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PROLOGUE


Florence, 1484


It was a large canvas, big enough that it had taken two men to carry it into Il Magnifico’s chambers. The artist himself had supervised, concern etched across his face while he watched, as though they carried the sum of all his life’s work in their hands—and perhaps they did.


The men set it down carefully, leaning it against the wall in its rough-hewn, linen-draped frame. The artist waved them away impatiently and they took their leave, shutting the door behind them.


“So this is it, is it?” Lorenzo de’ Medici asked the artist. His eyes were alight with curiosity.


“It is, Magnifico,” he replied reverently.


Lorenzo chuckled. “Enough with the flattery, Sandro, I pray you. You already know I will help you in whatever ways lie within my power, no matter what.”


“Why, then I might ask of you anything on God’s earth, I think,” the artist said. This time his words were teasing, those of an old companion to his friend who has risen high, but the artist’s face remained somber. For him, this was the most serious of occasions.


Lorenzo felt his face tighten into a similarly somber expression. He had an inkling—more than an inkling, truth be told—as to what was on the canvas. “Do not keep me in suspense, amico.” He motioned imperiously at the canvas—a man not used to being kept waiting, even by a friend. “Let me see.”


The artist closed his eyes, resting his forehead against the frame in a brief moment of silence before he pulled back and finally nodded. Slowly, he slipped the cloth from the face of the painting. In that instant, Lorenzo de’ Medici was struck speechless—a sight no man could claim having witnessed before.


There were the colors; pale blues and greens and pinks and yellows, subtle yet somehow vibrant. And the extraordinary way the maestro had somehow managed to capture motion, of all things, on a canvas: the flowers tumbling to the ground, the wind lifting and tangling locks of hair, the folds of a skirt, the cloth of a robe.


But it was the center figure, the focus of the painting, which struck him most. She stood in a seashell upon the waves: with unblemished, alabaster nude flesh; soft, rounded, inviting curves; clothed only in what seemed to be miles of reddish golden hair.


And her face. It was a face Lorenzo knew well: the tilt of her chin when she laughed; the crease in her brow when she was thinking; her smile. Yet he was not, he had long suspected, as familiar with her as the artist.


Lorenzo knew, without a doubt, that what he was looking at was the artist’s finest work thus far, an outstanding piece in a distinguished career that had seen commissions from the wealthy, the noble, and even from the Holy Father himself.


But he also knew that he must—for the foreseeable future, at least—remain one of the only ones to see it. He understood, now, what the artist had come here to ask of him. Yet still, he let his old friend speak first.


“It has been years in the making,” the artist said at last.


Lorenzo turned to face him. “Yes,” he said. “At least eight years in the making, I think.” He focused again on the painting, on the woman in the center, a woman he had seen at his dinner table and in his garden and in his library. He smiled. Yes, she could usually be found in his library. “It is her,” he said. “I almost expect her to step from the canvas. You have captured her, Sandro, as no one else living could have.”


“It was never my intention to capture her,” the artist said, his voice rough. Lorenzo was surprised to see tears in his friend’s eyes as he studied the woman he had rendered in paint. “But rather, to set her free. To let her live again.”


“And so you have,” Lorenzo said, his voice catching. Damn it, but Sandro will have me weeping in a moment as well. He sighed. “I would ask why you have brought it—her—here, but I believe I already know.”


“Yes.” The artist’s eyes were earnest as he faced Lorenzo. “I cannot keep it. Even if I could bear it, the Church…”


“Indeed,” Lorenzo said. “Holy Mother Church would find much here to censure you for, even if you did just paint His Holiness’s little chapel.”


“Yes,” the artist said. “But you can keep her safe. I could not bear to have this work confiscated, or…”


Lorenzo put a hand on his shoulder. “Worry not, old friend. I shall put it in one of the country houses, out of the way, where no one goes except by invitation. And if people talk, well…” He shrugged. “I have been accused of keeping far more scandalous secrets.”


The artist embraced him. “Thank you, Magnifico.”


“As I said, none of that,” Lorenzo said, returning the embrace. Both men stepped back to contemplate the painting again. After a moment, Lorenzo added, “After all, by now I can tell when you are trying to get into my good graces. You are wanting me to pay for a better frame for your masterpiece, are you not?”


The artist smiled. “You know me too well. But look at her!” He gestured. “Does not Venus deserve the most splendid frame Medici money can buy?”


Lorenzo smiled. “That she does. Well, I shall choose such a frame for Venus, then. For Venus and for Simonetta.”
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Genoa, 1469


“Simonetta!”


I heard my mother’s voice drift down the hall as she drew nearer. Not too loud—a lady never shouted, after all—but the urgency in her tone was more than enough to convey the importance of this day, this moment.


I met the gaze of my maid, Chiara, in the Venetian glass mirror. She smiled encouragingly from where she stood behind me, sliding the final pins into my hair. “Nearly finished, Madonna Simonetta,” she said. “And if he wants you that badly, he will wait.”


I smiled back, but my own smile was less sure.


My mother, however, had a different idea. “Make haste,” she said as she appeared in the room. “Chiara, we want to show off that magnificent hair, not pin it up as though she is some common matron.”


“Si, Donna Cattaneo,” Chiara responded. Dutifully, she stepped back from the dressing table and my mother motioned for me to rise from my seat.


“Che bella, figlia mia!” my mother exclaimed as she took me in, dressed in my finest: a brand-new gown of cream silk, trimmed in fine Burano lace, with roses embroidered along the collar and hem. A strand of pearls encircled my neck, and the top strands of my gold hair were artfully pinned back, allowing the majority of it to spill down my back to my waist. “As always,” she said.


I smiled the same uncertain smile I had given Chiara, but my mother did not notice. “He is already quite taken with you, and when he sees you tonight, he shall be positively smitten.”


I had only met Signor Marco Vespucci once, and at Mass, no less. He was a Florentine, sent to study in Genoa by his father. He was known to my father, somehow, and approached us in the church of San Torpete that day with, it seemed, the intention of being introduced to me. He had bowed and kissed my hand and paid the same extravagant and foolish compliments to my beauty that all men did, so I had scarcely paid him any mind. He was handsome enough, but then many men were handsome.


Apparently, though, he had not forgotten our encounter as easily as I had. He had written to my father shortly thereafter, asking if he might pay court to me.


“But, Mother,” I began, thinking that this might be my only opportunity to air the doubts that had been fogging my head, but uncertain how to do so.


“But nothing, mia dolce,” my mother said. “Your father and I have discussed it, and Signor Vespucci is a wonderful match for you—why, he is an intimate of the Medici, in Florence! Do you not wish to help la famiglia nostra as best you can?”


“Of course,” I said. What else could I say?


“Of course,” she echoed. “Then let us go downstairs and meet your suitor. There is no need to fear; you need not say anything at all, if you do not wish to. Your beauty is enough and more.”


It was all I could do not to roll my eyes—another thing ladies did not do. As if I would not speak to the man who wished to marry me. And what a foolish notion, that he did not need to hear me speak—did men wish for wives who were mutes, then?


Possibly, I thought, a wry smile touching my lips as I contemplated all the times my mother would chatter on and on, not noticing the somewhat pained expression on my father’s face.


Well, if he married me, Signor Vespucci would not be getting a mute for a wife, that was certain, and I would make sure he knew that right off.


I followed my mother down the stairs, Chiara trailing discreetly behind in case I should need anything. Our palazzo was of a decent size, though perhaps not as large as some of the palazzi owned by other members of the Genoese nobility. It was situated far enough inland that one could not quite see the sea from the upper balconies, but I could always smell it: the scent of the sea pervaded the air, the breeze, the very stones, all throughout Genoa. It was the smell of home.


Once on the ground floor, we went out into the open-air courtyard; it was a lovely and mild late April evening, and so my father had seen fit to greet our guest out of doors.


“Ah, here she is,” I heard my father say as my mother and I appeared. “Simonetta, figlia, surely you remember Signor Vespucci?”


“Of course,” I said, offering my hand. “How do you do, Signor Vespucci?”


“Abundantly well, donna, now that I am in your presence once more,” he said, bowing low over my hand as he kissed it. He straightened up, a small, nervous smile playing about his thin lips. I cast my eyes quickly over his person again. Yes, he was handsome, and young; perhaps nineteen or twenty to my sixteen years. His dark hair and pointed beard were neatly trimmed, his eyes were large and kind, and his nose proportionate to the rest of his features. His clothes were sober grays and browns, but made of the finest stuff.


“Do come inside, Signor Vespucci,” my father said, “and take a glass of wine with us.”


“I would be honored, Don Cattaneo,” he said.


We adjourned into the receiving room, and my mother sent a servant for a bottle of our finest vino rosso. I sat on one of the carved wooden chairs, careful not to wrinkle my skirts.


I could feel Signor Vespucci’s eyes on me, but directed my gaze modestly to the floor, pretending not to notice. Are you going to speak to me, signore, or merely gaze at me all evening as though I were a painting? I wondered crossly.


“You are a vision, truly, Madonna Simonetta,” Signor Vespucci said at last. “I wonder that the sun dares shine and the flowers dare bloom in your presence.”


I bit forcefully on the inside of my cheek to stop myself from laughing. All men, it seemed, fancied themselves poets, but few were worthy of the name. Signor Vespucci was no exception.


“I thank you, signore,” I said after a moment, once I had mastered myself. “Your words are too kind.”


“And quite lovely,” my mother interjected, from a seat at an angle to my own. “Ah, you young men and your poetry!”


I bit down on my cheek again and was glad to return my gaze to the floor.


“All men—young and otherwise—can only dream of such a muse to inspire them,” he said, still looking at me. Despite decorum, I lifted my eyes and met his straight on, trying to read his sincerity. He surprised me by holding my gaze for a moment, as though he were appraising something other than my beauty, if only briefly. Yet then I saw his cheeks flush, and he looked away.


“So tell us how your studies go, Signor Vespucci,” my father said, once the wine had been poured.


My suitor took up this topic eagerly, telling us in great detail everything he was learning about the art of banking, and how he hoped his new skills would serve him well when he returned to Florence, the city of those famous master bankers themselves, the Medici.


I could not bring myself to be interested in his talk—numbers and ledgers and accounts were hardly my forte. Yet what intrigued me was the light in his eyes as he spoke, the life in his voice and his enthusiastic hand gestures. He sat on the edge of his seat as he went on, leaning forward toward my father, as though his excitement was such that it was all he could do to keep to his chair.


I softened a bit toward him then. Maybe he found in his numbers and ledgers the same thing I found in poetry: a love of something outside oneself that nevertheless felt like it was a part of one’s very being. And at that moment, that spark of recognition, as though I could see his soul, was far more attractive to me than his handsome face.


As the hour grew later and the conversation dwindled—perhaps through my parents’ design, I had not, in fact, had much chance to say anything—Signor Vespucci noticed the book left on the varnished wood table nearest him. “Ah, of course,” he said, noting the title. “La Divina Commedia. And who is reading Dante?” He glanced up at my father, assuming he already knew the answer to his question.


“I am,” I said.


Signor Vespucci looked startled as he turned to me. “You, Madonna Simonetta?”


I had received only a rudimentary education: reading and writing, and simple figures. Yet I had often persuaded my tutor—an old and kindly priest—to let me read the histories of such figures as Julius Caesar and Alexander the Great. And from there we went, naturally, to poetry.


Yet when I’d reached the age of thirteen, my parents had sent Padre Valerio away, saying it was an unnecessary expense to continue to pay him. I had already learned as much and more as was needed to be a lady and a wife. “No man wants a wife as well learned as he is,” my father had said, with my mother nodding emphatically beside him. “And a girl as beautiful as you has no need of books.”


They would not let me continue my lessons, no matter how I begged. So I began to read on my own, my father’s volumes and those I asked him to purchase for me. The copy of Dante that had caught Signor Vespucci’s attention, however, had been a gift to me from Padre Valerio—one of several such gifts, bless him.


“Indeed. I wonder at your surprise, signore. Because so many noblewomen are uneducated, did you assume that I was among their number?”


My father frowned at me in warning, but I paid no heed.


“Why, no,” Signor Vespucci said, recovering. “It is just that it is quite the tome, and one does not always expect a young lady—”


Narrowing my eyes at him, I quoted, “‘Good Leader, I but keep concealed/From thee my heart, that I may speak the less/Nor only now has thou thereto disposed me.’”


My mother laughed nervously. “Simonetta…”


Yet Signor Vespucci ignored her, and again met my eyes. “‘So I beheld more than a thousand splendors/Drawing towards us, and in each was heard: “Lo, this is she who shall increase our love.”’”


Neither of us looked away for a long moment, longer than was appropriate. I felt a strange skip in my heart. It was nothing like the tormented passion Dante described, and yet still I felt my skin flush and my breath quicken.


This time it was I who looked away first.


“You would be in high favor among the Medici circle, Madonna Simonetta,” Signor Vespucci said after a moment of heavy silence, a faint huskiness in his tone. “You have in abundance the two things most prized there: beauty and poetry.”


“Indeed?” I asked, struggling to compose myself.


“Si. Lorenzo de’ Medici is following in the tradition of his grandfather, the great Cosimo, and is gathering about him the brightest and most gifted minds he can find: poets, scholars, artists. Nowhere in Italy—in the world, no doubt—are the arts held in such high esteem.”


I allowed myself to imagine it. Brilliant men, artists, all in attendance on the Medici, discussing their ideas and their art. Would they welcome a woman in their midst? Perhaps, for even here in Genoa we had heard of the formidable Lucrezia dei Tornabuoni, mother to the Medici brothers Lorenzo and Giuliano, an intelligent and well-read woman in her own right.


“I should like to see it,” I said, smiling at my suitor.


I did not realize it then, but in the weeks that followed I would look back on that moment as the one in which I had made my decision.
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Of course, it was not as simple as that. Signor Vespucci dined with us again after that, at which time—once my mother and I had retired for the evening—he made his intentions known to my father. Before he could make a formal offer, however, he had to return to Florence—he was almost finished with his studies, in any case—and receive the permission of his family. Apparently he foresaw no difficulty, once he told them of my virtue, my goodness, and my beauty. Especially my beauty.


And so I waited, as was, I supposed, the lot of women.


In those first days after Signor Vespucci’s departure from Genoa, I found myself missing him. Our discussion of Dante had left me with a fondness toward him, and I appreciated that my cleverness in such things was not off-putting to my suitor—quite the reverse, in fact.


And so I missed him and perhaps, more so, I missed the conversations we had not yet had. I knew that we would have nothing but time for such things once we were married, but even so.


And yet, as the days wore on, and we did not hear back from him, that very idea of marriage began to grow ever fainter and more alien to me, like the page of a book one has pored over so often that the ink begins to fade. Perhaps it would be for the best if I heard no more from him, for what did I know of marriage, or of men? Or, more specifically, of this particular man? Knowledge of poetry, a fine mind, and a handsome person did not a good marriage make. Or did it? What more was there, really? I knew I was lucky to have such a young and handsome suitor. Most girls my age were married to men much older than they.


And every so often I would remember what he had said about Florence, about the society there, and about what I could expect to find. I did want that: to meet those wise and learned men that Signor Vespucci had spoken of. I did not want to remain in Genoa with my parents all my life, seeing and learning nothing more of the world than my own town.


Yet who knew if Signor Vespucci had spoken in earnest about taking me to Florence, and presenting me to the Medici’s circle? Why should men like Lorenzo de’ Medici care about a simple nobleman’s daughter from Genoa? Signor Vespucci had spoken no more than a few words on the subject, and I was ready to tumble right into the marriage bed. As far as wooing went, he had not needed to try very hard. And perhaps that’s all his words had been—weightless words meant to woo a naïve maid.


Just over a week after Signor Vespucci’s departure, my friend Elisabetta came to visit me. Quite the gossip, she was a year older than me and still unmarried, which perhaps accounted for our friendship more than anything else: we were the only noble girls of age who had yet to be married or confined to a cloister. Elisabetta was nice enough to talk to, and to visit the merchants with, but often I could only spend so much time in her company before the spite that worked its way into her gossip began to wear on me.


We sat outside in the courtyard, wearing wide-brimmed hats to shield our faces from the sun, yet with the crowns cut out so that our hair could be pulled through and left to fall down our backs, that it might lighten to a dazzling shade of gold. That was what the Venetian ladies did, anyway, and it was said Venetian women were the most beautiful in the world.


“Any word from your handsome suitor?” she inquired as soon as we were seated.


“No,” I answered. “And what of you? Does your father still have his heart set on Count Ricci?”


Elisabetta made a face, and I saw that my words had stung her in a manner I had not intended. The latest gossip about town (for I had Chiara to keep me informed when too much time had passed since Elisabetta’s last visit) was that Elisabetta’s father, after failing to broker her a marriage between any of the younger scions of the local families, had offered her to Count Ricci, a childless widower nearing fifty. I had not thought there was any truth to the tale, but the look on Elisabetta’s face told me otherwise.


“God forgive me, but I should rather be a nun,” she said, primly crossing herself.


I laughed off my discomfort. “Let us hope it does not come to that. Do not worry yourself, amica. Surely your father will look elsewhere for a match for you—Pisa, perhaps, or Florence.”


Elisabetta waved my words aside. “Bah. Pisa is full of nothing but scholars and priests. Florence, though—Florence, it seems, is the place from which husbands hail.” She very nearly leered at me. “As you would know, my dear Simonetta.”


“I have no husband as yet, from Florence or elsewhere,” I said.


“You will soon enough, or so I hear.”


I shrugged in a rather unladylike way. My mother would be appalled. “Perhaps.”


I could feel her eyeing me from beneath the brim of her hat. “Was he not pleasing to you?” she asked.


“Pleasing enough,” I said, remembering that strange moment of kinship. “It is just … I do not know that I want any husband yet.”


Elisabetta laughed. “What else could you do but get a husband?”


“What else indeed,” I murmured, but I knew the answer as well as she did: nothing. The most I had ever dared hope for was that I might find a husband tolerant enough to permit my continued study and reading of poetry, and wealthy enough to keep me supplied with books. Signor Vespucci was just such a one.


“You could never be a nun,” she continued. “You are far too pretty.” When she said it, it sounded as though she were accusing me of being a witch.


“A convent might not be so terrible,” I said, leaning my head against the wall behind us and closing my eyes. I knew even as I spoke that my parents would never allow me to take holy vows. As the only child of the family, I was expected to make an advantageous marriage—and with my beauty, so I had been told many times, I would no doubt be able to make the most fortuitous of matches. Yet the nuns were allowed to read, and the most skilled of them even copied manuscripts.


Elisabetta was still watching me. “I heard he has a mistress,” she said suddenly.


I opened my eyes. “Who? Count Ricci?”


“No,” she said, her gaze still fixed on me. “Your Signor Vespucci.”


I felt as though the pleasant feeling Signor Vespucci had planted in my stomach suddenly went sour. “What of it?” I asked, belying my discomfort—or so I hoped. “Most men do.”


“She is a courtesan in town,” Elisabetta went on, as though I had not spoken. “Her name is Violetta. Apparently she is very beautiful, and much sought after for her particular … gifts.”


I could not believe Elisabetta was insinuating such things—it was as near to vulgar as I had ever heard her. “And so?” I asked, my voice a bit sharp. “What am I to do about it? Not marry him because he once bedded a courtesan? If such were grounds for refusing a husband, every woman in the world would remain a spinster.”


Elisabetta turned her head away slightly. “I just thought you should know.”


I narrowed my eyes. I knew jealousy plain enough when I saw it. Yet Elisabetta seemed to credit me with having more control of my own fate than I did. I may have fancied that I had made a decision in regard to Signor Vespucci, but so long as my father saw an advantage to the match, betrothed I would be. Really, the only thing for me to decide was how much resistance I would offer up.


I closed my eyes again, face tilted up to the sun, the creaminess of my skin be damned. Neither of us spoke again for a long while, and when I finally broke the silence it was only to ask Elisabetta if she might like some wine.


*   *   *


Three days later, a letter arrived from Florence. Signor Vespucci had spoken to his parents and was returning to Genoa, so the missive went, where he hoped he might have the privilege of coming to call upon my parents and me at once.


I scarcely heard my mother exclaiming in happiness, nor my father proudly booming about what an excellent match it was, an excellent match indeed. No, instead I felt that same warmth sprawl through my lower abdomen, accompanied by something else, something that—I thought—might be joy. And if it wasn’t, perhaps it would be, one day.
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Signor Vespucci arrived one fine spring morning, and immediately sought a private audience with my father. I was awake, dressed, and groomed as perfectly as a queen—my mother had seen to that—for we had known that Signor Vespucci would come this day. My mother paced my bedchamber restlessly while we waited to be summoned downstairs to my father’s office.


“What can be taking so long?” she burst out, after half an hour had passed. “Surely they cannot be haggling over the dowry already?”


I said nothing, having no answer and knowing my mother did not expect one from me. What if he had come to tell us he had changed his mind? It was the question I dared ask only of myself. Or to tell us his parents had not given their consent? What then?


Well, at least Count Ricci is still available, as he remains unmarried to Elisabetta or anyone else. Yet at this, my heart only began to beat harder. Surely Signor Vespucci brought good news. Why else would he have been so eager to return?


I fought the urge to get up and pace with my mother.


Fifteen minutes later, my father’s manservant came up to fetch us. “Madonna Cattaneo, Madonna Simonetta,” he said, bowing, “Don Cattaneo requests your presence in his study with his guest.”


My mother could not quite stifle her unladylike cry of glee, but managed to compose herself. “Grazie, Giorgio. We will be along directly.”


He bowed again and left the room.


My mother came to me and clutched my hand in hers, pulling me from my chair. “This is it, mia bella Simonetta,” she said. “Are you ready?”


She did not wait for an answer, but chattered on. “You are about to become betrothed! Your life is beginning!”


I smiled. “Perhaps we should go downstairs now, Mama. It would not do to keep my … suitor waiting.”


She waved a hand dismissively. “It does not do to appear too eager. We shall go, then, but slowly. A lady never runs.”


I followed my mother, my hand still in hers. We descended the stairs to the first floor, where my father’s study was. My mother paused outside the door—squeezing my hand for just a moment—before pushing it open and stepping inside.


My father and Signor Vespucci both looked up as we entered, nearly identical expressions of delight on their faces. They had a decanter of wine between them on the desk, with just a splash left in each of their glasses. “Ah, there they are!” my father said. “Ladies, do come in, so we might share the good news.”


Signor Vespucci drew up chairs for us, sweeping a bow as he returned to his own chair. Once we were both seated, my father spoke again. “Simonetta, Signor Vespucci has, having received the blessing of his parents, just now made me an offer for your hand, and I have accepted.” He seemed not to notice my mother’s sigh of happiness, and continued on. “The formal betrothal shall take place posthaste, and you shall be married before the end of the year. What say you, my dear?”


“I am quite pleased, Papa,” I said, my eyes modestly on the floor. Yet for just an instant, because I could bear it no longer, I glanced up at Signor Vespucci, allowing him to see my eyes, my smile, so that he might know I spoke truly.


His face was positively rosy; his joy a visible, living thing. I looked back down, almost afraid to look upon his happiness, and afraid of my own response. Was this what Dante had written of, then? He had, after all, only ever loved his Beatrice from afar. Was it this feeling that had inspired him to write, this sensation as though I had stepped off of a high cliff and was falling, tumbling, yet with the sure knowledge that when the moment came, I would be able to spread wings and fly, like a bird soaring over sparkling blue waves?


My father was speaking again, and I had to struggle to pull my mind from my delicious descent. “We thought we should pour ourselves some wine and toast the happy occasion,” he was saying. “We’ve glasses for you two as well; go on, then, signore, pour for your future bride, won’t you?”


Signor Vespucci obliged, filling my glass, then his own. He lifted it to me, and tapped it against my own. “To your health, Madonna,” he said. “And to our future happiness.”


“Indeed,” I murmured, holding his eyes as we both drank. Then I looked away, flustered. What could I be thinking, making cow’s eyes at a man in the presence of my parents?


Oh, for heaven’s sake, we were to be husband and wife. What did it matter anymore?


“Marco,” my father said, familiarly addressing his future son-in-law, “tell my wife and your intended about the offer you and your family have so graciously extended to us.”


“Of course,” Signor Vespucci said. He shifted in his chair to more completely face my mother and me. “Once they had given their blessing to my marriage, my parents asked that I invite the three of you to Florence. That way the details of the betrothal contract can be worked out in person, and Madonna Simonetta can begin to become accustomed to her new home. We have already found a house at which to lodge you.”


“Why, we should be delighted!” my mother exclaimed. “We will be able to make the journey, will we not, my dear?” She directed her question to my father.


“I am certain Genoa can spare me for a few months,” he said. “I told Marco we are honored to accept.”


Signor Vespucci’s eyes sought mine again. “I shall be able to introduce you to my circle in Florence, Madonna Simonetta,” he said. “And, of course, I shall present you to the Medici brothers, as well as their esteemed parents.”


I felt my wings begin to stretch, to flex, ever so slightly. “I should like nothing better, Signor Vespucci.”


He took my hand and kissed it. “Please,” he said, “just Marco.”


I knew that, very soon, I would be flying.
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The household was, naturally, thrown into complete upheaval following Signor Vespucci’s—Marco’s—momentous visit. There was much to do in preparation for our departure for Florence, and my parents were determined to go sooner rather than later. “My family and I will be ready and delighted to welcome you at any time,” Marco had said.


Yet we could not go too soon—not only because of all there was to be done, but also because my mother and I must receive calls from the rest of the ladies in Genoa, who sought to congratulate us and give me their best wishes (and, of course, marriage advice).


Each of these visits was much the same: glasses of watered wine with a matron whom I scarcely knew, and who was usually a great deal older than me. They advised me in everything from running a kitchen to choosing the best kinds of cloth to choosing a wet nurse for my children. Almost without variation, they exclaimed over how beautiful I was, and how I was certain to make Signor Vespucci the happiest of men, their tones and expressions hinting at something dangerous, scandalous, something of which we were not to speak.


Of course, Elisabetta and her mother came to visit as well. Once the usual congratulations had been made, our mothers drew their chairs up next to each other and began to chat away happily, paying us no mind.


Elisabetta smiled thinly at me. “So it is as I said. You have got your Florentine husband.”


I smiled, in the open, honest way I had not allowed myself to when speaking to all the noblewomen of the city. “Yes,” I said. “Or will have, at least. The betrothal is not yet signed, of course, so it is not official, but…”


She waved away my words. “Oh, come, Simonetta, do not be so coy. It is official, for all intents and purposes. You have won.”


“Won?” I laughed. “What contest was I entered in without my knowledge?”


“The contest of being a woman, of course,” she said, and I was surprised to see a hint of a sneer around her lips. “It has ever been a competition between us women, from the moment that Lilith was cast out of paradise in favor of Eve. You have your beauty, of which no one ever ceases to speak, and now your fine Florentine husband with his Medici friends. You, Simonetta, have won it all.”


I was taken aback. “But I do not—”


“No need to know you are in a contest if you are always winning, is there? It is of no consequence. But mark my words, Simonetta Cattaneo—the Florentine women never forget what game it is they are playing, and they know the rules as well as they know their catechism. So beware.”


Anger flared in me. “And what do you know of Florentine women and their rules, Elisabetta Abruzzi? You have never left Genoa any more than I have. What is this nonsense you speak, of contests and competitions and winning? If there is any victory here, it is not of my doing.”


I paused, seeing Elisabetta’s face flush red. I bit my lip in consternation. “I am sorry,” I said. “I do not mean to speak harshly to you, my friend.”


“Nor I to you,” she said, the color still heightened in her cheeks. “It is just that … I will miss you. I am sad you are going. Truly.”


I reached out and took one of her hands, where it lay in her lap. “Come to my wedding,” I said. “I shall send you an invitation. You must come to Florence. It will be wonderful.”


She remained still for a moment, then withdrew her hand. “I will see if my parents agree,” she said softly.


I knew, right then, that it would be the last time I saw her.


*   *   *


Marco only remained in Genoa for two short weeks following his offer of marriage. Amidst all the congratulatory calls and visits, he came to take his leave of me one quiet afternoon. Now that we were betrothed, my parents left us alone in the receiving room with only Chiara for a chaperone.


“I am back to Florence at first light, to make everything ready for you,” he said, once we were both seated. “I am afraid we have spent more time apart than we have together in our acquaintance, and it grieves me, but soon we will have our whole lifetimes to be together.”


“Indeed,” I said, before adding boldly, “And even so I shall miss you.” The excitement of my parents, my neighbors, and everyone outside of this room meant little to me, I had found; what I wanted most was Marco’s company. If only, I sometimes felt late at night, to reassure myself that I was not making a mistake.


No, I thought as I smiled at him. This is no mistake.


“I shall miss you, Madonna, more than words can express—even Dante himself could not find the words!”


I laughed. “Now you go too far, signore. There were no words so far to seek that they could not fly to Dante’s pen.”


“Then I must apologize to Signor Alighieri, and hope that his spirit does not take offense,” he said. “Though as he was never in the same room with you, we will never truly know the extent to which he was able to capture beauty in his verse.”


“More blasphemy! You would have me more beautiful than the divine Beatrice, then?” I asked, enjoying—and flattered by—our lively conversation.


“I would, and to the spirit of Beatrice I will offer no apology.”


“Let us hope that she does not come to haunt us in our new Florentine home, then.”


“No,” he said. “I shall not allow it. Only happiness shall we have there. I promise you.”


I smiled at him again as our eyes met. “I look forward to the fulfillment of your promise, signore.”


“Ah,” he said. “As I said, you must call me Marco.”


I hesitated for a moment. I had not yet spoken his given name aloud before him, and it felt almost too intimate. “Marco,” I said softly.


He rose from his chair and came to kneel beside mine. He was tall enough that, with him kneeling and me seated, our eyes were level. “Yes,” he said. “I am yours to command, Simonetta.” He took my hand and kissed it, his eyes never leaving mine.


*   *   *


What I did not realize right away amidst all the preparations was that I would not be returning to Genoa before my wedding, and thus perhaps not ever. It did not occur to me until I came into my chambers one afternoon to find my mother consulting with Chiara about the packing.


“Not the bed, nor the coverlets, of course—we shall buy her all new linens in Florence for her trousseau, and they shall have a bigger bed—they will need one.” She giggled. “But, yes, we must have the dressing table sent, and the wardrobe…”


“Why?” I asked, stepping into the room behind them.


My mother turned, starting slightly. “Goodness, Simonetta, what are you doing, lurking at doors like that? A lady never eavesdrops like a common servant.”


“I have only just now come in,” I pointed out, a slight peevishness in my tone that I could not always master when speaking to my mother. “Why shall we need to take all my furniture to Florence with me?”


“For your new home, of course,” my mother said. “What else? Not that Signor Vespucci will not provide you with some marvelous new things, naturally, but no daughter of the Cattaneo name shall come into her marriage looking like a pauper, I promise you!”


“But…” my confusion must have shown on my face, for my mother sighed as if in distress.


“Oh, Simonetta, surely you knew you would not be coming back here?”


“I thought…”


“Oh, my dearest, no. There would be no reason. We shall go to Florence, draw up the betrothal, then set ourselves to planning the wedding. Then you will be married, and move to your new home with your husband. There is no need for you to come back here.”


“I see.” I sat on the dressing table stool, picking up a ribbon that had been left to lay there and twining it idly through my fingers.


My mother came up behind me and placed her hands on my shoulders. “It will be better this way,” she said. “Indeed, once you are in Florence, you will no doubt never wish to come back.”


That night I prayed, as I had not all throughout the last weeks, that Florence would be everything I dreamed, that it would be the paradise of poets and painters that Marco had told me it was. Please, Lord, let me love it there, I thought, feeling too uncertain and childish to even speak the words aloud. Let me love it there at least a little.


And, I reminded myself as I climbed into bed, dragging my cloak of hair behind me and arranging it upon my pillow, Marco would be there. That much I could rely upon.
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The city of Florence lay sprawled out below us, a mass of both brownstone and red-tiled roofs nestled among the brilliant, vibrantly green, rolling Tuscan hills. Above it all rose the massive dome of Santa Maria del Fiore, Brunelleschi’s wonder, famous the world over. The cathedral rose above the city like a great sleeping dragon, watching over its domain even in its slumber.


We had heard of this modern wonder in Genoa, of course, but seeing it in person was an entirely different matter. The dome was egg-shaped, and had been finished with reddish tiles beneath the great white ribs of its supports. A cross sat at the very top, blessing those who beheld it from below as well as pointing upward into the heavens. As I gazed upon it, I marveled that so great a structure could stay upright without collapsing in on itself. It seemed a frightening thing, that lowly mankind had dared to build something that ascended so close to God.


My father came up beside me. “Beautiful, is it not?” he asked. “It is a lovely city. And every time I see il Duomo, I am struck anew by the majesty of it. Who knew that human hands could build such a thing?”


“God makes all things possible,” I said, “especially such a great work, in His name. The city of Florence must be especially blessed.”


My father was silent for a moment. “One might think so,” he said at last. “And yet there are startling stories coming from the city of late, as well.” He turned a stern face to me. “You must be careful, daughter. A part of me thought it was perhaps not wise for you to marry into this city, and yet we could not refuse such an offer.”


“What do you mean?” I asked, perplexed. “What manner of stories do you speak of?”


He waved a hand dismissively. “It does not do to trouble women with such things. I should not have spoken of it.” He walked away from me and returned to his horse. “Back into the carriage, ladies,” he called to my mother and me. “We shall want to reach our lodgings before nightfall.” Behind him were the two wagons carrying the luggage and our servants—save for Chiara and my mother’s maid, who rode in the carriage with us—and at his words they began to slowly roll forward once again.


I did as I was told, still unsettled by my father’s words. Surely my parents would not send me anywhere dangerous, regardless of how good the match was? Something in his tone, however, had suggested that these “startling stories” were of a danger other than the physical.


I would not think of it now, I decided, pushing such thoughts firmly aside as the carriage began to move down the hill toward the city. I was ready to embrace my new life in this place, and while I was sure it would not be without its difficulties, I would deal with them as they came.


We were a greater distance away from the city than it had appeared from our perch atop the hill, and it took us the rest of the afternoon to reach our rented house, which was near to Marco’s family home in the Ognissanti district of Florence, on the banks of the river Arno. Once we entered the city proper, I craned my neck out the window to see the narrow cobblestoned streets, the tall buildings of terra-cotta and stone and wood, the laborers whom we passed and who had to jump out of the way to avoid our carriage. I was thwarted in my desire to see all of the city that I could, though, by my mother admonishing me to bring my head back inside the window. A lady never gawps, after all.


The sun was beginning its descent by the time we reached our rented lodgings. It was not a large house, with its tall and skinny façade squeezed in between the two larger neighboring buildings.


“This is it?” my mother asked dubiously, poking her head out of the carriage window. I had to bite my lip to keep from telling her not to gawp.


“It is just for a few months,” I reminded her. “Did you expect us to take up residence in a palazzo the size of the Medicis’?” Of course, I had never seen the Medici palazzo, but based on what I knew of them I assumed it was large.


“Of course not,” she huffed. “Do not take everything I say so literally, Simonetta.”


Then why do you say such things? I wanted to ask.


We went inside, while my father remained in the street, supervising the unloading of our luggage. We explored the house with its small rooms, which did not take long, then ascended to the top floor to select our bedchambers. “Baths, I think, to wash away the dust of the road,” my mother said to Chiara, following me into one of the smaller rooms that I had deemed as good as any other. “For myself and Simonetta. You shall need to wash Simonetta’s hair, as well.” She turned to me, grinning widely. “We want you looking perfectly fresh tomorrow, when we go to meet Signor Vespucci’s family.”


I had nearly forgotten that the next day we would go to call on my future in-laws. I shook my head slightly. I was far too tired from travel to think about it now. Instead, I napped on my borrowed bed while waiting for Chiara to locate a washing tub, find a source of clean water, and fill it so that she might bathe me. As soon as the ordeal was over I fell back into bed, not caring that sleeping on my wet hair would make for at least another hour of work on it in the morning.


*   *   *


The next day, Marco came to call for us in a carriage and took us to his large family home, the same home where he and I would also be residing after our wedding, for the customary dinner with our two families. It was during this time that I would be presented with my betrothal ring. His parents were very kind to us, and made much of my beauty and of me. His mother was rather quiet, and spoke only when she was spoken to—a womanly art that my own mother had never mastered, nor had I. His father seemed the sort to be a stern taskmaster, who had no doubt raised his son to know exactly what was expected of him. His parents had clearly spared no expense on the meal, and we dined well on sliced melon, a rich vegetable stew, fresh trout, and veal. They introduced us to a curious, pronged implement that was all the rage among Florence’s well-to-do set: called a fork, it allowed one to spear and pick up bits of food without dirtying the fingers. It was rather odd to eat with, but I did appreciate the cleanliness it afforded—as well as what I guessed would be additional decorum, once I’d grown more comfortable with it and did not drop morsels back onto my plate quite so often.


The conversation consisted mostly of my father and Signor Vespucci speaking of business and politics, those of both Florence and Genoa. Every now and then Marco would catch my eye across the table and smile at me, and I would try to smile back as much as I dared without seeming immodest. Something about his smile made me wish that the two of us were quite alone, with no parents or chaperones near. Soon enough, I told myself, dropping my eyes from his. The first time we would be alone together, I knew, would be our wedding night, when whatever mysterious thing it was that took place between a married couple would happen between us. Well-read for a woman though I was, I had not come across the details of the marriage act committed to paper, though I was inclined to believe that that was more a result of the literature I had been exposed to rather than any delicacy on the part of writers at large. I was curious, intensely so, yet knew that I would need to wait for my mother to impart this forbidden knowledge to me, like a reluctant serpent whispering in the ear of an all-too-eager Eve.


After the meal, I was given my ring—a modest diamond set in a gold band—and our fathers adjourned to Signor Vespucci’s study for more wine and to begin to discuss the terms of the betrothal. I did not know how long such things took, but I knew the wedding plans would not be delayed in any case—our mothers had already made passing mention of what cloth should be ordered for my trousseau and who should make my new gown for the occasion.


Marco’s mother led us into the receiving room: a rather bare stone room, as any tapestries and wall hangings had no doubt been put away in the heat of summer. Even so, the simple wooden furniture that was there—chairs with embroidered cushions and a few small side tables—was of the finest craftsmanship. Once we were all seated, Signora Vespucci engaged my mother in conversation—something that entailed my mother doing most of the talking, while Signora Vespucci nodded and murmured politely in response—so as to allow Marco and myself to speak to one another without interruption. He drew his chair nearer to mine and leaned toward me.


“I have wonderful news for you, Simonetta,” he said. “I wanted to tell you myself, before anyone else knows. I think you will be honored and excited, as I am. But you must not speak of this to your parents, mind, until we have received the official invitation.”


“Dear Marco,” I said, smiling, “whatever it is, have mercy and do not leave me in suspense!”


His eyes took on a merry glint. “Anything you wish, dearest lady. Upon my return I was invited to the home of the Medici family to dine. They were all so captivated by my accounts of your beauty—understated, as they shall see—that Lorenzo has invited you to dine as well. As soon as our betrothal is made official, I am to present you to him and the rest of his family.”


Why I should be so excited for the esteem and notice of a man I had never met, I could not say—I only knew that my heart began to pound with excitement and nervousness in equal measure. “Truly, Marco?”


“Indeed.” He lowered his voice a bit further. “Lorenzo’s father, Piero, is quite ill—an invalid, for all intents and purposes. Gout—it runs in their family, sadly. As such, Lorenzo has largely taken over as head of the family.” He reached out and squeezed my hand lightly. “You will make a wonderful impression on such an important man.”


I was hardly listening, though I knew his words were important. “Whatever shall I wear? I do not know if I have a gown fine enough.…”


Marco laughed. “You could dress in a nun’s habit and still be the most beautiful woman the world has ever seen. Do not fret, Simonetta. And remember, Florence is a republic. The Medici are not royalty.”


I heard his words, but could scarcely bring myself to pay them any mind. This promised evening—whenever it took place—would be important, I knew it. I was no longer the little Cattaneo girl, the only daughter of a minor noble family. This was my chance to be seen. To be a woman of note and learning, to speak and perhaps be heard in this enlightened city. To be somebody, if only I had the courage.
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After that first evening with Marco’s parents, the betrothal negotiations continued on unimpeded, as far as I knew, for I was not privy to any of the particulars. All I knew was that before long the agreement was signed and sealed, and Marco sent me a bracelet of small pearls with a gold clasp to commemorate the event.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright Notice



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Part I: La Bella Simonetta



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20











		Part II: Venus



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34











		Part III: Immortal



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38











		Author’s Note



		Acknowledgments



		Discussion Questions



		Excerpt: The Spellbook of Katrina Van Tassel



		Also by Alyssa Palombo



		Praise for The Violinist of Venice



		About the Author



		Newsletter Sign-up



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/9781466882645.jpg





OEBPS/images/Title-Page.jpg
e MOST BEAUTIFUL
WOMAN /. FLORENCE

A STORY OF BOTTICELLI

ALYSSA PALOMBO

% St. Martin'’s Griffin 22 New York





OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





