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PART I

Preproduction



The Bebop Club

Saturday night. End of September. Florence, Italy. Margot Harrington excused herself from a table at Il Fiasco in Via dei Servi, saying that if she had another grappa she’d be too tired to walk home and that if she drank another espresso she’d never get to sleep.

It had been a long week of endless meetings, and she was tired of talking, almost sorry she’d brought up the subject of the film, which she wouldn’t have done except that everyone was sick of talking shop, and the conversation had slowed to a trickle. Besides, she was excited about it, so why not talk about it? A film about her. It was exciting.

She offered to pay for her share of the dinner, but Signor Alberti waved her away, inclining his head ever so slightly toward Mr. Bancroft, one of the sponsors of the conference, as if to say, Let the Americans pay. Margot said her ciaos and her good-byes and stepped out into the street. She could take a bus (too complicated), or a cab (too expensive), or she could walk. It was a lovely fall evening, almost crisp, almost midwestern.

The sidewalk in front of the Bebop Club on the other side of Via dei Servi was crowded with young people who were making so much noise that she almost didn’t recognize the song that was being piped out into the street:

Oh, baby don’t you want to go

Oh, baby don’t you want to go

Back to the land of California

to my sweet home Chicago

It was a song her father had sung, and now, on this cool September evening, it overwhelmed her, as if someone had stuck a knife in her ribs.

She’d lived in Italy for almost twenty-four years. She missed her parents, but they were dead, so she might as well miss them in Italy as in the States. She missed her sisters too, but one lived in California and one in Florida, so living in Florence she probably saw more of them than if she’d been living at home. In Chicago, that is. And they thought nothing of sending a niece or a nephew to spend a month or two or three with their aunt Margot in Italy; Aunt Margot, who taught them things that they hadn’t been taught at home. So what? If they wanted to know why she wasn’t married, she told them. Why not? She liked living in a big apartment in Piazza Santa Croce and running her own book conservation workshop, or studio, on Lungarno Guicciardini, between the Chiesa Presbiteriana and the British Institute.

MARGOT HARRINGTON

RESTAURAZIONE DEI LIBRI ANTICHI

And she didn’t want to live or work anywhere else, not London, not New York, not even Rome.

She got lonely from time to time, but she’d had a string of lovers, most of them married. Well, why not? That’s why she was so beautiful. She hadn’t been beautiful when she first came to Italy, after the big flood in 1966. She’d been mousy. Then for a while she’d been spunky, and then for a while she was handsome, and finally she became beautiful. If enough Italian men tell you you’re beautiful, you become beautiful. That’s why you see so many beautiful women in Italy. If they—her nieces and nephews—wanted to know why she had so many friends, she explained that too. In Italian. Chi ha l’amor nel petto, ha lo spron ne’ fianchi. A spur in the loins. Let them figure it out. They were going to have to learn about these things sometime. It might as well be in Italy, where human nature can be accommodated more easily than in the United States.

She pushed her way through the crowd on the narrow sidewalk, paid the ten thousand lire cover charge, and squeezed through the door. The Bebop Club wasn’t one of her favorite places. It was too noisy, too crowded, too big, like an enormous cave that opened up into other caves, like the Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico. She had no idea how deep you could go and had no intention of finding out. She wanted to sit at a table in the main cavern so she could see the singer, who was still singing “Sweet Home, Chicago,” really belting it out, playing an astonishing guitar—silver or chrome, light reflecting off it, blinding. A young woman joined in on the chorus: “Come on, Baby don’t you want to go.” The guitar had the funkiest sound Margot had ever heard.

The singer was a big rough-looking white man with a beard and a big rough Mississippi Delta voice. He looked familiar, like someone she’d known a long time ago, but she couldn’t place him.

Now one and one is two

two and two is four

I’m heavy loaded baby

I’m booked I gotta go

And the girl joined in on the chorus.

Oh, baby don’t you want to go

Oh, baby don’t you want to go

Back to the land of California

to my sweet home Chicago

The man played a pretty fancy guitar break, and they sang the chorus once again, and when they came to the end they both started laughing.

The girl was Italian, Margot was sure of it. When he sang, the man sounded like someone from the Mississippi Delta, but he looked like a midwesterner. But then when he opened his mouth to introduce the next song, he spoke Italian with a Bolognese accent, and she thought she might be mistaken.

Margot would sometimes pick out someone on a bus and imagine this person, this face, these clothes, in an American context, and pretty soon she’d be convinced that whoever it was was a fellow American. Sometimes she’d say something in English and get a blank look. Not that Florence wasn’t full of Americans. But Margot had lived her life outside the American community. She had Italian friends from way back, from her class at the Liceo Scientifico Morgagni when she’d spent a year in Florence with her mother; and she had friends she’d made through her work as a book conservator at the Biblioteca Nazionale and the Archivio di Stato. And she was still friends with some of her lovers. It was amazing to her when she thought of it, of them—so handsome, so suave, so full of tricks in bed—because she could still reach down inside herself and find an innocent girl from Illinois. And she could still remember that all she’d wanted to do was re-create the life her parents had led, the life they’d lived in the big house on Chambers Street in Chicago, where her father had been an avocado broker on the South Water Street Market, and her mother had taught art history at Edgar Lee Masters, a small liberal arts college on the north side.

Most of the time she thought in Italian and dreamed and fantasized in Italian, but sometimes when a new lover was caressing her breasts for the first time and whispering in her ear, she’d be thinking of Christmas morning in Chicago or of sitting in the car with her mother and her sisters while her father made a few phone calls at his office down on the market. And maybe when he was done, he’d pry open a flat of avocados and take out one for each of the girls—Margot and her two sisters—and peel them one by one with his pocket knife.

I’m going away, Baby,

Cryin’ won’t make me stay,

The more you cry,

The more you drive me away.

Margot, who hadn’t found a seat yet, called out a request for a song, letting the singer hear her voice, letting him know that she was from the Midwest. “‘Sittin’ on Top of the World,’” she shouted. “Can you play ‘Sittin’ on Top of the World’?” And she saw him searching the audience for her. She waved.

“That’s in open D,” he said into the microphone, in English. “I’ll have to retune my guitar.” He said something to the vocalist while he retuned the guitar, and she nodded. “C’è l’ultima canzone,” the girl said, “da Illinois Woody.” There was a round of applause and Illinois Woody began to sing.

Margot squeezed in at a table full of young people. Someone had gotten up to get a drink, and Margot took the chair despite some grumbling. The young people went back to their conversation, though why you’d try to have a serious conversation in the Bebop Club was beyond Margot.

’Twas in the spring

One sunny day

My sweetheart left me,

Lord, she went away,

But now she’s gone gone gone

And I don’t worry,

’Cause I’m sittin’ on top of the world.

All you had to do to pick up an Italian man, Margot had learned, was look at him. But she wasn’t sure about a midwesterner. Illinois Woody. Besides, she didn’t want to pick him up, for heaven’s sake. She just wanted to talk to someone from the old country, to compare notes.

Illinois Woody finished the song and put his guitar in the case. He pushed his way through the crowd toward Margot, and as he approached she remembered where she’d seen him.

“I know where I’ve seen you,” she said. “I saw you on Rai Due, on the anniversary of the bombing in Bologna, the strage. You were one of the speakers. You really gave the government hell. In fluent Italian too. Your daughter was killed in the bombing, wasn’t she? I’m so sorry.” She put her hand on his arm. “I didn’t mean to blurt everything out like that.”

“It’s all right,” he said. “It was a long time ago.”

They ordered drinks. A beer for Illinois Woody, white wine for Margot.

What Woody told her about himself was that he’d come to Bologna in 1987 for the trial of the terrorists who’d put a bomb in the busiest train station in Italy on the busiest day of the year—the bomb that had killed his daughter; that he’d lived with an Italian woman in Bologna for a couple of years; that he’d taken a teaching job at the American Academy of Florence; and that he was hoping to go home at the end of the year. Back to Illinois. St. Clair.

Margot wasn’t sure where it was.

“Between Moline and Peoria,” he said.

Margot told Woody, making it sound more certain than it actually was, that a producer was interested in doing a film based on the book she’d written about her experiences when she first came to Italy after the big flood in 1966—her discovery, in the convent where she was working, of a unique copy of a book of Renaissance erotic drawings, Pietro Aretino’s I modi, and her subsequent love affair with an Italian art conservator. It wasn’t for sure, she said, which is why she probably shouldn’t be talking about it, but you never knew, did you?

Woody said you didn’t.

She was irritated with herself for bringing up the film because she knew she was doing it mainly to make herself interesting, as if she weren’t interesting without the prospect of a film. She thought she was very interesting. In any case, the book had been optioned when it first came out, fifteen years ago, by MGM for Emma Thompson, and then by Esther and Harry Klein, and then by a string of other companies whose names she didn’t remember, and she’d gotten quite a bit of money, but nothing had come of it, and by now her agent had retired. She didn’t know if she should look for another agent or not. The woman who wanted to produce the film—the same Esther Klein who’d optioned it after MGM—was coming to Florence next week, so if she wanted an agent she’d have to do something right away.

He didn’t ask her about the book. What he asked instead was if she ever thought about going home.

She shook her head.

“Ever get homesick?”

She shook her head again. “Never,” she said. “Not till tonight.” This was not strictly true, but it wasn’t strictly a lie either.

“Really?”

She nodded her head yes.

“Why’s that?”

“It just hit me, when I heard you singing ‘Sweet Home, Chicago.’”

“It’s a Robert Johnson song,” he said, “but everybody’s got a version—Johnny Shines, Elmore James, Taj Mahal.”

“My father sang all those songs,” she went on. “‘Key to the Highway,’ ‘Sittin’ on Top of the World,’ ‘Come Back, Baby.’”

“Is your father still living?”

She shook her head no. And then she laughed. “He died in India. My mother had been dead for years, and he fell in love with an Indian woman at my sister’s wedding and moved to Assam. Up in the north.”

“I know where it is,” Woody said. “The Romans got silk from the Brahmaputra Valley, but they didn’t have a name for Assam. That’s where all the tea comes from.”

“Right. Nandini—that’s the woman he fell in love with— owned a big tea garden.”

“So, things worked out for him.”

“Yes. But I wish he’d lived longer . . .” She shrugged. “The sad thing is that I wish he could be buried next to my mom. She’s all alone in Graceland Cemetery. I know it’s a stupid thing, but he loved her so much . . .” She started to tear up, and then she started to laugh again. “It really is stupid, isn’t it?”

The band started another blues song, “Vicksburg Is My Home,” and the young woman sang, “I’m gonna leave Chicago, go back to Vicksburg, that’s my home.”

“She’s pretty good,” Margot said.

Woody nodded. “Her name’s Marisa,” he said. “She’s one of my students. She doesn’t speak English very well, but she sings like Ida Cox.”

Margot was glad when it was time to go, which they both knew without either one of them having to say it. Woody helped her on with her coat. He got his guitar and said good-bye to the band members. Margot buttoned up her coat as they started down Via dei Servi toward Piazza Santissima Annunziata on the way to the bus stops at San Marco.

“I live in Piazza Santa Croce,” she said as they entered the piazza. “You?”

“Other side of the river. Piazza Tasso.”

“We could walk together,” she said, knowing that if he walked her home she’d invite him to come up. “I could carry the guitar partway.”

But what happened was that as they entered the piazza a car came out of a little side street with a dog tied behind it. The car turned into the piazza, which was used as a parking lot during the day, and began to circle Giambologna’s statue of Grand Duke Ferdinand, going faster and faster till the dog, which was running for its life, lost its footing and was dragged on its side behind the car, which swerved to the right and stopped in front of the statue of the Grand Duke. A man and a young woman got out of the car, and the man started cursing the dog. “I hope this will teach you a lesson, you miserable piece of shit. You fucking lazy bitch.”

“He’s got a knife,” Margot said. “Look.” The blade of the knife gleamed in the streetlights. “Let’s get out of here.”

But Woody, his guitar still in his hand, was already running across the piazza. “What the fuck is the matter with you?” he shouted in Italian. “You stupid asshole.”

The man with the knife turned to face Woody. Medium height, expensive jacket. He held the knife in both hands, held it low, with the point sticking up, moving it up and down in front of him, pulling it upward with all his might as Woody, using the guitar as a shield, crashed into him and knocked him over. The man tried to scramble to his feet and to hold onto the knife at the same time, but the knife was stuck in the guitar case, and he lost his footing when he tried to pull it out. Woody glanced at the young woman, who was keeping her distance, and then kicked the knife man in the head. The knife man fell back on the pavement. The woman screamed. Woody kicked the man again and then again. He kicked him in the ribs and in the head. Real kicks. Margot was afraid he’d kill him. She was tempted to run away, but at the same time she was excited. “Stop,” she shouted. “Stop, you’ll kill him.” She could see that the dog was covered with blood. She couldn’t tell if it was alive. It was a medium-size black Lab. She ran to Woody and grabbed his arm.

Woody knelt beside the dog. “Call one-one-three. Get an ambulance. There must be a vet clinic that’s open all night. I’ll stay with the dog.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

“We can’t leave the dog.”

“What about the man? What if he dies?”

“He deserves to die. Get going.”

Margot started to run toward San Marco, but Woody shouted at her and pointed toward the Hotel Le Due Fontane, on the other side of the piazza. She asked the man at the desk to call Pronto Secorso and then she sat down in a chair in the lobby and put her head in her hands. She was having trouble breathing and her fingers were cold. “You’d better call the police too,” she said. She waited while he called the police.

The ambulance was already there by the time she went back into the piazza. Woody was arguing with the driver, who didn’t want to take the dog in the ambulance.

“We can’t take a dog,” he was shouting, “it’s not permitted. You should have called the Guardia Medica Veterinaria.”

Woody was shouting back: “There’s no time. You can see this is an emergency. Help me get the dog on the stretcher. There’s a clinic on Via Masaccio. I walk past it every day. I think it’s open till midnight.”

The woman—knife man’s girlfriend?—got into the car and slammed the door and started the engine.

“Jesus Christ,” Woody shouted. The dog was still tied to the car. Woody had to put his foot on the guitar case to get enough leverage to pull the knife out. He fell back a step when the knife came free but managed to cut the rope as it was tightening around the dog’s collar. The car screeched out of the piazza and disappeared down Via della Colonna.

“Porcamadonna,” the ambulance driver said. “What about the man?”

“Call another ambulance.”

The driver took a look at Woody and Woody’s hands, which were covered with the dog’s blood, and at the knife, and at the dog lying on the ground. He nodded to his assistant, who helped Woody get the dog on the stretcher. And then he radioed for another ambulance.

Margot watched Woody put his guitar in the back of the ambulance and climb in with the dog. The police arrived as the ambulance was pulling out of the piazza, lights flashing. It wasn’t easy to explain what had happened without explaining why the man had been left lying in the piazza, but Margot did her best. There’d been a fight, she said. She’d been on her way to San Marco; she’d called the police from the hotel . . .

But why hadn’t the ambulance taken the man who was lying on the pavement? That was the question.

“There was a fight,” she said. “There were two of them. There wasn’t room.” A second ambulance arrived. The poliziotto took her name and address and phone number and went to assist the man on the ground.

Margot slipped away down Via dei Servi. She walked home to her apartment in Santa Croce. She walked down Via degli Alfani, past the Liceo Scientifico Morgagni, which she’d attended when she was living in Florence with her mother, and then down Borgo Pinti, past the apartment where they’d lived. She was ashamed of herself for everything: for boasting about the film; for planning to invite a man up to her apartment and into her bed—just because she was lonely and he was a midwesterner; for being afraid, and for being excited, and for wanting to run away instead of helping the dog. She thought of her old dog, Brownie, how brave he was when they took him to Dr. Vollman to have him put down because he couldn’t walk and couldn’t eat and couldn’t drink. Not even a sip of water. And especially, she was ashamed for being homesick. She kept circling back to this point, like a hunter lost in the woods, each circle getting a little larger. Once every few months at first, and then once a year, and then once every two or three years, and so on, till she’d forget about the circle and think that she was walking in a straight line.



First Reconnaissance

Esther Klein made her first recce in Florence at the end of September 1990. She flew economy class to Rome and bought a second-class train ticket to Florence. She had no financing, no director, no actors, but she had a script, and when Harry—her husband and partner for the last thirty years—had dumped her back in March, left her for a woman her own age, she knew she had to make this film. It wasn’t as if she’d never made a film before. It was just that she’d never done it without Harry to direct. An Esther and Harry Klein Production. That was their credit line.

The property she wanted was a book that had been knocking around for fifteen years. She’d picked it up cheap, years ago, after MGM had put it in turnaround, and she’d written a screenplay herself. Then Harry decided he didn’t want to do a romantic comedy, and they went on to something else and the option had expired, but Esther’d kept an eye on it. It had been optioned several times since then, but nothing had come of it, and now that she was on her own, she was determined to make it. What she needed were the rights to the book. What she wanted was a free option. Once she had the rights she could write her own ticket.

On the train to Florence she’d tried to keep a lid on her feelings. She’d wanted to make this film for so many years that she’d started to think of Margot as her daughter, the daughter she’d never had. She always told herself that her films were her children. All fifteen of them, all made with Harry. But sometimes she longed for a flesh-and-blood daughter, like Margot. She wanted Margot to have a lover like Marcello Mastroianni. Which was out of the question, of course, but when she imagined Margot, she imagined Julia Roberts or Meg Ryan; and when she imagined Margot’s Italian lover, she imagined Marcello Mastroianni: worldly, sophisticated, handsome, even in those big glasses he wore in 81/2. Or maybe Giovanni Cipriani, who would cover foreign sales and who had a significant American fan base, though he’d been denied a visa to enter the U.S. after making fun of President Bush and Dan Quayle in a skit he’d done at Harvard.

Esther had filmed in Italy before, but Harry had always been there to direct, and there’d always been people to look after the details, to take care of train tickets, to translate, to find bathrooms, restaurants, hotels. Everything had been first-class too. Now she had to settle for a two-star hotel near the station where the woman at the desk didn’t speak English very well. It was four o’clock in the afternoon by the time she’d unpacked her suitcase. She lay down on the bed and slept for four hours, and then she went outside and followed a street till it came to the Arno, which didn’t look like much—hard to believe it could have flooded the whole town—and ate at a place called Dante’s Pizzeria. She asked for pepperoni on her pizza and got big chunks of green pepper, which she didn’t care for. Dante Schmante.

In the morning Esther walked around the narrow streets of Florence. She was planning to do the interiors in Eastern Europe, but there was no way to fake the Duomo and Giotto’s tower and the Palazzo Vecchio. Florence wasn’t a city adapted for films—no room for the trucks, too crowded. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad in winter—February and March. She’d seen Mario Monicelli’s Amici miei at Cannes, with Harry. She tried to remember other films shot in Florence but could come up with only a handful: William Dieterle’s September Affair, Brian de Palma’s Obsession, and, of course, A Room with a View. Ismail Merchant had told her once that he’d made A Room with a View for three million dollars. She hadn’t known whether to believe him or not. Three million was nothing. Even in 1985. All that period stuff. Shooting in England too. Harry had a huge budget for the piece of schlock he was directing at Paramount.

But Esther was still a player, even without Harry, a player with a reputation for bringing in her films on time and under budget in spite of Harry, who didn’t believe in budgets and time cards. She’d never be able to afford a flood, of course, but a broken pipe would get the job done, and they could dress up something to look like Sotheby’s and shoot the auction scene right in Florence. She’d like to block off one of the big piazzas—Piazza Signoria or Piazza Santa Croce—but that could be a major headache. Permissions would be expensive—you rent the piazzas by the square meter—and you’d need plenty of extras too, but she wasn’t going to do the flood, and she wasn’t going to do the sixties, so she wouldn’t have to worry about a sixties look. Just let the extras wear their own clothes. It wasn’t rocket science, after all. It wasn’t magic. You hired some actors, you filmed the script, you edited the footage, you put it up on a screen and invited people to watch.

Esther found herself in Via Tornabuoni, where Harry had bought her an emerald broach at Cartier, but nothing appealed to her. Nothing. Just the opposite, in fact. Everything looked ridiculous. Gucci, Ferragamo, Bvlgari with the annoying v, Armani, Prada, Pucci, Louis Vuitton. She was looking at her reflection in the window at Louis Vuitton. She’d never paid much attention to clothes. That was her signature, her persona—a tough old broad who didn’t give a damn what she looked like and who always told the truth, even when it made everyone squirm. That’s the way she’d always played it, and that’s the way Harry’d always liked it. At least that’s what she’d thought. But now Harry was gone, and the figure in the window looked matronly rather than tough. It wasn’t a good look, especially in Italy. The wardrobe consultant she’d hired after the divorce wouldn’t like it at all. She’d come to the house in Santa Monica, with its polished fieldstone entryway and red Italian tiles in the kitchen, and thrown out most of Esther’s clothes—lots of silk dresses and jackets with bulky shoulder pads, and Dynasty-inspired evening gowns that she’d bought on Rodeo Drive and never worn. She’d advised Esther to buy monochromatic outfits with diagonal lines and some texturing that would make her look slimmer and taller. She advised her to develop her clothing radar so she could zoom in on the things she really loved, but Esther hadn’t had the heart for it. If only Harry had run off with a bimbo, some floozy half his age, everyone, including Esther herself, would have known what to think.

She was going to meet Margot at her studio, at one o’clock for lunch, and she was hungry, even though it was only twelve. She was walking up and down the Lungarno on the other side of the river from the studio—she didn’t want Margot to see her—when her clothing radar registered a coat in a shop window, a coat made from different-colored leathers and trimmed with fur. It was really stunning. Simple, she thought, and stunning. And something inside her said Yes! in a loud voice. A woman wearing a coat like that . . . She was trying to see the price, but the tag was turned the wrong way.

A man came out of the store and spoke to her in good English. He was very nice and seemed to understand exactly what she needed. They went inside and she tried on the coat. It felt fantastic. She could feel his eyes admiring her. A woman wearing this coat could not fail in any endeavor. You could wear a coat like this to the Oscars. It would be a little unconventional, but that didn’t bother Esther. It was practical too. Lined with one of those new insulating materials. But the price. Horrendous. Over a million lire. Not that she was broke. But you needed a sense of proportion in these things. Harry would have told her to buy it. It’s only money. That was all very well for Harry to say. He was directing Diana Giulia in a disgusting studio blockbuster. It wasn’t the money that bothered her; it was the lack of integrity.

“It’s lovely,” she said, “but I’ll have to think about it.”

She went outside, walked up and down, and thought about it. She watched the river for a while. The next time she looked at her watch it was twenty minutes to one.

It made her angry to think about it. She didn’t want a material possession to take hold of her like this, especially not a piece of clothing. She had an espresso at a bar, and the coffee made her feel better. She had a good feeling about the coat now. She knew that if she was wearing this coat when she went to see Margot, she’d get the free option. She couldn’t afford not to get the coat.

She paid with a credit card and left her old coat in the shop. She’d pick it up later.

Margot was so exasperated with Rabbi Kors, who wouldn’t stop talking at her in that raspy singsong voice of his, that she had no idea who this woman was, coming through the door in the ridiculous leather coat that she’d seen in the window of the Leather Factory near the Ponte alle Grazie—scraps of different-colored leather sewn together like a patchwork quilt. It wasn’t a fashion statement, it was a fashion shout. “Get out of my way,” it said, “I’m coming through.” And it was at least a size too small! The shoulders were tight, the sleeves too short.

“Esther Klein,” the woman said, holding out her hand. Margot shook her hand, trying not to stare at the coat.

Rabbi Kors, a small man with a king-size beard and a lot of energy in his eyes, kept right on talking. Margot motioned to him to be silent, but without success. Something had to be done immediately, he was saying, something had to be done by Margot. Other arrangements had to be made.

What had happened was this, as Margot tried to explain to Esther. There’d been a fire in the yeshiva library at the synagogue in Severiano, a small town south of Siena, in the province of Grosseto. The rabbi had called Margot, who’d done some work for him in the past, and Margot had arranged for the damaged books to be freeze-dried at a fast-food facility near the big wholesale market in Florence on the edge of town. But the only freeze-drying unit that was available had been used for pork sausage patties—traef—and the rabbi refused to use it for his precious books. Margot should never have mentioned the fact that there was a new freeze-drying unit—liofilizzazione was the Italian word—at the Biblioteca Nazionale’s laboratorio di restauro in Piazza Sant’Ambrogio, because the compressor was down, and they wouldn’t have been allowed to use it anyway. But Rabbi Kors had got the idea stuck between his teeth and couldn’t stop worrying it.

“They’re not going to eat the books, are they?” Esther asked.

“No,” Margot said, looking at Esther. “The members of his congregation want to go ahead and freeze-dry the books, and I called Rabbi Levi at the synagogue here in Florence, and he said that kashruth doesn’t apply in this case, but Rabbi Kors, here”—Margot put her hands together in a praying position, pointed them at the rabbi, and shook them up and down—“Rabbi Kors here wants me to make other arrangements.”

Rabbi Kors started to appeal to Esther, first in Italian and then in Yiddish, which Esther recognized because her parents had spoken Yiddish when they hadn’t wanted her to know what they were talking about. But she didn’t speak it herself, and the rabbi didn’t speak English, and after two minutes Margot stopped translating. Margot was tempted, in fact, to wash her hands of the whole business. She was the book conservator, the expert, the perito. The rabbi needed her help. She didn’t need his.

But she knew that that wasn’t quite true. Here was a man prepared to sacrifice the things most precious to him—his books, his library—for the sake of something more precious. She wanted to be close to that something because she wasn’t sure that there was anything quite like it in her own life.

“Why don’t you just kosher the freeze-drying unit at the market?” Esther asked, pulling on one of the buttons of her coat.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Margot said. She translated for the rabbi. He hadn’t thought of it either.

“You can get this kosher dishwashing liquid now,” Esther said. “You don’t even have to boil the water. Just wipe everything down with a sponge.”

Margot and the rabbi both looked at Esther as if she were King Solomon.

That afternoon they koshered the freeze-drying unit with two bottles of special dishwashing liquid from a kosher restaurant next to the synagogue, where Margot sometimes ate lunch. Esther and Margot and two men from the synagogue in Severiano carried in the boxes of books from the back of a truck. In most fires the damage to the books is caused not by the fire itself but by the water from the fire hoses. If something isn’t done within thirty-six hours, the books will start to mold. When a book is freeze-dried at -40 to -50 degrees Celsius, however, the microorganisms that cause the mold cease to proliferate, and when a freeze-dried book is allowed to thaw, it’s dry. Just like coffee crystals or sausage patties. The ice vaporizes without passing through a liquid state.

Ideally they would have taken the books out of the boxes and opened them up, but there wasn’t time for that now.

When they were done, Esther’s coat was covered with soot and one of the buttons had come off, but she shrugged off the damage. Rabbi Kors thanked Esther profusely but refused to shake the hand she held out. “He’s not supposed to touch a woman,” Margot explained. He wanted to know when Margot would have the books ready for him to take back.

“Rabbi Kors,” she said, resisting the temptation to put an arm around the old man, “I know you’re not a patient man, but I have a lot of things on my plate right now, and you’re just going to have to wait your turn.”

“But Signora Harrington,” the rabbi began to protest. Margot put her hands over her ears.

At dinner that night, at Trattoria la Maremmana near Piazza Santa Croce, Esther ordered lasagna al forno and then loaded up her plate at the buffet with octopus salad and crostini and slices of melon wrapped in prosciutto. They’d skipped lunch and she was hungry. She was happy too. This was the restaurant where Margot had eaten with Sandro, her lover, after the strappo in the Badia, and afterward, out in the street, Sandro had sung “The Flowers That Bloom in the Spring” from The Mikado, and she didn’t see how Margot could say no to her, not after the work they’d done that afternoon, not after she, Esther Klein, had saved the day by suggesting that they kosher the freezer.

“Who would you like to see play you?” she asked, cutting a little octopus in half. “If you could have anyone you want. Anyone.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Margot said.

“Dream a little,” Esther said. “Anyone you want.”

“Jane Fonda?”

Esther put down her fork and stared. “Jane Fonda? You’re kidding. She’s over fifty.”

“Well, she looks young.”

Esther shook her head. “Julia Roberts?” she said. “Pretty Woman? Wouldn’t that be a coup. Andie MacDowell? Sex, Lies, and Videotape? That won at Sundance. Nicole Kidman, Days of Thunder? But you know who I see? I see Meg Ryan or Debra Winger. They’ve both got spunk, and that’s what you need for Margot, don’t you think?”

“Why would they take this role if there’s not a lot of money?”

“Because they’re hungry for good roles. Debra Winger and Andie MacDowell are both over thirty. How many good roles are there for women over thirty? It’s not about money.” But Esther could see that Margot didn’t know who these actresses were and hadn’t seen any of the films she mentioned.

“You’re not a film person, are you?” Esther said.

“I used to love to go to the movies.”

“What was the last movie you saw?”

Margot stopped to think. “I saw Coming Home with my sister, in California.”

“My God, that was over ten years ago.”

“And I saw Gone with the Wind a few years ago. With my friend Francesca Postiglione.”

“Francesca Postiglione. Wasn’t that the name of your lover’s wife? Sandro’s wife? How did that happen?”

“It just happened. She owned the apartment in Santa Croce and kept trying to kick me out after Sandro died. Finally she gave up and we became friends.”

“I’m sorry. You sound just like my daughter. I mean, I don’t have a daughter. Just what I imagine my daughter would sound like. If she were you. You know, I’ve always imagined Margot—in the book—as my daughter. How I wanted her to be happy—that’s how real she was to me. And now here you are about my age. It’s hard to believe.”

The waiter brought Esther’s lasagna and Margot’s risotto and took their orders for the second course.

“I could have been a mogul, you know,” Esther went on. “I should have been. Like Dawn Steel or Sherry Lansing. I should be running a studio instead of running around begging for money. If it hadn’t been for Harry . . . I was a D-girl at MGM. Harry was making a film about a friendship between a wise old man and a slum kid from the Lower East Side, and he was so out of control—Harry, not the kid—that they wanted to fire him, but they were afraid to tell him, so they sent me out to the back lot where he was shooting. I told him he was fired, and he asked me to have dinner with him. Just like that. We made the film two years later on our own, and we never worked for a studio again. Atlantic Avenue was the name. I don’t suppose you saw it? Forget it, that’s all right.”

“Shouldn’t I have an agent?”

“Agent smaygent. Why do you want to give your money to an agent?”

“What money? Isn’t that the question?”

“Ten percent. That’s what money.”

“What do authors usually get?”

“It all depends. Look, this property’s been knocking around for fifteen years . . . You’re lucky to get an offer at all. But I’ve got to have the rights. You understand that? I can’t do anything till I have the rights. I can’t pay you up front, but I’ll make it up to you on the back end.”

“You paid for the rights the first time you optioned it,” Margot said. “Everybody else paid.”

Esther interrupted her. “I know the whole story, doll—MGM, New Line, TriStar, the Jersey Tomato Company. It’s old news. But let me ask you this: do you have a movie?”

“No.”

“Do you have any prospects for a movie?”

“No.”

“You got anything coming up on the horizon?”

“No.”

Esther spread her hands out, palms up. “I’ll tell you what you got. You got me. You got Esther Klein, and Esther won’t let you down. The big boys are all waiting to see what happens. This is my first film since Harry left me. Can she do it? they want to know. Can she pull it off without Harry? They should be asking, can Harry pull it off without me, without Esther? Harry’s got a huge budget for a piece of schlock, but Harry doesn’t believe in budgets. Ah, the hell with it. Do we have a deal? I’ll give you ten dollars to make it legal.”

“Okay, but I’ll write the screenplay. I read the screenplay that MGM had. It was the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen. No wonder they couldn’t get anyone to play the part. I could come up with something better than that in a weekend.”

Esther started to say that she already had a screenplay but decided against it. She leaned forward. “Look, doll, do me a big favor. Leave the screenplay to a pro.”

“How hard can it be? I wrote the book, didn’t I? If I wrote the book, I ought to be able to write the screenplay.” Now Margot leaned forward. Esther leaned back. She didn’t want to get into a staring match.

The waiter brought their secondi.

“Give it a shot, why not? You do it on spec and we’ve got a deal.”

“On spec. You mean for nothing?”

Esther sighed. “Not for nothing. When I get the funding, you’ll get Writers Guild minimum for a high-budget screenplay, okay? You’ll get paid on the first day of principal photography.”

“Who’s going to pay?”

“The production entity.”

“How much?”

“Eighty-nine thousand dollars. Plus something for the book. Let me shop it around and see what I can do for you. Plus ten percent of the net. Don’t say Esther Klein doesn’t have a big heart.”

“Ten percent of the net is zero, right? I read the papers.”

Esther’s shoulders sagged a little. “That’s how we do it,” she said, “because that’s how it’s done. But there are bonuses too, depending. It’s complicated. Maybe a deferred fee after breakdown. For an Academy Award nomination. For a win. For Golden Globes. Leave it up to me. The main thing is, I can’t make a movie until I get the rights.”

“All right,” Margot said. “It’s a deal.”

Esther signaled the waiter and ordered another bottle of expensive Chianti.

Margot walked Esther back to her hotel near the station and then, instead of going home, went to her studio. What she did when she was experiencing a nameless dread, as she was that night, was get her hand on a book or a manuscript. Like the Galileo codex she was planning to bid on. It had been rescued from the flood, at the very last moment, by Sterling Pears, one of the foremost authorities on the Galileo collection in the Biblioteca Nazionale. Pears had called her to say that the Biblioteca Nazionale was finally getting around to soliciting bids for the restoration work.

The manuscript on her desk right now, unfortunately, wasn’t doing much for her nameless dread. It had been brought over by the chief of the music division at the Biblioteca Nazionale to see if she could do anything about it. Many of the pages had been stained a dark pink. It looked to Margot as if the whole book had been treated with calcium hydroxide and calcium bicarbonate, which had dissolved some editorial markings in the margins. There was nothing to be done. Some problems have no solution, and this was clearly one of them. She could accept that as a conservator but not in her own life.

Actually her nameless dread did have a name. It was homesickness, nostalgia, the place she’d come back to on Saturday night. It was a kind of longing, a kind of ache, a kind of sadness, the kind of fear she’d felt when she’d heard Woody singing “Sweet Home, Chicago,” the fear that her true home was elsewhere, that her real life—her true spiritual life—was not here in Italy, here at her workbench in her very own studio on Lungarno Guicciardini or in her very own apartment in Piazza Santa Croce, but waiting for her back home, back in Chicago, back in the big house on Chambers Street, waiting for her to take up where she’d left off.

On two occasions she’d come close to going home. Both times she’d changed her mind at the last minute. Not for the sake of an Italian lover, but because two powerful women had befriended her. The abbess at the convent where she’d stayed when she came to Florence after the flood, and where she’d discovered the Aretino, had helped her set up her own studio right in the convent; and Francesca Postiglione had given her a life interest in the big apartment in Santa Croce. The abbess had been her mother, and Francesca her sister. Both were dead. And now there was Esther Klein, who was going to make a movie about her.

She didn’t know what to make of it. What she was hoping was that a movie would validate her life, would validate her decision to stay in Italy. Because she thought that maybe she had come back to this place—this longing, this ache, this fear—for the last time. She was fifty-three years old. It was time to settle things once and for all.

She put the book with the pink stains back in its solander box and put a note on the cover for one of her three assistants to return it to Signor Malfatti at the Biblioteca Nazionale, with a note inside to say that nothing could be done. She locked the door of the studio behind her, crossed the Ponte alle Grazie, and walked home along the river. The lights of Piazzale Michelangelo were reflected in the water. She thought about going to the Bebop Club, but it was too far away, and it was too late, and she was too tired.



Questura

The bidet in Woody’s tiny bathroom reminded him, as it did every morning, that he didn’t belong here. In Italy. His people were not bidet people. A couple of generations back they’d been outhouse people. Now they had indoor plumbing, of course. But no bidets. He didn’t know anyone who had a bidet in St. Clair, Illinois, where he’d taught Latin and Greek for twenty-five years, before his daughter’s death had torn his family apart, before Hannah’s nervous breakdown, before she’d divorced him and entered a convent, before the scandal that had set the dean against him, before he’d come to Italy for the trial of the terrorists who’d bombed the station in Bologna. He knew what the bidet was for, and he had his own method of using it. But questions remained about bidet etiquette. Was it proper to use a bidet in someone else’s house, for example? And if you did, was it proper to use the little towel, hanging on a metal ring, to wipe your ass? There was a bidet in the faculty men’s room at the American Academy, where he taught classical literature in translation, but he didn’t think anyone used it. Maybe the women used the one in the faculty women’s bathroom. He’d never asked.

The bidet, for Woody, was a symbol of Italy. He spoke the language fluently; he had Italian friends in Rome, Bologna, and Florence; he’d served as vice president of an important political organization, the Association of the Families of the Victims of the Bombing of 15 August 1980; and yet he couldn’t seem to get things—things like the bidet—quite right. Every time he turned around he was doing something wrong: drinking a cappuccino in the afternoon, putting Parmesan cheese on spaghetti alla puttanesca, or putting too many ingredients on pizza. “The problem with you, Woody,” Gabriella used to say—Gabriella was the woman he’d lived with in Bologna—“is that you like too many hybrids. Italian taste is simple, not a weird combination of exotic flavors.”

“In Sicily,” he’d say, “they put everything you can think of on pizza. Not just one or two sparse ingredients.” And she’d shake her head in disgust. “Sicilia . . .”

Saturday morning. Woody was going to pick up the dog, which had been in the hospital for over a week. He’d been to see her every day, after school—the ambulatorio veterinario was on Via Masaccio, only five minutes from the American Academy in Piazza Savonarola—and he’d bought a leash and a dog dish and a supply of dog food and a Frisbee and a heavy rubber ball with a handle. Dottoressa Soldi, the vet who was looking after her, was very nice, really, once it had become clear that Woody was going to assume financial responsibility for the dog. She’d shown him the evidence of previous injuries: burn marks, knife wounds, X-rays that showed that the dog had undergone several expensive operations to reset broken bones, operations that could only have been performed at a very sophisticated animal hospital. The fur on her left shoulder had been scraped away when she was dragged behind the car, and the skin was raw and red, and her throat was still swollen where the collar had choked her, but no more bones had been broken. Dottoressa Soldi had reported the incident to the Ente Nazionale Protezione Animali and to the police, and Woody had received an invitation to appear at the police station—the Questura—on the following Monday, in the morning. He’d have to take time off from school. He considered declining the invitation, but he didn’t think it was that sort of invitation, though it had been written in flowery, almost poetic language.

Woody expected the dog to be glad to see him, but when Dottoressa Soldi led her out, all bandaged up, she seemed a strange combination of fear and self-possession. At least she was trying to act self-possessed, Woody thought, looking him over as if she were deciding whether or not to accept him as her new padrone. She didn’t seem particularly interested. She kept her distance, walking stiffly, deliberately not looking at Woody.

When Woody approached her head on, she squatted down and peed on the floor. “She’s afraid of men,” the dottoressa explained.

“She probably has good reason to be.”

The dottoressa got some paper towels from behind the counter to mop up the pee.

Woody squatted down on his heels and held out a hand, fingers curved down.

The dog bowed her head and kept it down, reminding him of Laska, his old husky, when she was waiting for something.

He was expecting gratitude. After all, he was doing something great and noble, or at least quite decent, and certainly expensive. (He suddenly became aware of these feelings, but there was nothing he could do about them.) He put his hand on her head and she started to tremble, and then she gave herself to him completely. She didn’t even sniff him. She put her head on his knees. Woody wasn’t sure she liked him, but she was helpless and she needed him, and he started to tremble too and had to hide his hands from Dottoressa Soldi.

“Who could harm a dog like this?” he asked, anger surfacing. “It takes your breath away.”

“You haven’t found out who it was?”

“No, just that he had a fancy car. A Mercedes or a BMW. I haven’t tried, really. I have to go to the Questura on Monday. They may know something.”

“Take the dog with you,” she said. “Let them see what the owner did to her.”

“Good idea.”

“I think you’ll be good friends,” she said. “But don’t try to rush things.”

“Do you think she can make it to Piazza Tasso, or should I take her in a cab?”

“She could use a little exercise. Just take it slow and easy.”

On the way home they stopped for a cappuccino and a dolce at a bar in Piazza Santa Croce. Woody looked around, wondering where the American woman’s apartment was located. It occurred to him that the dog saved him from getting involved with the American woman. He’d known she was going to invite him up to her apartment, and he’d known he was going to accept her invitation. Two lonely ex-pats. Why not? But he was hoping to go home, and he couldn’t afford to get involved with a woman. That was why not. Not now. But what about the dog? What would keep him from getting involved with the dog?

The dog was hungry, and Woody gave her one of the biscotti that he was dipping in his cappuccino. She liked it and he gave her another one.

“What’s her name?” the barista asked.

Woody thought for a minute. “Biscotti,” he said. “That was my daughter’s name. Cookie.”

“Biscotti’s plural,” the barista said. “But I guess that’s all right. Biscotto would sound funny. And it’s masculine. How about Dolce?”

Woody shook his head. “Biscotti.”

Woody used one of his own bowls for her water and Biscotti’s new dog dish for her food—two cups in the morning, two cups in the evening.

As he was going to sleep that night—Biscotti’s first night in Piazza Tasso—Woody tried to remember everything he knew about dogs. King Arthur had a dog, but he couldn’t remember the dog’s name. Freud had a German shepherd named Wolfe and then a whole series of chows. He kept one of them in the room when he psychoanalyzed patients. The patients were calmer and more forthcoming with a dog in the room. Lincoln had a dog. Odysseus had a dog. One of Woody’s dogs had been named Argos. And before Odysseus? The Etruscans. There was a beautiful dog in one of the tombs at Cerveteri. And dog bones in excavations in Iraq suggested that dogs and humans had pooled their resources more than fourteen thousand years ago. He tried to imagine the primordial scene: humans offering food and fire; dogs cleaning up the garbage and keeping watch while the humans slept, barking at the slightest hint of danger.

Woody had put down a blanket for Biscotti by the side of his bed, so he could reach over and touch her and let her lick his hand.

On his way to the Questura in Via Zara, Woody was greeted by a man in uniform whom he didn’t recognize at first, one of the guards from the Archeological Museum, which had been closed during August. He was pleased that the guard recognized him. The guard clasped Woody’s hands. “We haven’t seen you for a while, Professore. You haven’t forgotten your stone altar?”

“No, not at all,” Woody said, “but I’ve been getting ready for classes.”

“I see you have a friend with you. Looks like she had a nasty scrape.”

Woody nodded. “Some stronzo tied her behind his car,” he said.

The guard frowned.

Woody gave him an answering frown.

“She’s been having bad dreams,” Woody said. “Running in her sleep. Not eating well. I started giving her a little pasta with butter on it with her dog food. I don’t like to leave her alone. She’s making progress, though.”

At the Questura they were shown into an inner room where Woody was surprised to see Margot Harrington, sitting at a desk, chatting with an impossibly handsome man, a southerner, a commissario in a smart uniform. It was a Monday morning. Ten o’clock. Woody, who had his “invitation” in his hand, was right on time. He was pleased to see her, in spite of himself, and relieved, because she didn’t look at all distressed, but then he was disappointed when she barely acknowledged him.

The commissario greeted Woody warmly and invited him to sit down and stooped down suddenly to greet the dog. Woody didn’t have time to warn him. Biscotti squatted and peed on the floor. The commissario didn’t seem to mind. He waited, offered his hand. Biscotti started to tremble. Woody put his hand on her head to steady her. She raised a paw. The commissario took it in his big hand and shook it. A good sign.

“She’s a little afraid of men,” Woody said.

The commissario called someone to wipe up the pee. “It’s nothing,” he said, tossing his handsome head. “You remember Signora ’arrington, of course,” the commissario said to Woody, “from the night of the incident.”

“Yes, of course,” Woody said, shaking Margot’s hand.

A young man at a second desk was typing something rapidly with two fingers. They waited for him to finish. He pulled the form out of the typewriter—several carbons—and handed it to the commissario, who looked it over. “Very good.”

He put it on his desk, facing Margot, who signed it with an expensive-looking fountain pen that didn’t go through the carbons, so she had to sign each of the three copies separately. She rose to leave, and the commissario shook her hand.

“Mille grazie. Thank you very much for coming. And you too, Signor ’oodall.” He turned to face Woody. “You Americans have such difficult names.”

“It’s a problem for me too,” Woody said.

The commissario struggled to say w: “Doppio-vu. And we can’t pronounce English ‘acca’ either. But in any case, thank you for coming.”

“It’s my pleasure,” Woody said. “The commissario gave him a funny look. “Well, not exactly a pleasure,” Woody added.

The commissario sat down and invited Woody to sit down. “Signora ’arrington has given me her version of what happened a week ago Saturday night. Now maybe you could give me your version.” The young clerk inserted another thick carbon into his typewriter and aimed his two index fingers at the keyboard. Woody started to give his version of what happened. The commissario motioned for Woody to pause every once in a while so the clerk could catch up. When Woody finished, the commissario leaned forward.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“That turd who was torturing the dog? The stronzo?”

“Precisely.”

“I forgot about him when the ambulance came. I had to get the dog to the hospital.”

“But he hasn’t forgotten about you.”

“He’s all right?”

“Yes and no. He spent the night in the hospital. But you humiliated him in front of his girlfriend. He made brutta figura.”

“Ah, yes. Ugly figure.”

“He would like his dog back.”

“So he can cut her throat or burn her? Out of the question. I couldn’t do it.”

“I quite understand.”

“Look at this.” He showed the commissario the scars and burn marks, covered by hair now, that Dottoressa Soldi had pointed out to him. Biscotti held very still while they examined her. Woody stroked the back of her head. “This dog was very frightened of me at first. She still is. She’s been badly abused.”

The commissario held up a finger and the young man stopped typing. “Unfortunately,” the commissario said, “this young man, this stronzo, as you so precisely call him, comes from an old Florentine family.” He leaned forward and whispered confidentially, “A family of turds, of stronzi.”

“I see,” Woody said.

The commissario petted the dog. “The higher up you are in the police,” he said, “the more . . . how shall I put it?”

“Subject to influence?”

“Yes, exactly. Normally I would not trouble myself about a case of this nature, but you see . . .” He trilled his hand.

“And if I don’t give the dog back?”

More trilling. “There could be trouble. Or rather, there will be trouble. No end of trouble. For you, for the family, for me.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Criminal charges, for one thing. Assault. Battery. Threatening the ambulance driver with a knife. The driver, you know, is an employee of the state. If he were to make a complaint, then the police would have no option. You would be arrested. And this is no joking matter.”

“I didn’t threaten the ambulance driver with a knife. He saw what the stronzo’d done . . .”

The commissario held up a hand. “I’m speaking hypothetically,” he said. “I’ve spoken with the driver. I don’t think you need to worry on that score, at least not now. And I don’t think you need to worry about assault charges. Signor Romero is not anxious to have his treatment of the dog made public. But you don’t know what people like this will do if they don’t get their way.”

“I won’t give the dog back. I simply couldn’t do it.”

“I quite understand. Believe me. Which is why, if you will permit me, I will suggest another course of action.”

“Go ahead.”

“I could arrange for the dog to disappear. My sister in Calabria . . . Three children . . . It could all be done discreetly . . . One day the dog is here; the next day the dog is gone . . . No one knows what has happened . . . The dog will have a good home . . . You will be free to come and go as you like . . .”

This was the kind of solution Woody had been hoping for, and yet he wasn’t entirely happy with it.

“Have you ever been to Cerveteri, Commissario, the Etruscan cemetery outside of Civitavecchia?”

“No, I’m sorry to say that I have not.”

“Everyone says that the Etruscans had this jolly afterlife, that the spirits of the dead actually lived in the tombs, and that that’s why they had all their household things there. But this is too simple. Why is there a door painted on an inside wall of the Tomb of the Four Amphori?”

The commissario leaned forward, as if this were an examination question to which he should know the answer but couldn’t think of it at the moment.

“You can see a picture of the tomb at the Museo Archeologico in Via della Colonna. That door, it has to be leading somewhere, don’t you think? Symbolically?”

“Of course.”

“So their understanding of the afterlife . . . It’s more complex. . . .”

“Yes.”

The commissario looked at his watch. “But I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

Woody shook his head. “I guess I don’t either,” he said. “I’m sorry, but we walked past the Museo Archeologico on the way here . . . There’s a dog, a wonderful dog, in the Tomb of the Reliefs. I just realized that it looks just like Biscotti. A black Labrador. An Etruscan dog. Do you see?”
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