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None of it would have happened if it hadn’t been for Molly’s Italian uncle, so the very beginning was way back in February. David remembered the beginning very well, because for just a minute, it had scared him half to death.


It all started on a cold drizzly afternoon when he and Amanda had been, as usual, in the midst of some kind of an argument. They’d gotten off the school bus together and walked down the long curving driveway that led around to the back of the big old house and, still arguing, slammed through the back door into the kitchen—and found Molly crying at the kitchen table.


The crying, by itself, wouldn’t have been too much of a shock, because Molly tended to cry quite a bit for an adult person. David had seen her cry over a burned dinner—which was the way Molly’s dinners turned out fairly often—or because she’d messed up a painting she’d been working on. But that was red-faced, angry crying that usually got mixed up with laughing at herself for being so ridiculous. This was different. When Molly’s face came up off her arms, it looked terrible: pale and swollen and awfully sad; and immediately David felt himself going stiff and cold with fright. Amanda, however, was so busy winning the argument that she didn’t even notice until David said, “Molly?” in a shaky whisper. When Amanda finally looked at her mother and said, “Mom? What is it? What happened?” she sounded surprised and worried, but even then not really scared. Not the way David was.


It wasn’t until later, when he’d had time to think about it, that David understood the difference. He decided then that Amanda’s reaction was only natural—but so was his. Probably most people who were thirteen years old, like Amanda, just naturally felt that really terrible things only happened to other people—in the newspapers or in some other town or country. So even when she saw Molly’s face and knew something bad had happened, she wasn’t really frightened. David, who was actually almost a year younger than Amanda, would probably have felt the same way, except that his own mother had died when he was nine years old; and after something like that happens, you’re just not as sure anymore. So when he’d first seen Molly’s face, he hadn’t been sure that something hadn’t happened to—Dad, maybe, or one of the kids.


But then Molly said it was her uncle—that Uncle Sid had died in Italy—and suddenly David felt as if something huge and cold in the middle of his chest had broken up into warm trickles of relief. Which would have been a good feeling, except that right away he started feeling guilty for being so glad about Molly’s poor old uncle. Particularly when Molly was obviously feeling absolutely terrible about him.


All the Stanley kids had heard quite a bit about Uncle Sid since the summer before when Molly had married Jeffrey A. Stanley, who was their father. Uncle Sid had been an artist like Molly, and a bachelor with no family of his own to take an interest in; so when Molly was a kid, he’d been almost a second father to her, teaching her about painting and giving her lots of advice about what she ought to do. He’d always been crazy about Italy and spent part of every year there, so Molly always called him her Italian uncle, which he really wasn’t, since Molly and all of her relations were more Irish than anything else. But for almost as long as Molly could remember, Uncle Sid had been telling her she should go to Italy to paint and study art. He had told Molly that she had a tremendous amount of talent, much more than he had, but that she would never get to be a great artist and fulfill her destiny if she didn’t go to Italy, which was the birthplace of art and culture and civilization and nearly everything else that you could think of. He’d kept on urging her to go, even offering to help with her expenses, until she decided to get married to Bryan Randall, Amanda’s father. That had been a long time ago, almost fifteen years, and soon afterwards Uncle Sid had moved to Italy for good. He went on writing to Molly, though, scolding her for wasting herself and her great talent and telling her that she should never have gotten married. Eventually she must have started agreeing with him—or at least, as she’d told David once, she agreed that she shouldn’t have married a wheeler-dealer Hollywood PR man—and so finally she’d gotten a divorce. Uncle Sid had been very pleased when he heard about that, and he’d started urging her to bring Amanda and come to live in Italy. But then, when he heard that Molly had gotten married again, and this time to a college professor with a whole ready-made family, he’d finally given up entirely—in disgust, Molly said.


But now he was dead, and Molly hadn’t realized just how much he meant to her until the telegram came that afternoon. After she told David and Amanda about it, she put her head back down on her arms and cried again with huge shivering sobs, like Janie at the end of a tantrum. Except you could do something about Janie, such as ignoring her or whispering to somebody so that she had to shut up to listen. But Molly’s crying was different, and there wasn’t anything David could do except stand around feeling helpless and try not to let Amanda see his face. Not that he was crying about somebody he’d never even met. It was just that Molly’s crying seemed to be catching—like when someone yawns. Fortunately Dad came home not long afterwards, and David was glad to let him take over the job of cheering Molly up.


For a few days Molly wasn’t herself at all, very quiet and preoccupied. Dad must have noticed it, because he got everyone, including Amanda, together and gave a lecture about how Molly was going through a difficult time and needed peace and quiet, and how everyone could help. And how he’d better not catch anyone being uncivilized or else he might forget himself and resort to some old-fashioned negative reinforcement.


They all nodded. Janie and Esther and Blair happened to be sitting side by side on the loveseat, and they all nodded and went on nodding, like a bunch of birds on a telephone wire. Looking at them—the twins weren’t quite five yet, and Janie, who was very small for her age, wasn’t much bigger—you might think they wouldn’t understand what Dad meant. But they were used to the way he put things, and besides, all kids understand what a sentence that has “or else” in it means, at a very early age. But as soon as Dad left the room, Amanda made a sarcastic face and said, “Negative reinforcement! La-de-dah! He never stops being Professor Stanley, does he? Not even when no one’s around but kids.” She motioned toward the loveseat. “Look at them. Do they know what ‘negative reinforcement’ means, for heaven’s sake?”


David looked. You might guess by looking that Esther could be pretty one-track minded and that Blair was a little spacier than most four year olds, but Amanda ought to know by now that the way Janie looked had absolutely nothing to do with what she knew—or what she was thinking, or what she might be going to say or do next.


“We do too,” Janie said. “We know what negative reinforcement means. Don’t we Tesser?”


Esther nodded uncertainly, and Amanda said, “Okay. What does it mean?”


Janie rolled her eyes thoughtfully. “Negative reinforcement,” she said in the tone of voice she always used when she was showing off her I.Q., “negative reinforcement is the opposite of positive reinforcement and not as nice. But it’s usually just getting sent to your room, except when it’s old-fashioned negative reinforcement, and then you get spanked first.”


It was as good a definition as most people a lot older than seven would have come up with, but Amanda only shrugged and walked away.


Anyway, the lecture must have made a definite impression because everyone was particularly good for the next few days, or if not good, at least quiet. David and Amanda managed to have most of their arguments in places where Molly wouldn’t hear them, and even Janie had an amazingly quiet tantrum when David wouldn’t let her kick Blair for feeding a special strawberry she’d been saving to his pet crow. After a while Molly began to be cheerful again, and nothing more happened for several weeks. But then David and Amanda came home from school one day and found that Molly had been crying again, only this time it was different.


Molly’s eyes were red, but this time she seemed more excited than sad, and she wouldn’t tell them what had happened. “Not until Jeff gets home,” she said. “Wait until Jeff gets home.” So they had to wait, sitting in the kitchen, raising their eyebrows at each other, while Molly bustled nervously around trying to start dinner but mostly going in circles and forgetting what she had started out to do.


At last Dad walked in the door loaded down with books and papers, and Molly ran across the room and threw her arms around him books and all. “Oh Jeff,” she said. “We’re all going to Italy.” The way Dad stared at her when he got through grabbing at falling books and papers, it was pretty obvious that he couldn’t have been much more surprised if she had said, “We’re all going to the moon.” He went on looking surprised and puzzled for quite a while after she started explaining what she meant.


The explanation didn’t make much sense at first to David, either. Just a bunch of stuff about “dear, sweet, stubborn old Sid” and how he never gave up until he got his way, and legacies and stipulations and Italian inheritance laws. But at last she slowed down and began over at the beginning, and it all started to make sense.


It seemed that Molly’s uncle had left her quite a lot of money in his will, except that the money was in Italy and had to be spent there, and she couldn’t have any of it unless she went there. The letter from the lawyers had come just that day, but it was easy to see that Molly had already done a lot of thinking about it. “We could rent the house, Jeff,” she said. “And surely you could get a year off or at least a semester. You should have had a sabbatical years ago. And we could find a villa in the country where there’d be space for the kids to play, but not too far from Rome, or perhaps Florence. Florence was always Sid’s favorite. And I could paint, and you could work on your textbook. And perhaps Amanda and David could go to an Italian school and learn Italian, or if that doesn’t work out there are correspondence schools. And it wouldn’t matter if Janie missed a year, if it came to that, since she’s so far ahead of herself already. And it really won’t make much difference for the twins, since they’d only be in kindergarten. And, oh Jeff, won’t it be wonderful!”


Molly wasn’t standing on her tiptoes the way Janie did when she was telling something particularly exciting, but you got the feeling she was about to. For a long time Dad only nodded, looking very solemn and thoughtful. Then he asked to read the letter. When Molly got it for him, he sat down at the kitchen table and read it very slowly and deliberately, while Molly and David and Amanda stood around the table watching him. At last he put it down on the table and smoothed it out very carefully with both hands, then looked up grinning. It was suddenly obvious that he was just as excited about going to Italy as Molly was.


Dad began to talk then—about people who might be able to take over his classes and leaves of absences and sabbatical years and difference of pay leaves. And Molly brought up buying a new car in Europe and charter flights and whether to fly directly to Italy or perhaps to London or Paris first—and it all started to sink in. David began to realize it really was going to happen, and it was a very strange feeling. The Stanley family hadn’t traveled much at all since he was old enough to remember. He’d never even thought about visiting a foreign country, except maybe Mexico or Canada. But now it seemed like a very interesting thing to do. To start with, flying across the whole country and the Atlantic Ocean in a 747 would be pretty exciting; and then to actually live in a totally different country, where people spoke another language and did all kinds of things differently might be. . . .


He was just beginning to get some ideas about what it might be like when something hit him in the ribs. It turned out to be Amanda’s elbow. “Bye-bye, David,” she said.


“What do you mean ‘bye-bye’?” he asked her.


“I mean ‘bye-bye,’ you’re off to Italy whether you like it or not.”


Dad and Molly were so busy making plans that they didn’t seem to have noticed, but Amanda was staring at them with squinted eyes and her mouth pulled down in the corners, the way she used to do all the time—and still did, only not quite so often.


“Well, so are you,” David said.


“Not necessarily. I could stay with my father.” Amanda’s father lived in a really plush apartment house right near the ocean in Santa Monica, and every once in a while she went to visit him. But usually only for a few days at a time during vacations. At first, right after Dad and Molly were married, Amanda had talked a lot about how great her father was and how crazy he was about her and how she hated Molly, and how the divorce had all been Molly’s fault, and how she would rather live with her father. But things had changed after a while, and Amanda had started speaking to her mother again. Most of the time, lately, she seemed to feel okay about the rest of the family, too, including David. Most of the time, but not always.


Molly looked up suddenly and said, “What did you say, Amanda?”


“I said I could stay with my father.”


Molly didn’t say anything for a minute, and when she did, she didn’t sound excited anymore. “You don’t want to go to Italy, then?” she asked.


Amanda shrugged. “Not particularly. It’s been bad enough having to change schools all the time at my age, and make new friends and everything, without having to try to make friends in a language I can’t even speak.”


Molly turned and looked at Dad, who was staring at Amanda with the expression on his face that always made David feel uncomfortable, whether it was meant for him personally or not.


“Well,” Molly said finally, “I’ll write to your father about it, but I don’t know if he’ll feel he can have you for such a long time. You know how busy he is.”


“Yeah,” Amanda said. “I know.” She got up, gathered up her books and went out of the room.


David got up, too. “Where are the kids?” he asked. “Do they know yet? About Italy?”


“Upstairs, I think,” Molly said. “No, I haven’t told them. I wanted to be sure that Jeff thought it was a possibility first.”


“Would it be all right if I told them?”


Molly looked at Dad. “Sure,” he said. “Tell them. Tell them to start packing. The Stanleys are definitely going to Italy.”
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Amanda must have been listening outside the kitchen door, because when David came through it, she was just a few steps ahead of him, walking quickly toward the stairs. Halfway up she slowed down so that David caught up with her. “What did they say?” she asked. “What did they say about me after I left?”


“Nothing. I asked them if I could tell the kids about going to Italy, and they said I could. No one was talking about you.”


“Oh yeah?” She went on up the stairs, but near the top she stopped again. David started to go on by her—he’d had Amanda as a stepsister long enough to know that there were times when it was best to leave her alone. And this looked like one of those times. But before he got past, she grabbed him by the back of the shirt. “Wait a minute,” she said. “How soon are we going to leave? Did they say when we would be leaving for Italy?”


“We? I thought you were going to stay with your father.”


“He won’t let me. His new girl friend doesn’t like me much.”


David was confused. Amanda’s head was bent down so that her long straight hair curtained her face. “Then why did you say—” David began, and then stopped. Even without seeing her face, he was beginning to get the picture. “Oh, I get it,” he said.


Amanda tossed her head. “Well?” she said in a so-what tone of voice. “It served them right. They might have asked us if we wanted to go before they started to plan our lives for us. They might at least have said, ‘Hey, how do you feel about moving to Italy?’ before—”


“Who’s moving to Italy?” Janie was hanging over the bannister right over their heads.


“We are,” Amanda said before David could say anything. “The whole family. Mom’s uncle left her a bundle, so look out Italy, here we come.”


“Really?” Janie looked at David, and when he said yeah that he guessed so, her eyes, which were always very large and round-looking, seemed to get even rounder. “Wow!” she said, and dropping off the bannister she ran down the hall yelling, “Blair. Tesser. We’re going to Italy. We’re going to Italy.”


Amanda snorted. “What do they know about Italy?”


“Well,” David said. “Blair and Tesser probably don’t know anything about Italy, but Janie—”


“Yeah,” Amanda said. “On second thought you’re probably right.”


When they got to Janie’s and Esther’s room, Janie was saying, “Didn’t you hear me? We’re all going to Italy.”


“I heard you,” Esther said. “Are we going today? Can’t I finish this picture first?” Esther was lying on her stomach coloring in the color book Grandma Stanley had sent her for Christmas. Molly had tried to talk her into trading it for a blank tablet because, according to Molly, coloring books stifled creativity. But Esther loved coloring books, and nobody talked her out of anything she’d set her mind on. Blair was on the floor, too, playing with his pet crow. The crow had a crayon in its beak, and Blair was holding a blank tablet—Blair was a pushover compared to Esther—in front of the crow.


“What are you doing, Blair?” David asked.


“My crow is coloring,” Blair said.


Sure enough, there were a couple of straggly red scribbles in the middle of the page, but when Blair held the tablet up to the crow again, it just turned its head away.


“I don’t think he’s in an artistic mood,” David said.


Blair sighed. “He only likes red,” he said. “He won’t color unless it’s red.”


“Then why don’t you give him a red crayon? Where’s the red crayon?”


“He ate it,” Esther said. “He ate Blair’s red and”—she reached out and tucked a crayon under her stomach—“he can’t have mine.”


“Listen, you guys,” Janie said in an exasperated tone of voice, “aren’t you excited? Don’t you know anything about Italy? Italy is a very exciting place. Just wait till I tell you about Italy.”


Amanda rolled her eyes and gave David a kind of “here-we-go” expression. Sure enough, Janie started in about the canals in Venice, and how everybody rode around in boats singing opera songs instead of riding in cars, and how Italians said “chow” all the time and “mama mia” and stomped around in barrels full of grapes to make wine.”


“Where does she get all that stuff?” Amanda whispered, shaking her head.


“Well, you know,” David said. “TV and books—and the newspapers. She reads the newspaper an awful lot for a seven year old.”


“I know,” Amanda said. “They oughtn’t to let her.”


“Who oughtn’t?”


“Mom and your father. I’ll bet if they asked a psychologist, he’d say that it wasn’t good for her. But instead they just encourage her because everyone thinks it’s just too cute to see someone so little and dumb-looking sitting around reading the newspaper. But what I think is that it’s abnormal.”


“. . . and godfathers who tell everybody what to do and make them shoot each other, and gangsters. Lots and lots of gangsters,” Janie was saying.


“See what I mean?” Amanda said.


Of course, Dad had been kidding when he told David to tell the kids to start packing because it turned out that they weren’t going to leave for Italy until July, and in March that seemed a long way off. The only thing that happened right away was that Dad started bringing home all sorts of books about Italy and, also, a set of books and records that were supposed to teach you how to speak Italian. The idea was that the whole family would study Italian together every evening after dinner. Right at first everyone was very enthusiastic, even Amanda, who seemed to have gotten over hating the idea of going to Italy as soon as she had made her point that she didn’t have to go. But it soon turned out that Blair and Esther were only good for about ten or fifteen minutes of language study at a time. After that, Blair would usually go to sleep and Esther would start asking how to say words like “cookie” and “apple” and then wander off toward the kitchen. David and Amanda lasted longer, but quite often they had too much homework to do, so Janie, who learned everything faster than normal, turned out to be the only kid in the family who learned much Italian.


The hard part of getting ready to leave didn’t start until June—the sorting and packing and cleaning. Everything that wasn’t going to Italy had to be packed up and stored away so that the house could be left empty for the renters. For a long time Molly spent every day going through everyone’s room sorting things into three piles—things that would go into storage; things that would go into trunks to be shipped to Italy; and things that would go with the family on the airplane flight. And almost every day there were emotional scenes about what things could, or absolutely could not, be left behind—such as Janie’s horse collection and Esther’s toy vacuum cleaner. There were also scenes about pets, like Rolor, Blair’s crow, and Velveteen, Esther’s rabbit, and King Tut, who was a turkey who belonged to everyone, but mostly to Molly, who had saved his life by saying that she’d never before cooked a turkey whom she’d met personally, and she didn’t intend to start. Friends had to be found who not only would keep the pets for a whole year, but also would promise to give them up when the year was over—and it wasn’t easy. After a while, it all began to seem terribly complicated and an incredible amount of work, and there were times when David wondered if Italy was really going to be worth the effort.


Once when he was sitting on the floor of his closet in the midst of a pile of junk he was supposed to be sorting, he muttered, “Boy, all I can say is, Italy had better be pretty exciting.” He wasn’t really talking to anyone because the only other person in the room at the time was Blair, who was sitting on the window seat staring out the window. Quite often Blair didn’t seem to hear what you were saying to him even if you were practically shouting in his ear, so David was rather surprised when Blair suddenly got down off the window seat and ran across the room. He stood for quite a long time just outside the closet door, looking at David with his head tipped a little bit on one side the way he always did when he was thinking. And then he said, “Janie says it is.”


By then David had forgotten what he’d said so he asked, “Janie says what is?”


“Exciting,” Blair said. “Janie says Italy is exciting.” And then Blair said something really amazing. Of course, at the time it didn’t seem particularly amazing, because it was exactly the kind of thing that Janie was always saying. But looking back at it afterwards it really was strange, because what Blair said then was, “Janie says we’ll probably all get kidnapped.”
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The villa was in a part of Italy called Tuscany, a few miles from the city of Florence, and it turned out to be absolutely perfect. Everyone was crazy about it from the moment they first saw it, which was especially nice since, up until then, there hadn’t been too many things about the trip that had turned out to be all that great. The airplane flight, for instance. The flight over had been one of the things that David had been particularly looking forward to, and there had been some exciting things about it—and some other things that turned out to be a pain in the neck.


One of the things that hadn’t been so great about the flight was the fight that Amanda and Molly had had about whether Amanda was going to wear her Levis with the frayed-out cuffs on the airplane. Molly had won finally, with Dad’s help, but Amanda hadn’t been happy about it, and she certainly didn’t let anyone forget that she wasn’t happy. Then it turned out that their no-smoking seats were right at the edge of the smoking area, so all the smoke drifted over and gave Dad hay fever and a bad temper. Then Blair spilled his milk all over the seat and floor during dinner, and right after dinner Janie was airsick all over everything that Blair had missed. David had started out being excited about flying, but before long something, either the altitude or the vibrations, gave him a headache.


The only person who was really crazy about the whole trip was Esther, who got chummy with the stewardess and went around wearing a stewardess hat and apron and passing out earphones and pillows. The flight seemed to last forever, and by the time it was over Esther had decided she was going to grow up to be a stewardess, and every one else had had enough air travel to last for a long time.


The first few days in Italy were great. There were some very interesting things about moving into the pensione in Florence, which was like a boarding house run by a large Italian family in what had once been a very old private mansion. Finding an Italian car that was big enough for seven people turned out to be a kind of adventure, too. After that the sightseeing and house hunting began.


Actually the house hunting didn’t take up a great deal of time because the agency that specialized in finding rentals for foreigners had such a hard time finding anything at all that was big enough for a family of seven. The rental agent who got stuck with the job was a short, wide, very excitable man named Signore Bellucci, who spoke a lot of very hard to understand English. Every morning he called Dad and talked and talked, but in the whole first week he only took the family to see two tiny apartments and a farmhouse without any heat or running water. So while they waited for Signore Bellucci to find something more suitable, there was lots of time for sight-seeing.


Everyone enjoyed the first few days. They started out at the main square, the Piazza Della Signoria, with its old palace and fountain and naked statues. Amanda and Janie had a great time giggling about the statues, especially the very famous one by Michelangelo because it was called The David. They all liked the Ponte Vecchio, too, the old bridge covered with jewelry shops and sleeping hippies.


And then there was the cathedral. The cathedral was—well, except for Dad, it was everyone’s first cathedral, and it was certainly not like anything they’d ever seen before. Molly kept whispering, “Oh my God, Jeff. It’s incredible.” And everyone else seemed to be stricken speechless, which was very unusual for the Stanleys, and in Janie’s case, almost a miracle.


The cathedral in Florence was their first big Italian church, but after that they saw many more, and it turned out that the whole family and particularly the little kids really got into looking at churches. Perhaps it was partly because they had never been in a Catholic church before, but Janie and the twins were absolutely fascinated by the statues and altars and candles and the beautiful frescoed walls and ceilings. And when they found out that Molly, who had been brought up a Catholic, knew who a lot of the statues were, and what was going on in all the pictures, every church visit turned into story hour. Then after they became familiar with all the stories, Janie had to tell them all over again every time they saw another picture or statue. “Oh look, Tesser,” Janie would say. “You remember who that is? He’s the one who . . . ” And away she would go while the twins listened wide-eyed and everybody else stood around and waited.


Then there were the museums and art galleries. No one had anything against art galleries to begin with; but Dad and Molly (Molly in particular) wanted to see an awful lot of them, and since there was no place to leave the kids, they all had to trudge along whether they felt like seeing any more Renaissance masterpieces or not.


By the end of the first week in Florence, what with so many art galleries and being cooped up in two rooms in the pensione when they weren’t out sight-seeing, everyone was beginning to get very tired and irritable and very much on each other’s nerves. And then Signore Bellucci found the villa.


The villa was a huge old house in the country. It sat near the top of a hill about a mile up from a little village called Valle di Chiesa, and all around it were acres and acres of vineyards, olive orchards and forest. The villa had been the home of the Bartoli family, who had owned the land of the fattoria, or farm, for hundreds of years; and although the house had been remodeled and added to many times, there were still parts of it that were over five hundred years old. A small wing of the villa had been a rental for some time and was at the present occupied by an Australian couple. Clustered around the courtyard behind the main house were several other foreign families living in houses and apartments that had once been farm buildings. Only recently, the Bartoli family had decided to move into the city to live, so now the main body of the old house was for rent, too. It would be perfect for such a fine large family, Signore Bellucci said. And as soon as they saw it, the Stanleys couldn’t have agreed more.
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