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  To the 10,000 Italian Jews deported to the death camps.


  Non dimenticheremo mai.
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  In the summer of 1963, Paul Anka and Neil Sedaka scored hits on the Italian pop charts. Andy Williams and Petula Clark, too. That fact, in and of itself, might have provoked nothing more dramatic than a shrug if not for the oddity that the songs were actually sung in Italian. All in Italian. It’s a jarring sensation to hear a voice you recognize singing in a foreign tongue on the radio. Language is an emotional, intensely personal faculty. Men have conquered nations to impose its dominance, written poems to document its beauty, and defined it at its most elemental as “maternal.” From our earliest days, we absorb language. It nourishes and sustains us, and we never manage to wean ourselves from its diet. It remains fundamental to our identity. No intellectual acquisition is more essential to our human distinctiveness. Nothing. Except perhaps a name. We are tagged with names and become what we are called. But, using language as a tool, names can deceive. They can hide secrets as discreetly—and discretely—as a mask. As faithlessly as a lie.


  CHAPTER ONE


  MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 1963


  The young lady in the blue pillbox hat tore the outbound coupon from my ticket, handed the booklet back to me, and wished me a pleasant flight. Moments later, I boarded a gleaming Pan Am 707, destination Rome, and found my seat next to a ruddy-faced businessman in a tight-fitting seersucker suit. He introduced himself—Harvey Turner of Portland, Maine—and, squeezing my hand in his death grip, nearly crushed four of my favorite fingers and three perfectly fine knuckles. With growing dread, I soon realized that my chatty neighbor intended to chew my ear off for the next nine hours whether I liked it or not.


  Once we were airborne, he puffed away on a cigarette, going on about himself and chuckling at his own wit. My attention strayed. I wondered where middle-aged men got their wealth of confidence with young women. Surely not from the mirror. Still, I had to be polite, listen to his golf jokes, and endure his accolades of my beauty, which—apparently— grew more bewitching with each cocktail he consumed. At length, the Old Fashioneds worked their magic and, head back and mouth open wide, he commenced to snore louder than the four jet engines roaring outside the window.
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  TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 24, 1963


  Upon arrival in Rome, I cleared customs at the spanking-new airport, where the immigration officer welcomed me to Italy with a wink, followed by a smart tap of his stamp in my passport. I’d been inoculated against pertussis, tetanus, and diphtheria, but not the charms of handsome Italians in uniform. I resisted my reckless impulses, inspired by the very first man I’d clapped eyes on in the paese del sole, and, without further temptation, found my way to the Pan Am transport bus for Rome. An hour later at the Termini station, I boarded the train for Florence and claimed my seat in a gray second-class compartment. I was impervious to Italian sex appeal with the second man in uniform I met, a pudgy, middle-aged train conductor. He appeared above me with indifferent, sleepy eyes, and said simply, “Biglietti.” He punched my ticket and moved on without further comment.


  I’d been warned about thieves and, of course, never to sleep on trains. So from time to time I dug into my camera bag to make sure everything was in order. My precious Leica was there, along with three dozen rolls of Kodachrome, Ektachrome, Kodacolor, and Tri-X film. A secondhand— brand-new-to-me—135mm Elmar lens I hoped to put to good use while in Italy was tucked safely in its case. There hadn’t been enough room in my luggage to pack flashbulbs, so I was resigned to buying them on site at a premium if necessary. The experts had also told me that such items were prohibitively expensive in Europe.


  Confident my photographic supplies were present and accounted for, I opened my purse. Passport still there, as was the packet of American Express Travelers Cheques as thick as two decks of cards. Then, sitting back to watch the Lazio countryside blur into Umbria, I fell asleep, only to wake as we pulled into the Santa Maria Novella station in Florence with all my possessions intact. What is it they say? God protects fools, children, and drunkards.
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  Settling into my room at the Albergo Bardi, I unpacked my bags and scrubbed my face. The light streaming through the window shone a glorious goldenrod, tinged with approaching orange. It was nearing five o’clock, and I figured I had a couple of minutes still before the sun set over the Arno.


  Camera in hand and purse slung over my shoulder, I skipped down the stairs to the lobby and into the street. Barely ten minutes later, I’d already cranked nearly two full rolls of Kodacolor through my Leica. Only one frame remained in the camera, and I decided to save it in case the perfect subject presented itself.


  Having crossed the Ponte Vecchio to the north side of the river, I strolled through the narrow streets and landed in the tiny Piazza del Limbo. There, I treated myself to a Campari and soda in an outdoor café. The waiter leaned against the railing of the terrace, eyeing me whenever he wasn’t picking at his fingernails. I was the only patron in the place, prompting me to wonder if he was ogling me or merely doing his job.


  No matter. I paid the bill, left him a little something extra as a tip, and made my way back to the Ponte Vecchio. Pausing at the center of the bridge to soak in the warm rays of the sinking sun to the west, I couldn’t help noticing a young couple—newlyweds—holding hands and gazing into each other’s eyes next to the bronze bust of Benvenuto Cellini. Then, just so I wouldn’t feel left out of the romantic moment, a strange man sidled up to me, pinched my behind, and offered me a proposition of sorts.


  I scurried offtoward the south bank of the Arno, nearly losing my hat as I fled. Once on the Oltrarno side, I chanced a look back over my shoulder. The creep, a slim, wormlike sort in dark glasses, had slithered to the end of the bridge in pursuit of me but gave up the chase there. I raised my camera, aimed it at him, and snapped a picture, which I intended to show to the police. He must have figured I was a lost cause and there were plenty of other foreign girls upon whom he might ooze his charm. Throwing one last glance over my shoulder, I saw him gazing after me longingly, ruefully, as I—his prey—loped away to safety. He’d hunt again. I was sure of that.


  Back at the hotel two minutes later, I glanced at my watch: 5:35. It had taken barely thirty minutes for me to run into my first pincher.
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  FLORENCE, ITALY WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 25, 1963


  Squatting in the small bathtub and holding a hand shower over my head, I succeeded in spraying most of the water onto the floor. Mission accomplished on my first morning, if the mission had been to flood the place. But at least I was clean and temporarily safe from the dive-bombing mosquitoes.


  Zanzare. Mosquitoes. No one had prepared me for such misery, the scourge of sultry Florentine nights that frustrated all attempts to sleep with their maddening buzzing. The same know-it-alls who’d told me not to drink the water or to sleep on trains, had said nothing about mosquitoes. Desperate for relief, and willing to try anything to repel their attacks, I’d steeped myself in perfume, left the lights on, and hunted down the elusive little beasties with a rolled-up newspaper. But the onslaught resumed as soon as I’d let my guard down. Eventually, despite my discomfort and determined vigilance, fatigue triumphed and I drifted off to sleep. In the wash of the morning’s sunlight, evidence of the mosquitoes’ transit became all too plain in the form of welts, stippled and swollen, on my arms, ankles, and neck. Larger bites than I was used to back home, and they itched like all get-out.


  But I was determined not to let a few insects ruin my first trip to Italy since 1946, when my late father had dragged me along on what, at the time, felt like a never-ending tour of dusty academic institutions and stuffy colloquia. Now I was in charge of my own itinerary, at least once I’d paid the piper, who in this case was a man named Professor Alberto Bondinelli, founder and Secretary General of the Società Filomatica Dantesca. He’d heard my father lecture in Milan in the late thirties, shortly after he—Bondinelli—had finished his laurea degree, and set out on a distinguished if dry career in medieval Italian studies. Bondinelli had invited me to represent my father at a symposium in Florence and accept a posthumous award on his behalf. The academic portion of the proceedings promised to be as dull as ditchwater, but the agenda also included a relaxing weekend in a country house in Fiesole after the close of the seminar. In his letters to me, Bondinelli had assured me that there would be food and wine aplenty and no talk of medieval literature.
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  I headed down to the sala colazione for breakfast where I was to meet Bondinelli before setting out to do some sightseeing on my free day before the symposium. The waiter, a middle-aged man with a baldpate and a pencil mustache, showed me to a table in the center of the room. Once I was seated, he unfolded my napkin with great ceremony, laid it across my lap, and noticed the red bites on my arms. Maurizio, as I later learned his name was, fetched me a caffellatte, a pot of yogurt, some cold ham, and a brioche. Then he disappeared behind a door only to re-emerge a few moments later with an aerosol can of something called Super Faust.


  “Insetticida,” he said, enunciating the word with great care. Then he aped a back-and-forth spraying motion. “Per le zanzare.”


  I thanked him warmly and made a mental note to leave a good tip after breakfast. Then, waiting for my host to arrive, I retrieved the envelope—a welcome packet—that Bondinelli had left for me at reception. Inside I found the symposium schedule, meal vouchers for local restaurants, a map, as well as information on some of the local attractions. For my reading enjoyment, he’d also included a list of the scholars, students, and professors who’d be presenting papers and sitting on panels, some of whom were staying in the hotel. I was happy to see Bernie Sanger on the list. He had been my father’s last and perhaps favorite doctoral student.


  After my breakfast meeting with Bondinelli, I intended to set out and explore the city I’d last seen in 1946. I didn’t remember much about Florence. Our visits to nearby San Gimignano, with its forest of medieval towers, and Siena, where we’d watched the Palio from a balcony overlooking Piazza del Campo, had left deeper impressions on my ten-year-old mind. Then there was the Coliseum in Rome. My father’s stories of gladiators and slaves and wild beasts dying for the entertainment of thousands of citizens had both horrified and fascinated me. That evening so many years before, for my edification and enjoyment, he’d even sketched a ferocious lion rending a poor Christian slave to shreds. Once he and I had returned stateside in September of that year, my mother scolded him for scaring and scarring me so with his stories. I still have the drawing, along with hundreds of others he made.


  A voice from over my shoulder interrupted my memory. “Scusi, è lei la Signorina Stone?”


  I turned to see a squat, barrel-chested man with a mop of salt-and-pepper hair atop his tanned face. He wore a pair of thick, black, horn-rimmed eyeglasses on his broad nose.


  “Professor Bondinelli?” I asked, extending a hand to him from my seated position. Somewhere somehow I’d come to think of him as a taller, younger man. But perhaps I’d been mistaken. Then I noticed the two uniformed policemen behind him.


  “I am Inspector Peruzzi,” he said. “Polizia di Stato. You were expecting Professor Alberto Bondinelli?”


  “Yes, he’s my host. That is he arranged for my visit here in Florence.”


  He considered me for a long moment, the way men do when they’re not sure how much respect is owed the woman they’re confronted with. Was I someone important or merely the professor’s bit of fun on the side? He produced a small notebook and fountain pen from his breast pocket. I could see that his right forefinger and thumb were stained black, as if he’d sliced them open and bled ink. He propped his glasses up onto his forehead and aimed his naked right eye at the notebook as he scratched something onto the open page. He asked when I’d last seen Bondinelli. “I’ve never seen him.”


  That surprised him. “Mai?”


  “Mai. We corresponded by mail, but I’ve never met him in person. Can you tell me what this is about, Inspector?”


  He closed the notebook, slipped it and the leaky pen back into his breast pocket, and stared me down, again leading with his right eye.


  “Il professore è morto,” he said. “Drowned in the Arno.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  Having helped himself to a seat at my table, Peruzzi retrieved his notebook again and flipped through the pages. We embarked on a conversation in Italian. He really didn’t speak any English beyond the most basic greetings and common words. While I’d never met Bondinelli, he was my only contact in Florence—at least until Bernie Sanger arrived—and his death came as a bigger shock to me than I might have expected. I asked the inspector when it had happened.


  “Yesterday evening,” he mumbled, looking at his book. Then he explained that it wasn’t known exactly how Bondinelli had ended up in the river, only that he’d been spotted in the water under the Ponte Santa Trinita, one bridge to the west of the Ponte Vecchio. A young couple, necking on one of the bridge’s piers as the sun was about to set, noticed a dark shadow in the water drifting under the central arch of the span, directly below the gaze of the fierce Capricorn escutcheon. Squinting into the murky river, with the fading glow of the sun’s last rays as the only light, the pair distinguished what they thought was the shape of a man. The girl screamed, according to the cop. And her lover ran to summon the police, who, rushing to the scene in a powerboat a few minutes later, caught up with the submerged body and, using high-powered flashlights and a mooring hook, fished the corpse from the water just beyond the Ponte alla Carraia, the next bridge downstream.


  “How awful,” I said. “That must have been shortly after I’d returned to my hotel. I was taking photographs on the Ponte Vecchio.”


  “Yes, I’ve heard tourists do that kind of thing.”


  I ignored his comment and asked if dead bodies floated.


  Peruzzi twisted in his seat and made eye contact with one of the uniformed policemen standing by a few feet away. The officer signaled to the waiter, and Maurizio arrived at a trot.


  “Un caffè” said the inspector barely moving his lips. Then, turning back to me, he explained that bodies didn’t float until they’d started to decompose.


  “So that means he wasn’t in the water long.”


  “It appears not.”


  I gulped. “Does he have any family?”


  “A daughter. Fourteen years old. She’s away at school in England. His wife died six or seven years ago.”


  “My God, that poor girl is an orphan. Does she have any other relatives?”


  “An uncle here in Florence. We’ve contacted him. And there’s a donna di servizio, a cleaning lady, who lives in the Bondinelli household.” “This is such terrible news,” I said. “How tragic for that girl.”


  He nodded. “Già. Poverina. We’ve spoken to the headmistress of her school. She’s making travel arrangements for the girl to return to Florence.”


  Across the room, a man entered from the corridor, surveyed the tables, then approached ours.


  “Excuse me,” he said. “Are you Signorina Stone? Eleonora Stone?”


  Peruzzi considered the gentleman, and I did the same. A well-built man of about forty, the new arrival offered his hand, which I took, and he introduced himself with an exaggerated bow, “Professor Franco Sannino.”


  “Piacere,” I said in my best Italian.


  He raised my hand to his lips but didn’t quite make contact.


  Peruzzi interrupted the niceties and said, “Signorina, if you must, save your flirting for your own time.”


  I must have looked mortified, as Sannino came to the defense of my honor. “This is a proper signorina from a fine family.”


  The inspector offered a dismissive wave of his hand as reparation. If he realized that he’d misjudged me, it didn’t show. Of course he couldn’t possibly have known, but my interaction with the males of the species was hardly above reproach. I was what people called a “modern girl,” and I apologized to no one for the way I lived my life. Still, I appreciated the effort to defend my good name.


  Eager to get on with his business, Peruzzi wanted to be done with the presentations, but Sannino had other ideas. Resisting all attempts by the inspector to break in, he prattled on and explained in heavily accented English that he’d read every word my father ever wrote.


  “I am the assistente of Professor Bondinelli,” he said. “That’s the same as assistant professor in America. I am helping to organize the simposio.I study the poetry of the Medioevo. The Middle Ages. Like your father.”


  Franco Sannino wasn’t quite charming. Nor was he self-conscious, despite speaking English—as the French would say—like a Spanish cow. Switching to Italian, he described his field of study, which seemed so utterly arcane and tedious that I wanted to stick a knife in my ear, just to see if bleeding would make the droning stop.


  “That sounds fascinating,” I said.


  I found him almost handsome. But his brow jutted a fraction of an inch too far over his hungry eyes, and his chin looked to have been fashioned with a chisel tap or two too few. The result went beyond virile, crossing the line into coarse. A touch too hulking to approach the suavity of, say, a Marcello Mastroianni. I kind of had a thing for him, by the way.


  Peruzzi had heard enough. He finally managed to interrupt.


  “What did you say your name was?” he asked.


  “Sannino,” said the man. “Professor Franco Sannino. I’m a colleague of Alberto Bondinelli’s at the university.”


  “Dottor Sannino. Yes, you’re on my list. Please sit down.”


  “And who are you?” asked Sannino, still standing and, by all appearances, miffed at having been called “dottore.”


  The inspector indicated the uniformed policemen with a subtle nod. Franco got the message.


  “Ispettore Peruzzi,” said the cop almost as an afterthought.


  “What’s this about? Where’s Alberto? I was supposed to meet him here this morning with Signorina Stone.”


  The inspector repeated the story of poor Bondinelli’s last swim in the Arno. Sannino’s smile vanished, and his jaw dangled on its hinges like the sprung trapdoor of a gallows. He stammered a barely comprehensible question asking what had happened, and once Peruzzi had given the abbreviated version, he took the seat he’d been offered.


  “Morto? I can’t believe it,” he said, staring blankly at the policeman, clearly unwilling to accept the reality of the news. “I spoke to him just Monday afternoon on the telephone.”


  “Did he seem normal to you? Under any stress?”


  “Of course not. He was the same as always. Busy, excited about the symposium. He was working on his opening remarks. Everything was normal.”


  Maurizio returned with Peruzzi’s coffee, set it down on the table gingerly, and withdrew as though certain he’d be arrested if he lingered.


  “I can’t believe it,” Sannino said again, then he fell silent.


  I placed a hand on his shoulder to comfort him. “Can I get you some water?”


  He muttered to himself, shaking his head, still reeling from the news. At length he found his wits and said, “Grazie, no.” Then he fumbled for a cigarette, slipped it absently between his lips, and lit up.


  “Are you sure there’s nothing I can get you?”


  He took a deep drag and blew out the smoke. Then he asked if I’d be kind enough to fetch him some orange juice.


  “Of course.”


  “And one of those prune brioches I saw at the buffet. Grazie.”
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  Having tended to Franco Sannino and his breakfast, I turned my attention back to the inspector. Notwithstanding his insistence that the police weren’t sure how Bondinelli had ended up in the river, I pressed him again for an opinion. Did he think it had been an accident? Something more nefarious? A robbery gone wrong on one of Florence’s bridges? Suicide?


  “Suicide? Never,” interrupted Sannino, chewing his brioche. “Alberto is a devout Catholic. He would never consider such an act, I assure you. Never.”


  Peruzzi frowned and said that, if there were no objections from the good dottore, the police would consider all possible theories just the same.


  “But he has a young daughter,” continued Sannino, reasoning with the inspector. “How could he kill himself and leave her an orphan? No,” he concluded, shaking his head. “Suicide is impossible. And, please, if you don’t mind, call me professore.”


  Italians were quite particular about their titles. And while Sannino might not have held officially the position of “professor,” I knew it was customary for academics in his situation to insist on being addressed as such.


  Peruzzi drained his coffee in one go, leaned back in his chair, then addressed me. “We haven’t ruled out anything. And that includes suicide, no matter what the illustrious professore says.”
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  The police inspector excused himself to speak with the clerk at the reception desk, leaving me alone with Sannino. With the shock of the news tempered by a hearty breakfast, he reluctantly turned to more practical matters, namely, the symposium scheduled for the following day. I asked him if it would be canceled under the circumstances.


  “This was Alberto’s project, of course,” he said. “But so many people are involved. So many participants have traveled to be here.”


  “Still, it seems wrong to go on without him.”


  Sannino lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. Then, mugging a fatalistic moue, he said the symposium was Bondinelli’s last labor. “We must see it to its end. He would have wanted that.”


  “What about the weekend in the country? Surely that will be canceled.”


  Franco’s eyes narrowed. “Alberto was eager to give his students and you a pleasant finale to the symposium. Everything is planned. We should honor his wishes.”


  “It was very generous of him to welcome us into his home.”


  “Oh, no. It’s not his place. It belongs to a friend of his. A man named Locanda.”
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  It was noon by the time Inspector Peruzzi had finished making his inquiries. I’d spent most of the morning in the hotel lobby chatting with Sannino, who I learned was one of Bondinelli’s protégés, in line for an associate professor position in modern philology at the university. As he droned on about the promotion process and other inner workings of the Italian university system, a young woman approached us. She stared at me as an owl might scrutinize an unsuspecting field mouse on her nocturnal perambulations.


  Sannino introduced her as another symposium participant. Introduced might be overstating the case. He recognized her as a student of Bondinelli’s all right, but he couldn’t produce her name for love or money when the appropriate moment arrived. She provided the information. Veronica Leonetti.


  The young woman looked to be in her early twenties. Her thick brunette hair, held in place by a pink plastic band, framed a pasty face and heavy eyebrows. Lips turned down in a half-frown, she watched the action unfold around her as she raked her chewed-down fingernails across a red patch on her neck. More an observer than a voyeur, she appeared to derive no pleasure at all from the exercise. Envy, perhaps. Or a repressed desire to participate. To be invited to participate.


  “Did you know Professor Bondinelli well?” I asked her.


  She blew her nose, rubbed raw to match her pink eyes, into a hand-kerchief in her left hand while her right fiddled with the cross hanging from her neck. “He was my mentor,” she said in Italian. “A good man.”


  I told her I was sorry, sure that my words were inadequate under the circumstances. Should I have offered condolences instead? Or perhaps a hug?


  “Did he appear upset or troubled the last time you saw him?”


  She frowned. “No, why?”


  I was thinking of suicide, but I didn’t share my suspicions with her. She caught on anyway.


  “The professor was not upset at all. In fact, he was excited and looking forward to the symposium. So, please, don’t suggest that a good Christian like him would have committed the cardinal sin of taking his own life.”


  “I’m truly sorry,” I said as she glared at me. “I never met him, you see. I was speculating.” Hoping to defuse the tension, I asked her if she’d known him long.


  “Two years. He rented me a room in his home in Via Bolognese. That is he gave me room and board in exchange for help around the house. I’m from Prato. Not far from here. He was very kind.”


  That was news. “You were living with him? I mean in the same house?”


  I wondered why she hadn’t mentioned it straight off. She averted her gaze and nodded.


  “Then you must know his daughter.”


  She nodded. “She’s in London but spends her school holidays here. I take her to church when she’s in Florence. I can’t say we’re close.” She cracked a sad, apologetic smile. “You know how young girls are. Interested in frivolous things. Popular music.”


  “Did you see him yesterday? The day he died?”


  “Yes, of course,” she said, wiping away some fresh tears. “I spoke to him at breakfast. He said he had some errands to run in preparation for the symposium. Then he planned to meet some people at his church to solicit donations for the mensa dei poveri, the soup kitchen.”


  “Is the church anywhere near the river?”


  “No. Near the Fortezza da Basso,” she said. “Chiesa della Madonna della Tosse. It’s his parish church.”


  “The Madonna of . . . the cough?” I asked, wondering if my Italian was betraying me.


  “Yes, that’s right,” she said in English as if there was nothing odd about the name.


  CHAPTER THREE


  I was, understandably, loath to traipse around Florence in light of the fact that Professor Bondinelli had just been fished out of the Arno the night before. Even though I’d never met him, I felt conflicted. Was it proper to enjoy such pleasant diversions while the man who’d gone to all the trouble of organizing a conference to honor my father lay so fresh on a slab in the morgue? While his fourteen-year-old daughter was packing her bags to return home an orphan? No, it wasn’t right. But at the same time, I couldn’t say it was entirely wrong either.


  So with mixed feelings, I slipped into some flats, pulled a wide-brimmed sun hat onto my head, and hid myself behind a pair of Ray-Ban Meteor sunglasses. And, unlike my first visit years before, I set out to tour Florence, ready to appreciate the city for all its romance, art, and history.
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  Florence in September. There were still plenty of tourists, outfitted in breathable leisurewear, comfortable shoes, and embarrassing hats, aiming then clicking their cameras, all the while babbling in their foreign tongues. They bought trinkets and souvenirs, and even posed for caricatures in front of the Uffizi. They waited on line at the post office to buy stamps for their letters. Or to place phone calls back home, perhaps to ask for money. The foreigners, including me, were often surprised to be charged for full-letter postage if they scribbled anything more than “ciao”or “saluti da Firenze” on their postcards.


  Commonplace items and local customs charmed or vexed the visitor, depending on his mood. The stubborn refusal of shopkeepers to place change in your proffered hand took some getting used to. They dropped it instead into a small dish on the counter; it was your job to retrieve it from there. And Americans weren’t in the habit of drinking water from a bottle, never mind having to pay for it. My native New York City boasted the best-tasting water available anywhere—perfect for making bagels, too—and it ran from the tap free of charge. Nor did we appreciate the scarcity of ice cubes, which could be had for the price of a “please” at home. And what American visiting Europe didn’t feel claustrophobic in the Matchbox cars? Barely a third as long as an average Chrysler sedan. Even the homely, imported Volkswagens back in the U.S. dwarfed the tiny Fiats, which the Italians parked in a random, jumbled fashion on the streets— and sidewalks—of Florence, wherever they might fit. These differences and countless others leapt out at the tourist. I giggled at some, cursed others, but soaked them all in with a joyous curiosity.


  First on my itinerary was a second crossing of the Ponte Vecchio. It was only steps from my hotel, and reasonably free of tourists at lunch hour on a Wednesday in late September. Nose pressed against the bridge’s shop windows, I coveted the gold treasures on display. Rings, some filigreed with latticework, others brightly enameled, more still sparkling with diamonds, beckoned to me as if crooking a finger. Too rich for my budget, I thought, even as I calculated in my head how much I might afford. No, I told myself, pushing away from the showcase. The price of one bauble in particular dwarfed the sum of the Travelers Cheques in my purse by a factor of ten. I strolled up the slow incline toward the center of the bridge.


  “Signorina,” called a man from the doorway of the shop. “Come back. I show you beautiful jewels. I make you good price.”


  I flashed him a sad smile and shook my head. He shrugged and disappeared back inside.


  “Excusi mi,” said a middle-aged lady standing in front of me in a bright sundress. American. A sunburned, Baby Huey of a man stood behind her, smile at the ready. “Tu fare foto noi per piacere?”


  “Of course,” I said. “I’d be glad to take a picture of you.”


  She seemed thrilled that I spoke English, introduced herself as Millie Stueben and her husband, Big Bob, from Lebanon, Kansas. Under crossexamination, I gave my name and city of origin.


  “We saw you this morning in the breakfast room at the hotel,” she explained. “Are you staying at Albergo Bardi too? We’re in room twenty-five. How about you?”


  “Forty-one,” I said.


  Big Bob stepped forward, grabbed my hand with both mitts, and commenced to pumping vigorously. He pronounced himself happy to meet another American, even if I was from New York. Ha ha. I took the AGFA Optima 1 camera from Millie, corrected the disastrous F-stop settings she’d dialed in, and focused on the couple. Not much that I could do beyond that; it wasn’t a magic camera. Millie and Bob were satisfied all the same, and invited me and my husband—surely I was married—to visit them in Kansas if ever we were in the neighborhood.


  “Or stop by our room anytime if you’re missing some American company. Number twenty-five.”


  The Stuebens left me at the crest of the bridge, exactly where I’d been propositioned and pinched by the creepy man the previous evening. I watched them go, then loitered at the Cellini bust to admire the view. I retrieved my camera from my bag and snapped a roll of Kodachrome, half in each direction. To the east a couple of sculls were rowing on the river alongside the quays below the Uffizi Gallery. On the other side, to the west, the Lungarno stretched along the river with the Ponte Santa Trinita directly before me. That reminded me of poor Bondinelli. It was, of course, there that his body had been spotted the night before. I screwed my new Elmar lens onto the camera and focused on the bridge to the west. What exactly I hoped to see, I couldn’t say.


  Lowering my camera, I paused to pay a small silent token of respect to my late host. He’d been a religious man, I was told. Still, a prayer would only have confirmed I was a hypocrite. I wondered what the appropriate gesture should be, given that I didn’t believe he’d been borne away to heaven on angel wings. Should I say “rest in peace”? Perhaps just “farewell.” That suited me. And since I was standing in the middle of the Ponte Vecchio, I said it softly, under my breath, in Italian.


  “Addio.”


  Blinking away a couple of unexpected tears, I unfolded the map from my guidebook and puzzled over it. I have a strong memory, and something about the Santa Trinita bridge bothered me. I was sure it hadn’t been there when I’d visited Florence in 1946. Maybe there’d been a wooden bridge? Or wood and steel? I couldn’t quite remember. Considering the span in the distance, I had to admit that it indeed looked to be hundreds of years old. I shrugged and decided that perhaps my powers of recall weren’t as sharp as I’d thought after all.


  The sun was bright in the clear blue sky, which contrasted and complemented the greenish brown river, making for what I hoped would be some delightful souvenir photos. Again, the Arno conjured images in my mind of povero Bondinelli and his watery end. Pushing those thoughts aside, I fiddled with the camera’s aperture settings and focused on the Vasari Corridor above the shops on the eastern side of the bridge. My father had taken me on a tour of the passage after the war. He explained it had been built as a secure conduit for Cosimo de’ Medici to avoid the dangers and inconveniences of marching through the streets shoulder to shoulder with the hoi polloi. Now, standing there snapping photographs, I felt like a cliché of a tourist, but so what? That was what I was, after all. At least this day there was no greasy handprint on my bottom to ruin the moment.


  I crossed the bridge and, a short distance farther along, found myself in the Mercato Nuovo, face to face with a bronze statue of a boar sejant. Forgetting for a moment Bondinelli and even the creepy man who’d propositioned me the night before, I nearly squealed with delight. Or, I suppose, like a stuck pig. This was the very spot where George Hamilton had bought flowers for Yvette Mimieux in The Light in the Piazza. I’d seen the movie a year and a half earlier with a date who paled in comparison to the bronzed, handsome Hamilton. I wouldn’t say I measured up to Yvette Mimieux’s standard of beauty either. But we’re not talking about my date’s disappointment with me, just mine with him. While perfectly nice-looking when the evening had begun, my escort paid the price for not being George Hamilton once the lights came up at the end of the last reel. I didn’t invite him up for a nightcap after the show.


  Now, having waited my turn, I reached out and rubbed the Porcellino’s snout for good luck as all visitors to Florence do. In fact, for my photo souvenirs, I snapped a couple of frames of other tourists doing exactly that. In fairness to my forgettable date, none of them measured up to George Hamilton’s beauty either.


  From the mercato, I made my way to the nearby Piazza della Signoria, where the Palazzo Vecchio soared impossibly high into the blue Tuscan sky. A couple of memories of my first Florentine sojourn surfaced unexpectedly. As I shamelessly captured the David with my camera in all his Kodachrome glory, a murmur of Portuguese nuns loitered in front of the statue, averting their eyes from his . . . pisello. That was the word my father had used to describe the appendage, adding that the Florentines sometimes said pimpero instead. Pisello or pimpero, the sisters found the little thing objectionable. Or perhaps fascinating.


  Next I stumbled across the slab marking the spot where Savonarola and two other monks had been hanged then burned as heretics in 1498. I distinctly recalled my father describing in rich detail the incineration of the three revolutionary priests. The story gave me nightmares until we left Florence a week later.


  By one thirty, the blazing sun had driven me to seek a cool drink on the terrace of the Caffè Rivoire. Lingering over a bottle of mineral water for a half hour, I watched the tourists flood the piazza, dodging the cars and scooters as they did. I loaded a roll of Tri-X and again screwed the 135mm lens onto my Leica. I shot some of the more interesting-looking people passing by. There was a fresh-faced blonde girl, no more than twenty or twenty-one, crossing the piazza on the arm of a man in his sixties. She didn’t seem to mind his age or, I could only assume, the aberrant behaviors he surely required of her in the boudoir. I considered myself broad-minded in such matters, especially where my own conduct was concerned, so I wasn’t judging the pair for their choice of pastime. But I wondered if she shouldn’t keep the hospital’s telephone number handy on the bedside table in case the strength of his heart proved inadequate for the vigor of their exertions.


  A group of Japanese tourists, outfitted almost entirely in white, marched past on my right, entering the piazza from Via Vacchereccia. Led by a prim man barking orders as he held a parasol high in the air, the group paused briefly in front of the Loggia dei Lanzi to admire Cellini’s Perseus with the Head of Medusa. Then they steered around the Portuguese nuns, who were now transfixed by Giambologna’s Rape of the Sabine Women, and veered off” toward the Uffizi Gallery. A few minutes later, the sisters were gathering before the David again, as if one helping of his nudity had not been enough. When the crowds and traffic thinned, I got some fun snaps of their facial expressions. The long lens was remarkable. Large eyes and covered mouths. One novice in particular looked less shocked than enthralled.


  As I was rewinding another roll of “exposed” film, a stately lady of a certain age plopped herself down at the table next to mine. Dressed in a silken flower-print dress, she adjusted her hat, a kind of blossoming-rose number, and huffed for breath. She waved a foldable souvenir fan in her face before reaching with a white-gloved hand to grab the bottle of San Benedetto mineral water from my table. She dashed some into her hand-kerchief, which she then pressed to her forehead, and uttered a distressed so-sorry but thank-you-all-the-same to me.


  “It’s just so hot, my dear,” she said. “Haven’t the Italians ever heard of air conditioning?”


  A harried waiter materialized out of thin air. He was bearing a Chinese pug, holding it as far from his black vest as his skinny arms would extend. My neighbor glanced up at him, motioned to a spot on the terrace beside her. The waiter dropped the dog at her feet, a tad brusquely I thought, and shook his hands as if ridding them of mucus.


  “Leon, my pet,” said the lady to the dog. Then to the waiter, “Did he do his business?”


  “Prego, signora?”


  “His business,” she repeated, vexed by the thickness of his skull. “Did little Leon do his business? Pay attention, man.”


  The waiter looked confused and explained in heavily accented English that the dog had done no business. “Solo pipì”


  She snorted her dissatisfaction then demanded a tuna salad sandwich and waved him away.


  “Signora?”


  She repeated her order and, when the waiter stubbornly refused to understand, she explained what it was. Finally the penny dropped. He pointed to the salade niçoise on the menu and kissed his fingers to indicate how delicious the dish was. With a theatrical sigh, the lady acquiesced and sent him packing.


  “No tip for him,” she said to me once he’d shuffled off. “Such poor service. But what can you expect from an Italian?”


  Cracking an uncomfortable smile, I asked if I might have my bottle of mineral water back. She nodded.


  “Little Leon needs to keep his regular schedule, you know, or he’s cranky. Where are you from, dear?”


  I explained, leaving out the details of my job as a newspaper reporter for a small upstate New York daily. She wasn’t listening anyway. In fact her attention was on the pug. She cooed and patted Leon on the head, speaking loudly in a singsong baby talk that affronted both her own dignity and the dog’s. Satisfied that her adoration would hold him for a while, she produced a compact from her gigantic purse and set about powdering her perspired nose. She said she was from Philadelphia.


  “The Main Line, to be exact. I’m touring the Continent. What day is this? Wednesday, yes. Tomorrow I’m off to Rome. Then it’s Venice and on to Vienna. Heavens, I can’t wait for this wretched trip to be over.”


  After that, she lost interest in me, planting her nose in a Fodor’s Guide to Italy instead. The book was out of date, 1958; I saw the year on the cover. Hardly heartbroken over my new friend’s snub, I reached down to pet the dog as consolation, but he wasn’t interested in me either. He licked something off the floor then waddled to the far side of the table and plopped down to pant for breath against a leg of his mistress’s bentwood chair. I opened my own guidebook—Baedeker’s—to plan the rest of my day, but a shadow from over my shoulder distracted me. I turned to see who was blocking the sun and discovered a tall, thin man hovering over me. But before I could tell him where to get off, he smiled.


  “Ellie, I knew it was you.”


  “Bernie!” I jumped to my feet, prompting little Leon to utter a yelp and tumble backward in a most lumpish and inelegant manner. He righted himself and took up a sheltered position under his mistress’s chair. I threw my arms around Bernie’s neck. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”


  Bernie Sanger was the last doctoral candidate to work with my father before his passing. I’d met him three and a half years earlier in New York under the difficult circumstances surrounding my father’s death. We’d butted heads at times during our brief acquaintance, but, somehow, tragedy endured together binds people, even through years, distance, and silence. He’d written to me months earlier to say he was planning to attend the symposium, and I’d been looking forward to seeing him in Florence under happier circumstances. His friendly presence, I was sure, would make the event bearable.
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  After a short stroll to Piazza della Repubblica, Bernie and I sat down to a late lunch on the terrace of the Giubbe Rosse. It was too hot and steamy for anything more than one course, so I settled on the spaghetti alla chitarra with fresh tomato and olive oil. Bernie got the same, and we ordered a carafe of Chianti and a bottle of sparkling mineral water —acqua gassata—to wash it all down.


  “You look so handsome,” I said once the waiter had vanished with our order safely stored in his memory.


  Bernie blushed and aw-shucked for a few seconds before offering a reciprocal compliment that I was prettier than ever. But then his good humor evaporated, and he leaned in closer.


  “This news of Bondinelli is tragic,” he said in a near whisper. “Just like that, he drowns in the Arno. What do you think happened?”


  I shrugged. “No idea. The police say they’re not ruling out anything. Accident, suicide, or even something worse.”


  Bernie shook his head in woe then asked me what I thought of Bondinelli.


  “I never even got the chance to meet him. He was supposed to join me for breakfast this morning at the hotel.”


  “I met him once a few years ago. Nice enough man. A little tight. Not at all your typical Italian.”


  “Not a caricature, you mean. What are we Jews like, Bernie?”


  He smiled. “We’re delightful.”


  “What about my father? What did he think of Bondinelli?”


  “He didn’t know him all that well. I remember he told me once that Bondinelli was a middling scholar but a good man.”


  Coming from my father, that amounted to a ringing endorsement. One could never be sure that his estimation of a colleague’s scholarship wasn’t unduly harsh and, therefore, not to be taken at face value. But when he passed judgment on character, it was money in the bank.


  Bernie turned serious again. “I’ve been worried about you, Ellie. How have you been coping?”


  Uh-oh. Here it comes. “Coping? What do you mean?”


  “I haven’t seen you since you disappeared after the memorial service three years ago. I never got to say goodbye.”


  I fiddled with the fork before me. This was a topic I’d rather avoid.


  “You mean my father? We hardly spoke when he was alive. How should my life be any different since he died?”


  Bernie didn’t have an answer for that. He just squinted into the sun and dropped the subject. I took pity on him and offered a lukewarm smile.


  “I’ve made peace with my dad.”


  That prompted a nod and the lighting of a cigarette.


  “What was it he always said when he wanted to change the subject?” Bernie asked. “Cangiamo discorso.”


  A sad smile crossed my lips. “He had his odd phrases.”


  “It was funny that he liked to use that antiquated form of the verb. And he mined the entire peninsula’s linguistic riches, from Naples to Venice,” added Bernie.


  “Beyond Italy, too. Whenever he wanted my opinion, it was ‘Was sagst du?’ or ‘Qu’estce que tu en penses?’ It was maddening.”


  “I envy you a father like that.”


  “Let’s change the subject, please, Bernie,” I said, purposely avoiding the old Italian phrase my father had used, and lit a cigarette of my own.


  A short time later, the waiter returned with a small basket of Tuscan bread—the kind made with no salt—and our water and wine. We stubbed out our cigarettes and picked at the bread instead.


  “Is it true the Florentines don’t put salt in their bread because of some ancient blockade by the Pisans?” I asked.


  “More likely because the Florentines were poor and didn’t want to pay the tax on salt. Whatever the reason, this stuff is an acquired taste.”


  “I rather like it.”


  “Sure. You’ve just buried it in salt and drowned it in olive oil.”


  And with the word “drowned,” my thoughts returned to Bondinelli. I reviewed in my head the sparse details Peruzzi had provided. The professor had been spotted shortly before sunset the day before—Tuesday— drifting in the Arno under the Ponte Santa Trinita. Since bodies don’t float for days after drowning, it was clear he hadn’t been dead for long. Furthermore, Veronica Leonetti had seen him at breakfast that same morning, meaning the time of death was somewhere between ten a.m. and early evening. I wondered how long the professor had been in the water. And where had he gone in? Surely not from the Ponte Vecchio. Too many people. Someone would have seen. This was Florence in summer, after all. Early autumn to be precise, but still chock-full of tourists with cameras snapping pictures of every inch of the city.


  So had he entered the river farther upstream? At the Ponte alle Grazie, the next bridge to the east? Or Ponte San Niccolò? And how long before twilight had he fallen in? What time had the sun set anyway? I decided to find out.


  “Ellie?” It was Bernie calling me back to the present. “Anybody home?”


  “Sorry. I was just thinking of Bondinelli.”


  “It’s very sad.”


  “I’m curious to know when he died,” I said. “Obviously yesterday. But when? Late afternoon? Early evening?”


  “What difference does it make?”


  “The difference between an accident and murder. So I’d like to know how he ended up in the river without anyone seeing? Sunset along the Arno is prime sightseeing time, don’t you think?”


  “Maybe he killed himself and did it quietly. Waded into the river east of here. No tourists in that part of Florence.”


  I shook my head. “Apparently he was a devout Catholic. People who knew him say suicide is impossible.”


  “I’m sure the police will figure it out,” said Bernie, and we moved on to other topics.


  “Have you met any of the other symposium people at the hotel?” I asked.


  “Just a couple of the students who are helping with the organization. A girl named Giuliana—quite beautiful—and a young man named Tato.”


  “I haven’t met them yet. Just Franco Sannino and Veronica Leonetti.” The waiter arrived to interrupt our discussion, placing two plates of steaming spaghetti before us and topping off our wine glasses. Taking notice of the nearly empty carafe, he asked if we’d like another. Bernie shook his head, but I overruled him. The waiter set off to fulfill the errand.


  “Wine puts me to sleep,” said Bernie, twirling his fork in his noodles. “Especially on a hot day.”


  “I don’t need the temperance lecture, chum.”


  Bernie spooned some grated Parmigiano from a small metal dish onto his spaghetti. “This cheese is delicious. How can they call that stuff in the green can back home the same thing?”


  “I know what you mean. When they first started making it, my father wouldn’t allow it into the house. He called it segatura.”


  “Sawdust? Really?” he asked with a chuckle.


  “Yes. And, of course, Elijah and I loved it, much to his annoyance.”


  I felt a twinge, prompted by my own mention of my late brother. Better to push those thoughts to one side. If Bondinelli’s death had upset me, I was sure to crumble if I allowed myself to think of Elijah. “Now that I’ve tasted the real thing,” I continued, steering the conversation back to the cheese, “I can’t imagine eating that segatura ever again.”


  We ate in silence for a long moment. Bernie knew all too well about my brother’s death in a motorcycle crash, and he was giving me a moment to myself.


  “What do you think of the weekend in the country?” I asked finally. “In light of Bondinelli’s death, I mean.”


  “What weekend in the country?”


  Me and my big mouth. “Bondinelli organized a retreat in Fiesole this weekend. A thank-you to the students who helped with the symposium, I believe.”


  Bernie frowned. “I wasn’t invited.”


  “No great loss. I’ve decided to beg off. Under the circumstances, it doesn’t seem right. And if you’re not going, I won’t either.”


  “Don’t stay away on my account. I’ll be fine.”


  “Not another word. I’ll stay here with you and we’ll have a grand time.”


  “How does a professor like Bondinelli afford a country house in Fiesole anyway?” asked Bernie.


  “It belongs to a friend of his,” I said, stabbing at a bit of cooling chitarra strings with my fork. I popped some spaghetti into my mouth, chewed, then swallowed. “A man named Locanda. I don’t know anything about him. I suppose he must be rich if owns a place like that.”


  Bernie shrugged and turned his attention to his food. After a short while he asked if I was seeing anyone.


  “You mean going steady? No. I’m playing the field.”


  Misjudging my answer for a willingness to discuss my love life, Bernie took that moment to remind me of my own dalliance three and a half years earlier with a torturously handsome Italian man named Gigi Lucchesi. I’d indulged in a white-hot romance with him in the days leading up to my father’s death. The memory was not a welcome one for me, and again I tried to dictate a new topic. I asked Bernie to tell me about his new job teaching at Williams. That saw us safely through the meal and to dessert: macedonia di frutta.


  Over coffee, Bernie tried to engage me again in talk of my father, but I can be as slippery as a Maremma eel. I told him instead that I’d been approached by an editor at UPI about a possible job as a feature reporter-cum-photographer.


  “That’s big news,” he said, lighting another cigarette and inhaling deeply. “How did that happen?”


  “Apparently he’s some kind of horseman. He was in Saratoga last summer and saw some stories and photos I did for my paper. A rather sexy double murder.”


  “So what are you going to do? Leave Amsterdam?”


  “New Holland,” I corrected. “I’m not sure what to do. It’s awfully exciting. A wire service. My stories would be published all over the country. The world. And there would be travel.”


  “Like where?”


  “He mentioned Vietnam, for one. East Pakistan for another.”


  Bernie wondered if the offer was on the up-and-up. I asked what he meant.


  “Nothing. Just that it sounds too good to be true. Maybe he’s just trying to get somewhere with you.”


  I bristled.


  “Putting to one side just how insulting that is to my judgment, what makes you think I’m not up to doing a job like that?”


  Bernie retreated to a defensive position, issuing a full-throated apology. He hadn’t meant it that way. Of course I’d make a wonderful reporter for UPI.


  I let him twist in the wind for a moment like a sad, deflated tetherball on a line, then informed him that I was a fair hand with a camera and had caught a few murderers in the past three years, thank you kindly. In fact, I’d done exactly that the last time I’d seen him in New York. Finally, I explained that I had long experience dealing with men making passes at me, unwelcome or otherwise, and I didn’t need him to tell me what that looked like.


  “I’m sorry, El,” he said once I’d paused to draw a breath. “It was stupid of me to say that. Please forgive me.”


  Bernie surely didn’t realize it, but he’d uttered the magic word. An open sesame for my forgiveness. “El” was the name that my brother, Elijah, had called me, and hearing it still pricked something raw and tortured deep inside me. It always provoked surprise then sorrow. But just as soon, an overwhelming sensation of warmth would wrap itself around me like a bath. I missed Elijah fiercely, but his memory comforted me. As children, we’d walk to school together and he’d protect me. He shared my passions for radio shows and mail-order prizes. I remembered the Cheerios pocket-sized Disney comic books, for instance. We’d clipped coupons and hoarded box tops to win those treasures. In truth, some of the box tops had come into our possession without the requisite purchase, torn instead off cereal cartons at the market when no one was looking.


  And more intimate memories of Elijah came to mind as well. He’d often declared himself in awe of my rather useless talent for naming classical music pieces at the drop of a phonograph needle. And he’d been my hero, comforting me—long past the time when I could use childhood as an excuse for the tears caused by my father’s harsh disappointment in me. Elijah knew well how deeply my father’s words cut me. And he realized, too, that I absorbed much of the attention that might have been aimed at him had I not been the failure I was. Elijah had his secrets as well. Secrets my parents never knew.


  Yes, Elijah called me El. Likewise, back in New Holland, my dearest friend in the world, Fadge, also used that name for me. And now if Bernie was going to lay claim to it as well, he was surely going to benefit from my forgiveness, especially over something as insignificant as an ill-considered remark about my career prospects with UPI. I liked Bernie. He was a good egg. I could be direct with him without fear of causing hard or hurt feelings. And vice versa. But he was a devotee of my father’s, and his loyalty and affection would always lie with him. I couldn’t begrudge him that. My strained relations with my dad had nothing to do with Bernie. That mess had been spilled long before he’d come onto the scene.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  I wanted to do some more sightseeing before punching out for the day, while Bernie had some research to do in the Biblioteca Nazionale beyond Santa Croce. As Santa Croce was on my list, we made our way together, window-shopping on Via dei Calzaiuoli, then passing by the American Express office in Piazza dei Cimatori, where I cashed some Travelers Cheques. I spotted a yellow Kodak sign hanging outside a cartoleria across the tiny piazza and dropped off the film I’d shot that morning and the night before. The nice man in the shop told me the prints and slides would be ready Monday.


  Bernie and I weaved aimlessly through the narrow vie for half an hour before finally emerging into a large rectangular piazza. At the far end loomed a great white basilica, Santa Croce. We parted company there, in front of the bell tower, with promises to meet at the hotel at seven for drinks then dinner.
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  I gazed up at the church, conflicting emotions roiling in my chest. I’d made my peace with my father’s death and our limping relationship, but that didn’t mean I welcomed reminders of its troubles. And Santa Croce, I recalled, was fraught with memories of him.


  There was much in- and outside of the basilica that awakened gentle and some not-so-gentle remembrances of the man whom I’d loved and hated, who may have loved me but certainly didn’t like me. The Pazzi Chapel just to the south of the church was my first stop. This was where my father had told me the story of the Pazzi Conspiracy, a failed coup against the Medicis in 1478. Dad had insisted the term “patsy” derived from the famous Florentine family name, though I do not recall his reasoning. Surely one of his many folk etymologies, whimsical imaginings about the origins of words and phrases.


  Inside the basilica, frescoes by Giotto, a relief by Donatello, and Cimabue’s thirteenth-century crucifix bore witness to the rich history and culture and religion of Florence. Then there were the tombs. Michelangelo, Galileo, Rossini, and Machiavelli were all interred on the right-hand side of the nave. Most significant to me personally was Dante’s cenotaph. My father’s life’s work was the study of the great poet, whose empty tomb stood steps from Michelango’s. I contemplated the marble sculpture, concentrating on Dante’s severe features. He sat frozen in stone, right hand raised to the side of his face as if answering a telephone, and stared down—seemingly—at whosoever was gazing up at him. In that very spot, seventeen years before, my father had held my hand and translated the inscription, “Onorate l’altissimopoeta.” “Honor the exalted poet.” He went on to explain that it was a quote from Dante’s greatest work, the Divine Comedy.


  “Dante was a poet?” I asked. “But he looks like a wrestler.”


  My father ushered me away, granting as we went that the statue was an idealized physical representation. “He wasn’t nearly so muscular in real life,” he said.


  I don’t know how long I lingered inside, but my blouse, soaked from the hot, muggy Florentine air when I’d entered, was dry, and I felt a chill as I stood in the darkened basilica. Though not a Catholic, or a believer of any stripe for that matter, I nevertheless purchased three votive candles, lit them in memory of my brother, my mother, and my father, and placed them on the bye-altar among a forest of offerings from other supplicants. The candles, some crooked and others burnt-out puddles of solid wax, stood at varying heights, depending on how long they’d been there. My three slender flames, which provided little in the way of comfort to me or—I’m sure—to my departed loved ones, instead stoked intense regret and sorrow at the losses. I fought the tugging in my throat and resisted the welling of tears in my eyes, determined not to weep for my family. Not there. I did my grieving in private, usually with a whisky chaser. And I’d become quite adept at standing stoic, impassive, and dry-eyed when mourning my losses. So, there, among the tourists inside Santa Croce, I stared at my three pathetic candles, lonely but sure of the fact that I loved my family dearly. Even my imperious father. Even when I hated him. And he me.
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  My late father had been a professor of Italian and comparative literature. He spoke a few languages beautifully, Italian best of all. And I’d acquired a great deal of it by osmosis, listening to him converse with colleagues and friends, but also through opera, which he listened to every Saturday in his study. In preparation for my trip, I’d knuckled down and, determined to improve my rusty skills, embarked on a ten-month-long course of private Italian lessons with the elderly aunt of my landlady, Mrs. Giannetti.


  Sister Michael, née Severina Scognamiglio, had arrived in the United States from Naples in 1913 at the age of twenty-four and landed as a nurse at Saint Joseph’s Hospital on the West End of New Holland, New York, my adopted hometown. A few months later her younger brother, Nunzio, emigrated to be near her and began a long career as a weaver in the carpet mills on the Mohawk River. His third daughter, Concettina, grew up to be my snooping, judgmental landlady. Living below me in the duplex, she’d found a new zest for life after her husband’s passing by monitoring my consumption of whisky, based on the empty bottles in my trash. She also took a particular scandalized pleasure in tracking my male visitors in some kind of ledger of sin. Each time I entertained a gentleman in my apartment, I pictured her sliding a billiards scoring bead across a wire with a cue stick to mark another stain on my character. Or perhaps she used an abacus.


  “My aunt’s Italian is excellent, dear,” Mrs. Giannetti had told me. “She used to teach it at Saint Joseph’s Academy. You’ll learn all sorts of useful phrases. Like how to say no to men. Well, in Italian at least.”


  Seventy-five-year-old Sister Michael turned out to be a firecracker. A marvel. Not at all like her small-minded niece. She was cultured, energetic, sharp as a tack, and interested in learning about my Jewish background. And though she was disappointed to learn that I was not raised in the faith, thereby making me a less-than-ideal guide when it came to the finer points of Talmudic instruction, she proved to be a better teacher than my father had ever been. Though she’d been born in Naples and had lived fifty years in America, she’d learned standard Italian well and retained the grammar and “proper” pronunciation through the years. And she never did teach me how to say no to Italian men. The subject never came up.
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