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Do you know the land


Where the lemon trees bloom,


And among the dark leaves


The golden oranges glow?


A gentle wind blows from the blue sky,


The myrtle is silent and the laurel stands tall,


Do you know it?


There, there


I would go with you, O my beloved!


Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: Mignon (1786)
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Sicily, 1930


“Cu è surdu, orbu e taci, campa cent’anni ’mpaci.”


“He who is deaf, blind and dumb lives a hundred years in peace.”


Sicilian proverb


Luca and I ran as fast as we could.


“Don’t look round—follow me! We can hide down in the village!”


The stony track led into a narrow lane. In the shade of the first row of houses, we paused a moment to catch our breath. A dark red trail of blood ran down Luca’s calf, a film of dry dust over it.


“My leg hurts! Savio, that fanculo got me right on the shin with his catapult. Where are those bastards? Let’s get our own back!”


Inch by inch, we crept along the wall of the house. A gate to an inner courtyard stood open. “Quick, in here!” The gate closed softly behind us. A narrow crack allowed us to keep watch on the lane.


I was staying with my grandparents in Sicily for the summer holidays. My father had emigrated to Switzerland as a young man to take a job at a textile factory. While he was there, he met my mother, who came from Northern Italy. My nonno had actually wanted my father to take over his wine shop where he sold Marsala, the Sicilian fortified wine, but my father wanted to get into the textile industry. I could never figure out why. But that’s how Sicily became my second home. I enjoyed playing with my cousins, being spoiled rotten by my nonna and driving around in my nonno’s new car. I found swimming in the sea and the long, warm summer nights a welcome change from the cool summers in Switzerland. All of us children were given a lot of freedom here, and every day was a new adventure for me. We were always on the go. We played hide and seek among the vineyards, built huts and rode donkeys. I got on especially well with my cousin Luca. He was ten years old, one year older than me. Naturally, he let me join his gang, the lupi. Luca’s friend Cesare had just given the orsi a good beating. I had looked on from a distance as they lured Franco, the leader of the orsi, into a trap. Franco Soglieri was a real thorn in our side. He and his cronies would always pick on Luca’s brother Roberto. I felt really sorry for Roberto. He was always quiet and accommodating. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. His role in the gang was that of a follower, and he steered well clear of any fights as he was rather small, weedy and weak, tending instead to shrink fearfully into the background. It drove Luca mad as hell when his brother was attacked by the orsi yet again. Now he had got his own back. “Revenge is sweet,” was his lesson to me.


Now the orsi were after us. We lay low behind the gate, making no sound.


“They’re coming, those idiots!” hissed Luca. “But they’ll never find us.”


I took over guard duty from Luca, keeping watch over the lane, and leaned tensely against the gate. I could well understand Roberto’s aversion to playing at gangs; I wasn’t particularly fond of it either, but I didn’t want to let Luca down. I felt honoured that he had brought me along with him, but I was scared. I heard the voices of Mario and Salvatore as they ran after Franco and his gang, hurling insults as they went.


“Do you think Franco will get us back?” I wondered apprehensively.


“They probably think we ran to the cave. We’ve outsmarted them yet again.”


We waited a moment longer until the voices had died away.


“They’ve gone. They’re probably down by the piazza. Come on! Let’s catch them off guard!” Luca whispered.


We found the perfect hiding place in the alcove just inside the entrance to the church. A sound put us on high alert, and we froze, listening intently. We heard footsteps, the squeak of a bench. Luca padded noiselessly to the thick woollen curtain that separated the church’s entrance from the nave and opened it a crack before tiptoeing back to the alcove.


“The priest. He sat down on a bench in one of the confessionals.”


Breathing a sigh of relief, we crouched in the cool shade of the church walls. The heavy oak portal was slightly ajar. We squinted into the piazza. Old men sat around little tables at the Domenico bar, in the shade of the canopy of leaves overhead, engrossed in their games of cards. The bead curtain in front of the bar swayed gently in the afternoon breeze. At the corner of the bar stood two Carabinieri, puffing appreciatively on their cigarettes. A sudden burst of laughter rang out from three old women dressed in black, who were sitting on a rickety bench and chatting cheerily away to each other.


“Our honourable friends have surrendered,” Luca gloated in a whisper, the corners of his mouth curling into a satisfied grin. We giggled with pride, clapping our hands quietly with glee at our victory.


Luca turned his gaze back to the piazza. Then, abruptly, he grew serious. “Enzo, there’s something in the air. Look. The piazza is almost empty all of a sudden.”


He was right. The card players were nowhere to be seen. And the women had retreated back into their houses. Only the Carabinieri were still visible at the far end of the square. They ambled down the Via della Madonna, before disappearing from view.


“The heat probably got too much for them,” Luca said, leaning back. He pulled his cap down over his face, indicating that he wanted to be left alone. I shuffled over to the corner too, feeling a pleasant tiredness wash over me. But no sooner had my limbs started to relax than I heard a deafening bang.


“What was that?” I cried, aghast.


It felt as if we had been struck by lightning. The echo from the bang resounded through the narrow streets that surrounded the piazza, reverberating back off the walls of the houses. We peered cautiously through the crack of the open oak door, our gazes combing the skies. Fear gripped me, causing my breath to catch in my chest.


“Luca, what was that?” I yelled again.


“Sta’ zitto! That was a gunshot!”


I looked at him, confused.


“The bar,” he murmured.


As soon as he said it, the bar’s bead curtain swung open, and a stocky, well-dressed man stepped out into the piazza. His three-piece suit was custom tailored, and his pointed black-and-white shoes were made of the finest leather.


Deep in thought, I noted that his outfit seemed somewhat excessive for a normal weekday. The brim of his hat was drawn down low over his face. We couldn’t make out his eyes. He strode leisurely towards the church. With his right index finger, he casually lifted the brim of his hat. For a split second, we caught sight of his black, almond-shaped eyes lurking beneath bushy, close-set eyebrows. Quick as a flash, we slipped through the woollen curtain and hid behind a marble block sporting a statue of Saint Albert of Trapani. Then we heard the creak of the church portal and, at almost the same moment, the squeaking of the wooden bench again. We crouched behind the marble block, frozen to the spot. My heart was pounding in my throat. The man strode purposefully through the woollen curtain, just as the priest was stepping out of the confessional.


“Signore! You startled me,” he called out in surprise.


“Calm yourself, Padre. I was just coming to see you. It’s about time I made another donation to the church,” said the man softly.


Only the outlines of the two men were visible in the dim light. As a faint beam of sunlight fell on the priest, I could make out his anxious face. Tiny beads of sweat gleamed on his forehead. His hands shook as the man held out a stack of banknotes.


“Here, Padre!” said the man forcefully.


“That’s very generous of you, signore!” stammered the priest.


“Good afternoon,” said the man, taking his leave. He swept hurriedly out of the church and across the piazza. One after another, the old men re-emerged from the bar. They sat down under the leafy canopy and started playing their card games again, as if nothing had happened. The three women came back out of their houses, and the Carabinieri materialised once again at the far end of the square. They crossed paths with the man, and they nodded silently to one another. A moment later, a black car drew up. We could just make out the man climbing into it and driving away.
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“Enzo, where are you?”


The steps drew nearer, and the rustling of the vine leaves grew louder. A shadow scurried past. Then all was still. Now I could make her out through the foliage. She was looking around, but she couldn’t see me. I stayed where I was, rooted to the spot, not moving a muscle. But soon I couldn’t keep it up any longer and started stretching my upper body. She heard the noise but couldn’t tell where it came from. Quick as a flash, I ducked down and cast about for a stone. I raised my arm in slow motion, then sent the stone spinning, lightning fast, into the vineyard. She started. Then she crept quietly away in the direction of the sound. Soon, she had disappeared completely into the greenery.


Finally, she was gone!


I searched for the way out of the vineyard. It was like a labyrinth, but I knew every nook and cranny. Luca and I used to play hide and seek here—we used to race up the hill to the olive grove.


I strolled along the rows of olive trees, the loud chirruping of the cicadas ringing in my ears. This was where we had concocted our plans to make mischief. I leant against a gnarled trunk and let my mind wander. The sun burnt hot on my face, and I squinted into the azure sky. A flock of birds soared towards the sea.


My cousin Zia always wanted to play with me, as if I were still a little boy. She never gave me a moment’s peace. She clung onto me as if she would never let go. But I had to leave in four weeks. That’s just the way it was. Would I stay in Sicily if I had the choice? I wondered. But there was no point dwelling on pointless thoughts. I didn’t belong here—at least, not really. I could be happy here. My many relatives would welcome me with open arms, feed me and put a roof over my head. But I’d miss my school and my friends. I wanted to make something of myself, like my father. I wanted to follow in his footsteps: study in Germany, become a textile engineer, then run my own factory one day. Then I would drive a car and build my dream villa in Sicily, high above the cliffs of Taormina or Agrigento. I would come on holiday here in the summer. Nonna would cry happy tears, and Nonno would clap me proudly on the shoulder.


I sat up. My gaze fell on Aunt Maria’s yellow stone house. The green shutters were all closed to keep the midday heat at bay. A veranda, shaded by vines growing overhead, was the main hub of activity in the summer months. People would gather there around long tables, eating, drinking and making merry until the small hours. Now, in the afternoon, everything was silent and still, as if no one was in the house. Everyone was taking una pennichella. My stomach rumbled with hunger. I suddenly realised I had missed lunch, which was invariably a lavish affair. How annoying. Perhaps I could sneak into the kitchen. There were always various dishes left over. I could do with a plate of pasta, I decided.


I made my way through the garden, past the overhanging tomato plants, dark green courgettes, long beanstalks and a bed of herbs. The fragrant scent of basil was my favourite.


The door was open, but all was silent. Softly, I slipped down the corridor and into the kitchen. I spotted a plateful of pasta and a loaf of bread on the table. My aunt must have saved them for me. How kind of her! I quickly grabbed a fork from the drawer, fetched a glass and filled it with wine. I relished being able to eat alone and undisturbed, but it rarely ever happened, if at all. It was almost always very noisy over meals, with everyone shouting over one another, and they would usually just talk politics or gripe about other people anyway.


My moment of peace was short lived. I heard footsteps approaching down the corridor and muffled laughter. Before I could figure out who it was, she was standing right in front of me.


“Enzo, where have you been hiding? We’ve been looking all over for you!” Zia exclaimed.


A girl appeared behind her, smiling shyly at me. She eyed me astutely with her dark eyes, her thick black hair tumbling loosely over her slim shoulders and framing her pretty face.


“Ciao,” I said, my mouth still full.


She giggled surreptitiously.


“Who are you?” I asked, trying to act as if I weren’t paying her much attention.


“Oh, my dearest cousin seems to be taking an interest in you!” cried Zia excitedly.


“I’m Francesca, from next door.”


Zia laughed out loud. “From next door! Francesca’s very modest, isn’t she, Enzo?”


“Yes, I’m the modest neighbour!”


“Enzo’s no good with names, Francesca, especially not the most important ones.”


“Stop it, Zia. Don’t make fun of me,” I retorted coolly. “Tell me, Francesca, which neighbourhood family do you belong to?”


“The most important, richest, most respected family in all of Sicily!” gushed Zia before Francesca could answer.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you! Are you coming to the family gathering tonight? It would be lovely to have you.”


Francesca said she would be there, and Zia beamed at me.


She was always assuring me I was her favourite cousin.


After I had eaten, I set off back to Nonna’s house. The stony path meandered its way up the hillside to the summit, where my grandparents’ proud, grand villa stood. This sprawling estate, bursting with olive groves, vineyards and citrus orchards, had been in the family for generations. I picked an orange. It was wonderfully juicy and thirst-quenching! No wonder they were known as the fruit of the gods.


I heard the thrum of an engine and saw a shiny new Lancia Astra as it rounded the corner. The light grey car wheezed its way up the hill and drew up in front of me.


“Hey, Enzo! Ciao! I hardly recognised you! Are you spending the holidays with your nonna again? How’s it going in Switzerland?”


I didn’t recognise the face of this impeccably dressed old gentleman, but I assumed he was one of my grandparents’ neighbours.


“Switzerland? Oh, it’s fine. My dad found a good job at a factory, and my mum is working too.”


“Your mum is working too? Life certainly is different up there in the North!”


I must have looked at the car with interest because he exclaimed proudly, “Great car, eh? It’s the latest Lancia, a Tipo Bocca Cabriolet.”


“Yes, it’s a really great car.”


“Say hello to your dad for me!”


“From who, if you don’t mind me asking?”


“Oh dear, my boy, you really are almost like a foreigner here. Tell him Salvatore says hello!”


I looked at him quizzically.


“Ciao, ragazzo!”


The engine revved, the wheels spun in the sand for a moment, then the car drove off and vanished in a cloud of dust. Salvatore. I had no idea who that could be. He was probably one of the big names in the neighbourhood, just like Zia had said. I ran the rest of the way up the hill to the house. Nonna was sitting on the bench outside.


“Enzo, darling! Where on earth were you?”


“Ciao, Nonna! I was down at zia Maria’s and stopped for something to eat. Then I bumped into Salvatore. He drove past me in his car.”


“Salvatore Soglieri.” Nonna repeated the name flatly.


“He told me to say hello to Dad for him. I don’t know the man at all, but he knows everything about us.”


“Everyone knows everything about everyone around here, my love. Some people like it, some begrudge it. It’s always been this way. Salvatore went to school with your dad in the Convitto in Palermo. Salvatore’s family owns a lot of land in our area. He’s an important neighbour, sweetheart.” My grandmother hauled herself wearily to her feet and shuffled into the living room. “Come here, Enzo, let me show you something.” She took a framed photo from the bookcase and held it out to me. In the picture were around fifty boys, dressed in uniform and standing to attention in front of the Convitto Nationale di Palermo. I had to squint at the photo to make out my dad.


Nonna pointed out where Salvatore was standing. “You know, Enzo, my love, there aren’t any good schools here like there are in Switzerland. Children that want to make something of themselves and whose parents can afford it get sent to boarding school. It’s important for them to get an education. Yes, and Salvatore is a very important man. He and his family own the salt mines. He makes a fortune from them. He’s constantly going off to Palermo in his new car to make business deals and meet with other influential people.”


“Were Dad and Salvatore good friends at school?”


Nonna looked at the photo thoughtfully. “No, quite the opposite. They couldn’t stand each other and were envious of one another.”


“Dad, envious? I can’t picture that at all! He always seems so poised, calm and level-headed, unlike my mum.”


Nonna burst out laughing. “Oh yes, your dear mum! Umberto can count himself lucky to have such a wonderful wife. Even though she comes from Northern Italy, more’s the pity. Your dad didn’t like how Salvatore was always showing off. I almost think Salvatore was part of the reason your dad went to Milan to learn the textile trade. He wanted to show him he could make something of himself too.”


Nonna pointed to a photo on the wall.


“Your cousins in New York, Vincenzo and Pietro, when they were barely out of nappies. Cute, aren’t they? And look at them now! Luciano sent me this photo last month.”


“You mean Vince and Pete? That’s what people call them in America.”


“I know, Enzo, but their real names are still Italian.”


The first thing that struck me was the restaurant sign; La Siciliana was written in curved letters above the entrance. Vince was leaning against the doorframe, dressed in pristine white. He had always set great store in his appearance. And he was certainly well aware of his own attractiveness. He was looking haughtily down at his younger brother. Pete’s shrewd eyes were looking directly at the camera. He looked rather weedy and small beside his older brother, but I knew he was very intelligent. Three years ago, they had come to Sicily for a visit while I was there for my summer holidays. Luca and Vince were constantly getting on each other’s nerves. They turned every little thing into a competition. Pete, on the other hand, was very agreeable and friendly.


In the other photo, the whole family was posing in front of a red Cadillac. Aunt Alice looked like a film star with her dark sunglasses, red lipstick and silk headscarf. Uncle Luciano was wearing dark sunglasses too. His delighted laugh showed just how proud he was of his new ride.


There was a knock at the door. Anna looked in. “Signora, when should we serve dinner? We’ve made the pasta, the tomato sauce is ready, the vegetables have been washed, and the roast roll is in the oven, a farsu magru. Manolo also bought fresh sardines and sea bass at the market. We’re going to fry them in butter and serve them with fresh bread. And for dessert we’ve got cassata and fresh cannoli from Pasticceria Lungomare!”


“Wonderful,” said my grandmother appreciatively. “Let me see!” She stood up and disappeared with Anna into the kitchen.


“Nonna, where’s Luca?” I called after her.


“I don’t know, Enzo! Luca is always off somewhere. God knows what he’s up to this time.”


Anna cut in. “He went to the beach.”


I snatched up my swimming things, jumped on my bike and cycled down the hill. I loved feeling the wind in my hair as I rode. The highway was lined with vineyards as far as the eye could see. My grandfather owned one of the largest Marsala distilleries in Sicily. Shame the grapes won’t be harvested until later in the summer, I thought. Luca had told me how everyone pitched in during harvest time, and when the work was done, the whole village would be in a festive mood, indulging in wine, food, music and dancing.


My uncle’s bike rattled along the windswept road. I panted my way up the final hill. Not far now, and it was all downhill from here. I freewheeled down towards the small bay at top speed. Before me lay the sea, deep blue and stretching out to the horizon, little waves gently rippling its surface in the blazing heat. The salty scent of the ocean filled my nostrils. I lay the bike down by the side of the road. A steep footpath snaked over the cliffs and down to the bay. I spotted Luca over by the rocks and headed towards him. He was hunting for crabs, and he already had about ten of them in his basket.


“I need to cool off before we go fishing,” he said. His fit, muscular body was tanned. Luca could take on anyone—he was a real athlete.


“If you want to go places in the army, you don’t just need to be smart. You need endurance and physical fitness too. It helps you to be assertive and keep a clear head. There are so many officers with a one-track mind—all they think about is drinking and stuffing their faces. They walk around with their big potbellies, their heads foggy with wine, making all the wrong decisions.”


“And what do you think of Mussolini?” I asked.


“Oh, I don’t bother too much about politics. In the army, I can get the best pilot training there is. That’s all I care about. My father isn’t too keen on it. He wants me to take over his company one day. But I want to fly fighter jets. The speed and the buzzing in your limbs as you soar through the air—there’s no feeling like it. I’m totally addicted already!” His eyes sparkled with passion. It suited Luca. Even as a young boy, he had always had the drive to prove himself. He was the ringleader of our gang and had often put his foot down to get his own way. I remembered the first time we had raced each other on our bikes. He was always faster and bolder—he just had more of a knack for it. I loved my cousin more than anything. He was like a big brother to me. And I admired him.


“What does your father think of Mussolini?” I persisted.


“He doesn’t say this publicly, but in private he hates the Fascists. He never says it outright, but he alludes to it, and I understand him. He’s worried about the future. He is always reserved and tries to please everyone. He doesn’t want to rock the boat. It annoys me. He’s constantly fawning over his important friends. I don’t think they’re real friends at all. They’re just using him. That’s one of the reasons I don’t want to waste my time with the company. If I did, I’d only get sucked into the endless vortex of favours and get smothered.”


I knew what he meant.


“Of course, Mussolini has the big landowners, like my father, in his sights. Mussolini wants farming reform. He wants the big landowners to lease out plots of their land to farmers. And he has this crazy idea, as my father calls it, of creating a monument to himself by building the borghi. It’s a construction project involving various buildings for the farming community. My father says that’s all well and good, but it will only lead to chaos. And I think my dad’s right. Come on, let’s go for a swim!”


We jumped into the water and raced to the rocks. The sunlight glanced off the turquoise water and shone right down to the sandy ocean floor. I dived down and spotted a starfish on a stone. A shoal of tiny fish drifted past my face. Just as I was about to come up for air, I noticed something under a fragment of rock. I hurried back to the surface.


“Luca! Something’s moving behind the rocks!”


Luca dived down and swam around the rocks. A moray eel slithered out of a hollow and disappeared behind the boulder. We dived down again and again to watch it. We spotted some crayfish too. Luca bravely reached his hand into a crevice that had a long, worm-like arm protruding from it. An octopus had crawled inside. No sooner had Luca reached out to grab it than the water was stained black. Soon, we could barely see anything at all. Luca had had his fun goading the octopus.


We bobbed back up to the surface and swam over to a rowing boat in the bay. Luca hauled it into the water. “Let’s row out to a cave!”


We clambered into the boat, and Luca worked the oars with gusto.


“Look at all the shoals of fish! Is there a fishing rod on this boat?”


“No, but we could come back at night and use a net to fish for calamari. When you shine a fishing light at them, great shoals of them swim towards the light. There’s a full moon in a week’s time—that’ll be the best time. The sea will be calm then too.”


We steered the boat round a rocky bluff, and Luca rowed slowly through the entrance of a large cave. The water lapped against the rock face, tiny crabs clinging to its sharp edges. The splash of the oars made a hollow sound and echoed back at us. All at once, the cave narrowed. Luca drew in the oars and allowed the boat to glide noiselessly onward. Dappled light danced across the white rock formations. The sun was still able to light up the cave, even this far in.


“Close your eyes, Enzo. In two minutes, you’ll get a surprise!”


I covered my face with my hands.


“Now, check it out! Open your eyes!”


My jaw dropped in astonishment. A grotto the size of a cathedral opened up before us, with a small stretch of sandy beach at the far end. Luca steered the boat towards it. We climbed out and marvelled at the beauty of the rock formations, as if we were in a place of worship.


“Did you discover this cave yourself?”


“Yes. One night, when I was fishing with Roberto. The sea was choppy, and we were struggling to make it to the bay. We rowed into a random cave and discovered this little beach. During the storm, the sea level rose a little, but it didn’t matter. The entrance to the cave is so tall, you can row out again at any time.”


After a while, we sat back down in the boat, pushed off from the beach and glided back through the entrance into the evening sun.


The tables were decked out in white, lanterns illuminating the splendid summer garden, and the aperitif was being handed round. Nonno Vittorio was sitting on the veranda. He had grown older since my last visit. His hips were giving him grief, and he had been using a walking stick to get around for some time now. In spite of this, he was still running his Marsala business as enthusiastically as ever. He would visit press houses, taste the wares, or have himself driven through the vineyards in a cart. He enjoyed spending his autumn years admiring his Marsala empire and observing with satisfaction how his long years of hard work building up the business had paid off. The sweet wine was exported as far as England. Now he could bask in his success and relish in the prestige he had acquired as a result. Wealth brought him influential friends and ties to the worlds of politics and business. Dressed in stately attire of white linen trousers and pointed shoes, he was smoking a cigar and conversing with his friend Michele Fiori and the latter’s son Antonio. The older gentleman owned the largest tuna factory in Sicily. He had recently handed over the reins to his sons Antonio and Giuseppe. Michele and Vittorio had been friends since childhood and had both worked hard in their youth to build up their fathers’ businesses. While my grandfather was busy expanding the Marsala wine business by cultivating, processing and exporting the product far beyond our country’s borders, Michele managed to create the first tuna factory out of a small fishing business. His unique method of preserving tuna in cans was a ground-breaking innovation, which had given Sicily’s economy a major boost. His sons Antonio and Giuseppe had continued to invest in the business and had recently purchased a shipping fleet on the Adriatic. Antonio evidently enjoyed life in the upper echelons of society. He loved good food and expensive champagne, and he nursed an insatiable passion for the sea. All his free time was spent sailing round Sicily on a luxury yacht. He knew every port and every bay and would go cave diving in search of crayfish and lobster. Once a year, he would set off for a couple of weeks on a sailing trip along the Amalfi Coast on the mainland and would drop anchor near the international jet set in Positano or Sorrento, where he would meet clients from around the world and invite them onto his yacht. Then he would proudly take them to Elba or Sardinia to play golf and close deals with British, French and German businessmen. The fact that he was a bachelor didn’t bother him one jot. On the contrary, he loved how women were always throwing themselves at his feet.


Tanned, of sturdy build, and dressed in sporty sailing attire, Antonio was deep in conversation with Luigi Gentile, a bank manager from Palermo. Luigi Gentile was an interesting conversation partner, not only because he was up to speed with the latest news on politics and business. He also dedicated his free time to literature and writing novels. He had a genteel, intellectual air about him. His clothes were cut from fine fabrics and his suits made at Brioni couture house in Rome. The Gentile family was very well regarded among the uppermost circles of Palermo society. My nonna was on the best of terms with his wife Gabriela. They would go to Palermo together and shop for shoes and clothes, drink coffee and swap the latest town gossip. “Despite their wealth and reputation, the Gentiles are a good family, real friends you can rely on,” Nonna insisted. “They’ve remained honest and respectful.”


Antonio’s brother Giuseppe and his wife Laura entered the throng, exchanging delighted greetings with the other guests. Giuseppe was the spitting image of his brother Antonio, but they were different as night and day. While Antonio cultivated relationships between the Fiori firm and its customers, both at home and abroad, Giuseppe busied himself with the nuts and bolts of running the factory. He still enjoyed fishing with a rod and line from a rowing boat. And until recently, he had gone out on every big tuna catch and pitched in to help. He loved working closely with the fishermen.


“So, Luigi, how’s business at the bank?” Giuseppe asked the bank manager.


“Could be better. The share markets are recovering more slowly than anticipated. Too many restrictions from the government. And they’re talking about increasing taxes. Damn those Fascists! They’ll ruin us yet! The land reforms are causing nothing but trouble, and who are the ones ultimately giving the government their loose change?”


“You said it, Luigi!” replied Vittorio. “If it weren’t for us, the country would have been bankrupt long ago. Ultimately, we’re the ones who have contributed the most to rebuilding this country after the war, getting the economy back on its feet and boosting trade. Where would we be without our exports! Almost all of us took a nasty blow from the crisis six years ago, but we got our businesses up and running again. And look at the North—nothing but problems. The Fiat plants are reporting a forty-percent drop in business. At least we can export our Marsala to rich English people.” He raised his glass.


“Salute, to the best Marsala in the world! Ah, here comes my grandson from Switzerland!” I heard my grandfather say as I stepped onto the terrace.


“Say, Vittorio, does your son Umberto happen to have any connections at the Swiss banks? We could get him some good business, don’t you think? Lucrative business deals at that! I’m sure they would welcome our custom,” Antonio quipped.


“But seriously, if the Fascists make our lives any harder, we’ll need to start worrying about our money,” Luigi retorted.


“Secure investments are in high demand these days.”


I glanced into the kitchen. The maids were hurrying about, under Aunt Maria’s instructions, busily compiling their delicious dishes. The fresh aroma of roast meat and rosemary filled the room. Pasta dough was being rolled out, cut, boiled in water and topped with tomato sauce. There was chicken roasting in lemon and herbs, fish on the grill, and a beef roast simmering in red wine. I loved this bustle of activity. I grabbed a glass of wine and sat down at the table.


Anna, the cook, brought in the appetisers: arancini, small stuffed rice balls, olives, tomatoes, anchovies and sfincione, fresh bread with olive oil. My cousins Roberto and Luca were sitting down at the end of the table. The two brothers couldn’t have been more different. Luca was tall and powerfully built, with a confident, impudent air about him. He revelled in his family’s status. At seventeen, he already gave the impression of a young lord of the manor. In between puffs of his cigarette, he led the conversation, not allowing any other opinion to prevail; he was grand, impressive and eloquent. As ambitious and adventurous as he was, he was bound to achieve his aims without much difficulty. He wanted to aim high—that’s what he always said. His wild, curly hair testified to his unbridled thirst for adventure, and his dark, almond-shaped eyes were beguilingly beautiful. Even as a young child, he had always been the centre of attention, and his open, affectionate manner made him universally popular. If he defied them or tried to get his own way, they would always relent. People found it funny when he stamped angrily on the floor; they would lift him up, kiss his cute curls and forgive him his mischievous fancies.


Beside him sat his brother Roberto—slight, silent, introverted. As a child, he had buried himself in books and loved nothing more than to be left alone in his room to read. He was often sickly—a weak immune system, according to the doctors. At ten years old, he’d had a close brush with death when he spent four weeks in bed with pneumonia. As if by a miracle, his high fever gradually fell, his coughing subsided, and after more than four weeks, he finally felt himself again. After that, he often read the Bible and grew increasingly fascinated by spiritual literature. He later went on to devote himself entirely to studying the Bible and ecclesiastical history. For years now, he had been helping out at Mass to support the frail old village priest. He attended boarding school at the Convitto di Palermo—the best in his year—and was determined to make it to the seminary in Rome when he had completed his schooling. Despite his modest demeanour, he had set his career sights high: the Vatican. His dreams—wholly unimposing, yet utterly determined—all focused on advancing in the clergy. He was currently talking to Silvana, Giuseppe Fiori’s daughter, in a quiet, somewhat aloof manner. He hardly ever looked at the girl, as if looking at her posed a threat to him. Luca often acted out and showed him up when it came to women. I felt sorry for Roberto, in a way. He always seemed so completely in Luca’s shadow, even though his parents were bursting with pride at the thought of having a future priest in the family. He would be following in the footsteps of his great uncle, who had been the province’s priest. And, like his great uncle, he would place his family under the protection of the Church. Don Pascuale, head priest of the Basilica in Palermo, had contacts in Rome and had already ensured that Roberto could enter the seminary there.


“So, Enzo, how was crab catching yesterday?” My uncle Toni sat down next to me.


“It was great, zio!” I replied.


Uncle Toni was an amiable character. He was the right-hand man in my grandfather’s business, as none of his sons wanted to go into the Marsala trade. My father went north to learn the textile trade, and Uncle Luciano emigrated to America. Toni had started working in my grandfather’s vineyards and press houses as a boy. After he married my aunt, Nonno gave him a management position. Now, he practically ran the whole company, but he still considered my nonno to be the boss. Toni didn’t make any of his own decisions; he always consulted Nonno on them first. Nonno counted himself lucky—Toni had become like a son to him. Working together in the Marsala business had given the two men an unbreakable bond. But there was one thing they disagreed on, and they often had heated discussions about it. Toni wanted to defy the mafia and stop paying them money. However, my nonno just wanted to be left in peace, so he always paid what was demanded of him. There was no way he was going to mess with the mafia. It was only with difficulty that he managed to persuade Toni that he had no choice; on the contrary, if he didn’t play along, he would put himself, his family and his business in jeopardy.
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