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If I fall in love with you, I’d want to turn you into a statue. To hold you forever in one pose. My adoration would fossilize you. 
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  Dedication


To the women whose strength of character is quiet but unshakable, whose wisdom guides without fanfare, whose effectiveness is felt in every outcome, and whose integrity never wavers—this story is for you. 
And to the three extraordinary women in my life: To my wife, whose fierce independence inspires me daily. To my daughter, whose unique resourcefulness reminds me that possibility lives in every challenge. And to my daughter-in-law, whose loyalty and unwavering support uplift my son and enrich our family.
You are the calm in chaos, the soul behind strength, and the reason I believe in the power of singularity.
This story is a tribute to every woman who persists in the pursuit of justice, and who rises—again and again—in the face of unimaginable tragedy.
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Worn but not broken--every struggle shapes a story.
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  Chapter one
The Anatomy of Silence


The butcher’s cleavers thud below, a pulse climbing the floorboards. Belina Barone sits rigid in her armchair, eyes locked on nothing. Each strike—clean, deliberate, final—soothes her, a rhythm she craves. 
“True symmetry,” Alessandro Florentino wrote, “is found only in the anatomy of death.”
She underlines it twice, pencil gouging the page. His voice slithers back, low and fervent, from a lecture hall years ago—his eyes burning into hers, his hands on her skin later, in the dark. She loved him then, her heart raw, offered. He turned away. The rejection stings still, a bruise she presses in silence. She blinks the memory shut.
Her apartment huddles in shadow, shutters half-drawn against dawn. Dust swirls in golden light, ash caught in amber. Books line the walls—Renaissance philosophy, anatomical studies, poetry scarred with her spidery notes. On the mantel, a worn La Pietà statue gleams. Her fingers trace Mary’s anguished face, then Christ’s ribs, cold marble under warm skin. Her mother’s lullaby hums in her ear—soft, lilting, gone. The void in her chest yawns wider.
A crooked PhD diploma from the University of Pisa hangs above her desk, beside a glass vase etched with Premio per l’Eccellenza Didattica—Award for Teaching Excellence. The vase is empty, a hollow relic of a life abandoned. The diploma tilts, ignored.
Sketches cover the opposite wall, pinned with surgical precision: bones curved like cathedral arches, faces stripped to muscle and sinew. Photographs of The Last Judgment, The Birth of Venus, The Veiled Christ bear red-ink annotations in Latin, thoughts she keeps hidden. Her name stains no page.
She passes the vase, muttering, “They call beauty decoration.” Her voice rasps, scorn sharp as a blade. “Fools.”
She dresses with care: crisp linen blouse, charcoal skirt, hair pulled taut like a bowstring. Then, the note. She lifts it from her desk, where it appeared last night, as if by his will alone. His script, unmistakable, recalls the scraps he left her years ago—tucked in her sketchbook, pressed into her palm after a stolen night, before he cast her aside for ‘perfection’s sake.’ Others followed her, broken by his promises, their faces fading like hers. Her pulse quickens, a traitor to her calm. She sees him in a Florence basement—blood pooling, his scalpel steady, her hands trembling as she watched. She folds the note—once, twice, edges sharp—and tucks it into her satchel, separate from the sketchbook, the knives. Her fingers hover, a crack in her resolve. Would you know me now? The question burns. She lets it pass.

      ***Belina unlocks her bicycle in the courtyard, chain rattling. She rides through Lucca’s waking streets, tires humming on wet cobblestones. Mist clings, unveiling shuttered cafés and statues frozen in prayer. The cathedral’s blind saints stare, their stone faces stern like her father’s, his voice cutting when she sketched late into the night. She buries the thought.
At Piazza San Michele, she locks her bike beneath the archangel’s stone wings. The square hums: a boy scatters pigeons, wings clapping; a woman hawks oranges, voice sharp; a priest nods, smile unanswered. Two men argue by a newsstand, their voices rising over a headline: Serial Killer Florentino Eludes Capture; FBI’s Stone Awaits Carabinieri’s Call. Belina’s lips twitch, almost a smile. Stone hunts him, blind to the women he breaks—like her, cast aside for Stone’s fleeting charm.
She unwraps a heel of bread, chews without taste. Oranges linger—bright, cutting, her mother’s hand in hers, silence after her father’s coffin closed. Years of drifting, unclaimed, unmoored. The scent pulls her toward the cemetery, where her mother’s name waits, carved in stone.
She weaves through Lucca’s alleys—past the bakery where her mother bought bread, the school she never entered, kept home by her father’s rules, until she broke free, the wall where she chalked a spine’s curve. She feels no one’s gaze on her, invisible as always. She moves unstopped.
At the cemetery, cypress shadows stripe the marble graves. She kneels before her parents’ stones, brushing leaves from their names: her mother’s in flowing script, her father’s in jagged cuts. Her fingers linger, cold stone under warm skin. Would you know me now? The thought slices, sharp as Florentino’s blade. She sees him carving, shaping flesh into art, her own hands stained. Her chest cracks, a fleeting ache. She lingers longer than ever.
As the sun dips, she pedals home, the note’s weight heavy in her satchel. The courtyard gate clangs shut. The butcher’s cleavers pound, relentless, urging her forward.
She climbs the stairwell, fingers grazing cool plaster. Garlic and soap hang in the air. A child’s drawing—two stick figures under a lopsided sun—clings to a neighbor’s door. She unlocks her apartment, steps into its dim hush.
Nothing changes. The candle by La Pietà gutters low. She lies on her bed, fully dressed, hands folded over her stomach, eyes unblinking. Sleep stays away. Tears do not come. She is still.

      ***All night, the note burns in her mind, calling her to Florence. At dawn, the butcher’s shop is silent. Belina descends the stairwell, steps echoing on worn stone. She unlocks her bicycle, rides to the train station, streets empty, no detours.
Her satchel is lighter, stripped to essentials. At the station, she leans the bike against the ticket counter’s wall, unchained, abandoned. She does not look back.
On the platform, she sits alone, tote on her lap, leather creased and worn. She unbuckles it, lifts the flap. Florentino’s note lies flat, white, untouched. Her fingers brush its edge, pausing as if it burns. She sees his face, his hands, the blood. Begin where beauty lives. She waits, expecting nothing. The satchel snaps shut.
The train to Florence arrives. She boards in silence, speaks to no one, reads nothing, closes her eyes only to blink. The satchel stays closed, the note unseen.
In Florence, the Uffizi opens at ten. She will be there at nine, with time to make the first cut.






  
  Chapter two
Symmetry in Red


Florence wakes in gold. Sunlight spills across the Piazza della Signoria, warming cobblestones and casting jagged shadows from statues frozen in anguish. Tourists drift like pollen—laughing, snapping photos, licking gelato. The city hums, cloaked in beauty and the illusion of safety. 
Belina Barone sits at a wrought-iron café table, her espresso cold, untouched. A cornetto flakes in the breeze beside it. Her pale linen dress clings to her frame, hair pinned in a tight twist. Her gray eyes scan the crowd, unblinking, dissecting flesh with surgical calm.
A child chases pigeons. A couple kisses beneath Neptune’s trident. A violinist’s trembling notes weave through Vivaldi. Belina sees none of it. She sees bone, muscle, the flawed dance of imperfection. In her mind, Florentino’s voice whispers from years ago, his breath warm against her ear in a darkened studio, promising the divine symmetry of release. Her fingers tighten on the satchel, the note’s words—Begin where beauty lives—burning in her chest. She shudders, the memory a blade, sharp with his rejection.
Cold steel waits within—custom-forged knives, curved like tusks, balanced for precision. She named them: Primavera for beauty, Judgment for truth.
She stands, heels clicking like a metronome, driven by the note’s call. The Uffizi looms, its Renaissance façade solemn. The crowd parts, sensing a ripple—a predator’s grace. She needs no ticket, no pause.
At the entrance, the ticket agent smiles. “Buongiorno, signora. Do you have—”
Primavera kisses his throat, a lover’s touch beneath the mandible. Her hand hesitates, a flicker of her mother’s lullaby, then cuts. The carotid splits. Blood blooms, a red smile. He collapses, gurgling. Screams pierce the air. Belina steps over him, serene.
The gallery is a cathedral of art—Botticelli, Caravaggio, Raphael. She moves like a storm in silk, blades singing. A docent lunges. Primavera carves a spiral into his cheek, a flourish of beauty, before Judgment pierces his heart, silencing him.
A tourist screams in German. Belina severs his femoral artery beneath The Birth of Venus. Blood jets in rhythmic arcs. She avoids the liver—too slow. Prefers the throat, the thigh, the clavicle’s soft hollow.
A young man in a crisp suit, a rose pinned to his lapel, pleads. Judgment slices his jugular, his eyes glazing as he slumps against a column. A security guard charges; she opens his throat with Primavera, precise as a brushstroke.
Seven.
She imagines Stone chasing shadows, oblivious to how Florentino discards women like her—broken tools in his quest for symmetry.
A woman in a wheelchair, a child clutching a stuffed lion, an old man whispering prayers. Belina does not discriminate. She is not angry. She is exact. Yet her chest tightens, Florentino’s rejection echoing: You were never enough, his voice cruel as the day he abandoned her for a ‘purer canvas.’
Ten.
Her hands move faster, blades a blur, as if speed could silence the ache. Florentino’s voice hums in her mind
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