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Prologue


Serralunga d’Alba, Italy


At Villa Della Rosa, autumn was fading. The beauty of the summer had given way to the fall harvest, but now the trees, the bushes, the vines—all of them were bare. Their yearly slumber had begun. Vincenzo wondered if they dreamed during those long months. Dreamed of sunshine, dreamed of color, dreamed of life.


When Vincenzo closed his eyes, he dreamed only of her.


Giovanna smiling at him.


Giovanna laughing, the sun on her face.


Giovanna angry, her cheeks flushed, her eyes burning.


Giovanna writing him a letter. A letter, now open beside him, that left him no hope.


But even with that knowledge, he preferred, still, to dream. To imagine that once again their hearts would belong to each other. That he would no longer have to paint her from memory alone.


He looked up at the stars and wished upon all of them that one day his dream would come true.










Chapter 1


Genoa, Italy


Then


Giovanna’s heart leapt every time the door to her father’s tailor shop opened.


It was only six months ago that she, her father, and Faustina had returned from Saluzzo, where they’d spent most of the war. In the autumn of 1942, after a bomb blew out the windows in their shop and in their home above it, her father had boarded up the windows, taken what he could, and brought them all to the farmhouse his parents shared with his brother, Enzo, and his family in the mountain town where he was born.


When they came back to Genoa nearly three years later, they weren’t sure they’d be able to open the shop again. The boards across the windows had been splintered, the floor covered in dirt and debris. Bombs had rained down on the city while they were away.


As they had stood staring at the shattered wood and chunks of glass and stone, Faustina spotted a half-destroyed piece of paper crumpled under the rubble—it looked like it had been there for years—and bent down to work it free. “A propaganda leaflet,” she’d said, “from the Allied forces: The government in Rome says: the war goes on. This is why our bombing goes on.” Faustina shook her head. “The government in Rome cost us our shop.”


“It’s not so bad,” Giovanna had said softly, walking over to her sister and running her fingers across the leaves carved into the counter, which was still standing at the back of the shop. Her fingertips came away covered in soot and dust.


Federico had wrapped an arm around each of his daughters. “The war is over,” he’d said then, kissing first Faustina on the top of her head and then Giovanna. “We are still here.”


“Are our customers?” Faustina had asked.


Federico sighed. “We’ll see, won’t we?”


And they had seen. Their customers had slowly come back, some looking to have their clothing remade to fit bodies that had become leaner during wartime, some wanting skirts tapered to look fashionable again, some carrying a coat or a dress or a sweater left behind by a loved one, asking Federico if there was anything he could do to keep their memories alive.


“I can help,” Giovanna told a young mother whose husband had died only six months after their child had entered the world. She took the coat the mother brought and turned it into a stuffed rabbit for the little girl, its ears lined with scraps of satin, its face embroidered with gold thread. The whole time she was sewing, Giovanna wished she still had one of her mother’s coats. It had been more than six years since her mother died; Giovanna had been fourteen then. She wished she’d been able to carry a small piece of her mother with her all these years, hold that piece in her arms, keep her close. Giovanna sewed her own longing into that bunny.


And now the woman had returned for it.


“One moment,” Giovanna said to her, ducking behind the curtain into the back room of the tailor shop, where her father and her sister were working.


She picked the stuffed rabbit off the high shelf where she’d left it to keep it safe.


“That’s beautiful, Giovannina,” her father said, admiring the rabbit in Giovanna’s hands. “Where did you find a pattern for that?”


Giovanna smiled. “I made one up,” she told him.


It was something she loved to do: imagine a dress, a shirt, a jacket—or in this case a stuffed rabbit—in her mind’s eye and then create it.


“I bet we could sell those,” Faustina said, an A‑line skirt resting on the sewing machine in front of her. “Do you want me to see if Betto can get some scraps of fabric so you can make more?”


“I can make the pattern for you, if you’d like to make them,” Giovanna said as she headed back into the public part of the shop. “But I’d rather work on clothing, if that’s okay.” She loved how a beautifully fitting dress could give a woman confidence, how perfectly tailored pants could make a boy feel like a man. She would often watch people on the street and tailor their clothing in her mind or imagine new outfits for them entirely. Especially after the war, she wanted to give people that moment of self-assurance, of happiness. But she was glad she was able to make this toy so a little girl could have a physical reminder of her father.


“Here you go,” Giovanna said, handing the stuffed rabbit to the woman.


The woman rubbed the rabbit’s ears between her fingers and her eyes filled with tears. “What do I owe you?” she asked.


“Nothing,” Giovanna said, her heart responding to the sorrow in the woman’s eyes, recognizing her own sorrow there. “It’s my gift to your daughter.”


“You must take something,” the woman said. “Perhaps a trade? I still have some plum jam from the summer. I can bring a jar by tomorrow.”


“That sounds perfect,” Giovanna said, recognizing in the woman a need for fairness. “My family and I love plum jam.”


During the war they’d gotten used to trading—for work, for food, for clothing—a way to make sure everyone had what they needed.


The woman smiled when she took hold of the toy. “Angelina will love this,” she said, putting the stuffed rabbit in her purse. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome,” Giovanna told her, noticing how loosely the woman’s clothing hung on her body, wondering whether it was sorrow or scarcity that had stolen her appetite.


When Giovanna looked up, there was another customer waiting. A young man, about her age, with warm brown eyes, looking at her intently. The intensity of his gaze made her heart flutter. Giovanna’s eyes locked with his, and she couldn’t look away. It felt like he was looking straight through to her heart, to truly see, to understand. He cleared his throat and she remembered herself.


“Can I help you?” she asked.


“You can,” he answered, and then didn’t say anything more.


Giovanna laughed. She asked that question dozens of times a week, and no one had ever responded that way.


“Well, I’m glad,” she said. She glanced down at his clothing, trying to figure him out. It was well made, expensive, but a little small. She could see his socks poking out between the hem of his pants and the top of his shoes. She wondered if he’d grown taller during the war, if he was still wearing pants that fit him when he was fifteen or sixteen.


There was a leather satchel slung over his shoulder and he took it off, placing it between them on the counter. “I was wondering if Signor Ferrero would be able to remake some of my brother’s clothing to fit me,” he said.


Giovanna took the clothing out of the bag. The fabrics were good quality, and the pants and vests inside weren’t that much bigger than the man in front of her.


“I’m sure my father could do that,” she said. “I’ll get him so he can fit you properly.”


“Your father?” he said before she could turn.


“Yes,” she said. “My father is Federico Ferrero.” She wondered who had sent this man to their store. Most of their customers knew her and Faustina well. “I’m Giovanna,” she added.


“Hello, Giovanna.” He said her name softly, and her heart fluttered again. “I’m Vincenzo, Vincenzo Della Rosa.” Della Rosa. The name was familiar, but she couldn’t place why.


Federico walked through the curtain.


“Hello,” he said to Vincenzo. “I just heard you introduce yourself to my daughter. Can I assume that you’re the conte d’Alba’s second son?”


“I am,” Vincenzo said.


The conte d’Alba! Giovanna remembered him, a tall man with thick brown hair the same caffe latte color as Vincenzo’s. She’d met him twice, a long time ago, but he’d made an impression, since he was the only member of the nobility who frequented her father’s shop.


“It’s nice to meet you,” Federico said. “I hope your father is well.”


“He is, thank you,” Vincenzo said. Then he paused for a moment. “But we lost my brother in the war.”


Giovanna’s heart went out to him. She could tell by the way he said it that Vincenzo was still grieving the loss, that his heart was still tender.


“I’m so sorry,” Federico said. “Please send my condolences to your parents—and your sister as well.”


Giovanna wished she could think of something comforting to say. Instead, she just nodded in sympathy.


Then there was a moment of silence until Federico said, “Did you say you wanted some of your brother’s clothing tailored?”


Vincenzo nodded. Giovanna wondered if he was too choked up to answer out loud.


Federico picked up the satchel of clothing and brought it across the shop. “The changing area is over here,” he said, pulling back a curtain that separated a small corner of the room from the rest.


Vincenzo cleared his throat. “Of course,” he said, walking toward Federico. Before he stepped into the curtained-off area, he turned back to Giovanna. “It was nice to meet you.”


“You too,” she answered, feeling her cheeks get hot.


Giovanna ducked behind a curtain into the back of the store before he could see her blush.


“So the conte d’Alba’s son is in?” Faustina asked, putting down the blouse she was working on.


Giovanna nodded. “His second son. The older brother died in the war.”


Faustina shook her head. “I can’t believe Papà is still going to accept their business when they supported the fascists. I told him that on principle he should refuse the business of everyone who was on the wrong side of the war.”


Giovanna sighed. Her sister saw things so black and white. It was an argument Giovanna had stopped trying to have with her. There were definite wrongs and definite rights, but there were so many shades of gray in between, especially during wartime, when people were scared and sad and fighting for their lives or the lives of loved ones. You had to give everyone some grace until they showed you a reason not to, or at least that was what Giovanna thought. She had trouble putting those thoughts into words, though. Especially words her sister would listen to.


Faustina stood. “I’m taking a walk,” she said. “Tell Papà I’ll be home in time to make supper.”


“Okay,” Giovanna said, watching her sister put on her coat.


“This,” Faustina said, closing the buttons, “is why I want to move to America.”


Giovanna was pretty sure there were people there who needed grace, too, whose wartime stories contained shades of gray, but she kept her mouth shut. It wasn’t worth arguing with Faustina. Not when they were kids, and certainly not now, when Faustina’s opinions were so set, when her facility with words was so much better than Giovanna’s.


As Giovanna picked up a pair of pants to hem, she wondered what Vincenzo Della Rosa’s story was. And whether she’d ever find out.










Chapter 2


New York City, USA


Now


Cassandra kicked off her high heels as she stepped into their apartment.


“Lu?” she called out.


“In the studio!” Luca called back.


She walked in stocking feet down the hallways they’d created in their SoHo loft space to the far corner, where Luca painted. During the day, the room was flooded with light from the floor‑to‑ceiling windows that looked out on Lafayette and Bond streets. Now it was the golden hour, the time of day when the natural light looked like an Instagram filter. When it was forgiving and welcoming.


“Ah, stellina!” he said, a smile spreading across his face when Cass appeared in the doorway. “Perfect timing.”


Cass smiled at the nickname. “Little star” he always called her, in his first language, a nod to an Italian lullaby they both knew. She loved listening to him say anything in Italian. She loved his slight accent in English, too, the barely detectable roll to his r, the lilt in the way he phrased his sentences that brought to mind piazzas and duomos and the Berninis she’d studied her junior year in Florence. It reminded her of her grandmother, too, who had come to America in the late 1940s but kept a few traces of Italian on her tongue.


“What am I perfectly timed for?” she asked him, the smell of linseed oil and turpentine following him out of his studio as he shut the door.


“Dinner,” he told her, “in Parma or maybe Modena tonight. I picked up prosciutto at Eataly this afternoon while I was taking a walk.”


Cass loved how it sounded when he said Parma. Modena. Prosciutto. “Let me guess: That’s not all you picked up.”


His smile widened into the grin that first drew her to him, one that softened the sharp edges of his face. “Of course not,” he said, walking with her into the kitchen, where she found an entire shelf of their refrigerator filled with Italian meats and cheeses. He did this at least once a month, and then they put on Italian pop music and had a dinner of wine, cheese, salumi, and rustic Italian bread, which she saw was waiting on the counter next to the fridge.


Almost always, they spoke to each other in English, but on these nights, they switched to Italian. Cass wasn’t fluent, but she spoke it well and had figured out ways to talk around the words she didn’t know.


“How was work?” he asked in Italian, pouring her a glass of Barolo from his family’s vineyard in Serralunga d’Alba.


“Busy,” she answered, taking a sip of wine.


Luca laughed. “I need a little more than that.”


Cass felt that first sip of Barolo relax her muscles and her mind. She always spoke Italian better after a glass of wine.


“The campaign launches next month,” she said, “to lead into the holidays.”


Luca nodded. “Do you feel good about it?”


Cass did. She was the regional marketing director for Daisy Lane, a London-based ready‑to‑wear company that was about to expand into the U.S. and Canadian markets. The campaign she was developing was going to launch the brand in North America. It featured images of all kinds of families in Daisy Lane clothes spending the holidays together. The clothing was stylish and chic, but completely affordable, which was what Cass loved about it. As someone who hadn’t grown up with money, she appreciated clothing that looked couture but that an average person could buy without going broke.


“I do,” Cass said. “I’d willingly stake my career on it.” She often thought of campaigns that way. Working in fashion was a decision she’d made against her parents’ wishes, so she was constantly checking herself, checking her work, making sure this decision, this career was truly the right one. So far, she was pretty sure it was.


Luca smiled and raised his wineglass to her. “That’s my girl,” he said. “Have I ever mentioned how sexy your confidence is?”


“Maybe a few times,” Cass said, laughing. She took his hand with hers and wove their fingers together, feeling the rough spots of oil paint that had dried to his skin. “Have I ever mentioned how sexy your talent is?”


“Maybe a few times,” Luca responded, squeezing her hand.


Luca was an up‑and-coming artist in the New York City gallery scene—and the London and Milan gallery scenes, too. Cass had met him eighteen months earlier at an opening at the Joseph Landis Gallery while she was on a fourth date with the gallery’s director, Stuart McEnroe. She’d been in the area they’d set up as a bar for the evening, getting a glass of chardonnay, when Luca walked up behind her. She’d known exactly who he was—Stuart had pointed Luca out when he’d walked in and told her about Luca’s new show at the Lockwood Gallery, a few blocks over.


Luca had looked at the labels on the wine bottles displayed on the table in front of them and then at the glass in Cass’s hand. “French wine?” he asked, with a raise of his eyebrow. “For your next glass I recommend the Barolo, Cassandra.”


Even though Cass knew who he was, she was taken aback that he knew who she was. “Thank you for the recommendation,” she said, wondering who had told him her name. What other information about her they’d shared.


“I thought an Italian woman like you would have chosen differently,” he said. She looked at him. She knew he was Italian, too. More Italian than she was, born in Genoa, before his family moved to New York when he was in elementary school. Stuart had spent at least fifteen minutes giving her the CliffsNotes version of Luca’s life story when he walked through the gallery’s door.


“You seem to know a lot about me, Luca Bartolomei,” she answered, not wanting him to feel like he had the upper hand.


He smiled, his grin transforming his face, making him look softer.


“I see you know me, too,” he said.


Cass shook her head. “I don’t know you,” she said. “I just know of you.” She remembered the glass of wine in her hand and took a sip.


“Maybe we should change that,” Luca said. “Unless you’d prefer to go back to Stuart.” His eyes traveled the room and Cassandra’s did, too, until they found Stuart, chatting with a couple of art collectors in the far corner. Cass didn’t want to interrupt, in case he was making a sale. Plus she found Luca intriguing. More intriguing, she had to admit, than Stuart.


“He looks busy,” Cass said.


Luca laughed.


That night had simultaneously been her last date with Stuart and her first date with Luca.


And that date led to more. It led to dinners and live music and gallery openings and wine tastings and trips to see his family in Italy and on the Upper East Side of Manhattan and hers on Long Island. It led to spending hours together in museums looking at art, especially her favorites, Mondrian and Rothko, and his favorites, Giotto and Botticelli. It led to falling in love and the two of them moving in together to a loft in SoHo. It led to a future.


“How is Diana going?” Cass asked, referencing the newest painting in his series, as she rolled up a piece of prosciutto before taking a bite.


“Almost done,” he answered. When they were visiting Luca’s grandfather in Serralunga d’Alba last spring, they’d gone on a trip south to Pompeii, where Luca had come up with the idea for his new series—a contemporary take on the Roman pantheon of gods and goddesses. He’d had his sister, Alessandra, model for Diana, sitting on a Vespa, wearing leather pants, a leather moto jacket, and high leather boots, her long, light brown hair whipping behind her, under a crimson helmet. “Would you like to see it after dinner?”


“Of course,” she said. “You never have to ask. I always want to see your art.”


Luca blushed, and Cass couldn’t help but lean across the table to give him a kiss. Other than his grandfather, no one in his family had taken much interest in his art until very recently, when it started selling, and he still seemed almost apologetic about asking her to look at it. She wondered if painting his family into this series was his way of trying to make them feel included. Luca had told her that a lot of artists worked from photographs these days, but he felt like there was a connection between artist and model that only formed when they spent time in the room together and brought an added layer of emotion to the painting. She imagined that was particularly true when there were emotions already embedded in the artist/model relationship.


“So,” he said, “I’ve got a new idea for the Jupiter piece.”


“Oh yeah?” Cass asked. She loved watching his creative process unfold. She’d taken some art classes in college, and though she hadn’t been much good, they helped now when she brainstormed ad campaigns—understanding the feeling behind the images, the subconscious way people perceive colors, how small details could trigger specific emotions.


“I want to find him a Juno, and then they could be surrounded by decades and decades of photos of their children growing up, their grandchildren, and I’d paint them in profile, both of them watching a computer screen with tons of little squares of family members on a video call.”


Cass smiled. “I like it,” she said. “A little melancholy, like the rest of your pieces in the series. It’ll fit perfectly.” This process felt so familiar to her: A concept. An image. A way to draw the viewer in. Maybe it was why she and Luca worked so well together. “So who are you going to ask to pose as Juno?” Cass asked.


Luca put down his wineglass. “I was thinking maybe you could ask your grandmother. She and my grandfather are about the same age. It’d be perfect.”


Cass’s gram was three months younger than Luca’s nonno. She was one of the strongest women Cass had ever known, but this past summer Gram decided she was done living alone and wanted to move back to New York from Florida to live with Cass’s parents. The move had happened a few days ago. Cass was planning to see her over the weekend.


“You want me to ask her when I’m out in Island Park?” Cass said, picking up the bottle of wine and refilling both of their glasses.


“Would you?” Luca asked. Cass had wanted him to come with her, but he’d told his nonno he’d pick him up from the airport at three thirty and wasn’t sure they’d be back in time.


“Of course,” Cass said. “At least this way the two of you will finally meet each other!”


Luca laughed and picked up his refilled glass. “Now that she’s closer, we’ll make that happen soon, even if she doesn’t model for me. I’m sorry I can’t go with you this weekend.”


Cass looked at the label on the wine bottle—a single rose in front of a rising sun, the logo Luca’s grandfather had designed for his vineyard years before.


“I wonder what they’ll think of each other,” she said.


“Who?” Luca asked. He’d gotten up and was adding a few more slices of mortadella to their plate of meat.


“Our grandparents,” Cass answered. “Doesn’t your grandfather have an apartment in Genoa, too? Maybe they crossed paths when they were young.”


Luca laughed. “Different circles, I think.” He added some more olives, too.


“True,” Cass agreed. Tailors and members of the Italian nobility didn’t tend to frequent the same gatherings. “If we’d lived back then, we probably wouldn’t have crossed paths either.”


“I would’ve found you, no matter what circles we were in,” Luca said, sitting back down next to her, love apparent in his voice. “You’re my Venus.”


Cass smiled. She still couldn’t quite believe that to him, she was Venus, the goddess of love, of beauty, of sexuality and desire. And that he was going to paint her that way soon. She couldn’t wait to see how she looked through his eyes. And she appreciated that he thought social class wouldn’t have made a difference in their relationship had they met back then, but she wondered if it was actually true. Even now she felt the differences in their upbringing. She wondered if in Italy after the war those differences would’ve been insurmountable. She was glad they didn’t have to find out.










Chapter 3


Genoa, Italy


Then


Giovanna was at the counter, hand-sewing a zipper into a skirt, when the door to the shop opened. She looked up and her heart caught in her throat. It was Vincenzo. Vincenzo Della Rosa.


“I seem to have a problem,” he said as he walked in, “and I hope you might be able to help me.”


His gaze was so piercing, so focused it made Giovanna feel important, like she was someone worth taking notice of. “What’s the problem?” she asked.


He held out his wrist. “I have a meeting in fifteen minutes, and my button is loose.”


Giovanna put her hand under his wrist to inspect the button, and somehow the room felt as if it had gotten at least three degrees warmer. She felt the heat radiating off his arm, off his whole body.


“I can fix that,” she said, threading a needle with white thread to match the other buttons. It was all she could do to focus on the task, not prick him with her needle. But still she noticed that his fingers were dusted with charcoal, that he smelled like soap, that his warm breath was tickling her cheek. “There you go,” she said, cutting the end of the thread with a tiny scissor.


“I can’t thank you enough,” he said. “It’s hard to feel confident at a meeting with a wobbly button.”


Giovanna smiled. “Glad I could help,” she said.


He paid her four times the amount she’d charged and told her that he wanted to cover the cost of any future stuffed animals she made for customers who’d lost a parent. It made her wonder if he was thinking about his brother when he did that. They didn’t know each other well, though, so she didn’t ask. Instead, she thanked him, and he left and she went back to work.


When Giovanna mentioned his visit briefly to her sister, Faustina raised an eyebrow at her. “You seem like you were glad to see him,” she said.


Giovanna turned to hang up a coat that had fallen onto the floor so that Faustina wouldn’t see the smile on her face, because she was very glad to see him, and she could tell from that eyebrow raise that her sister did not approve.


Later, Giovanna sat next to the window in the bedroom that she and her sister shared, looking out at the street in front of their apartment, watching the people who walked by. It was nice sharing a room with just Faustina again after spending almost three years sleeping with their cousin Ilaria in the room, too. Giovanna missed being in Saluzzo sometimes—missed hearing about Ilaria’s romance with their neighbor Aldo, who had come home from the Italian army in 1943 with a wounded leg and a confession of love on his lips. She missed digging up potatoes in the yard and then helping her grandmother turn them into gnocchi, missed visiting her mother’s father and hearing stories about her mamma as a little girl as he whittled tiny birds from the wood she picked up as she walked to his house. The war had hit all of Italy, of course, and Saluzzo was no exception, but in the mountain town there were no rockets raining from the sky, no airplanes flying low and loud, sending everyone for shelter.


But when she was there, she’d missed Genoa, the Genoa of her childhood—the energy of the city, the people, the routines, the comfort in knowing that she was traveling the same streets she’d walked down with her mother, visiting the stores and people her mother had introduced her to. As much as she’d missed Genoa, though, Faustina had missed it even more, especially that first year.


“I want to stay,” she’d told Federico, when he made the decision to go to Saluzzo. “This is my city.”


“So you want to die with it?” he’d asked her, uncharacteristically harsh.


“I want to help it,” Faustina had said. “I want to help Italy.”


She and her fiancé, Benedetto, the son of a fabric merchant, had joined a group of young people who were helping families whose homes had been destroyed find places to stay and items they needed.


“You can help Italy by staying alive,” he’d said. And that was the final word on it. But Betto had made his way to the mountains, too, and he and Faustina had eventually joined up with the partisans there. Without telling Federico, they both became staffette, couriers, often on bicycles, who were given various jobs, delivering everything from reports to packages of newspapers and propaganda materials, to food and medical supplies, to weapons and ammunition. Once, Betto had to travel all the way back to Genoa with a package of dynamite on his lap.


Faustina and Betto had asked Giovanna to join the partisans, too, and while she did pick mushrooms or collect hazelnuts for Faustina to bring to the group to eat, sewed blankets out of scraps, and knitted hats in the winter, mostly she listened to her father. “We are Swiss,” he would whisper to her when they walked by a group of women in the Fasci Femminili, not because they were Swiss, of course, but because it was his code to remind her he wanted them to remain neutral just like Switzerland. He wanted their family to stay safe, and to him that meant not getting involved at all. She knew how scared losing her mother had made him—scared he would lose his daughters, and scared that they would lose him—and, unlike Faustina, Giovanna understood his feelings, his fear. She felt it herself.


“Similar as two drops of water,” Giovanna’s mother used to say when she saw Federico and Giovanna, their heads bent together working to fix a wobbly chair leg or mend a hole in a wool stocking. Federico would laugh and say the same was true of her and Faustina. Giovanna wondered what her mother would have done if she had lived through the war. Perhaps she would have joined the partisans, too.


Faustina came into their bedroom, humming a song under her breath. Giovanna immediately recognized it. “Bella Ciao,” the anthem of the partisans, which Faustina hummed more often than not. Giovanna was glad she had stopped singing the words. Especially during the war, the song upset her. It was all about dying a partisan and being buried on the mountain next to a beautiful flower. The first time Giovanna heard the lyrics, she started having nightmares about her sister and Betto dying, their bodies shot through with bullets from a Mauser. Though it didn’t take much to give her nightmares those days.


“Do you need any more help with your dress?” Giovanna asked her sister, both because she wanted to help her and also to get her to stop humming that song.


Faustina’s face lit up. “I think it’s finished,” she said. She and Giovanna had been working on it most nights for months, ever since Betto and Faustina set a wedding date—and then found them the fabric they needed to sew the dress. It was done in two layers, a sleeveless layer that skimmed Faustina’s slender body, and then a sheer layer on top that had fluttering sleeves to her elbows and a longer skirt that floated to her ankles. There was a drop-waisted silk sash, too. It was a dress that they never would have been able to afford if they’d tried to buy it, but that was the benefit of working in a tailor shop, of having a tailor for a father, who taught you to sew as soon as you were old enough to hold a needle and thread.


When Giovanna had shown her sister the design she’d thought of, Faustina was taken with it immediately. Faustina was a competent seamstress, but Giovanna had vision, just like their father. When she looked at a person, she knew exactly what style suited them best, and then she had the patience to create it, no matter how difficult the design or how much small detail work there was.


For the past few weeks, Giovanna had been working on Faustina’s veil, edging it with lace and embroidery, work that Faustina didn’t have the patience for.


“Can I see the dress on you?” Giovanna asked.


Faustina was only too happy to oblige. She took off the clothes she’d been wearing for the day and went to the sewing dummy that had taken up residence in their room. She slipped the gown over her head and turned her back to her sister so Giovanna could do up the tiny buttons running down the back.


When she was done, Faustina turned to face her. “So?” she asked. “Did we miss anything?”


Giovanna looked at her sister critically and then it truly hit her. Her sister was getting married, was leaving their home. She remembered their childhood games, dressing up in their mamma’s clothing, playing an intricate game of make-believe where they would trade off who got to be the good witch and who got to be the evil witch. She remembered growing older, when Faustina would so, so patiently try to help her learn to read, and then would finish reading the books out loud when Giovanna got frustrated. And she remembered their fights during the war, when Giovanna was terrified of her sister risking her life with the partisans, and how tightly she hugged her when she returned.


Giovanna realized that so much of how she saw herself was in comparison to Faustina. Faustina was smart, bold, opinionated. Giovanna was quiet, easygoing, emotional. They each grew in the spaces they’d carved. And now Faustina was carving a new space—a married space, where she would grow differently, grow separately, with Betto.


“Your dress looks perfect,” Giovanna said, tears threatening to overflow her eyes. The dress was perfect. There was no extra fabric, no pulls across her hips or her chest. Nothing left to fix.


Faustina smiled. She had been doing it more and more, since the war ended, since the partisans won, since she and Betto chose a wedding date.


Giovanna lifted the veil off her bed and placed it on her sister’s head. “There,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Now you’re ready.”


Everyone always commented on Giovanna’s looks—her spiraling curls, her hazel eyes, her dimples. They said she looked like a cherub, like she belonged on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. But Faustina was beautiful in a different way. Her dark brown hair was thick and wavy, and her eyes a pale blue that her father said must have come from a Sicilian ancestor. The juxtaposition of her hair and eyes was striking. Somehow the wedding dress made them more so.


“Betto’s cousin Roberto is coming to the wedding,” Faustina said, raising her eyebrows. “He’s just your age. Maybe the two of you—”


Giovanna smiled. “You want to marry me off so soon?”


“I just don’t want you to be lonely,” Faustina said. “I worry about you.”


Giovanna gave her sister a hug. “I know,” she said. “I worry about you, too. But I won’t be lonely, I have Papà to keep me company.”


Faustina took off the veil. “You know what I mean.”


Giovanna did know what Faustina meant. She’d love nothing more than to find the man she was going to marry. But the only man who’d caught her eye recently was Vincenzo Della Rosa.


“I’ll make sure I say hello to Roberto,” Giovanna said, placing her sister’s veil on top of the dressmaker’s dummy.


Faustina smiled. “Good,” she said. “I want you to be happy. I want you to find someone you love, like I love Betto.”


“I want that too,” Giovanna said.


She wondered if Betto made Faustina feel . . . seen. Because that was how Vincenzo made Giovanna feel, and it was one of the best feelings she’d had in a long time.










Chapter 4


New York City, USA


Now


“Here you go,” Luca said, handing Cass a tight red gown with a slit to her thigh. She shrugged off her blazer and turned around so he could unzip the structured, navy dress she had worn to work—one of her favorites from Daisy Lane’s fall collection. The rasp of the dried paint on the tips of his fingers as he touched the skin of her back made her shiver.


“You cold?” he asked.


Cass shook her head. “I’ll be fine once I put this dress on.” She slid the jersey fabric over her head, then walked to the perfectly made bed he’d set up in a corner of the room, the heady scent of his studio, of linseed oil and turpentine, coffee and wood, filling her lungs. In one hand, she picked up a glass of wine that was waiting for her. Her phone was in the other. A pair of leopard-print high heels were already placed next to the bed.


“There she is,” Luca said. “My Venus of the twenty-first century.”


Cass smiled. If she were to choose for herself, she would have gone with Minerva, the goddess of strategy, of commerce. She relied on her brain to get things done, not her body. She’d worked hard to get to her current job. And she hoped that it was that hard work and nothing more that got her there, not anyone’s assessment of her face or her hair or her figure. But she loved being Luca’s Venus. She loved how he saw her.


The concept for this painting was that Cass, as Venus, was swiping through Tinder while getting ready for a night on the town.


“So,” Luca said as he stood behind his canvas. Then he paused. “Wait, can you pull your hair forward a little more? Over your left shoulder.” Cass complied. “Are you going to see your brothers tomorrow?” he asked, focusing on the canvas in front of him.


Cass stopped herself from shaking her head and instead answered without moving her body much at all. “Probably not,” she said. “Christopher and Jenna are taking Milo to go pumpkin picking farther out on Long Island. Dominick had said he would try to stop by, but he just texted that a family called him because they had an electrical fire in their wall, and he wanted to try to fix it for them tomorrow, so they won’t have to spend the whole weekend in the dark.”


“I’m sure they appreciate that,” Luca said. “Nick’s a good guy.”


“He is,” Cass said, smiling. Of her two brothers, Dominick was the one she was closest to. Neither of her brothers seemed to understand why she wanted to do things most people in her family didn’t—go away to college, study abroad, live in Manhattan. But the difference was that even if Nick didn’t get why she wanted what she did, he always defended her to everyone else, always helped her out. “That reminds me,” she said. “Are you up for a trip to Island Park for the Feast of San Gennaro? Nick’s worked so hard on planning it for his church. I told him we’d try to come.”


Luca laughed, his eyes on his canvas while he answered. “That was one of the biggest surprises when we moved here.”


“What was?” Cass asked. She was looking down at her phone, the way she was supposed to for the painting, but watching the number on her email icon increase was distracting. She locked the home screen and instead looked at a photo of her and Luca taken at the top of the Empire State Building. Luca couldn’t believe that Cass had lived in New York her whole life and never gone, so he took her there for her birthday last May. The wind had blown her hair around in the photograph. She loved the look on both of their faces: their eyes had found each other, and they were laughing at how windy it was. It was the moment she knew she’d love him forever.


“That Italian Americans are obsessed with San Gennaro. In Italy, he’s only celebrated in Naples. But here’s it’s like he’s the patron saint of all Italian immigrants.”


“I think he kind of is,” Cass said. “Or at least he is in the New York area. We should go to the festival in Little Italy, too. That’s the main one.”


Luca groaned. “Again? You sweet-talked me into going last year, but now I know better. It’s so . . .”


“Wonderful?” Cass finished for him.


“It’s crowded and loud and they sell subpar wine and ridiculous shirts,” he told her.


“It’s alive and invigorating and who cares about the wine and shirts when you can eat cannoli and ride a rinky-dink Ferris wheel,” she answered.


He laughed. “I can’t believe I’m going to marry a woman who loves rinky-dink Ferris wheels.”


Cass looked up, not sure if she’d heard right. “What?” she asked.


His eyes still focused on his painting, he repeated, “I can’t believe I’m going to marry . . .” and then his voice trailed off.


“Marry . . . ?” Cass echoed.


Luca had stopped painting, his eyes wide. “Madonna! Pretend you didn’t hear that.”


“Luca?”


“I just blew it.” He closed his eyes and raked his hand through his hair. “I had it all planned. For tomorrow evening. When you got back from your parents’ place. I was going to ask you to marry me tomorrow, Cassandra. And I just messed it all up.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I’m such an idiot.”


But a smile was already on her face. Her heart was beating double-time. This was a surprise, but the most delicious kind. The kind she’d secretly dreamed might happen but hadn’t given voice to quite yet. She thought about marrying Luca all the time—how his art would mature and her career would thrive while they fed each other creatively, how they’d have little artistic children who’d want to paint on the walls and she would be the kind of mom who let them, how they’d move down the block from a playground, raise their kids to be bilingual, travel with them to Italy on school vacations to visit his family. “You are not an idiot,” she said. “You’re my favorite human being on the planet. And you have nothing to be sorry about. Can I say yes now?”


Luca smiled, though she could tell he was still upset with himself. He often had a vision of how he wanted something to go, and if things went sideways, it was hard for him to get himself back on track. “If I were you, I’d wait to see what I have in store for tomorrow.”


Flouting his rule about a model breaking pose before the artist told her to, Cass got up and threw her arms around him.


“Tomorrow,” he whispered into her hair, “we’ll celebrate like this tomorrow.”


“Tonight, too,” she whispered back, then turned to kiss him.


She knew no matter what he had planned, she’d say yes again. And again and again and again, as many times as he wanted her to, until they were bound to each other forever.










Chapter 5


Genoa, Italy


Then


Giovanna was sitting at the counter, sketching out a pattern for a jacket she had seen a woman wearing on the street that morning—it had a peplum at the bottom that hit her in just the right spot—when the door to the shop opened. She looked up, and Vincenzo Della Rosa was standing there.


“Hi,” she said with a smile. “Did another button come loose?”


She thought she could detect a slight pink hue to his cheeks when she said that.


“I could pretend,” he told her. “But . . . I was in the neighborhood and it’s such a beautiful day . . . and . . . I wanted to see if you might want to accompany me to a bench on the piazza over there.” He pointed out the window and down the street. “I . . . I know you probably have to work, but I thought maybe since it’s your father’s shop you might . . . um . . .”


Giovanna smiled again. “I’d love to,” she said. She poked her head into the back room where her father was working and told him she was going to take a quick walk to mail a letter to Ilaria and would be right back.


He nodded—he was basting a dress and had pins in his mouth—and she popped her head into the main part of the shop.


“Let’s go,” she said, grabbing the letter she’d written to Ilaria the night before so what she’d told her father wouldn’t be a lie. It was March, but the day was unseasonably warm.


“It feels like the first true day of spring,” Vincenzo said as they walked outside. He put his elbow out, and Giovanna rested her hand on it. The warmth of his body against her fingertips made her stomach flip.


“It does,” she said. “I’m looking forward to seeing bright spring colors again. Everyone always looks so drab in winter.”


Vincenzo looked at her. “Is that why you’re wearing bright red?”


Giovanna smiled. Faustina always said she wore “look at me” clothing, in bright colors and bold patterns. And maybe she did, but she also remembered the way her mother smiled when she sewed bright dresses for her as a child. “I won’t ever lose you!” she’d say. And Giovanna sometimes wondered whether, if her mother truly could look down on her from heaven, bright clothing still helped her find her daughter.
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