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PROLOGUE

Florence, Italy

1472

"Maddalena!"

The sound of her mother's voice broke Maddalena Pallidio's concentration.   Startled, she hurriedly smoothed her wayward midnight black curls into a more presentable form before stepping out of her tiny dressing room and into her bedroom.  

Her mother, Lucia, who was standing in the bedroom’s doorway, stared at her in shock.  "Maddalena!  What...what are you up to?”  

Maddalena watched nervously as her mother came into the room and approached her.  She felt the dry patches of paint dotting her nose and cheekbones, and absently lifted a finger to pick at one of the spots.  She pulled the purple patch off the end of her nose and brushed it onto the floor, knowing that it was useless to try to keep her secret from Mamma any longer.   

Maddalena allowed her mother to lift her face into one pale, long-fingered hand, and when Lucia gently touched the small, irregular spots dotting Maddalena’s delicate cheekbones with her other, Maddalena looked away.    

“Is this paint on your face?" Lucia picked off a green patch and, still holding Maddalena’s face in one hand, held it closer to the oil lamp that hung on the wall.

Maddalena lowered her eyes, refusing to look at the piece of paint and not wanting her mother to catch the gleam of defiance shining in the dark depths.  It would not do to anger her mother.  Too much was at stake now.  "Sì, Mamma.” 

Lucia sighed in frustration and let go of Maddalena’s face.    "Why, child?  Your father will surely punish you for your audacity.  Fifteen-years-old and insolent.  Oh, how angry he will be…”  Lucia turned away, and Maddalena allowed a tiny tremor to work its way through her.  Somehow she had to persuade Mamma to keep the secret.

Turning back to face her, Lucia sighed again. Her mother suddenly looked much older than Maddalena had ever remembered seeing her look before.  “You know your father, Maddalena.  You know what he thinks, how he feels…that it’s wrong for a girl to dabble in the arts."

“Sì, but what do you believe, Mamma?”  Maddalena’s father had warned her many times about painting, but it was something she had to do.  It was wrong for her father to threaten to punish her for doing the same thing he had encouraged and praised in her brother Antonio.  “Why is it so bad?"

"It doesn’t matter what I believe, Maddalena.  It’s improper in our society for a young lady to practice a man’s profession."  Lucia turned back toward the door and the small train of her gown swirled about her ankles as she started to walk away,.

"You are going to tell Papa?”  Maddalena anxiously trailed her mother across the room.  “Please, don't tell him, Mamma! It harms no one!” She paused, breathing heavily as desperation crept over her like a phantom.  Then she had an idea, and she knew it would work.   “Do you wish to see my painting?" Mamma would be so pleased with her work that she would not tell her father of her disobedience.  

Lucia spun around to face her and as Maddalena watched the emotions play across Lucia’s face, she knew that her mother’s curiosity would win in the end. Finally, Lucia said, "Let me view the masterpiece."  

Maddalena led her mother into the small dressing room.  She was eager to see what her mother thought of the chamber she was using to house an enormous supply of paints, brushes, and canvasses.  

"How long have you been doing this, Child?" 

Maddalena blushed at her mother’s apparent astonishment.  Her longtime secret was a secret no longer.  Why hadn't she been more cautious today?  "Almost a year, Mamma.  Not so very long."

      
"Maddalena!  A year?  You've kept this from us for a year?"

The heat of embarrassment brushed her cheeks. "Sì."

Her mother stepped over to the huge easel that dominated the room and peered under the cloth Maddalena had draped over her latest project.  "My!” Lucia gasped in surprise.  “This is excellent!  A perfect rendering of your father and me.  And your brother!”  

Maddalena watched as Lucia bent closer to the painting, studying Antonio’s handsome face eagerly.  His dark eyes were dancing with his characteristic laughter, defying life.

“Maddalena, you've captured Antonio's likeness so well."

      Maddalena saw the tears slip quietly down Lucia's cheeks, and she wrapped her arms tightly around her mother's tiny form.  "It's all right, Mamma.  I did not mean to remind you."

     "I will never forget, love.  It was just... well, unexpected."  The older lady dabbed at her tear-rimmed eyes.  "Did you paint this from memory?"

     "No.  I studied the portraits in the hall, then merely placed the forms onto my canvas."

     "I recognize Antonio’s easel, but where did you come by all this...."  Unable to describe the objects before her, Lucia waved her hands to finish the question, indicating the supplies lining the shelves of the dressing room.

     "My materials?  They, too, belonged to Antonio, God bless his soul."  Maddalena offered her mother a weak smile.  "I rescued the paints from the refuse pile the same day the servants put them out.  I was afraid to tell Papa."

      Lucia nodded in understanding.  They both knew firsthand what kind of temper Niccolo Pallidio harbored. "What made you do it? Made you go against our wishes?  Especially after your father forbid Antonio to continue teaching you the methods he had learned?"

"Antonio encouraged me.  He always said that I learned quickly and that I shouldn't waste my natural talent simply because I am female even if Papa told me not to."  

New tears rolled down Lucia’s face.  “Antonio shouldn’t have turned you against your father’s wishes.  He never stopped training you, did he?”

Maddalena paused before answering.  She reached over in front of Lucia to re-cover the painting. The sight of her beloved brother was too much for her mother to bear at the moment.  "No, Mamma, he didn’t.  He wanted me to develop my skills.  That night before he passed on, Antonio made me promise that I would continue painting."   

Maddalena shuddered at the memory of her healthy, handsome brother lying in pain—bleeding internally from a riding accident.  He was her best friend, her inspiration.  She forced the tears back.  "I am doing this for Antonio as well as myself, Mamma.  I want to fulfill his dream by selling my work to the church or even private collector's.  If only I could paint as well as Antonio."

"You do, Maddalena.”  Lucia dabbed at her eyes with the end of her sleeve.  “If this painting is typical of your work, you are doing splendidly.  I will not say anything to your father if you keep quiet about your work.”  

Maddalena smiled.  Despite the stern look her mother tried to give her through her tears, Maddalena knew she would keep the secret for as long as it was possible.

“I don’t think it harms anything if you paint in your dressing room, but I think you should forget about selling your work, Child.  You would find yourself frowned upon—your intended would not marry you!  This is still a man's world."

     "I know.  It's only a dream, Mamma."  A dream I intend to make come true, she thought to herself. A dream that will become reality.

