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PROLOGUE

THE FIRST TIME I saw the painting I knew little about art and even less about life. I was nineteen and off on a journey of discovery, seeking adventure and excitement, dreaming of romance. I found it all. And so much more.

I remember the day the small painting, spotted with oil and mud, chipped and flaking from stress on the bloated wooden panel, was loaded on a truck and transported from the Uffizi to the Limonaia. I can still see the sweet face of the Madonna and the Child reaching up with tiny fingers to touch her cheek. I can smell the pungent odor of the disinfectant sprayed on the surface to prevent the growth of mold and mildew, and I can feel the sense of solemnity as the painting was laid out beside other Virgins, angels, and saints, on the stiff metal bed in the winter greenhouse in the Boboli Gardens. And I remember the thrill of working at Stefano’s side, and then the sense of satisfaction as we gradually brought the painting back to life.

After I returned home from Italy, I often thought of the Madonna, and I knew that someday I would return to Florence and stroll through the Galleria degli Uffizi and find it gloriously restored, hanging along with other masterpieces of the  early Renaissance. A plaque would reveal its history, attribute it to Tommaso di Cristoforo Fini, a fifteenth-century Italian artist better known as Masolino da Panicale, and note that it had been damaged in the flood of 1966 and rescued.

As the years passed, memories and images filtering through time, I wondered if it had been just as I recalled. The thought of a return evoked a mixture of apprehension and cautious excitement. Yet I knew one day I would find my way back and I would see the painting again.

But when I finally came across Masolino’s Mother and Child over thirty years later, it happened in an unforeseen way, under circumstances very different from those I had imagined. And it changed the course of my life forever.
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1999

 
IN EARLY NOVEMBER Charley Stover, dean of a year-abroad program in Florence for an American university, called and invited me to come over and teach during the spring semester. Charley and I had met in Italy when we were both very young and wrote sporadically over the next three or four years. We reconnected when I taught at a junior college just outside of Portland, where he was teaching at a university, and then kept in touch when I moved to Boise. It still surprised me when I saw him in his clerical collar and realized he was now Father Charles Stover, SJ. He’d always be Charley to me.

I hadn’t seen Charley in almost two years, since he’d taken the position in Florence, and his call was a pleasant surprise. He explained that the woman they’d originally contracted for the year had been involved in an accident—she’d gone over to London for the weekend and been hit by a car as she stepped off the curb. “Looking the wrong way for oncoming traffic,” Charley told me. She’d survived and returned home to New York. They’d been able to cover the remaining portion of first  semester with existing staff, and hoped that Dr. Browning would return for second semester, but her recovery had been slower than anticipated. “The whole thing, quite a shock, surely for Dr. Browning, and it’s also left me rather in a bind. I thought of you, Suzanne, and wondered if you could possibly arrange to come over and fill in for a semester. With your love for the city, having lived here in Florence, you’d be perfect for the position.”

“I don’t know, Charley . . .”

“Give it some thought, Professor Cunningham,” he said with the same affectionate formality I might use in addressing him as Father Stover. “But not too much thought,” he added with a chuckle, “I need to know soon.”

I’d been thinking about a move, feeling a restlessness I hadn’t known in years. I’d contemplated applying for a position at a college in Colorado and looked at an opportunity in Montana.

We were about to enter into a new millennium—the twenty-first century—full of doom and gloom and catastrophe according to the least optimistic. I’d also entered a new time in my own life, the rhythms of my body forever changed. A time when a woman who had produced children and sent them into the world might embrace new possibilities and freedoms. I saw only finality. I needed something new, a challenge, a change of course in my life.

For years I’d known that someday I would return to Florence. Maybe the time was now.

The university in Boise agreed to give me a semester’s leave, even on such short notice, and I wondered if the discontent I’d been feeling lately was evident, if my gift for teaching was waning, as was my enthusiasm for the work I’d always loved.

I had no immediate family to consult. My sister lived here in Boise, Dad was still down in Twin Falls, but on the most intimate level I’d been alone since Jerry and I divorced over nine years ago. No one, it seemed, would be entirely lost without me, other than Rousseau—my best buddy, my big old thirteen-year-old puppy.

Charley said I’d be scheduled for two introduction to art history classes and one on women in Renaissance art as an upper-level course. The Virgin would be important in such a study, so I went through my collection of books, pulling out those on the subject. While reading through a bibliography in one, I came across a reference to a book that sounded perfect, and decided to find a copy of The Madonna in Italian Renaissance Art.

The book was a collaborative effort by several art historians, many of them familiar and well regarded in the field. It had been published fifteen years ago and was now out of print, so I ended up ordering a used copy from a bookstore in Boston that I found on the Internet.

I called and spoke with the owner of the store, who told me the binding was in great shape with no fading in the text, though the jacket showed some wear. I gave her my credit card number and asked her to send it as soon as possible. I’d be leaving for Florence in less than a month, right after Christmas break.

It arrived in a UPS box. I had come home from my morning class to let Rousseau out and found it waiting on the doorstep.

I carried the box into the house, working it open. Inside, the book was enclosed in a padded envelope, double sealed with heavy, brown plastic tape. I could picture the old woman in the bookstore—a clear image had formed in my mind when I spoke to her over the phone—and I could imagine her taking great care, thoughtfully sealing and taping and boxing, making sure the book was properly packed to make it all the way to Idaho.

“Iowa?” she’d asked when I gave her the address.

“No, Idaho.” I wondered if she was a little hard of hearing. “I-d-a-h-o.” I spelled it out.

“Oh, potatoes,” she said, as if she were describing the population, rather than the product.

“Yes, potatoes,” I replied. She chuckled a little, maybe wondering what a potato from Idaho would be doing with a book entitled The Madonna in Italian Renaissance Art.

I got scissors out of the kitchen drawer and cut the envelope open and pulled the book out. The smell of old paper, old  art, and maybe a little of Boston, escaped with the lift of the first page.

The jacket was slightly faded and discolored with a cup ring—had the previous owner taken the term coffee table book  literally? But the text and reproductions were wonderful, as if the book had barely been opened. I flipped through the pages, marveling at the paintings, familiar from my many years of teaching college art history. Giotto, Cimabue, Fra Angelico, Masaccio, Piero della Francesca, Raphael. These images could still bring a shiver of delight every time I came across them, and memories of the first time I’d seen many of the originals, though at the time my untrained eye saw them in a completely different light. Stefano had told me that one of the things that made art special was the fact that it was intimate and personal, that each viewer could take pleasure in his or her individual way, and even this singular perception might change and grow and expand over time.

I walked back to the dining room looking for my purse—I thought I’d set it on the buffet—still paging through the book. I’d sit down later and read, but right now I was running late for lunch with my sister, Andrea.

Just as I was about to close the book, pages still flipping through my fingers, an image caught my eye—a flash of pink and blue and gold. Quickly, I leafed back and when I realized what it was, I had to sit. It was the Masolino, reproduced in color, a half-page plate. I stared down at the images of the Mother and Child.

After a moment I could see the colors weren’t quite right. These were not the vivid pinks and blues of the Madonna’s veil and garments, the white of the Child’s robe, the rich gold-leaf background revealed as we had cleaned and restored the panel. A dark patina of soot and varnish tinted the painting.

Rousseau, who had been trailing along as I moved through the house, sat down on the floor against my leg, grateful that I was finally still, though only my legs were still—my hands were visibly shaking as I placed the book on the dining room table. I stared, breathless, my heart hammering, memories  stirring deep inside. After over three decades, this small, tender painting brought it all back—the flood, Stefano Leonetti, and my foolish, young, unknowing heart.

The caption read Madonna and Child, tempera on wood, 28 by 22 cm., fifteenth-century Italian, Uffizi, Florence, and I remembered how small the painting was—no bigger than a piece of typing paper, a magazine cover. The artist was not identified, though the text itself stated that many art historians believe it was painted by Masolino, an artist best known for his frescoes in the Brancacci Chapel of the Church of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence.

I sat and read, and then I had to take another deep breath. The painting, according to the author, a Roberto Balducci, had been destroyed in the flood of 1966. I read this sentence over and over, staring down at the words I knew were untrue. The painting had been damaged, but it had been restored. I knew, because I had been there.

 
BY THE TIME I left the house, it had started to snow and a sleek white blanket covered the street. I didn’t realize I was half an hour late for my lunch date until I checked my watch as I pulled into the restaurant parking lot.

Andrea sat, drinking what must have been her third or fourth cup of coffee, her fingers wrapped so tightly around the cup I could imagine it shooting out of her hand. She looked up, and then stood to greet me with a hug. “Where have you been? I thought you were in a wreck or something.” There was a mixture of anger, panic, and then relief in her voice. “The streets are terrible.”

“I ran home to let Rousseau out,” I said. “Sorry. Just fell a little behind.”

“You really outdid yourself this time,” she said, glancing at her watch. Andrea was always on time. The mother of five, all grown now, she had survived by following a rigid schedule, being punctual and organized.

I stomped the melting snow off my boots, unwound the  wool scarf from my neck, struggled out of my coat and hooked it on the back of my chair, then sat.

Andrea stared at me for a moment. “What’s the matter, Suzi?” Her voice softened. “You okay?”

I nodded and a waiter appeared at my side. “Would you like something to drink while you’re looking over the menu?” He glanced at my sister, the slightest indication that she’d mentioned to him my habit of losing track of time. “A refill on your coffee?”

“Please,” she answered.

“A glass of wine,” I said. “Bring a couple.” I nodded toward Andrea as her eyebrows rose. “Something white—a Chardonnay would be fine.”

“Drinking?” Andrea asked, looking at her watch again as the waiter left. I was sure she was going to say, “Before noon?” but she didn’t.

We sat silently for a moment. “You’re pale as a ghost,” Andrea finally said.

“I think,” I replied, picking up my menu, “I may have just seen one.”
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TO TELL THIS story I should begin with what happened long ago in Florence, Italy. Yet a story often begins before it really begins. With a seed of discontent, a yearning.

Imagine a girl—tall, thin, with long muscular legs, dark hair flying. She is alone. She is running. The northern Idaho sky is streaked with vermilion and a light dew sparkles on the grass. The quiet of the early morning is intense, and she can hear her own breathing, the rhythm of her feet as they hit the track. Faster and faster she runs, moving so quickly the sound, the color of the light, the cool morning air, and her own heartbeat merge and blur into one enormous sensation.

And, it comes to her—I am going nowhere. What can she accomplish from running round and round a track? She wants to run beyond the oval track, through the moist green field, beyond the mountains, the ocean, the sky. To go someplace. To reach beyond her small little space on this planet. She wants to explore the world!

I, of course, am—or was—this girl. At the time I was eighteen, a freshman at the University of Idaho, with no idea what I wanted to do with my life. Being athletic, I’d thought about  majoring in physical education and eventually teaching high school P.E. But, in truth, I possessed little in the way of academic ambition.

My thoughts from that morning stayed with me and grew until they filled me so full I thought I might burst. When I went home that summer, I’d made up my mind that I wouldn’t go back to school, though I didn’t tell my parents until almost the end of August.

My best friend, Roxie Royal—yes, an adventurous-sounding name; and she was—had taken a job right after high school graduation, working as a secretary at a bean warehouse down by Kimberly, a short distance from where we grew up in Twin Falls. She hated the job and was eager for a change too.

I was helping my dad that summer, working in his office at the farm implement store in Twin. Over the next few months Roxie and I hatched a plan and saved our money. But by the middle of August we both knew we didn’t have enough to take us far.

Luckily, it was Uncle Trace who managed the trusts Grandma had set up for me, my sister, and our cousins—money my dad always told me was for my education. I knew I could convince my uncle that Europe would be educational, in line with Grandma’s intentions, but my parents were a different story. I also knew that when I turned eighteen, it had actually become my money.

My mom and dad were not pleased when I told them I wasn’t going back to school, that instead I was going to Europe. My mother was especially upset, and I thought, What does she know? She’d grown up in this boring little town and had never gone anywhere. She’d married my dad when she was all of nineteen, looking barely sixteen in the black-and-white wedding photo that hung in my parents’ bedroom.

In the end, they agreed to let me go, but only after I promised I would finish school when I got back home.

I knew I couldn’t do this without Roxie, so I agreed to float her a loan—thanks to Grandma’s generosity. My parents  wouldn’t have approved if they’d known, but they took some comfort in the fact that I wasn’t going alone.

In mid-September Roxie and I took the bus to Salt Lake City, then a plane to New York, and caught a discounted student flight to London, though neither of us were officially students. Our backpacks were filled with wool skirts, sweaters, penny loafers, jeans, travelers’ checks, and a brand-new copy of Europe on $5 a Day. If I’d stuffed in the gumption and naïveté I’d also taken along on the trip, the pack would have been impossible to lift.

I had never flown in my life and I still remember that mixture of anticipation and air sickness that turned my stomach and made it impossible for me to eat until the following morning when the flight attendants came around collecting blankets and pillows, turning on lights, and serving coffee and rolls before our descent into the London airport.

We spent a week in Great Britain, easing into our travels in a country where we spoke the language. We found a cheap room in South Kensington and were served bacon and eggs, tomatoes, and beans for breakfast. We ate fish and chips, lifted a pint or two at the local pubs, hung out with some American kids we met at an unofficial hootenanny in Hyde Park. We did the museum thing—the Tate, the Victoria and Albert, the British Museum—and sent postcards home as proof of our educational experience.

The second week, we took a boat over to the continent and spent four days in Amsterdam. We stayed in a tiny room on the top floor of a narrow little house on Canal Street, where breakfast included enormous chunks of Dutch cheese and delicious breads with fresh butter and marmalade. We rented bikes to explore the city, and did not report home on the hippies and flower children we met along the way, or mention the very liberal attitudes the Dutch seemed to take concerning window dressing at the local brothels just down the street from our hotel.

We purchased Eurailpasses and headed to France, where  we both fell in love with Paris. In Germany we discovered Löwenbräu and Wiener schnitzel. We met other American students along the way, mostly boys, who seemed so much more interesting than the guys we knew back home. We discovered we were quite a hit with the European men. There was nothing more than a bit of flirtation and innocent teasing on our part, but every time I saw Roxie develop more than a little interest in a young man, I’d pull her along—quite literally by the hand—and tell her it was time to move on. We had a whole world to explore.

We visited the Lake Country in northern Italy, and then hopped back on the train and headed to Venice. It rained the day we arrived, and continued through our stay. I had expected water in Venice and found the gray wet skies and murky canals darkly romantic. Surprisingly, neither of us found this depressing, though we saw not one glimpse of the sun for three days.

And then we took the train south to Florence. It was Thursday, the third of November, 1966, and the city was decked out for a holiday on Friday, banners and flags whipping ferociously in the rain-drenched wind. Here I had expected sunshine, but the rain showed no sign of letting up. So much for sunny Italy! But this would not hamper our desire to see the city and sights. We pulled out our guidebook and charted our course for the next day.

Throughout the night the rain pounded on the tile roof of the pensione where we were staying just a few blocks from the Duomo, the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. It beat against the wooden shutters, and I slept little that night. When we woke the next morning, we knew immediately that something was wrong. I flicked the light switch, but nothing happened. Roxie and I made our way down the dim hall and ate our breakfast of panini and jam, served by candlelight with lukewarm juice, no coffee or tea. Chatter among the pensione guests was at first subdued, giving way to a slow-moving panic as people stood and gazed out the window. Roxie and I got up and joined them. Though it was no longer raining, a river was moving down the  street. I looked at Roxie and didn’t say anything, but we both knew things were about to change, though neither of us knew how drastically. We walked down to the street level, thinking we might go out to see what was going on, but already the water was ankle deep and so we returned to the third floor, where we sat like ransom victims, each lost in our own thoughts.

By midday, water outside the pensione door was two feet deep and rising. The middle-aged Italian padrone stood, shaking his head, staring down at the street. It was obvious that the Arno River, three blocks away, had burst through its banks. We watched as battered furniture and children’s toys floated by. Trees and other debris bobbed in the muddy water. Automobiles were tossed up against lampposts and street signs. People yelled from rooftops and upper floors of nearby buildings.

That first evening we huddled around a transistor radio in the dining room of the pensione with other guests—Americans, a few Germans, some Italian students from northern Italy. “Florence has become a lake,” a dark, young, frightened Italian girl translated for us. The city had been literally cut off from the rest of the world, the highways and rails destroyed, telephone communications and electricity gone. “Three meters of water,” she said, “over ten feet, in the Piazza del Duomo.”

“And the people of Florence?” an elderly American woman asked.

“Non so, I do not know.”

“And the art?”

Gradually, over the next days, we learned the true extent of the damage. Miraculously, the total number of lives lost in the city would come to only thirty-five. But many Florentines had been displaced from their homes, little basement apartments filled with the awful fango, the mud, which had to be hauled out in buckets. The shops in central Florence were devastated. And yes, the art, oh, the art! Books and paintings and sculptures and frescoes, all damaged and in danger of being lost forever.

The Masolino Madonna had been stored on the ground  floor of the Uffizi, where the overflow from the museum’s vast collection was kept, where the workrooms for restoration and cleaning were located. Unfortunately there had been little foresight in choosing this site. The sixteenth-century building housing many of the greatest masterpieces of Renaissance art was located just meters from the temperamental Arno River.

 
“THE ARTICLE IN the book,” I explained to Andrea as we sat at the restaurant, sharing our order of chicken nachos, “claimed the painting had been destroyed in the flood of sixty-six.” I picked at the chips, removing the peppers and lining them along the edge of my plate. My stomach was too excited to eat anything so spicy, and I wondered why I had agreed to split this particular dish. Andrea said she couldn’t eat a full order, so we’d asked for an extra plate and divvied them up.

“If it was lost, where did the picture in the book come from?” Andrea asked.

“Obviously the photo was taken before the flood. It had that smoky patina—you know, like the Sistine Chapel before the cleaning.” The painting had been scheduled for a cleaning on Monday, November 7. But then the flood happened and everything changed. Rather than a cleaning, the painting would require a rescue and restoration.

Andrea listened, nibbling on the nachos, dipping them in the sour cream and guacamole, then shaking them off until the tiniest taste remained. My sister is thin and very careful about what she puts in her mouth. I have always been naturally thin, though in midlife I’ve found it no longer comes without effort.

“So, the picture was taken before you went over there, before the flood?” she asked.

“Yes, I’m sure it was.”

“And you’re sure it wasn’t destroyed?”

“Andie, I was there. I spent days, nights, running back and forth from the station and Limonaia, fetching the mulberry paper, picking up the humidity meters, the reconstruction tools, sloshing through the mud in my boots . . .”

As these memories came back to me, a sensation as great as the visual images returned—that putrid, fetid smell. Drums stored in basements and filled with oil for heating homes and shops had been ripped open by the gushing waters. The horrible smelly black oil, the nafta, clung to everything—the paintings, the sculptures, the books, our clothes and boots. It destroyed the leather, silk, ceramics, antique furniture, and other merchandise torn from the tiny shops of Florence and piled up in the streets and piazzas in heaps of slime. The smell of sewage and dead animal carcasses, rotting paper and leather hung in the air. Fango, magro, merda. Some of the first words to become part of my limited Italian vocabulary—mud, slime, and shit.

I had been there and I knew the painting had survived. How could I forget the sweetness of the Madonna who gazed up at me as Stefano and I shared our first kiss?

“You’ll pick up the pies then?” Andie asked, interrupting my thoughts, bringing me back to the more immediate issues of the approaching holidays. “We probably should get an extra this year, with Skip and Stacy and her two.” Skip was Andie’s oldest and just recently married—to Stacy, a package deal, as she’d come with two half-grown kids.

It was the last week of first semester and Christmas was just over a week away. I knew Andie had a lot on her mind: kids coming—all five of them, plus four grandkids—shopping, gift wrapping, getting dinner set up for almost twenty. She didn’t seem to be as interested as I thought she could be in what I was telling her.

“I suppose you’ll want dessert too,” Andrea said, glancing at my wine, now down to the last drop.

“Why the hell not?” I said, flipping through the little menu perched on the table. “Double devil chocolate brownie,” I told the waiter. “Scoop of vanilla ice cream—make that two scoops, two spoons.” I glanced at Andrea. She frowned and nodded as the waiter left.

“This lost picture thing,” my sister said. “It’s really got to you—”

“Painting,” I corrected. “And it wasn’t lost. At least not in the flood.”

 
 
THAT EVENING I searched the Internet for the article’s author, Roberto Balducci, who was identified as an instructor of art history, University of Rome. The copyright on the book was 1984. The article had originally appeared in an Italian art journal in 1983, reprinted here in translation. Roberto Balducci’s name came up on several sites for Renaissance art, but nothing connecting him to the Masolino.

That night I couldn’t sleep so I got up and read every piece in The Madonna in Italian Renaissance Art, going over Roberto Balducci’s article twice. In itself it was no great revelation, basically a study of the bridge between late Gothic and Renaissance representation of the Madonna in Italian art. He mentioned that many art historians had attributed the painting to Masolino da Panicale. I thought it strange that this particular painting was being used to illustrate his view on the subject. And the word destroyed—as far as I knew, museum-owned paintings and sculptures were all retrieved in some form or another.

Could something have been lost in translation? Did the Italian article say damaged rather than destroyed? Maybe I could track down the original article in Italy. Not that my Italian was that good, but I was sure I could find someone to help me.

The following afternoon, I realized I couldn’t wait until I got to Italy to discover more. I went back online and finally found a phone number for the university, then glanced at my watch—four P.M., eight hours’ difference, midnight in Italy.

After another night of tossing and turning, I rose early and called the university in Rome, and was told that Professor Balducci hadn’t been there since ’87. I was given a forwarding address in Florence, though no phone number was listed. I knew I was grabbing at the remotest possibilities, but I did another computer search for the phone number of the professor in Florence. There were pages of Balduccis in Florence, several

Roberto Balduccis, none of them at the address given to me by the university. As I waited for the list to print, I typed in one more name.

There was no Stefano Leonetti in Florence.

 
EARLY THE NEXT morning, still unable to push these thoughts of Roberto Balducci’s article out of my head, I got up, grabbed my list of Balduccis, and picked up the phone.

What was I thinking? That I could call some stranger in Italy who had written an article almost seventeen years ago and tell him, You’ve made a mistake. This painting was restored. Yet I couldn’t help wonder where this information had come from, and I couldn’t free my mind of the image of Masolino’s Madonna. Why had Roberto Balducci chosen to write about a painting he thought had been destroyed? I’d never run across a reference to the painting in my many years of studying and teaching art history, and I’d come to believe, sadly, that it had been returned to the obscurity of the Uffizi storage rooms, that my visions and dreams of it hanging alongside the most celebrated creations of the Renaissance were just that—dreams.

I worked through the Roberto Balduccis on my list. No answer on the first, language problems on the next two, an answering machine with indecipherable Italian on the last. I decided I’d try one of the Balduccis, non-Roberto, on the street listed by the university. I spoke with Aldo Balducci, a very nice man, who insisted on speaking English, though his vocabulary consisted of little more than yes, no, I know, and okay. Somehow we managed to carry on a conversation.

“Roberto Balducci, yes, yes, okay, I know, mio cugino.”

I thought he told me he’d have his cousin, Roberto Balducci, call, and I gave him my number in the States. I wasn’t sure that Aldo understood what I’d told him or that Professor Balducci would call or that he was even the Balducci I was looking for. But it was the closest I’d come and it was as far as I would get while in America. If I didn’t hear from Roberto  Balducci, I could check out the university’s forwarding address when I got to Florence.

 
ROBERTO BALDUCCI CALLED me at home in Boise two days before Christmas and left a message. He said he’d spoken with his cousin Aldo, who told him I was interested in talking to him about something he’d written when he was teaching in Rome. He wasn’t sure which article I was referring to. He explained his cousin didn’t understand English that well. Roberto Balducci himself spoke English with very little accent. He had a pleasant voice. He said he was leaving and would be out of town the next three weeks. I could possibly catch him that evening.

I called, but missed him. I left a message, giving him my number at the school in Florence.

I spent Christmas with my sister and her family. New Year’s went off without a hitch, despite warnings and doom- sayers predicting that the world would fall apart, that computers would crash, sending the universe into a tailspin as we entered the new millennium. I spent the next week finishing up at the university in Boise, skiing once with my nephew and niece, and getting things ready to leave. As I was sorting through boxes, moving personal items to a storage unit—I was leasing out the house, furnished, for six months—I came across some photos from my trip with Roxie, and I just knew I had to give her a call.

She suggested we meet for lunch at the mall, where she worked at the Bon in housewares and fine china. She’d been in Boise for almost five years and, though we talked now and then, we seldom got together. It seemed we had so little in common anymore.

As I waved at Roxie across the food court at the mall, I couldn’t help noticing how much she looked like her mother. Over the years she’d put on substantial weight, though she was still very blonde and her hair was styled in the same old sixties-type bubble. We’d made quite a pair when we were  young—Roxie, a short, busty, bubbly blonde; me, tall and skinny with long, straight dark hair.

We both laughed as we pulled out our reading glasses to look at the photos I’d brought along, then giggled and reminisced as we sorted through them. There was a shot of me in London, Big Ben in the background, and one of Roxie, which I had taken, grinning with the Eiffel Tower behind her. I’d done that little amateur photographer’s trick of lining her head up with the tower so it would look like it was sticking out of her head. Roxie’s youthful, unknowing grin, the silliness of the photo, made me smile. Another shot, the two of us in Munich, enormous mugs of Löwenbräu raised in a toast. In Venice we stood in the Piazza San Marco under a dark, overcast sky.

“Remember that Italian fellow who so generously offered to take our picture?” Roxie asked.

“God, yes. It took us hours to get rid of him.” I remembered how we had stopped at a bar for cappuccino, to get out of the wet and gloom, and he followed us right inside and sat down with us.

“I think I still have that little Brownie Instamatic,” Roxie said, and I remembered that we’d taken all these photos with her camera. “Down at my mom’s,” she added. “And these same photos. God, we were skinny. And young.”

I nodded in agreement. When I’d come across the photos it almost seemed as if I were looking at pictures of someone else.

“Half a lifetime ago,” Roxie said.

“More than that, if you’re counting.”

“Quit counting years ago,” she said with a giggle.

There were a few pictures taken in Florence. A couple of the students we met at the National Library—Charley among them, tall and thin. There was one of Roxie and me with a guy named Rick who I remembered she was wild about, a student from Harvard. He was gorgeous with thick wavy hair, a million-dollar politician’s smile. The picture was taken at the train station the day Roxie left to go home. Our arms were  draped around each other’s shoulders—Roxie ready to take off, me showing in no way the fear I could still remember so clearly, the knot growing in my stomach with the realization that I would be on my own now.

“I’d almost forgotten about this guy, what was his name?” Roxie said.

“Rick?” I asked, surprised. I thought she was so in love with him, and she couldn’t even remember his name.

“Oh, yeah, Rick,” Roxie replied thoughtfully. “He was so cute.”

“Yeah, he was.”

“What about that hunky art restorer?” Roxie asked as she flipped through more pictures. “What was his name?”

“Stefano,” I said, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks.

“Ah, yes, Stefano.” Roxie rolled her eyes dramatically. “Maybe you can find him again,” she said with a grin.

“Well,” I said with a grin of my own, “maybe I can.”

 
THE SECOND WEEK in January Andrea gave me a lift to the airport. We exchanged few words as we drove.

“Having second thoughts?” she asked.

“Just mentally checking my list, making sure I did everything. And thinking about how long I’ll be gone. I’ll miss you and the kids. Those grandbabies of yours will be half grown by the time I get home.”

“I’ll send some pictures,” she said. “Tony could do them on the Internet.”

“Good idea.” Tony was Andrea’s youngest, our computer whiz. I gazed out the window. The streets were damp from melting snow. “I’m thinking about Dad too. Leaving this long.”

“You don’t need to worry about Dad. He’s healthy as a horse.”

“So was Mom,” I said, glancing over at Andie.

“If he goes as quick as Mom, it won’t matter if you’re here or halfway across the world.”

“Yeah, I know. You’re right.” Mom had gone quickly—an aneurysm. By the time I got to the hospital, it was too late.

We pulled into short-term parking and Andie helped me with my bags.

“I guess it’s probably Rousseau I’m concerned about,” I told her as we walked across the street to the terminal. “In people years she’s over ninety.” I caught Andie’s sympathetic smile as I glanced over.

“She’ll be okay. Jerry will take good care of her.”

“I hope so.” I’d dropped her off with Jerry early that morning. He and I were still tied together because of Rousseau. We’d found her at the kennel years ago and had immediately fallen in love with her. The name Rousseau was a compromise, which didn’t please either Jerry or me. I had wanted to name our dog after an artist; Jerry’s choice was a literary figure, since he taught literature and poetry. We settled on Rousseau, the only name we could come up with that was both artist and writer. Never mind that the puppy was a girl.

As I’d lifted her into the car that morning, her legs cramped and stiff with late-age arthritis, it came to me, as it often did when I thought about my life, that I was living one that had surely been planned for someone else. I hadn’t expected that, at fifty-two, my partner in life would be a dog, that she would be the one I’d anguish over leaving. I loved Rousseau, but somehow I had expected to be sharing my life with a real person too.

As I drove to deliver her to Jerry, she snuggled against my side, her breathing heavy. “Well, old girl,” I said, finding the soft spot behind her ear, “think you can make it without me for a few months? You’re going to go stay with Daddy.” Jerry and I had always referred to ourselves as Mommy and Daddy when we were talking to Rousseau. We did it at first as a bit of a joke. I thought it was ridiculous—those old childless folks who treated their pets like children. But here I was now—one of them.

There were a lot of things I was now that as a young woman I had never imagined. It was not in my plans, my lifelong goals  conceived as a young woman, to end up this way. Divorced. No family. A professor of art history, of all things. I had never had the slightest interest in art. Until . . .

As I left Rousseau, then again as I boarded my flight for Italy, a familiar thought kept pushing its way into my mind. Everything in my life—my future, my destiny—had changed its course the day I met Stefano Leonetti.
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THE FIRST TIME I laid eyes on Stefano Leonetti he was covered with mud and I was ankle deep in it, sloshing through the streets of Florence in a pair of ill-fitting rubber boots, a gift from the U.S. Army. Two days after the flood, trucks from Camp Darby had pulled into the city loaded with supplies for the volunteers.

Roxie and I were on our way to the National Library, where we had been volunteering. Like many of those visiting the city during the flood, particularly the young people, we had become actively involved in the effort to save the treasures of Florence.

We’d spent only one day and night stranded in the pensione. Miraculously, the water receded within twenty-four hours after the Arno burst over its banks, and additional help flocked into the city—restorers, art students, government officials—all eager to become involved in the rescue and restoration.

By word of mouth from people we met on the street, we’d learned that immediate help was needed at the Biblioteca Nazionale just off Piazza dei Cavalleggeri. When we arrived at the library we joined others and, without any formal instruction  or supervision, began removing damaged manuscripts and books, some reduced to a pulplike mush. Over a million volumes were stored at the National Library, many unfortunately in the basement of the building located on the banks of the Arno. We became part of a human chain, moving books out to be transported to higher ground, where restorers would begin the involved process of drying and treating for mold and bacteria. The stench in the lower levels of the library was unbearable; workers in these areas wore rubber gas masks. The Americans were particularly welcomed, as there was grave concern over the diseases—typhoid, tetanus—that were carried in the mud and gunk. We Americans all had our shots and were ready and eager to work.

The mood among the young people was one of exuberance, rather than fear or defeat. If we were not making history, surely we were saving it. The combination of camaraderie and youthful energy was so thick it was intoxicating, and though we returned to our pensione exhausted, Roxie and I barely slept those first two nights.

It was our third day at the library, and the streets were still thick with mud in places close to the river. Debris was piled in mountains throughout the central city. The first two days we’d taken a more circuitous route, but that day we decided to see if we could walk along the river and check things out. It wasn’t the lay of the land, so to speak, we ended up checking out.

A group of men just outside the Uffizi Gallery was loading paintings onto a truck. Roxie and I stood and watched, our eyes—all four of them—locking instantly on Stefano. Then Roxie and I exchanged a quick, telling glance. Over the past month and a half, in the intimacy of our travels, we had established little secret signs and codes, and I knew just what she was thinking when she did that thing—blowing, lifting her blonde bangs up off her forehead, like she was trying to cool herself off.

“Hot stuff,” she said in a low voice. She licked her lips. “Now that’s one tasty hunka pasta.” Roxie was very dramatic. Everything she said or did came with exaggerated facial expressions.  She should have been an actress. “Now that, baby,” she added, setting her lips in a silent whistle, “that one rates pretty high on the chart.”

“Yes,” I whispered. One fine hunka pasta, indeed.

We’d been rating the guys we encountered as we traveled. We had decided the English were a bit too angular and generally too thin, the French too snooty, and the Italians too short. We were extremely discriminating, perhaps feeling we could be picky, as Roxie and I got our fair share of attention.

“Marilyn Monroe and Scarlett O’Hara,” a young man we’d met in England had called us. “She’s British, you know, Scarlett O’Hara.”

That was news to me. As far as I knew she was a southern belle. My coloring was similar to Scarlett’s—dark hair, green eyes—but with my long, thin, flat-chested body, I would never have filled out that elegant costume she built from a set of velvet drapes.

As I look back on it now, the fact that we were alone, without chaperone, may have been part of the reason we drew so much notice. It was a novelty in the sixties, two girls un-escorted, and I’m sure the boys and men thought we were easy. In Roxie’s case, it was probably a little true. I myself was less defined. I’d had only one serious boyfriend, a guy named Jeff my freshman year in college. After dating for six months we slept together. I honestly couldn’t see what the big deal was—it was messy and awkward. After the first time, that was all Jeff ever wanted to do. I could tell the relationship was doomed, and I decided I could live without until I met someone who knew what he was doing.

I have to admit Roxie and I generally enjoyed the attention we were getting, though on our part it never went beyond a little flirting. We started a kind of rating system for men, and at times we were rather unkind, as if neither Marilyn nor Scarlett would settle for anything less than perfection. Our tastes were not always in agreement. Roxie preferred muscles; I always went for tall.

But when we laid eyes on Stefano for the first time, even  under the foul Florentine mud, and exchanged glances, it was evident that Roxie and I were in agreement.

He stood directing the transport of paintings that had been damaged in the flood. He didn’t notice us at first, he was so involved in his task. But then, he looked over and stared at me for a moment. He was tall and muscular, his damp, muddy shirt and pants clinging to his body. His shoulders were broad like an athlete’s and his waist trim. Although there was a chill in the air, he wore no coat or jacket and his shirtsleeves were rolled up, the muscles in his forearms flexing as he hoisted a large painting onto the truck.

“Bella, bella,” Roxie and I whispered to each other as we continued trudging through the mud, glancing back now and then at the group outside the Uffizi. We knew the word bella  meant beautiful. It was a word we’d heard plenty from the men in northern Italy. We weren’t aware at the time that the proper term to describe a beautiful man was bello, not bella.

We continued on to the library, speaking little, exchanging our silly grins, as if neither of us could get the image of this beautiful man out of our minds.

It wasn’t until three weeks later that I saw Stefano for the second time. Roxie and I were still working at the library, and he had come over to recruit more volunteers to transport works of art to the Limonaia, a winter nursery generally used to house the lemon and orange trees from the Boboli Gardens at the Pitti Palace. It was a perfect place to lodge the paintings where they could be dried slowly, where the humidity and temperature could be controlled to retard the expanding and contracting of the ancient wood panels. The Limonaia had been quickly revamped—new concrete floor and covering, humidity meters, rows of metal racks to dry the paintings—in less than twelve days.

“You,” he said, looking directly at me, “Americano.” His eyes were deep set and very dark. His hair was a bit long, curling around his ears and neck.

My heart literally stopped for a moment, I swear it did, then rose and caught in my throat. He had picked me!

At the time I was dressed in blue jeans, boots, several layers of shirts and sweaters under a blue pea jacket, a knit stocking cap on my head. There was no heat in the library, where we worked by candlelight, so we dressed as warmly as possible. I hadn’t washed my hair in over a week as we had little water for personal hygiene. I’d put it in a ponytail and twisted it up inside my stocking cap.

And now, I thought, this beautiful Italian man—he was a man, not a boy—must have seen something in me, something even deeper than a physical beauty. It was like a romantic movie.

I didn’t learn until several weeks later that he had chosen me because I was tall, and under the many layers of sweaters and coat, I looked fairly sturdy. And . . . he thought I was a boy.

 
ROXIE AND I had both commented how the leers and suggestive remarks, which we had elicited in Venice and were told by some American girls were typical behavior on the part of Italian men, seemed to have subsided, almost disappeared since the flood. It seemed that in this joint effort, this solidarity, we had become not men and women, just people. People from all over the world joining together with a common goal—to save Florence.

But after a very short time, a charged sense of sexual awareness and flirtation on the part of the men returned. Though my job at the Limonaia was that of an errand boy, I was still a girl, and being one of the few, other than a couple of stodgy women art restorers and museum representatives, I got a fair amount of notice from the men.

Except from Stefano. I decided that I would make myself indispensable and maybe in the process he would notice me. But as I did this, something else happened. I became involved, not with Stefano—that would come later—but with the art, the paintings. Something began to move within me—a curiosity, then a fascination, a devotion, a passion. And an understanding that I had indeed been chosen, chosen to save the treasures of Florence.

Roxie had stayed on at the library. I don’t think she gave a damn about the books, but she did about Rick, the tall, handsome Harvard boy, who was also working at the library. There were at least half a dozen American universities with programs in Florence—Stanford, Harvard, Syracuse, Florida State, Smith, Gonzaga—and most of them had dismissed classes for the first few weeks of the rescue. Students from all of them, along with the students who flocked into the city from other Italian and European locations, became known as the angeli di fango, mud angels, for obvious reasons, and angeli blu, blue angels, for their uniforms of blue jeans.

In the evenings, after our work was finished for the day, we would sit around—at one of the student dorms, villas, or pensioni , sometimes outdoors near the station, where the young men who came to help were housed in old railway cars—and we would talk, about the flood, about the work we were doing in the city. Huddled together to warm ourselves in the chill of the winter night, we would pass around a bottle of wine, share a cigarette, occasionally a joint. Sometimes, we would talk about what had caused the flood, what precautions were being taken to prevent it from happening again.

More than nineteen inches, one-third of the area’s annual rainfall, had come in just two days. The ill-timed release of water from two dams upriver had sent water surging into Florence, which sat in a geographically vulnerable position within the lowest area on the first plain reached by the Arno River after the confluence of its largest tributary, the Sieve.

“The Italians are fatalists,” an American boy said as he pushed his longish hair off his forehead. “The city has flooded every century for the past seven hundred years and they do nothing about it. The land has been raped, trees pulled out along the valley, nature’s own defenses destroyed. Did you know, Leonardo designed a system of dams, canals, and reservoirs to prevent such tragedies five hundred years ago, yet nothing was ever done?”

I noticed none of the Italian students came to the defense of their country, although one of the French students said  something about how the Americans sent over all the money, then thought they had a right to tell the Italians how to do things, how to conduct the art rescue. We had indeed sent money. A special committee called the CRIA, Committee to Rescue Italian Art, had been formed to collect and send funds for the restoration project. Jacqueline Kennedy had been named honorary chairman.

Mostly we talked about what we were doing to help the city of Florence, and these conversations were filled with an excitement and sense of camaraderie. We were all bursting with youthful energy and a knowledge that what we were doing would truly make a difference. But even these discussions at times became heated debates. Some of us were working in the museums and libraries. Others spent their days digging mud out of the basement dwellings of the poor citizens of Florence, bringing food, water, blankets, and clothing to those who had been displaced. At times we argued about whose work was more important.

“People have lost their homes,” a thin young British student said. “They have no food, no water. It is the people of Florence we must save.”

“People are vulnerable . . . fragile . . . people die . . . people will always die . . . short life spans,” one of the Italian boys said. Almost as if making a joke. “But art, art is forever.”

“Ah, but have you seen the Cimabue?” This from one of the Stanford boys. “The art is as subject to nature’s whims as man himself.”

We had all heard about the Cimabue, a treasured crucifix created by the artist Giovanni Cimabue in the late thirteenth century. The artist is often referred to as the “Father of Florentine Art,” and many experts believe his work represents the beginning of western art—the bridge between Byzantine and Renaissance. The crucifix had been battered beyond repair in the church of Santa Croce. The ancient paint had literally washed right off the surface, chips of pigment floating unattached on the sea that had filled the sacristy and museum. The chips had been placed on a plate to keep them safe for the art  restorers. One of the workmen, completely unaware, had discarded them and used the plate to eat his lunch.

The discussions would go on into the night, never being resolved.

“We can do both,” an idealistic American girl, a student from Gonzaga, exclaimed. “Working together we can save the citizens of Firenze as well
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