
PROLOGUE 

 

A deceptive cool breeze greeted the 

hilltop village in the late June morning. As the 

day progressed, the sun beat down incandescent 

and fiery, melting the lush Spring into Summer. 

Although partly engulfed by the large hospital, 

the hamlet remained the site where thousands 

of the faithful and the curious came to pray in 

the place where two young cousins met to 

gossip about the babes in their wombs. 

 Alan Sedgewick, dressed for the cool 

early morning weather and his airconditioned 

office, sweated in the unexpected heat. Usually, 

he would leave work at dusk when it was cool. 

The afternoon warmth surprised him.  

A path led down from the parking area 

to the heavily wooded valley filled with birds 

and their songs. As always, he listened for 

them, but the feathered creatures were still. 

He crossed the noon-silent plaza, 

heading for his car parked close to the church. 

Reaching for the door, he was startled by the 

scorching touch and pulled his hand back. He 

heard approaching steps and smiled at seeing a 

familiar face until he saw the blade pointed at 

him. 

The knife plunged into his stomach and 

drove upwards. 



 His still spasming body was 

dragged to a hiding place under a 

cascade of blood-red, blooming, 

fiercely thorned bougainvillea next to 

the sanctuary. 

The killer may have hoped to 

remain unseen, but an inquisitive 

apartment dweller on the side of the hill 

high above had seen the fatal encounter 

and had already called the police. Sirens 

sliced through the pastoral quiet. He 

walked quickly away and disappeared. 

Alan’s tortured heart, slashed 

from below, beat several times, spurting 

blood. A brief thought of Lily and 

Emma waiting for him at home was his 

last and then he died. 

  



CHAPTER 1 

FLORENCE DISCOVERED 

 

Betsy sat in the wooden rocking chair 

she had dragged out onto the small balcony. She 

moved back and forth, going nowhere. She 

stared at the ochre, gray and sand-colored 

palette of the face of Florence across the River 

Arno and below the hill of Oltrafirenze, the 

other Florence. She faced the crenelated towers 

and medieval houses and saw none of it. Church 

bells rang out the hour and Miriam, her friend 

and temporary room-mate, called out to her but 

she heard nothing. 

Over and over, Betsy rehearsed the 

conversation that she should have had with her 

new husband before she left for this unplanned 

European trip. When she finally returned home, 

she would say the words that she now practiced 

and her dilemma should disappear. He must be 

wondering why she didn’t call. Betsy, who 

usually met problems head on, had decided that 

she would wait until she could talk face-to-face. 

“Earth to Elizabeth. We didn’t rent this 

place to look at the view from afar. The 

museums we visited yesterday aren’t the whole 

package.” 

“I’m sorry. What did you say?” 



“Come on, Betsy. I don’t want 

to pry and I won’t. I plan to ignore your 

fugue, so let’s go visit the marketplace. 

Then. I’ll show you a restaurant I found 

on the internet with a view that will 

knock you out.” 

“You gotta admit the view from 

the balcony is pretty good.” 

“It is, but I’d rather be out 

there.” 

She pointed across the river. 

“What’s wrong, Betsy? Stop rocking 

and moping. The treasures of Tuscany 

await us. Tomorrow, we can rent a car 

and go to Siena. It’s supposed to be 

amazing.” 

“I like looking at the city from 

here.” 

“Come on. That doesn’t sound 

the Betsy I know. I’d rather be out there 

walking through the streets than looking 

at them. So would you.” 

The tiny balcony gave them a 

panorama that had allowed them to plan 

the days by pointing to areas they 

wanted to tour. The trip could have been 

perfect. 

Betsy faced a dilemma of her 

own making, but she did not want to 

share her depression with anyone. Still, 

her low spirits were too obvious to 



ignore. Miriam wanted to help her friend but 

had no idea how to do it. 

 Betsy decided to put on a smiley face 

and get going. She’d ended up in Italy because 

of petulance that was so unlike her. The error 

belonged to her alone. It had started small and 

grew and she would not be able to fix it until 

she got home to Boston. Until then, she would 

make the best of it. 

It amazed her that one wrong step could 

be so final and unerasable. Every act led her 

deeper and deeper into an impenetrable tangle 

and more and more distant from what was 

familiar. 

She longed to be home in Boston with 

her husband and family and homesickness 

tainted her pleasure in the trip. The voyage had 

begun with a family wedding in Ireland. It had 

been fun and meeting her previously unknown 

family had been interesting. Tourist magnet 

Florence was enjoyable, but she felt guilty 

about having a good time on the tour with her 

friend while Pete was home alone, with no idea 

where she was.  

Miriam was a pediatric nurse in a major 

Israeli hospital. She had taken a course in New 

York where she met Betsy. She had planned to 

combine her husband’s conference in 

Switzerland with a long-wished-for trip with a 

friend to Florence. That friend was Betsy. 



The two women set out on foot 

and headed down the hill to the bridge 

that crossed the river. A combination of 

map reading and Google got them to the 

market in no time. 

In the food section, they bought 

over-priced early fuzzy peaches and a 

string bag to carry them. 

By tasting slivers, they selected 

chunks of hard yellow cheeses to bring 

home.  

Forgetting her black mood of the 

morning, Betsy laughed and savored the 

sight of an ocean of tomatoes. Italian 

cuisine had so many colors, kinds, and 

sizes. Oversized rippled dark ones for 

cooking, ruby red for salads, tiny striped 

cherry tomatoes, blood red miniatures, 

elongated purple ones that looked like 

eggplants. She could take her pick. 

Another stall was laden with tiny 

tangerine suns. Next door was a heap of 

green bananas. 

“We buy only what fits in this 

bag,” Miriam admonished with a 

chuckle. 

Outside, they whirled around 

while trying long silken scarfs and 

finally settled on black wide-brimmed 

hats as protection against the hot sun. 

Wearing them, they looked in a mirror 



hanging in the stall and admired their 

mysterious appearance. 

Then, they bought leather pouches as 

gifts for their husbands and, dragging two 

bulging string bags, headed for the restaurant. 

The trattoria near the white churches 

with the green marble inlays was a major 

attraction for tourists. 

Betsy walked past and stood in awe at 

the bas relief Gates of Paradise. She found 

herself reaching out to touch the gilded figures 

that were protected by an iron grille. 

Miriam walked slowly up to Betsy, 

looked at the one-time entrance to the Basilica, 

and followed with a dash of cold water. 

“These are just copies. Pollution ruined 

the real ones, but they were restored. We can 

see them after lunch when we go inside the 

main church. Come on. I’m starved.” 

Betsy lingered. 

“Copy or real, this is breathtaking.” 

Miriam walked across plaza to the 

restaurant and waited, impatient and tempted by 

the smells of the food, until Betsy came, 

looking over her shoulder at the alabaster 

Baptistry. 

Despite having a restaurant that was full 

for every meal, the head waiter still was able to 

find a table for them. 



They sat down and heard a low 

melodious voice say, “It’s very good, 

thank you. I’m just not very hungry.” 

 


