and the year before, his instrument case open at his feet to attract tourists’ coins, plays the Godfather love theme. This is the only tune he seems to know. Professors, students, shop workers, dog walkers, businessmen, and women hurry to their destinations. A tour bus pulls up and a gaggle of Chinese tourists descend onto the street to march behind a guide waving a bright green flag through the air.

      I lift my bag onto the river wall, feel the shape of my mother’s journal within it. I gaze into the Arno, think of the time my mother spent here, fifty some years ago. Her stories of how the Arno catastrophically flooded Florence in 1966— priceless Roman and Renaissance artwork and irreplaceable ancient books and maps and prints and centuries-old letters housed in the city’s museums and churches and libraries were in danger. One day, when she was helping me streak my dark curly hair with orange highlights for a junior high Halloween party and we were waiting for the sprayed-on color to dry, she took a large book off the shelf in the hallway. We sat on the edge of the bathroom’s tub and studied the map of the Tuscan region and she explained how the LaPenna and Levane dams in Valdarno, 34 miles away, ruptured during heavy rains and sent over 70,000 cubic feet of water per second towards Florence, traveling at almost 40 miles per hour. “Think about it, Lyn,” she said later as we drove onto the Cross Island Parkway in Queens so she could drop me off at the party. “Water was coming into the city as fast as we are driving right now—as fast as the cars on the other side of the highway are going past us.” She told me how most of the electrical power was out in Florence. “It was incredibly dark at night, dots of yellow light from candles danced in the air.” I was barely listening—I was worried that the orange streaks in my hair were too scary-stupid for my Halloween party and that my dance moves would suck.

      I twist the two thin silver bracelets on my right wrist. These were my mother’s favorites; she wore them every day. She would move them up and down her arm as she planned trips for the family to visit Florence. But my father always found some excuse—and those trips never happened. “But you must go someday, Lyn,” she said. “Florence inspires.” She showed me photographs she kept in a small wooden box in her closet. Photos of herself as one of the Angels of the Mud—‘Gli Angeli del Fango.’ As the river water rose and fell, volunteers arrived from around the world to wade through the detritus in attempts to rescue Florence’s rich history. My mother was in the photographs; part of the Mud Angel rescue teams. This was before she married my father and settled in New York. “At least 3 million books, Lyn—and probably more—and over 1,500 works of art—probably more—were damaged or destroyed in that flood. We wanted to save everything. But we couldn’t.” She sighed. “So many lost treasures.”

      After her first stroke, when I sat next to her on our comfy living room couch near the warmth of the fire my father had built in the fireplace, we thumbed through her picture books on the flood. She spoke slower and slurred a bit, forgot some words, but I could tell memories were dancing in her head. She told me that when she arrived in Florence, workers were clearing up the landslides on the roads. I looked at the old black and white photos of the aggressive waters that tore open oil tanks and caused slippery naphthalene to gush into the melee. “600,000 tons of mud, Lyn, and oil and trash and so much, so much water. So many homeless, over 10,000 families.” She told me how hospitals were evacuated and needed medicines were lost. We paged through to scrutinize Donatello’s 1454 wooden statue of Magdalene Penitent. “She was in the Baptistery of San Giovanni. This…” She traced the concave lines of the emaciated body of Mary Magdalene, the long, pained, distraught, disturbing face in the photograph. “She is starved, see? From living in the desert where she meditated—hating the world, hating herself, trying to forgive—after the crucifixion of Christ. This statue of her was almost buried in muddy water—but she withstood. The water rose to her large hands—see—they’re awfully big—see how they’re pressed to her chest, always praying.”

      She said it was sad because the flood could have been avoided; the Arno, Florence’s lifeblood, had flooded to devastation levels before, the first one recorded was in the 12th century and then again in the 13th and 16th centuries. We studied reproductions of Leonardo da Vinci’s drawings. “In the early 1500s, he drew up these plans for river control. But no one paid attention, he wasn’t popular with the rulers— the Medicis. Da Vinci was flamboyant, Lyn, and even though Florence was relatively open, seems there was a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ sort of policy. Da Vinci may have flaunted too much.” She sighed, told me how even Michelangelo, decades later, designed dams, but no projects were ever brought to fruition. Change did not happen.

      And so, in 1966, Florence experienced great devastation.

      And now I am here, fifty years after the fact, feeling the outline of her journal in my bag. It holds clues to stories she never told me, that I missed the telling of. Photos she had never shared with me. I look down into the river, fight the wave of sadness mixed with guilt. I see myself sitting next to her hospital bed, her thin, dry, beautiful handwriting on the pad of paper we used to communicate. She wrote: “Honeymoon suitcase. Attic. Bring?” I told her of course I would. She continued her effort: “Find me in Florence.”

      But I didn’t get to the attic, I didn’t bring the suitcase—or those memories—to her in time.
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      I press the buzzer and hear the heavy, oak doors unlock. They’re at least twelve feet high and four inches thick. The wood in the door’s center panel is carved, an artist’s vision of St. Daniel of Padua, a martyr known as the patron saint of prisoners. Hundreds of years ago, this building was used as a jail; it now houses artist lofts and Zumba classrooms and a floor dedicated to the Writers Now Retreat, the brainchild of ex-pat Mildred Evan who writes and illustrates children’s stories.

      It takes a strong push to gain entrance. Ahead of me, the worn, stone stairs that the incarcerated once climbed lead to the third floor. I enter a spacious room; the ceiling is fifteen feet high and features a faded fresco of frolicking cherubs playing harps and reed pipes. I hear, “Hi there, I’m Beth Ann, I recognize you from the picture on the back cover of your book. You’re Lyn.” She waves her soft fleshy arms to take in the other four writers in the room. “We all been gettin’ to know each other.”

      Beth Ann’s drawl drips with Southern sweetness. I know, from her application to the seminar, that she’s in her forties and from Atlanta, Georgia. Today she favors a sequined T-shirt and jeans that accentuate the weight on her lower hips. Her unnatural blonde hair is teased and dowsed with hairspray. Her brown eyes are friendly, but I see a wariness too, as if she knows her affability can make her a target.

      “Fantastico—as they say in Italy,” I joke. I pull off my scarf and tuck it into my bag.

      “We just all love your novels, we were just sayin’ that, that we just love them.” Beth Ann is talking fast, excited.

      “’Course they’re not like best sellers, but—ya know—ya gotta have more plot for that. I like action, just to let you all know that right off.” This comes from the stocky lounger in the only cushioned chair in the room. He wears a Seattle Mariners baseball cap, and I surmise this is Vic. After reading his application, I had predicted a mix of testosterone and ADHD and I realize now I may not have been far off. His bravado is palpable, like a slap in the face.

      “But she won awards for her two books.” Beth Ann decides to be my champion. She turns back to me. “I can’t wait for your next one. It’s been awhile.”

      I had written two novels in three years. Then it took me four years to complete this last one. “It’s on my publisher’s desk now. Waiting to hear what they think.”

      “Oh, that’s scary.” Beth Ann surveys me. “You look taller on your book jacket.”

      “I’m 5 foot 8.” I laugh. “Is that tall enough?”

      Vic guffaws. “Not for the NBA.”

      “Taller than me.” Beth Ann smiles.

      I look to the slim, multi-ethnic woman in her late twenties, with deep honey-colored skin and moss-green eyes, standing alone, near a tall shuttered window. “You must be Rivenchy—from Aix-en-Provence.” I move to shake her hand. From the self-story she provided on the application, I knew she grew up in Paris, Casablanca, Miami, and Vienna and lives now in the south of France, in the penthouse of a high-rise building that overlooks the Mediterranean Sea, paid for with trust fund money. Her father is an American businessman; her mother is a Moroccan psychotherapist. Rivenchy holds her model-proportioned body with tight control; her spine straight, chin high, nose flared as if prepared to smell danger. She touches my hand and pulls away. I wonder, in a quick flash of judgement, if danger—to Rivenchy—is anyone getting too close.

      Beth Ann is still seeing herself in the hostess role. “And this is George. I thought he looked like the youngest here, but then Rivenchy is only 27 and George is 30. So, he’s second youngest.”

      George’s hair is thick and unruly; he’s picking at indiscernible lint on his khakis. I know he attended Johns Hopkins University and studied mathematics. And then an event changed his life.

      I take my notebooks and pens out and put them on a small table near one of the chairs. I venture—testing George’s desire to share. “It’s interesting how you happened to be living in Florence.”

      George swallows and reveals a quiet voice. “Ahh, well, I won the lottery when I was twenty. I was living in Baltimore, Maryland. But…” He pauses, as if reliving the thought process he experienced years ago. “It was busy there, and a lot of concrete, and there was a cafeteria below my dorm room and I could smell the old grease they used. Since I could, I decided to move to Europe. Eventually I liked it here, in Florence, the best.”

      Vic is curious. “So, it was like a big lottery? Tons of money? You have to pay taxes on that, right?”

      I want to keep on track. “We’ll get to questions later, over wine maybe—if George doesn’t mind the interrogation.”

      “Wasn’t interrogating.” Vic defends himself. “But sure, hey no offense.” He nods towards a portly man in his fifties, wearing a sweater vest and short sleeved shirt. “His name’s Charlie.”

      “Yes. I’m Charles, a Brit. You can tell by my accent. Live here with my wife, in Florence, outside the old city, where the tourists don’t go much.”

      I recall Charles’ short biography: As a young man with high hopes, he hadn’t scored well enough on his exams to go to a top university in Great Britain, so he took a job in the distribution arm of an important but snooty publishing house and submitted articles on fly fishing and foxhunting to sporting magazines under a pseudonym, Richard Hindquarters. The articles became popular and were collected into a book that was eventually distributed by the snooty publishing house. Charles was contacted—as Richard Hindquarters—to meet with Prince Philip at Buckingham Palace and share sporting tips. He never did tell the royal personage his real name. The next day he quit his job in distribution to concentrate on a novel about a fox.

      Charles is sharing with the rest of the writers. “My wife was transferred to Florence a few years ago. Then the textile company was sold to a Chinese businessman—you’ll find that is happening more and more in Italy—but my wife speaks Italian, Chinese, German, and, of course, her native English, therefore she retained her job.”

      Beth Ann coos, “Lord, how can people be so smart?”

      Charles continues, “Well, we appreciate the opportunity because this place is magical.”

      “Yes, each stone has a story,” I add. It’s true, the ancient stone streets have witnessed passion and joy and love and loss—centuries of tales. “Let’s get our chairs in a circle.”

      Beth Ann picks her computer bag off a chair, moves next to George. “I got a new laptop for this trip. My little baby I call it, kinda holds my life.” She laughs. “I know it sounds silly, but this little three-pounder knows the most about me.”

      Vic interrupts. “The computer knows nothin’ that you don’t tell it.”

      Beth Ann giggles. “Well, hon, I suppose that’s true. But it’s where I share my most innermost thoughts and worries and dreams. Maybe that’s why I feel emotional about it.”

      Charles moves a chair into the circle. “It’s actually quite common, isn’t it? Since much of the capabilities of our brains remain a mystery and we’re not able to store and retrieve thoughts and information in a reliable way, our electronic devices have become our surrogate memory banks.” He nods to Beth Ann. “You’re right. Everyone loves a friend who remembers everything we think or say or do.”

      “Thanks for your understanding, even though I don’t understand much of what you said.” Beth Ann grins.

      “Is that why you write, big guy?” Vic eyes Charles’ rotund belly.

      Charles considers, “Are you asking if I write in order to feel as if I have a friend who will listen to me?”

      Vic says, “Sounds ridiculous even as ya say it, right? Come on, let’s get real. It’s just about telling a story from here.” He taps his forehead. “About knowing how to grab someone by the balls or tits or nose or ear and seizin’ on them so hard they decide not to sleep or eat till they get to the end of the story. Not about telling a friend what you’re feeling, that’s for blogs.” He looks to me. “What do ya think?”

      I sidestep, “I think there are lots of reasons.”

      “Now that you finished your latest novel, what are you going to write next?” Beth Ann leans towards me. Her mascara is thick on her heavily shadowed eyes.

      “About my mother. Her time here in Florence. Fifty years ago. During a disastrous flood.”

      Beth Ann’s brow furrows. “What happened to her?”

      “She helped out, retrieving damaged art. I have notes on some of the stories she told me over the years. I’ve read a lot, talked to people. Now I’m trying to find someone who may have worked alongside her. Knew her in those weeks. If I get lucky. After she died I discovered some attic finds—a few more clues.” The journal in my bag is full of my mother’s quick notes. Torn tickets. Drawings. Worn photographs she had never shown me. “Actually, first thing tomorrow I meet someone at the British Institute. So cross your fingers.” My heart beats a bit faster with anticipation. But I push on. “Let’s concentrate on all of you. I hope you’ll embrace a purpose for this time—to be writers. Not tourists. Not fitting your writing in between searching for the best pizza or pasta or Florentine steak.” I hand out sheets of paper—my restaurant picks. “I’ve made a list of some of my favorites so you can start with these if you like—they’re all in different neighborhoods. Finisterrae or La Menagere for early morning coffee, Il Pizzaiuola for pizza, Il Caminetto for fish, Cinghiale Bianco for wild boar pasta, Angiolino’s for risotto, Osteria Santo Spirito for mussels and there are more listed.”

      Beth Ann’s eyes light up. “Oh, wonderful.”

      I continue, “It doesn’t matter what support or discouragement you may have come across before. It now matters that you will be writers here—today—with stories to explore.”

      “Ya mean we have to start something new?” Vic asks.

      “Old or new, my hope is that you’ll work from where you are now, in Florence. What being here brings up.” I pass a stack of notebooks and bag of writing utensils to Beth Ann. She makes her choice and passes the options to Charles. “Within a five-minute walk of this classroom is the Piazza Santa Croce. There are cafés there, there are places to sit and people-watch, there are kiosks filled with all sorts of things. The church—called Basilica di Santa Croce—is magnificent. Michelangelo and Galileo and Rossini and Machiavelli are buried there. There are smaller side streets behind the basilica filled with artists’ shops. I want you to peoplewatch. Construct a character piece inspired by the most interesting face you see. I’ll see you back here in forty-five minutes.”

      George clears his throat. “I’d like to use my own pad of paper. My legal pad here.”

      “That’s fine.” I wave to them as they disperse. “Ciao.”

      I walk across the hallway to check in with Mildred. Her gray hair hides her face as she bends over her desk; she’s brushing a wash on a piece of artist’s paper. Her watercolor and pastel sets are open. Her colored pencils and markers stand in an old chipped coffee mug that is stenciled: “Home is where the heart is. Got one?” I hate to disturb her when she’s working. I back out of the doorway.

      “How are they?” she says, sensing my presence.

      “I’ll tell you later. You’re busy.”

      “Tell me now, in case I have to deal with any personalities.”

      I give her a rundown of the temperaments and other character traits I picked up in the short initial meeting. “I surmise it’s going to be interesting.”

      “Always is. Wasn’t it your birthday yesterday?”

      “Yes. Thanks for remembering.”

      “Stan sent something here.”

      “He did?” I suddenly feel better.

      “In the mail. Or Fed Ex. I guess that’s still mail. Over there in the corner.”

      I see a thick mailer with my name on it. It feels soft, nothing hard inside.

      “I’ll treat you to a birthday hot chocolate at Café La Posta one of these mornings. Soon as the weather breaks.”

      We both like to get up early. And Café La Posta’s hot chocolate is thick and perfect on a cold morning. “Supposed to cool down next week.”

      “Next week then. You pick the day. Where are the students by the way?”

      “Sent them on a 45-minute write—get them noticing Florence as a fresh canvas. Hopefully.”

      “Glad you’re back, Lyn.” Her light gray eyes smile at me.

      I give a little push, “Stop taking time off from your work to chat. Get back to it.”

      She groans and concentrates on choosing a particular colored pencil.

      I move back to the seminar room with the Fed Ex mailer. I’ll open it later, when I’m alone in my apartment. I open the shutters to feel the warm sun. My body tingles in appreciation. In my mind’s eye, I see Stan, the first time I saw him, walking through the front door of the house in Queens with my brother. I was twenty-six and working as an assistant in a literary agency in New York City. My brother Rick, who is two years older than I am, had started asking a group of buddies over to my parents’ home to watch football with my father on Sundays. The gatherings would start in early September and go all the way through playoffs and the Super Bowl. I visited my mother most Sundays, she was having more and more trouble remembering where things were: the forks, the plates, her coat, gloves, pictures of her sisters who had perished in a car accident in their teens. She’d sit at the kitchen table while I cooked a week’s worth of meals and put them in Tupperware containers—labeling them M for Monday, T for Tuesday, W for Wednesday, TH for Thursday, F for Friday and S for Saturday. Sunday, I would show up to cook again.

      My brother introduced me to Stan as the “wannabe writer who makes great pasta and answers phones for a living.” I referred to him as the bartender with dreams of being a senator. Rick did go into local politics five years ago and made the right connections and got backing from the right businessmen and is now running for State Senator.

      I was a wanna-be writer. Mornings before work and late nights, I occupied booths—some lumpy, some comfortable—in various all-day, all-night coffee shops around Manhattan and worked on my first novel. With great anxiety, I finally submitted it to Starrk Publishing through an editor friend of Susie’s-then-boyfriend who wanted Susie not to break up with him. Susie and I danced like mad-women the day his favor paid off, my novel was accepted and slated for publication.

      Susie broke up with her then-boyfriend a week later. She toasted me. “I only stuck with him for you, Lyn. Don’t forget that.”

      One Sunday, after the Saturday Susie and I spent celebrating till closing at a chain bookstore who stocked my novel on the ‘New Fiction’ shelf—sneaking gulps of champagne from the split bottles in our purses, Stan came into my parents’ kitchen carrying a copy of the neighborhood paper that had done a small story on my small success. He re-introduced himself to me as a lawyer who planned to marry me within the year. I asked him if he’d had too many beers. He agreed that his fifth beer could be giving him too much swagger. He laughed like this was going to be a moment we would remember forever. There was a crumb of pizza crust on his sweatshirt. His wiry body seemed to fill the kitchen and I was aware of his sturdy legs in the worn jeans that rested on his hip bones and of his Nikes—the ones designed for runners. I avoided taking in his incredibly square jawline and his persuasive grin. He felt his effect on me and enjoyed my discomfort. He waved the weekly paper in the air as he exited the room. “Congratulations.”

      I quickly ducked out the back door. But Stan got my phone number from my brother. Rick would give away anything for a potential vote. Months passed before I agreed to go out with Stan because I didn’t want him to feel like he could assume I’d just capitulate to his will. But he was persistent and that impressed me. Reminded me of stories my mother told me of how my dad had pursued her, convinced her to move from Kansas to New York to start a life with him. True love. Something I wanted.

      All these thoughts as I drop the soft Fed Ex mailer into my bag.

      I hear the seminar writers coming up the stone stairs.
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        Beth Ann’s most interesting face:

      

        
      
        She’s a pretty ordinary-looking woman and she sure hugs a quiet spot on the old wall by the big Italian church. Her freckly nose is buried in a map. She’s 45 or so, and nothing is going right for her and she hopes that something on the map will give her a boost. But she sure doesn’t hold much hope because her ex-husband has just won the custody battle and now she can only see her two kids once a month and on every other holiday. She used to take drugs because she was unhappy and she was a pharmacist so the pills, they were just there and she didn’t resist and so she lost her license. But now she’s clean and wants to distract herself from how much she hates herself. The map she is looking at is only lines and colors and names of streets to her because she can’t decide on any destination.

      

      

      
      It’s after class and I’m still thinking of Beth Ann’s ‘face’ as I walk towards the river and the Ponte Alle Grazie. I peek at the people I pass—the complacent, the smug, the anxious, the unsettled. I stop on the bridge and watch the rowers, in colorful sculls, glide by on the brown water. An elderly woman in a long, well-worn black coat stops near me and gazes into the slow-moving river. A soft, warm breeze bathes our faces.

      “Questo ponte e stato fatto saltare in aria,” she says, raising her eyes to me. She’s telling me that this bridge had been blown up. She points to the quiet Oltrarno neighborhood, “I lived there.” She points in the other direction to the crowded, loud, café-rich, and leather-shop studded Santa Croce area. “Couldn’t get there. War.”

      In August 1944, the Germans, in a futile attempt to stall the Allied Forces, blew up the seven-arched Ponte Alle Grazie along with three other bridges in Florence; the Ponte Vecchio was the only one spared. Deliberate ruination, not only of history but of a city’s conduit to families, to sources of food, income, and jobs. I’ve seen pictures of mothers trying to cross the river over the huge broken hunks of the bridge that filled the river, moving around destroyed boats and military vehicles, trying to reach a child, or a grandmother or a husband and the disbelief and despair on their faces. I look at the silver-haired woman, realize she would have been a young girl in 1944. She nods at me, picks up her nylon shopping bag, and shuffles off.

      An unsettled feeling continues to nag at me. I push it away.

      I’ve stayed in the same apartment in the San Niccolo neighborhood every September for the last three years and it feels, to me, like a cozy nest. The bedroom is large; out its window there’s the sliver of sky between adjacent buildings and a view of the hills that shelter the exquisite, historic town of Fiesole. In the late afternoon, the black cat with one white paw that has been here for years pads across a nearby tile roof and settles in to gaze at the bedroom window and mew loudly— as if he is the solo performer in an outdoor theatre. Stan named him Frankie Firenze.

      The apartment can be rented short-term and Mildred knows the owner, a Florentine named Antonio Franco who always wears a brightly colored tracksuit. The apartment building is on a small narrow street leading to a small piazzetta (a mini-piazza) with an enoteca (a regional wine shop with a small food menu), an osteria (local food is served at communal tables) and trattoria (casual, seasonal food and usually open noon to midnight) and a ristorante (white tablecloths, open for lunch and dinner hours only) and a small vegetable market, a tabbachia, coffee bar and fermenteria—a small shop stocking a variety of items from dishwashing liquid to shoe pads to diapers to Halloween masks and toys. It’s a quiet neighborhood and when I’m there, I always feel as if I’ve lucked into a special place.

      Signor Franco also owns the Hotel Cascini, a romantic boutique hotel of 15 rooms, next door to my apartment building. Vines hug its ancient exterior walls and large pots of fragrant flowers stand guard at the entry doors. The receptionist, Lucia, embraces retro fashion, wears her hair in a new style every week and has the extra key to my place—in case I ever need it. Lucia is twenty-four and very sure her boyfriend is going to propose marriage on her twenty-fifth birthday, which is just over a month away. Today Lucia’s hair is aqua-colored and piled rakishly but perfectly on top of her head. She waves at me, bright and cheery, as I pass by.

      I use my key to enter my apartment building.

      I make myself a coffee and take the seminar writers’ pages from my bag. Vic’s most interesting face catches my eye:

      
      A super hot woman took her tit out—brought the baby boy’s hungry maw to it. Kid was super happy. And yeah, I was happy watching. And then I saw him. The guy with the hat. Hands in his pockets. I sat and watched this guy with the birthmark on his left cheek—shape of a lizard, its tail a gash—right under his eye. I wondered. About murder.

      
      Makes me laugh. A man determined to see what he wants to see. Rivenchy’s page—her most interesting face—slips from my grasp, I pick it up off the floor:

      
      He undressed her with his eyes, layer by layer, her silk blouse flew away in the breeze, her rose-colored camisole barely containing her bosom separated from her body in slow motion, the skirt that hugged her buttocks like a glove slipped off and puddled around her six-inch alligator heels and revealed her thong that was only a wisp of lace not even attempting to cover her finest temptation. He is mesmerized and the small table cannot hide his attraction. He placed a stack of a hundred Euro bills on the table. She set a slim hand on the bills and her bracelet sparkled. She demanded high payment for her services. He followed her.

      
      Who was this woman Rivenchy saw? What prompted this flight of imagination? I wonder if this reflected a truth or if this is how Rivenchy sees the world?

      I take the Fed Ex mailer from Stan out to my small balcony that overlooks the ancient wall framing the Bardini Gardens. The Bardini connects to the famous Boboli Gardens behind the Pitti Palace but, on its own, it’s small and tourists rarely find it. I sip my coffee and open the mailer. It’s my New York Giants sleep-shirt, well-worn and incredibly soft due to years of washing and drying in our apartment’s machines. I can’t believe it; why is Stan sending me this? Disappointed and a little irritated, I read the note: “Noticed you forgot to pack this. Know you like to sleep in it. I’ll call you, we need to talk.”

      We need to talk.

      What does that mean?

      Not exactly the “Happy Birthday” sentiment I was expecting.

      Maybe he’s being sentimental. Wants to remind me that this Giants jersey had once been wrapped around my diamond engagement ring. I smooth the white letters on the blue shirt. The edges are frayed, the stitching now thin. Before the official proposal, Stan had become a regular addition to the family. He helped rebuild the back porch, put in the wheelchair ramp for my mother when her ambulatory skills diminished. He helped re-wire Dad’s 1969 Mustang convertible. Dad figured he should sell the car to settle the hospital bills—but Stan made a deal with him; he’d give Dad a down payment on the car and then pay $200 a month until it was paid off, as long as my Dad drove the car and kept it in top shape. This allowed my Dad to get ahead of the medical costs and still tinker with and drive his ’Stang. It turned out Stan had asked my Dad’s approval to officially float the marriage question—so Dad knew what was planned for the beach walk Stan asked me to go on after the Super Bowl game. Susie had wanted to join us but Stan grabbed our jackets and pulled me quickly out of the house while she was distracted pouring celebratory beers for my brother and his friends.

      Stan and I walked Rockaway Beach. It was deserted—and the air was cold. Stan put a hand on my arm and stopped me, took out the jersey that was stuffed in his pocket. “Lyn Bennett, you made me wait. You made me prove myself. And that was okay ‘cause I want to marry you. Can
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