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Praise for the Fiction of MaryAnn Diorio

The Madonna of Pisano

“From the first couple of pages my emotions were pushed into chaos. I kept wondering at how easy it is for people to believe a lie and allow doctrine to be their truth …. This is one beautiful story that makes Christ the Redeemer shine so brightly.”

~ Reader

“Excellent characters, dramatic plot. Beautifully written, giving wonderful feeling for the setting in place and time. Emotionally intense situations, satisfying resolution. Among the two or three best novels I have read this year. Highly recommended.”

~ Dr. Donn Taylor, Novelist and Former Professor of Literature

A Sicilian Farewell

“Such lovely writing—and an even lovelier story! Author MaryAnn Diorio takes her readers on a courageous journey, from the ancient romance of the Old Country to the perils and possibilities of the New Country. Well-developed characters and a story that will stay with you long after you’ve finished this enjoyable read.”

~ Kathi Macias, Award-winning Author

Surrender to Love

“I enjoyed reading Surrender to Love by MaryAnn Diorio. It was a short story that packed a powerful punch. Anyone who has ever experienced loss in their life, in any form, can automatically relate to the feelings of Teresa and Marcos in this book. In addition, there were three characters, each of whom experienced significant loss—but each from a different perspective; this brings even more depth to the book. It showcases how, despite knowing “what to do,” it’s not always easy to tell your heart to do what your head knows it should. And that saying goodbye can feel like a betrayal of sorts…letting go of the old is more than just head knowledge—it has to come from the heart, a full surrender.”

~ Cheri Swalwell, Book Fun Magazine

A Christmas Homecoming

Winner of the Silver Medal for E-Book Fiction in the 2015 Illumination Book Awards Contest sponsored by the Jenkins Group.

“This short story is a wonderful way to start the Christmas season. It is a story full of human emotion and the struggles this life can challenge us with. The lesson throughout the story is that all things are possible through God’s grace. This is a ‘feel good’ story that lifts the spirits and keeps you encouraging the main character to persevere and not give up. It is a great book for a short respite from our busy lives.”

~ Kimberly T. Ferland, Reader

“Well-woven. If only all stories made me sit on the edge of my seat, unsure of the outcome, but desperate for a good conclusion for the characters!”

~ Sarah E. Johnson, Poet

“A great Christian read. A powerful short story packed full of love, hope, heartbreak and a strong message on forgiveness.”

~ Jerron, Reader
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THE MADONNA OF PISANO

“For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.”

~ Matthew 6:14-15 ESV


AUTHOR'S NOTE

The idea for this story stems from a true incident that occurred in my family history. As the first-generation child of an Italian immigrant, I had many questions about my ancestors. When I had the opportunity to live in Italy for a year, many of those questions were answered, yet more were raised. In the process, I came upon an incident in the life of one of my ancestors that struck a deep chord within me. I knew I would have to write a story about it.

This novel is that story.

A word of caution, however. Because this book is a novel, much of the information has been changed to accommodate the story. Names have been altered, and circumstances have been fictionalized. But its essential message remains the same: Unforgiveness enslaves; forgiveness sets free.

I trust you will be blessed by reading my story. Most of all, I pray that if you need to forgive someone who hurt you, you would do so.

Jesus says this: “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matthew 6:14-15).


 

Prologue

Pisano, Sicily, April 1885

“Carlo, vieni subito. Come quickly.” Maria Landro flashed a brilliant smile at the handsome young man admiring her from only a few yards away.

In an instant he was at her side.

She pointed to the litter of newly born puppies. “Look! There are six of them. And they are so beautiful.”

Maria gazed into the large box at their feet. Nestled in a corner was a lovely female cocker spaniel surrounded by six suckling newborn puppies.

Carlo put his arms around her. “Someday we’ll have six of our own.” His lips brushing against her ear sent chills down her spine.

She turned toward him and laughed. “Puppies?”

“No, Silly.” He took her by the shoulders and turned her toward him. “Beautiful children.” He planted a soft kiss on her lips. “Just like you.”

How Maria longed for that day! She and Carlo had grown up together, gone to the village school together, and worked together in the fields. Their families had been close and, from their children's earliest years, had assumed that one day they would marry. That assumption turned into conviction as naturally as caterpillars turn into butterflies. By the time Maria was fifteen, she knew without a doubt she wanted to spend the rest of her life with Carlo Mancini. When she turned seventeen, they were formally engaged.

“Will you still think I'm beautiful after we've been married for fifty years?”

He brushed the dark strands back from her forehead. “Each day you will become more beautiful to me than the day before.”

She looked deep into his eyes and returned the kiss.

Their wedding was only a few months away. While Carlo continued to work hard in the fields, she’d taken a job as assistant housekeeper at the rectory of her parish church, the Church of the Holy Virgin. There she'd been baptized. There she'd been educated, and there she would soon be married.

Maria’s gaze drifted past Carlo to the roughening waters of the emerald blue Mediterranean sea just beyond Bella Terra, her family's hillside farm. She’d learned to sense the water's every nuance, every tremor, every slightest change. Today, the Mediterranean seemed tenser than usual.

Her stomach responded in kind.

“Maria.” Mama called from the large, two-story stucco house behind them, the house that had belonged to her family for four generations. “Frappoco si mangia. We’ll be eating soon.”

Taking Carlo’s hand, Maria gave a flirtatious toss of her long black hair and led him back across the courtyard, past the purple-rose clusters of bougainvillea, toward the house. “I can’t wait until we’re married.” She smiled and gave him a sidelong glance.

“Neither can I.” Carlo kissed her again. “Neither can I.”

Mama and Maria’s younger sisters, Luciana and Cristina, were already seated at the long, oaken table when Maria entered with Carlo. The aroma of garlic filled the air of the rustic Sicilian kitchen. “Oh, Mama. It smells so good.”

Mama smiled. “Your favorite, Maria. Linguine with artichokes.”

“When are you going to make my favorite?” ten-year-old Luciana whined.

Cristina, four years her senior, nudged her younger sister. “Stop complaining. Mama made your favorite last Sunday, don’t you remember?”

Luciana scrunched her face into a question mark.

Mama laughed. “Cristina is right, dear daughter of mine. I made angel hair pasta alla marinara for you on Sunday.”

Luciana’s face registered remorse. “Sorry, Mama. I forgot.”

Mama blew Luciana a kiss. “I forgive you.”

Maria took her usual place at the table. Carlo sat in the empty chair beside her. How good it was to be surrounded by her wonderful family! Soon she would be leaving them to set up her own household and to start her own family with the man she loved. Her life with Carlo would be just as filled with love and laughter as her life at home had been. She would see to it.

If only Papa had lived long enough to walk her down the aisle. His sudden death a year before had rocked her to her core. Thankfully, he'd left Mama and the children with a prosperous family business that would provide for them as long as they continued to build it.

She glanced at Carlo as Mama folded her hands. “Let’s pray.”

Maria bowed her head with the others as Mama intoned the same prayer of thanksgiving Papa used to pray over every meal ever since Maria could remember. “O God of Heaven and Earth, bless this food that You have provided. Bless us who eat it so that we may continue to serve You in obedience and in health. In Jesus’ Name. Amen.”

The clatter of dishes being passed to Mama for filling was like the happy refrain of a well-known song. Maria’s heart sang as Mama placed generous portions of pasta on each plate then handed it to its rightful owner for the pleasant task of eating its delicious contents.

Maria smiled. If happiness had a pinnacle, then she had surely reached it.

* * *

The daily trudge from Bella Terra to the rectory took about twenty minutes on a good day. But the stormy weather this Monday morning made Maria's walk more difficult than usual. She clutched her satchel closer to her cloak and straightened her umbrella. Rosa would be waiting for her with their morning coffee, the way the elderly head housekeeper waited every morning of the work week. Maria had grown fond of the dear woman and their heart-to-heart talks. Rosa was like a second mother to her, and Maria was the daughter Rosa never had.

Maria drew in a deep breath of the cool morning air. The same air she'd breathed ever since her birth seventeen years earlier. Soon, she'd celebrate her eighteenth birthday and, shortly after that, her wedding day.

Her heart surged with longing for Carlo. A longing pure and virginal on both of their parts. After the wedding, Carlo would work at Bella Terra as head foreman, overseeing the planting and the harvesting. A very important job, and one he would handle well.

She smiled. Carlo handled everything well. She loved that about him. It made her feel secure and safe. The way Papa had made her feel before he died.

She rounded the last bend in the road before reaching the village. Already vendors were setting up their wares. The smell of fresh squid and mussels from the nearby sea filled the air.

“Pesce fresco. Fresh fish. Squid, mussels, clams. Whatever your heart desires.” Angelo, the fish vendor, smiled at her as she passed. “Buon giorno, Maria.”

“Good morning to you, too, Angelo.” She laughed. “Despite this rainy mess.”

One by one, she greeted the vendors, most of whom sold produce grown on her family's farm. Thanks to their business, Bella Terra was thriving. She smiled and waved at each vendor as she passed by.

By the time she reached the rectory, the wind had grown stronger. Closing her umbrella, she left it on the back doorstep and entered the two-story gray stucco house that served as the rectory for the Church of the Virgin. “Rosa, I'm here.”

But instead of the older woman's usual greeting, Maria found herself face to face with Don Franco Malbone, her former teacher and the head parish priest. “Oh, good morning, Padre. You startled me. I was expecting Rosa.” She tried to quiet the uneasy feeling she had every time she was around him.

“Rosa will not be here today. She is not feeling well.”

An alarm went off in Maria's soul. “I'm sorry to hear that. I will bring her some homemade soup later today.”

“That is very kind of you.” He stood there and did not move, a strange look on his face.

Maria removed her shawl and laid it on a bench in the kitchen. “Are you and Don Vincenzo ready for breakfast?”

“I already had breakfast. Don Vincenzo left early to go to Palermo on church business. It is only you and I today, Maria.”

The tone of his voice chilled her.

“Well then, I'll be sure not to disturb you, Padre. I will go about my duties and then leave quietly.”

“Very well. If you need me, I'll be in my office.”

She nodded. While still a student under his tutelage, she'd vowed she would never need Don Franco for anything. Not after the way he'd leer at her in a way that made her feel extremely uncomfortable. But when Don Franco had offered her a job as assistant housekeeper at the rectory, she'd decided to take it to save money for her marriage to Carlo. Although Papa had left her family solvent, she refused to take any of her family's resources to set up her own home. Mama and her sisters would need the inheritance for their own future.

Maria nodded.

Uneasy, she watched as he walked away.

When he was out of sight, she turned her attention toward making coffee. Since Rosa had not come to work today, there was no hot coffee awaiting her as usual. Maria filled the little espresso pot with water and then added the dark coffee grounds. She'd miss having coffee with Rosa this morning. Their daily chats about life were the highlight of Maria's day.

While the coffee brewed, she swept the kitchen floor and chopped vegetables for Don Franco's lunch. When the espresso pot began to steam, she removed it from the wood-burning stove and placed it on a brown ceramic tile on the table. She then added four teaspoons of sugar to the pot and let it sit while she took a demitasse cup from the cupboard. She then returned to the coffee pot and poured herself some coffee. The aroma of fresh espresso wafting through the air was enough to energize her.

“The coffee smells good.”

She startled and turned abruptly as Don Franco approached her from behind.

“Would you like a cup, Padre?” Despite her best effort, she could not hide the quiver in her voice.

“Yes, thank you.”

Her stomach squeezed at the way he looked at her. It was not a priestly look.

Keeping her eyes lowered, she filled a small cup for him, hoping he did not notice her trembling hands.

“I will be spending the entire morning in my office and do not wish to be disturbed. If anyone comes, please say I am busy. Unless, of course, it is an emergency.”

She nodded. “Yes, Padre.”

Relief flooded her soul when he left the room again. Although she'd been working at the rectory for three months, she'd never grown accustomed to Don Franco's strange ways, nor his strange looks. He'd suddenly appear without warning, or he'd linger when it was inappropriate to linger. On one occasion, she'd spoken of her discomfort to Carlo.

“You're just imagining things, Maria. He's a priest for heaven's sake! What harm could he do? He was probably encouraging you in your new job. There's nothing to worry about.”

But she wasn't so sure. A woman sensed a man in a way another man did not. Although only seventeen, she was old enough to recognize the look of lust in a man’s eyes. Village-born and bred, she’d seen enough men—both those who lived in the village and those who passed through—to know what was on their minds when they looked at her.

But a priest? The very thought repelled her.

She brushed all negative thoughts aside and began her daily chores. First on the list was making up the beds and straightening Don Franco's and Don Vincenzo's private quarters. Both bedrooms filled the entire upper floor. Normally, Rosa did this with her, but today she'd have to do it alone. Fortunately, the sleeping quarters were on the second floor, where she could work quickly and quietly while Don Franco remained in his office on the first floor.

She entered his bedroom and opened the large window to let in some fresh air. The rain had stopped, but the sky was still a dark gray, portending another storm. Tropical mid-day storms were common in this area of southwestern Sicily.

For a brief moment, she stood at the window, gazing at the expansive Mediterranean Sea in the distance. Often she'd wondered what lay on the other side. Many from Pisano had already left the tiny village to find out. Would she one day be among them?

She turned away from the window to make Don Franco's bed. As she leaned over to tuck in the sheets, the door opened.

Her heart froze at the sight of Don Franco standing in the doorway.

She straightened and moved to leave.

Don Franco held up a hand. “Sorry to disturb you, Maria. No need to leave. I'll be only a moment. I just came in to get some papers I'd left on the dresser.”

She lowered her eyes. Heat flooded her face as she continued to make the bed.

Don Franco rummaged through the pile of papers on his dresser. Then, he turned toward her.

“Maria.” His voice was husky.

She stopped short and looked up at him. “Yes, Padre.”

“I have something for you.”

She immediately straightened, smoothing the front of her apron. “What is it, Padre?”

Extending his hand, he showed her a gold wedding band. “It’s beautiful, is it not, Maria?”

There was that strange look again. Did she not know better, she'd think him insane.

“Something I purchased several years ago, before I entered seminary. I intended to give it to a woman I loved and wanted to marry.”

She tensed. His words were inappropriate. His eyes, faraway.

He held up the ring between his thumb and index finger. “But she refused me, Maria.” He laughed a laugh marked by madness. “Imagine that! She rejected me.”

Maria's heart raced. She inched backward toward the door.

He extended the ring toward her. “I thought you might like to have it.”

She recoiled. “Oh no, Padre. I cannot take it.” She pressed her hand on her throat. “I must not take it. It would not be right.”

His face contorted, and his eyes ignited with angry flames. “You would dare reject me, too?”

She eyed the door. “Padre, you are not well. I will fetch Doctor Gandolfo.”

She moved to go, but Don Franco raised a palm. “I am quite well. No need to fetch the good doctor.”

Maria bolted toward the door. But before she could escape, he caught her by the arm and threw her down on the bed.

The ring fell to the floor, clanging as it rolled across the room.

With one hand, Don Franco muffled her screams while with the other, he threw up her skirts. Her violent struggle was no match for his unbridled power.

Her female body no match for his male fury.

Threatening her and her family with death if she divulged his identity, he ordered her to silence her screams.

When it was all over, he fled from the room, leaving her utterly alone with the taste of death in her mouth.

* * *

Three Months Later …

“The test is positive.” Doctor Gandolfo’s face was grim. “You are with child, Maria.”

“But it cannot be, Dottore! I am innocent!” Hot tears stung her eyes. “Please believe me! I am innocent!” Under penalty of death, she dared not reveal the child’s father.

Doctor Gandolfo patted her trembling shoulder. “Perhaps you should go to your confessor.”

She recoiled at his cruel words. He did not believe her. Why should he in a village where men were always right and women were treated as inferior creatures?

The thought of revealing her condition to her family filled her with dread. What would her beloved Mama say? The one who had spent her life training her to live in holiness before the Lord? Thank God Papa had not lived to see his daughter in such a state. And Carlo? What would he think? What would he do? Surely she would have to tell him. Even if she did not, he would find out the truth when she delivered her child fewer than six months into their marriage.

She had no choice but to tell the truth.

Or else run away.

But where would she go? Where could she hide from her shame?

Where and how could she safely raise a child born out of wedlock?

To confront Don Franco would be to place herself in grave danger. Rumors of his Mafia connections had long floated around Pisano. Were he to discover she was with child—his child—both her life and her baby's life would be endangered, not to mention the lives of her mother and sisters.

No. She must not tell the priest she was with child. She must not tell anyone who raped her. She must bear the ignominy alone and carry it to her grave.

As the doctor left the examining room, she buried her head in her hands and wept.

* * *

Hands stuffed in his pockets, Carlo stood with his back to Maria and stared out the large kitchen window of her hilltop home. The distant Telds, planted with wheat and corn, glowed in the hot July sunshine. Soon, together with many of the other villagers, he would be setting his hand to the harvest. On a nearby branch, a sparrow sat poised with purpose, intent on its next destination.

Carlo's shoulders shook. Maria’s shocking news had knocked the wind out of him. Anger at her betrayal wrestled with compassion for her plight. How could she have done such a wicked thing? And with their wedding day so close at hand? Could she not have withstood her attacker's advances? Could she not have run away?

Or maybe she'd seduced him.

Carlo cringed. To think such a thing of the woman he was planning to marry was nothing short of abominable.

He wiped a trembling hand across his forehead. The thought of losing Maria forever was more than he could bear. They’d known each other since childhood. Even at the tender age of nine, he knew he’d marry her one day. “At least tell me who he is.”

She grabbed him by both arms. “I am sworn to secrecy under penalty of death, not only my own, but that of my mother and sisters.”

His gaze searched her eyes. Was she telling the truth? “But I'm your fiancé. Surely you can tell me. I will not betray your secret.” Bitterness tinged his voice.

Maria let go of his arms. “Carlo, more than anything in the world, I want to tell you. But I can't. He will kill me and the baby—or have us killed.” She lowered her head and turned away. “Besides, you wouldn't believe me anyway.” She covered her face with her hands. “No one would believe me.”

He reached for her but then withdrew. His stomach was a cauldron of fire. His blood, a river of ice. “What do you mean no one would believe you?”

She lifted her head. “I mean just that. No one would believe who it was who raped me.”

“And why not?”

“If you knew who it was, you would understand what I'm saying.”

Carlo placed his hands on her shoulders. “I want to understand, Maria, but I can't unless you tell me who raped you.”

She looked at him with pleading eyes. “If you truly love me, you will never again ask me that question.”

“Could you not have resisted?”

She stiffened under his touch and blinked back hot tears. “Carlo, I tried. Believe me I tried. He was physically stronger than I. I could not free myself from his grip.”

Carlo's stomach knotted. “Maria, stop, please. I cannot endure the thought. It drives me mad.” He thrust nervous fingers through his black, wavy hair and began to pace around the room.

Maria lowered her head. “I have caused you shame and humiliation, but I have not been unfaithful to you in my heart. You must believe that.”

“Where will you go?” Suddenly he regretted the words. What kind of man was he that he would not try to keep her from leaving? How could he say he loved her when he was willing to let her go?

She burst into violent sobs, his words obviously confirming her worst fear.

In an instant, he took her into his arms. “Oh, Maria! What am I thinking? I can never let you go. I am worse than a coward for even thinking it. You and I are one soul. To let you go would be worse than dying.” He stroked her long, silky black hair and pressed her close to his heart, but she resisted.

“You've made known your true feelings. If you cannot accept my child, you cannot accept me.”

Carlo scowled at her passionate expression of love for her illegitimate child. He drew back. “How can you love a child conceived against your will?”

Maria's eyes flamed. “How can I not love my own innocent child, no matter how the child was conceived? It is impossible.”

Carlo turned on her in rage. “I cannot love a child conceived in sin.”

Maria grabbed him by both arms. “I did not sin! I was raped!”

Carlo stood motionless, his arms hanging at his sides.

Maria pulled back, her eyes indicting him. “I thought you loved me.”

“I do love you, but … “

“But? So, there is a condition on your love for me?”

His silence spoke volumes.

He pulled away from her and returned to the window. For a long moment, he remained silent while rage and love warred within him. He gazed at the graying Mediterranean in the distance. “It is better that we not marry. For your sake, and for that of your child.”

Still staring at the darkening waters, he heard the wrenching sob that rose to Maria's throat. Without looking back at her, he turned and stalked out of the room.


Pisano, Sicily, September 1891

Six years later …

 

Chapter One

She had no other choice.

Maria Landro led her little son by the hand as they hurried down the winding road from Bella Terra toward the village. Distant, dark clouds gathered in the morning sky. Looked like a storm coming. The anxiety that had been churning for days in the pit of her stomach now spread to chill every part of her body. It was all she could do to keep herself from turning back.

Nico tugged on her wrist. “Are we almost there, Mama?”

She squeezed his hand in return, the hem of her skirt rustling against the pebbles as it swished along the cobblestone road. “Almost, darling. Are you all right?”

He looked up at her. He had her father’s eyes. Kind, deep, and probing. They always made him so easy to love.

“I’m well, Mama.” But his fingers fidgeted in her hand.

His nervousness only fueled her own. She squeezed his hand more tightly. Please let the village be kind to him. Regardless of what they believed about her.

A sudden gust of wind caught the edge of her headscarf, pulling it back past her temples. “My, the wind is getting stronger. Let’s hurry before the storm breaks. We don’t want you to arrive at school soaking wet on your very first day, do we?”

“No, we don’t, Mama. I would look silly.” He laughed, and an arrow pierced her heart.

If anyone hurt him …

A hay-filled wagon rumbled past them, its wooden wheels creaking against the pebble-strewn road. The driver turned his face away as he passed.

She winced, pulling her son closer to herself to hide him.

“Will the storm carry us away, Mama?” Nico laughed again. “Maybe the wind will pick me up, and I’ll fly like a bird and land on the school windowsill, and my teacher will laugh.”

She tensed. Nico’s teacher. No, Don Franco would never laugh. If only she could have chosen someone—anyone—else to be his teacher.

But not in Pisano.

The tiny village had only one schoolhouse and one teacher.

As they turned a bend in the road, she caught a glimpse of her family’s large tan stucco house. It sat majestically atop the hill, like a queen on her throne, surrounded by sloping fields of fragrant orange and lemon groves, purple-red vineyards, and golden wheat fields. Nestled among a cluster of tall poplar trees, would the queen soon be forced to give up her throne?

Was the farm’s failure Maria's fault as well?

She looked down at her little boy, all dressed up for his first day of school. She’d made him the pair of navy-blue cotton britches the school uniform required, topped by a white, short-sleeved shirt and navy-blue ascot. His new black leather shoes, though a bit too big, would soon fit his rapidly growing feet.

As they approached the village, she recoiled at the sight of the medieval church steeple reaching toward the gray morning sky. The church stood in the middle of the village as a sign of God’s central position in the lives of the villagers.

She hadn’t stepped foot in it for nearly seven years.

Pinwheeling out from the church, little pastel-colored stucco houses lined dirt roads framed by borders of yellow pansies and russet daylilies. Next to the church stood the rectory, its burnt orange tile roof in much need of repair.

She averted her eyes.

A few drops of rain splashed against her kerchief and sprinkled her face. She looked up just as a streak of lightning slashed the eastern sky. Then, with a loud clap, the clouds broke loose, dumping their reservoir of rain. Why hadn’t she brought an umbrella?

Gripping Nico’s hand, she started running. The rain pummeled her head and her back as she tried to guide her little boy around the puddles.

“Oh, Mama. My new shoes. They’re covered with mud.”

So much for showing off her son. After six years of hiding him, she would see her bold, triumphant moment ruined by mud. “Don’t worry. As soon as we get to the school, I’ll wipe them off for you.”

Just as quickly as it had started, the rain stopped. She took out the handkerchief she’d shoved into her large canvas bag, next to the fresh fruit and nuts she’d brought for Nico’s snack, and wiped her son’s wet face. Wet from the rain, she hoped, and not from tears.

She couldn’t take tears. Not from him. Not from herself.

As they entered the village square, shouts of haggling customers caught her ear. Young mothers with babies on their hips bargained with shopkeepers over the price of peppers, eggplant, and squash. At the far end of the square, old women dressed in black shuffled out of the Church of the Holy Virgin, fresh from hearing daily Mass.

Nico pulled at her hand. “Mama, so many people. I never saw so many people.”

He seemed like a new puppy let loose from his cage. “Yes, my son. The village is full of many people.”

Her eyes scanned the bustling square where she’d once spent many happy moments at Luigi’s outdoor café, eating pasta and sipping espresso in the company of family and friends.

Deftly skirting farmers pulling wobbly carts laden with lemons and oranges, she guided her child through the market crowd. Small groups of old men, their heads covered with flat-topped coppola hats, huddled at little round tables, chewing on long pieces of fennel while playing chess. A young mother, dressed in the black attire of year-long mourning for a deceased loved one, held onto a toddler with one hand while, with the other, she sorted through artichokes, cucumbers, and leeks. The smell of freshly caught tuna, squid, and mussels, fruit of the nearby sea, turned Maria’s empty stomach.

She led Nico through the square. Her face grew hot as neighbors and one-time friends raised their eyes to her. Old women shook their heads, while younger ones scanned her from head to toe, then turned away with uplifted chins. Men of all ages scraped their eyes over Nico then leered at her.

The skin prickled on the nape of her neck. “Come, Nico. We must hurry so we won’t be late.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Wide-eyed, he drank in the new sights. Poor child. He’d been sequestered on the family farm his whole life. He knew nothing of this world beyond Bella Terra.

Whispers grew into mumbles and then into shouts, roaring in her ears as she hurried through the gathering crowd.

“Can it be? Maria Landro? And that must be her bastard child.”

She stiffened.

“What are they saying, Mama? What does ‘bastard’ mean?”

Keeping her eyes straight ahead, she guided her child toward the school just beyond the square.

“Bastard! Bastard! Bastard!” The word reverberated after them.

“Mama, what does ‘bastard’ mean?”

Her stomach tied itself into a tight knot. Lowering her head, she quickened her pace. “I’ll explain at another time. Right now we must get to your school, or you will be late.”

* * *

Don Franco Malbone froze as he read the name on the student roster. Nicholas Joseph Landro. First Grade. Born January 13, 1886.

Impossible.

He rose to open the large casement window to the right of his desk. Perhaps some fresh air would clear the sudden tightening in his chest.

A sparrow landed on the window ledge, startling him. The little brown-headed creature stared at him for a moment and then flew away as quickly as it had come.

Taking a deep breath, Don Franco returned to his desk. He read the name again. Nicholas Joseph Landro. Unless adopted, an illegitimate child always bore the mother’s name. And Maria had no brothers. A cold sweat seeped through his pores as his mind performed the mental calculations. Yes. A child conceived that fateful day would now be of school age.

He dragged trembling fingers through his hair. Perhaps she would not come.

No. Maria would come. She would want her son educated, despite her shame. Her own education at the very school where he was now headmaster had opened her eyes to the world beyond Pisano. A rare privilege afforded to few girls.

His hands shaking, he withdrew his pocket watch from a fold in his cassock. Seven thirty. In one hour, the students would arrive.

He leaned his head against the back of the chair. If only he could turn back the clock. If only he had not succumbed to her beauty.

If only he could undo what he had done.

* * *

Luca Tonetta took his place of daily prayer by the window of his tiny bedroom. The early morning rain danced on the rooftop as he knelt and raised his hands in worship. There was nothing more wonderful than basking in the presence of God’s love. He knelt for several moments, praising his Lord. Casting his cares upon Him. Asking Him for His help for the new day.

Then, rising and taking up his worn leather Bible, he sat at the small walnut desk by the window and opened the pages to the tenth chapter of the Gospel of John. His eyes fell on the tenth verse: “The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to destroy: I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly.”

He raised his eyes from the page. Why was he not enjoying this abundant life? He certainly didn’t want for any material thing. And it wasn’t for lack of trying to enjoy life. Did he not faithfully follow the rules of discipline he’d set for himself? Time with God each morning. Study of the sacred Scriptures. Boundaries regarding his relationships with women.

His shoulders rounded as the guilt of his reproach settled over him once again. He hadn’t meant to exchange his virtue for shame.

The words of the Scriptures fell lifeless on his soul. He closed the Holy Book, then walked to his small kitchen overlooking the main street of Pisano and gazed out the window. Already sounds of a new day stirred in the square below as merchants set up fruit stands, vegetable bins, and fish stalls. The aroma of freshly caught squid mingling with that of vine-ripened oranges filtered through the slightly open window. Soon customers would be arriving at his door, needing the town tailor. His father would have been proud of his twenty-five-year-old son’s success. God had made him prosperous, and he lacked no good thing.

Except a good wife.

His three-room, second-floor apartment needed a woman’s touch.

Luca took a pale-green ceramic bowl from the cupboard, the one that had belonged to his father. He filled it halfway with freshly brewed coffee and then poured milk over it. He added a tablespoon of sugar and stirred the ingredients. As was his father’s custom, Luca took a chunk of day-old bread, broke it into small pieces, and carefully dropped them into the hot liquid. Then he sat down and gave thanks.

Suddenly it seemed as though his father were sitting there with him once again, as he used to do every morning, enjoying his caffelatte from this very bowl. Luca ran a finger over its chipped edge. Seven years had gone by, and still he could hear his father’s laughter, smell his clothing, see him smooth his moustache.

How he missed Papa!

The bell hanging over the front door clanged in the shop below. Luca glanced at the ornate German table clock, a relic of his only trip outside of Sicily. Quarter to eight. Someone must be in a hurry—the shop didn’t open for another fifteen minutes. He grabbed his black leather apron, and, running down the steps, tied it securely behind his back.

He unlocked the narrow wooden door. As he opened it, a blast of humid air filled the little shop. He drew back. “Buon giorno.”

“Good morning.” A man seemingly in his late thirties stood at the door, holding a canvas bag. “I’m looking for Luca Tonetta.”

Luca smiled. “I am Luca Tonetta. How may I help you?”

“My name is Giulio Genova. I’m sorry to have disturbed you. I thought you opened at seven thirty.”

“Come in, Signor Genova.” Luca motioned the man into the shop, closed the door behind him, then opened the shutters on the front window to let in the light. “Maybe we'll get some sun later on, I hope.”

Luca walked past the two brown leather chairs in the customer waiting area and took his place behind the counter. “What can I do for you?”

“I have come all the way from Trapani on business and heard of your fine reputation. Would you have time to alter this suit for me by this afternoon?”

Luca smiled. “Trapani. That’s a long way.”

The man smiled in return and pulled a suit from his canvas bag and laid it on the counter. “I need this suit altered for my upcoming move to America. I will be leaving in one month.”

America. The word tugged at Luca’s heart. Although he loved Pisano, for a while now he’d wondered if his destiny lay elsewhere. Several men from Pisano had already emigrated to what was being called “the new Promised Land.” Reports were trickling back of the unlimited opportunities available for those who were not afraid of hard work.

“Where are you going in America?” Luca studied the knobby texture of the gray woolen suit.

“Philadelphia.” Giulio’s eyes widened. “My cousin is already there and doing quite well. From what he tells me, it’s a worker’s paradise. The hourly wage is ten times what it is here.” He chuckled. “In fact, my cousin says that tailors are doing especially well and are in great demand.”

Luca lifted his gaze and focused on the man before him. “Is that right?”

“Yes.” Signor Genova laughed again. “No one knows the tailoring business like the Italians.”

Luca smiled. “You’re right, my friend. God has especially gifted us with this art.” He handed Giulio the suit. “I’ll need you to put this on so I can take your measurements.” He pointed to a small dressing room to the side of the counter area. “You may change in there.”

“Thank you.” Giulio took the suit behind the curtain.

The shop bell sounded again.

“Good morning, Luca.” Teresa Monastero’s bright cheery voice burst into the room, followed by its owner, the woman who couldn’t seem to understand that no, he would not marry her. Despite the fact she was, indeed, an exquisite specimen of feminine beauty and a woman of impeccable taste, as revealed by her finely tailored linen dress.

Setting her richly textured tapestry bag squarely on the countertop, she gave him a sidelong glance. “Well, how is my favorite tailor today?”

He didn't miss her emphasis on the word favorite. “I’m well, thank you. And you?”

His question was like a magnet that drew her to his side. She tilted her head. “I’d be a lot better if you would come visit my parents sometime. After all, our families have known each other for generations.” She curled her lower lip downward and batted her eyelashes.

Giulio emerged from the dressing room, his eyes focused on his pant cuffs. “Signor Tonetta, you’ll notice these are much too long for …” He looked up and stopped himself. “Ah! I’m sorry. I didn't know your wife was here.” Giulio extended a hand in greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Signora Tonetta. I … uh …” He looked down at his baggy pants then back up at Teresa. “Please forgive my appearance.”

Beaming, Teresa gave Luca a quick glance.

Luca’s jaw clenched. “Signor Genova, this is not my wife but Signorina Teresa Monastero, a longtime friend of the family.”

“Oh, I’m sorry again. You two looked as though you were married.” Teresa grinned. “Why thank you, Signor Genova. That’s quite a compliment.”

Luca pushed a stack of fabric between himself and Teresa. “I’m working on several urgent projects at the moment, so a visit will have to wait until later.”

“Very well, then.” She removed a garment from her bag. “I’ll just leave Papa’s coat here. Since he’s already spoken to you about it, there’s no need for me to wait. You can bring it by this evening.”

“I’m going to church this evening.”

The familiar pout appeared on her lower lip. “You’re always at church. You spend so much time at church, you will never find a wife.”

He grabbed his tape measure. No wonder the serious young men of the village avoided her. Who wanted a wife as brazen as she?

“Please tell your father he can pick up his coat late this afternoon.” Luca knelt to measure Giulio. The customer stood ready, his arms outstretched to the sides as if he’d done this many times before.

Teresa cleared her throat. “Of course, you could always deliver it to him and get a good meal in the process.”

Luca held his tongue. “Your father’s coat will be ready late this afternoon.”

“Very well. Good day, Luca. And good day to you too, Signor Genova.”

The shop bell clanged a little more loudly as she pulled the door after her.

Luca sighed in relief and then redirected his full attention to his client.

Giulio chuckled. “I think she’s in love with you.”

Luca spoke around a pin in his mouth. “I know she is. But I am not in love with her.”

“Ah, one of life’s greatest tragedies. When one loves another and that love is not reciprocated.”

“True. And it’s also a tragedy for the one unable to reciprocate the love of another.”

“Well, you make a good point. I imagine the pain, although different, is on both sides.”

“Yes, it is, especially for the one in love, I suppose.” Placing a pincushion bristling with straight pins on the floor beside him, Luca measured the proper length for Giulio’s trousers then inserted pins to mark the hems. Next, he stood and measured the sleeve cuffs. Satisfied, he looked up and smiled. “There. All finished.”

While Luca filled out a work order, Giulio returned to the dressing room to change back into his street clothes. When he came out, he removed his wallet from his back pocket.

Luca raised a palm toward him. “Pay me when you pick up the suit.”

Giulio replaced his wallet. “Now I know why you have an excellent reputation.”

Luca smiled. “Perhaps you will think differently when I tell you that I won’t be able to have your suit ready until late tomorrow afternoon.”

“No problem. I’ll be leaving Pisano tomorrow evening. I can pick up the suit on my way to the train station.” He put his wallet back into his pocket. “You’re quite a busy man, I see. Perhaps you need to get yourself some help.”

“Actually, I’ve been looking for help, but I haven’t found the right person.”

Giulio winked. “You need a wife and a seamstress. Too bad Teresa is not to your liking.”

Luca’s cheeks warmed. “She’s just a family friend. Besides, she can’t sew.” He chuckled then grew serious. “I want a wife who is—”

“Beautiful? Smart? Patient?”

Luca handed Giulio his receipt. “Forgiving.” He laughed, his chest tightening. “But beautiful would be nice, too.”


Chapter Two

“Mama, I’m scared.”

The tremor in Nico’s voice caught Maria by surprise. She stopped at the bottom of the schoolhouse stairs. “But you’ve been talking about school for days.” She stooped and took hold of his hands. “Darling, there is nothing to be afraid of. You will have lots of fun. Wait and see.”

But he did not seem convinced. Instead, he buried his face in her shoulder.

Two students walked around them, one of them snickering. “Baby! Baby!B”

The other shouted, “Hurry up, Scaredy-Cat, or you’ll be late.”

Nico backed away, his face tight. “I’m not a baby, am I, Mama?”

“No. You are not a baby. You’re a brave big boy, and I’m proud of you. Now, let’s wipe those tears and walk into this school as though you own it.”

He nodded. “I’m big and brave. I’m big and brave. I’m big and brave.”

“That’s my boy. Big and brave.” Perhaps she’d made a mistake enrolling him in the village school. Her muscles tensed. “Let’s go in, shall we?”

He did not respond. She took his hand once again and led him up the flight of steps. Her heart raced as she opened the heavy oak door into the large single classroom. Once upon a time, she’d entered these doors as a student herself.

Entered an innocent. Full of hope and anticipation. Until ….

The door’s loud creaking made her shudder.

At the sound, every eye turned toward her.

Including Don Franco’s.

Maria stopped short, her skin turning to ice. Every bone in her body screamed escape, but she refused. No matter what, she would hold his gaze and advance.

With Nico’s hand firmly in her own, she proceeded toward the front of the classroom, her heart pounding wildly as her feet did violent battle with her will.

Her head began to spin. She took a deep breath and led her child forward, all the while keeping her eyes fixed on Don Franco’s steady gaze.

The silence of the classroom crowded in on her, threatening to shake her resolve. She straightened her shoulders and, step by strenuous step, she advanced toward Nico’s teacher.

The man who’d raped her.

Lifting her chin, she stopped squarely in front of him. “Good morning, Padre.” A different epithet would be more appropriate, but there were, after all, students present.

His once black hair now held tufts of gray along the temples. Deep furrows lined his once smooth brow. His jaw, taut and square, resolved into a tentative smile.

A cursory glance was all he gave the child, but in that glance she saw a mingling of anguish and delight. Now that Nico stood by him, she was amazed at the resemblance. The boy’s face was his. Round, with a square chin and a strong nose. The build of his body, just like his father’s. Even the thick shock of hair on his head mirrored the priest’s.

“Hello, Maria.” His eyes pierced hers.

Was it hatred she read in them, or fear?

Don Franco took a deep breath and kept his gaze fixed on her. “I saw the boy’s name on the roster, but I did not think you would come.”

She threw back her shoulders and lowered her voice to a whisper so that Nico could not overhear. “Or is the truth that you were afraid we would come?’ She laced her words with venom.

His gaze turned into steel, but he remained silent.

Maria steadied her soul against his piercing eyes. “Perhaps contrary to my better judgment, I am entrusting the child to you. Rest assured that I will know if you do not take care of him.”

Franco’s jaw twitched. He turned his eyes toward the child. “And you must be Nicholas.”

The child stood to his full height. “Nico. My name is Nico.” He tightened his grip on Maria’s hand.

She could still turn back.

Don Franco extended his hand in greeting. “I am happy to meet you, Nico.”

The child took Don Franco’s extended hand. “Me, too.” He gave Maria a cursory glance, as though seeking her approval.

The priest’s eyes were on her once again. “I will take him under my wing, I promise you.”

I promise you. Why should his promise mean anything to her? She’d just as soon trust a rattlesnake. “It’s the least you can do.”

She stooped to eye level with her son. “Don Franco will take good care of you, Nico. Be obedient and learn well.”

“I will, Mama.” He threw his arms around her neck and kissed her cheek.

She then removed the fruit and nuts from her bag and handed them to him. “Be sure to eat your snack.”

The child nodded.

Maria stood and faced the priest. “I will return promptly at the close of the day’s session.” With a last glance at her son, she moved toward the door.

“Maria—”

Raising her eyebrows, she turned toward Don Franco.

He followed her toward the door and lowered his voice. “This is our secret, and ours alone. Is that understood?” His eyes on hers were cold.

“I’ve kept it this long, haven’t I?”

She flinched as he drew closer.

“And you will keep it forever.” His voice was a hiss. “Or else.”

Or else. He knew he held her in the grip of fear. A fear she endured only for the sake of her son. Were it she alone, she would proclaim Franco's guilt from the rooftops.

She clenched her jaw to squelch the hard words on her lips. To protest would endanger her son. She would remain silent.

At least for now.

Withholding her burning reply, she turned on her heel and left just as a flash of lightning streaked across the darkening sky.

* * *

Wiping away her tears, Maria set her jaw and pushed into the menacing storm. What had she expected? To walk into the schoolhouse and face Don Franco without reopening the wound? Impossible. Yet she couldn’t allow herself to nurse her wounds, not with Bella Terra slipping out of her hands. The past was past. Now she must think of her future.

And Nico's.

The storm released its full fury as she entered the square. Wrapping her shawl more tightly around her shoulders, she lowered her gaze to avoid nosy stares as she hastened toward the road on the opposite side that led to Bella Terra. Vendors hurriedly covered their stalls with awnings to protect their wares, while mothers with toddlers in tow scurried to find refuge from the tropical storm. The smell of squid and eel hung heavy in the humid air.

She was glad for the rain. It kept impertinent eyes from staring at her as people focused on finding shelter.

By the time she reached home, the rain had subsided. But there’d been enough to soak her to the skin.

An unfamiliar wagon stood at the back door, its horse tethered to a wooden post, while the driver lay across the bench, fast asleep under the canopy. Voices came from the veranda. Gathering up her drenched skirts, she climbed the few steps to the landing then stopped short at the sight of her mother wringing her hands. A wide-set man leaned against the wooden rail with his back to Maria, his arms crossed.

Maria released her gathered skirts. “Mama?”

The man turned, and Maria's eyes narrowed. “Uncle Biagio.”

He’d aged a good deal since she’d last seen him at her father’s funeral, eight years earlier. His gray hair was shorn close to his scalp, and salt-and-pepper whiskers now framed his square chin.

To think he used to be her favorite uncle. Until the day he’d learned she was pregnant. Then he’d turned against her, accusing her of destroying the family’s good name.

Of course, she had. She’d grown accustomed to the stain of her alleged sin.

Still, she paused on the steps, shrinking from him, even as she had a few short years ago.

“Buon giorno, Maria.” He approached her, took her hand, and planted a kiss on each of her cheeks.

She recoiled and withdrew her hand from his. There was only one reason he’d come. To wrench Bella Terra from their hands.

Her uncle cleared his throat. “Your mother and I were just discussing the future of Bella Terra.”

An alarm sounded in her heart as she shot a questioning look at her mother. Deep furrows lined the older woman’s brow. She sat, hands clenched, in a rocking chair that swallowed her small frame. Next to the chair, a potted red geranium brightened the otherwise drab veranda. On a little bamboo table lingered the remnants of an early morning repast—an empty demitasse, a crumpled napkin, and a crumb-littered plate. At the far corner of the veranda, a statue of the Blessed Virgin stood guard, like a confidante privy to family secrets.

Her mother motioned her toward an adjacent chair. “Sit down, Maria.”

“I’m comfortable standing, Mama.” She wanted to maintain equal footing with her uncle. He was so different from his older brother. It was no secret her uncle had hated her father and envied him his good fortune. Papa had once spoken of the intense rivalry that had existed between them as boys. A rivalry her father had often attempted to erase, even on his deathbed, but to no avail.

Her uncle’s hard voice pierced the late morning air. “You and I both know Bella Terra is in serious financial trouble and, as your closest male relative, I’ve come to offer to take the farm off your hands.”

Maria gritted her teeth. “But we are unwilling to give up the farm. My father left Bella Terra to my mother and to his children, and we intend to keep it.”

Her uncle’s eyes became slits. “You are wrong, Maria. Or should I say partially wrong. Yes, your father left Bella Terra to your mother and his children. But on his deathbed, he asked me to sign a document stating that should you and your mother be unable to maintain the farm, I would have first right of purchase.”

Maria felt the blood drain from her face. She turned to her mother. “Is that true, Mama?”

“I’m afraid so.” Her mother’s voice dropped.

Something wasn’t right. “Mama, did Papa tell you about this document?”

“No. But I’m sure he simply did not want to concern me.”

“That doesn’t sound like something Papa would do. He always let you know what was going on.”

In the distance, the sky braced for another storm as heavy dark clouds moved toward them. She faced her uncle. “Where is this document?”

He pulled a paper from a pocket inside his jacket, unfolded it, and then handed it to her.

She scanned the crumpled paper. Surely enough, the statement read just as her uncle had said. And the signature looked like her father's. But her father never would have left his wife in the dark about so serious a matter. Maria raised her eyes. “I would like to keep this document.”

Her uncle scowled. “Whatever for? It’s of no use to you.”

“Oh, you are quite wrong, Uncle. It is of much use to me. I plan to check it against the municipal records.”

Her uncle snatched the document out of her hands. “This is the only copy. Besides, I think your mother has a say in the matter. Wouldn’t you agree?”

She looked at her mother.

“Your uncle is right, Maria. If we can no longer keep the farm, he has the first right of purchase.”

Had her mother gone mad? “But, Mama …”

Her uncle interrupted her. “Maria, you fail to realize that no court of law will contradict your father’s wishes. It is obvious that you cannot pay for the upkeep of the farm. Your creditors have already begun to file suit for payments long overdue. Rather than have the property fall into the hands of strangers, I will take it off your hands as your father desired and keep it in the Landro name.”

Maria bristled. What Uncle Biagio wanted was to wrest his brother’s land out of the hands of its rightful heirs. Bella Terra was prized property, and he knew it. The estate would sell in no time, and for much more than he would offer them. But they did not want to sell it. It had been in the family for four generations, and Maria and her mother wanted to keep it that way. But clearly her uncle hated the fact that it belonged to his brother’s wife and children, and not to him.

Biagio stood directly before her, his towering presence threatening to diminish her slender frame. “And since I am in a position to—”

She raised her chin. “To what, Uncle? To steal our property? I’m sorry, but Bella Terra is not for sale.” She tempered her voice even as she wanted to rip his eyes out. She’d had enough of men stealing from her. Of dominating her.

Of humiliating her.

She glared at him. “If you are so kind and loving, why not give us a loan that would allow us to remain on the land as we pay off our debts?”

The look he gave her proved the arrow had struck its target. His face grew dark and his voice tight. “I see you have become quite the rebel, my dear niece. Were your father still alive, he would never have tolerated such behavior on the part of his daughter.”

She kept her voice low and lethal. “If my father were still alive, he’d drive you off his land with one swift kick. You’re nothing but a liar and a thief. “

“Maria!” Her mother leaped to her feet and waved a hand at her. “That is no way to talk to your uncle.”

“Perhaps not, Mama. But his actions are certainly no way for him to treat his brother’s widow and children. That document is a forgery, and I will prove it.”

Her mother faced her brother-in-law. “Biagio, I’m sorry. Perhaps I should discuss this with Maria privately first.”

He glowered. “Very well. As you choose. But let me remind you that if your creditors are not satisfied within the month, your property will be seized, and you and your children will be forced to leave. And, if that happens, don’t look to me for help.”

Document in hand, he stormed off the veranda to his waiting horse and wagon.

Maria gripped the railing as she watched him leave. “Mama, I don’t trust him.”

“Maria, I am appalled at your behavior. You may dislike your uncle, but he is, nonetheless, your uncle.”

“Uncle or not, he’s up to no good.”

The older woman placed an arm on her daughter’s. “We are no longer in a position to negotiate. If we don’t do something soon, we will go bankrupt unless we sell the farm. And since your uncle has the first right of purchase, we cannot sell it to anyone else.”

“Mama, I think you know as well as I do that the document is a forgery.”

“But how can we prove it? Unless we can prove it, we have no choice but to recognize it if we want to sell the farm.”

The wheels of Maria’s mind spun as she paced the floor. “I am convinced the document is false. I just know it in my bones. But be that as it may, we still don’t have to sell Bella Terra, because I’m going to get a job.”

Her mother raised an eyebrow. “And who is going to hire you?”

Maria flinched at the unintended blame in her mother’s question. “Someone will hire me.”

“Well, you’ll have to travel outside the village, possibly to the next province, to find someone who doesn’t see you as a criminal.” Her mother’s face softened. “I love you, Maria, but we both know that your reputation has been ruined beyond redemption.”

Mama's words were rocks thrown at Maria’s heart. She turned to face the distant hills. Was her mother right? Was there no hope left for her?

The answer resounded within her. As long as there was life, there was hope.

She would not give up. She would make a way.

She would save not only her family’s farm, but her good name as well.

* * *

Luca put the finishing touches on Signor Monastero’s coat. Teresa would return shortly to pick it up. Luca tensed. Despite her exquisite beauty, he found her pursuit of him annoying. Over the past five years, her constant desire for his attention had worn him down. Why didn’t she get the message that he simply wasn’t interested in marrying her? Perhaps he’d have to tell her point blank. But, determined as she was, even then she’d probably not give up.

He exhaled a long breath. Women. The bane and joy of man’s existence.

He stood and took the coat to the pressing table where he gave it a final pressing before placing it on a hanger. Then, after wrapping it in brown paper, he hung it on the rack of completed orders.

His muscles relaxed. Another project finished. Yet, a huge pile of garments still awaited him on the work table. Business was booming. Both a good thing and a bad thing. He’d have to hire some help soon in order to meet customer demands. Men were leaving Sicily in droves, headed for America, the Italian mainland, and England. Most of them needed old suits altered or new suits tailored. While he was thankful for the business, he was having a difficult time keeping up.

Maybe he shouldn’t even consider going to America. There was enough work for him here.

As he retrieved Giulio’s suit from the pile of waiting jobs, the clang of the shop bell interrupted his thoughts. It must be Teresa.

He lifted his gaze toward the door.

At the sight of the unfamiliar young woman, his heart caught in his throat. A newcomer to Pisano, obviously.

Composing himself, he laid aside the suit and moved to greet her.

She had an unusual beauty, midway between simple and stunning. Her deep brown eyes, sad yet strong, magnetized him. Her skin was the color of fresh cream and just as flawless. Nor did the shapely beauty of her well-proportioned figure escape him. She carried herself with an air of royalty bathed in gentleness and the fragrance of lavender.

His senses stirred.

As she approached, he noticed the exquisite tailoring of her white ruffled blouse and the textured fabric of her fine finished linen skirt. Her delicate gold drop earrings bespoke an understated elegance he found appealing.

“Good afternoon. How may I help you?”

She smiled. “Good afternoon. I am a seamstress by trade and am looking for work. I thought perhaps you might be in need of some help.”

It took him a moment to register her words. “Work?” Did that mean she was without a husband?

She shrank back at his question, and he had the oddest desire to reach out, to tell her not to leave.

She nodded in reply, as if horrified by her own words, and averted her gaze.

“Of course—yes.” Luca fumbled for the right words. “What kind of sewing do you do?”

“Mostly simple alterations, but I am also skilled at making men’s shirts.”

His mind raced. “Perhaps … Why don’t you bring me a sample of your work?”

To his surprise, she removed a folded garment from her bag and placed it on the counter, unfolding it to reveal a boy’s white shirt. “This is a shirt I recently finished for my son. Of course, it is for a child, but at least it will give you an idea of my ability.”

His heart plummeted. She was already married. Which was probably for the best, since his personal code of ethics would not permit him to have a single woman in his employ.

He took the shirt from her hands and studied it. Clearly she knew how to sew. The seams were straight and precise, and of just the right tension. Not too tight. Not too loose. Taking the tape measure from around his neck, he applied it to the shirt. All parts of the garment were well proportioned, with both sleeves of exactly equal length and the back slightly longer than the front to accommodate for the slight curve in the shoulders. The buttonholes were evenly spaced and their edges finished with smooth precision. He looked up and smiled. “You are a very talented seamstress.”

She smiled in return, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. “Thank you. I owe it to my mother. When I turned twelve, she insisted I learn a trade. She said a girl never knew when she might need one.”

“And you need one now?” Instantly he regretted the question, fearing he had embarrassed her.

She looked up at him. “Yes.” Her voice held a hint of shame. “Yes, I do.”

“How soon would you want to start?”

“I could start today if you have the work.” She hesitated. “But there is one thing.”

“And what is that?”

“Would it be possible for me to work at home?”

It was not an unusual request. Over the years, he’d hired tailors and seamstresses to help him during especially busy seasons, and all but one of them—an elderly gentleman— had worked from home. Besides, having a woman work with him alone in his shop would violate another rule he’d established for himself about never being alone more than a few moments with a woman who was not his wife.

“That would not pose a problem at all, as long as you live close by. Occasionally, I may need a quick turnaround of a project, and I would not want distance to cause any delay in delivery.”

“Of course, I certainly understand. I live just outside the village, on the hillside overlooking Pisano.” She seemed to want to say more but, instead, smiled at him. “So, I have the job?”

“Yes, you have the job.”

Her eyes lit up. “Thank you very much.”

Perhaps her husband had been injured or lost his business. Whatever the case, it was not Luca's right to probe.

He turned toward a table behind the counter and picked up a pile of folded garments. “You can start with these. All of them need simple alterations. They have already been pinned and marked. The only thing you have to do is sew them. I will need you to return them by three o’clock tomorrow afternoon.”

“That will work perfectly for me, since I fetch my son at school every afternoon at three-thirty. In fact, I’m headed there now. I will deliver each day’s work on my way.”

She gathered the garments into her canvas sack and turned to go.

Luca came forward. “Oh, by the way— I never got your name.”

Her shoulders slumped slightly. “My name is Maria. Maria Landro.”

Landro. He’d heard that name before, but it was so long ago he couldn’t remember how or where. “Pleased to meet you, Signora Landro. “

Her face reddened. “Pleased to meet you too, Signor Tonetta.”

The smile she gave him stirred an untouched part of his soul. He fought to swallow the lump that rose to his throat.


Chapter Three

As Maria turned to leave, the shop bell sounded with a loud clang.

A beautiful young woman entered with a flourish, her long brown muslin skirt making a swishing sound as she circled to close the door behind her. “Dear, dear Luca.” Her lilting voice rang through the air. “I’ve come for my father’s coat.” She stopped short and gave Maria a questioning and comprehensive head-to-toe look, then turned all of her attention to Luca. “So, how is my favorite tailor today?”

Maria’s gaze flew to Luca’s face then back to the woman. From the intimate way she spoke to Luca, it was obvious the woman was in love with him. She was probably his sweetheart.

“Teresa, I’d like you to meet Maria Landro, my new assistant seamstress. Maria, this is Teresa Monastero, a family friend.”

A frown instantly clouded Teresa’s face. “Oh?” Her lips quirked into a pout.

Her face hot with embarrassment, Maria nodded. The girl was beautiful. The most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. Her fine features and olive skin posed a sharp contrast to Maria’s own larger features and fair complexion. “Pleased to meet you, Teresa.”

Teresa’s black eyes narrowed. “Landro? Where have I heard that name before?”

Every bone in Maria’s body turned to ice. She could not afford to lose her job. Not now. Not with Bella Terra on the verge of bankruptcy. “I’m afraid I don’t know.”

Teresa pursed her lips, her eyes fixed on Maria’s as though searching them for hidden information.

What if Teresa knew more than she was letting on? Would she reveal everything to Luca as soon as they were alone?

Teresa wrinkled her nose. “I know I’ve heard your name before. I don’t often get out of Pisano, except to visit my married sister in the next province.” She emphasized the word married and gave Luca a sideward glance.

So, Maria was right. Teresa had her eye on Luca. Why did Maria find that surprising? He certainly was quite a catch.

She bit her lower lip. “I think I’d better be going. I will get these things back to you tomorrow, Signor Tonetta.”

“Thank you. And please call me Luca.”

She hesitated for a moment. “Uh, yes. Luca.” Then, giving Teresa a cursory nod, she made her exit. As she closed the door behind her, the look of consternation on Luca’s face did not escape her.

Nor did Teresa’s finger wagging in his face.

Maria’s stomach churned. The last thing she needed now was to lose her new job.

* * *

Luca took a step back as Teresa sidled up to him. “She’s a very pretty woman.”

“Yes, she is.” Luca’s muscles tensed as he tried to think of a way to get Teresa to leave. “Teresa, I really need to get back to work.”

“How long have you known her?”

“Known whom?”

Hands on her hips, Teresa planted herself squarely in front of him. “You know exactly whom I mean. That loose woman who just left your shop.”

Blood rushed to his face. “How dare you call her a loose woman? You don’t even know who she is.”

“I know more about her than you do.” She took him by the hands. “Luca, the name Landro. Doesn’t it mean anything to you?”

He withdrew his hands from hers. Frantically searching his mind, he found a vague memory of a Landro involved in some sort of scandal. But he would not admit as much to Teresa. After all, if it were not true, he did not want to be involved in any form of gossip. Such behavior was forbidden by God. “I vaguely remember the name, but I am not certain in what context.”

Teresa lowered her voice almost to a whisper. “Luca, she’s no signora. She’s a whore. If she told you she’s married, then she lied to you.”

Blood bulged the veins of his neck. “How can you say such a thing? Don’t you realize you could be defaming an innocent soul?” He forced himself to calm down. “Besides, she never said she was married.” He lowered his eyes. “Only that she has a son.”

“Oh, really? Well, that proves my point.”

Luca raised his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Teresa sighed. “About seven years ago, the whole town was astir with the news that a daughter of the family that owns Bella Terra sold herself to a visiting merchant and disgraced her family name. That girl was none other than Maria Landro. The same woman who is now working for you.”

Luca’s blood froze. If what Teresa said were true, he’d placed himself once again in the direct path of temptation. But if what she said were false, Maria’s reputation was in grave danger of being severely maligned.

“I will not believe it until I have proof. “ He took a deep breath. “I’m sure you’re mistaken, Teresa. The woman you’re talking about cannot possibly be the same woman I’ve hired.”

Teresa folded her arms. “Very well, Luca. Think of your business reputation. You have worked hard to become the top tailor in the province. Are you going to let a tainted woman ruin all you’ve worked so hard to build?”

His head spun at her harsh words. “But you have no proof.”

She stood before him. “I will get you all the proof you need. You may be unwilling to face the truth now. But be careful. One day soon you may have to.” Her gaze pinned him in place. “And by then, it may be too late.”

* * *

Don Franco could not remove his gaze from the little boy sitting quietly in the front row. Gripping the thick pencil in his plump little right hand, the child carefully formed each letter of his first name, looking up, as he completed each one, at the alphabet charts posted along the front wall of the classroom. His nose wrinkled as he concentrated.

Don Franco’s chest tightened. The boy possessed his mannerisms, his pensive demeanor, his smile. Even the shock of thick black hair that grew low on his forehead mirrored his own. But his eyes definitely favored Maria’s family. Thank God for that, or someone might easily notice the resemblance.

He swallowed hard and walked over to Nico. “Would you like some help?”

The boy looked up and smiled. ‘Yes, Padre.”

Don Franco took the pencil from the child. “Like this, Nico.” He curved his fingers into the proper position, repeating the gesture and showing the boy all angles. Then, placing the pencil in Nico’s hand, he covered it with his own and gently guided him as the child formed each letter of his name. N-I-C-O. His son's soft skin against his own awakened unfamiliar paternal feelings.

Don Franco withdrew his hand.

“What’s the matter, Padre?”

He shuddered. What an observant little chap!

“Padre, look. I did it. I wrote my name.”

“Bravo, Nico!” A rush of anguish filled his soul.

“What’s the matter, Padre?”

Don Franco stumbled for an excuse. “Uh … oh, nothing, my son. I must go help the other students.”

With clenched throat, he resumed his walk around the classroom, stopping to check on each pupil’s work. The first day had passed quickly. Soon, Maria would be returning for her child.

Their child.

He stiffened.

After completing his rounds, he called the class to order. “Boys and girls, I have a surprise for you. The bishop will be paying us a brief visit this afternoon to celebrate our first day of the new school year.”

A collective gasp rippled throughout the classroom.

“Please clear your desks. We want to show the bishop what an orderly classroom we have, don’t we?” He looked over at Nico. The boy’s face glowed with anticipation.

The classroom bustled as students began closing books, collecting pencils, and packing notebooks. After the desks were clear, Don Franco stood before the class. “Now, remember. When the bishop arrives, we will all stand to welcome him. Remember also to call him ‘Your Excellency.’ If he asks you a question, stand up to respond. If you want to ask him a question, raise your hand, and the bishop will call on you in turn. Then, when he does call on you, be sure to stand up.” He glanced around the classroom. “Are there any questions?”

Nico raised his hand. “Is the bishop your daddy?”

The whole classroom burst into laughter—and a sword pierced Don Franco’s heart. He ordered the class to be silent.

“Actually, Nico, that is a very good question.” Don Franco swallowed hard. “In a sense, the bishop is my daddy. He is my spiritual father because he has spiritual authority over me and watches over my soul. I must answer to him for my actions both in the school and in the church.”

A stirring at the front door interrupted him as everyone turned around.

Don Franco squared his shoulders. “The bishop has arrived, class. Please stand.”

He walked toward the door to greet the bishop. “Your Excellency.”

A tall, muscular man, Bishop Armando Fumo looked more like a warrior than a clergyman. His left hand bore the signet ring of the bishopric. His right hand, raised in blessing, formed the sign of the Cross over Don Franco.

“Franco, I greet you in the Name of Jesus.”

“And I, likewise, Your Excellency.” Trembling, Don Franco bowed to kiss the ring of his immediate superior, the man to whom he was accountable on this earth.

Don Franco led the bishop and the young priest who accompanied him to the front of the classroom. “Class, I present to you His Excellency, Armando Fumo, Bishop of Agrigento.”

In unison, the students greeted him. “Good morning, your Excellency.”

Don Franco signaled them to be silent. “The bishop has a word for you, so please be seated.”

When the bishop finished his message on the value of learning, Don Franco invited questions.

Nico raised his hand.

Don Franco tensed. “Yes, Nico. What is your question to the bishop?”

Nico stood. “Hello, your Ex-ex-ency.”

Snickering laughter floated across the classroom.

Don Franco gently corrected the boy. “Excellency.”

Nico nodded. “Your Excellency, my name is Nico, and my question is, ‘Do you know a lot of people?’”

The bishop chuckled. “Yes, Nico. I know many people. Why do you ask?”

“Do you know who my daddy is?”

Don Franco’s heart stopped. Blood rushed to his face.

The bishop furrowed his brow. “I’m afraid I do not know your daddy, Nico. I have never met him.”

Nico lowered his gaze. “I don’t know him, either.”

From across the room, a student shouted. “That’s because you’re a bastard.”

“Silence!” Don Franco’s voice boomed, startling even himself. “There will be none of that kind of talk in this classroom.”

The room began to spin. With trembling hands, Franco grabbed hold of his desk to steady himself. His breath came in short gasps as perspiration dripped from his brow.

In an instant, the bishop was at his side. “Franco, are you all right?” His superior's curious and concerned gaze settled upon him.

Don Franco struggled against the tightness in his chest. “Yes, your Excellency. I simply will not allow such language in my classroom.”

“You are right not to allow it, but boys will say such things from time to time. Do not take it so hard, or it could ruin your health.”

Don Franco took a deep breath. “You are right, your Excellency. Boys will say such things from time to time.”

The bishop’s hand weighed heavily on his shoulder. “Is it possible you could find out who the child’s father is?”

Panic clawed at Franco’s heart. “I will do my best, Your Excellency.” He drew in a deep breath then whispered, “I will do my best.”


Chapter Four

Maria quieted the unexpected stirring that Luca had engendered within her. She slung the canvas garment-filled bag over her right shoulder and, despite her misgivings about Teresa, exhaled a long sigh of relief as she left the tailor shop for Nico’s school. Mama would be overjoyed she’d found work and found it so quickly. The job would bring in enough money to hold them over for a few more months. At least until she could stir up enough courage to convince Don Franco to exonerate her and clear her good name.

But his threatening words that fateful day still rang in her ears even after seven long years.

“If you dare breathe a word of this to anyone, I will see to it that you and your family are destroyed forever.”

She shuddered at the memory. So far, the truth remained hidden. But now she’d reached the point of no return. She could not go on living a lie. A lie that was destroying not only her, but Nico and her family as well. Either Don Franco would tell the truth, or she would.

Even if it meant risking her life in the process.

She analyzed the plan that had been formulating in her mind for a long time now, especially since her family’s financial situation had taken a drastic turn for the worse. Their having been forced to let go of most of their hired farmhands shortly after Nico’s birth had only increased the urgency of the dilemma. A few loyal men had stayed on, accepting lower wages in exchange for work. The land still had to be tilled, the seed planted, and the crop harvested. In order to pay them, she’d had to tap into the family’s savings.

But now their savings were nearly gone. She’d reached the point where confronting Don Franco seemed inevitable if her family were to survive. Unless he cleared her name, no produce vendor would ever buy from them again.

She bristled at the unspoken code of honor that had kept her family a prisoner of her shame.

And her son’s father a mystery to all but her.

Ever since Nico’s birth, business had gone downhill as, one by one, vendors turned to other farms to supply them with produce. She’d even tried lowering prices to the bare minimum, but it made no difference. For a while she’d managed to acquire vendors from adjacent provinces, but even they, when they’d learned of her disgrace, took their business elsewhere. Finally, she’d had to halt the planting altogether.

The price of honor, it seemed, was non-negotiable. Despite the vendors’ lame excuses, she’d read the scorn in their eyes. No matter that many of them were themselves guilty of worse sins. Pointing the finger seemed to be a favorite pastime in Pisano. Although they refused to admit it, their allegiance had shifted. No one wanted to do business with a family of ill repute.

Nausea shook her stomach at the depth of their hypocrisy.

But now Signor Tonetta—Luca—had given her a chance.

How kind he was—and how sincere his handsome smile! Rumor had it that he was the most eligible bachelor in all of Pisano. Unless, of course, Teresa Monastero had already hooked him with her subtle bait.

Which seemed to be the case.

His kindness had been like a balm to Maria’s wounded soul. There was something in his manner that was deep and clear, with no trace of guile. When she looked at him, it was like looking into deep waters. Waters that, years ago, she might have been tempted to plunge into and explore. But what right had she to think that Luca Tonetta—or any decent man—would ever look at her twice? At least not as a man would look at a prospective wife. A tainted woman would remain such for as long as she lived. And even thereafter, her memory would reek with the stench of her shame.

But only if she did nothing. And doing nothing was not an option.

Dodging the stares of leering men, she hastened out of the square toward the schoolhouse. The palm trees swayed in a light breeze that played at the edges of her dark hair. She brushed back a wisp that had broken loose from the pile atop her head and tucked it neatly behind her ear. Shifting the garment bag from her right shoulder to her left, she turned her thoughts toward Nico. How had he fared on his first day of school? Had she made a mistake leaving him with the guilty priest? Had her son felt rejected or alone?

She reached the schoolhouse just as the children were leaving in a rush of laughter and cheers. The older children ran out first, followed by the younger ones. She looked for Nico, but he was nowhere in sight. Quickening her step, she approached the building but stopped at the sound of her son’s voice coming from behind a tree.

“I don’t have a daddy.” His words shook with emotion.

“You’re right. You don’t have a daddy because you’re a bastard.” An older boy shouted the ugly word. “That means you’re a nobody. A big fat nobody. No daddy wants you.”

Flinging her bag to the ground, she shouted at the bullies. “Stop! Stop right now and get out of here!”

Nico ran to her arms. “Mama! Mama! They called me that word again.” He sobbed, his breath coming in short gasps. “What does ‘bastard’ mean?”

She gathered her son into her arms and pressed him hard against her pounding heart. Blinking back angry tears, she gently stroked the back of his head. “Everything will be all right, Nico. You are strong, my son. Don’t let cruel words hurt you.”

“I—I’m—a—big—brave—boy.” Wracked with sobs, he struggled to repeat the words.

Maria held him close. “Yes, Nico. You are a big, brave boy.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. She must not cry. Whatever she did, she must not cry.

Releasing him, she took his hand and, after picking up her bag, she led him toward the gate. “Let’s go home. You’ll feel much better when we get home.”

As they crossed the schoolyard, he pointed. “Mama, look.”

Her eyes turned toward the schoolhouse. There, on the top step, stood Don Franco. The expression on his face revealed he’d seen everything. He descended the steps and came toward her. “I’m sorry, Maria.”

Bile rose to her throat. “Not as sorry as you should be.” She spat the words then watched him retreat into the schoolhouse.

* * *

Still enraged by her encounter with the bullies, Maria led Nico up the hill to Bella Terra. The afternoon was hot, and the air thick and oppressive.

She brushed a mosquito away from her face. Only the blessing of her new job mellowed her anger. With Nico in tow, she entered the kitchen via the back door. Mama and her sisters were busily working in the kitchen.

“Mama, I’ve taken a job as a seamstress at the tailor shop in the village.”

Her mother stopped washing the dishes and broke into a broad grin. “Thank the good Lord.” She made the sign of the cross. “This is a miracle. Tell me more.”

Her younger sisters, Luciana and Cristina, gave a cheer.

Luciana hugged her. “Maria, that’s wonderful news!”

Towel in hand, Maria took a dish from the drain board and wiped it dry. “This morning, after leaving Nico at school, I stopped by Tonetta’s Tailor Shop to inquire about work. It so happened that Signor Tonetta needed someone right away. He said there are so many men leaving Pisano for a better life in America and other parts of the world that he has more work than he can handle. It seems as though everyone needs clothes mended or tailored. So he hired me.”

Her mother’s eyes widened as she resumed her dishwashing. “Just like that? On the spot?”

“Yes. Fortunately, I had thought to bring a sample of my work with me. So he didn’t hire me without knowing the kind of work I can do.” Maria smiled at the memory of Luca’s face. “And he was pleased with what he saw.”

Cristina gave her a hug. “I am not surprised. You’re not only a good sister, you are a good seamstress, too.”

“Thanks to Mama.” Maria passed the hug on to her mother. “I’m so glad you taught me how to sew.”

Her mother laughed. “Despite your resistance.” She took another dish out of the soapy water. “So, tell me. What is this Signor Tonetta like?”

“Yes, tell us, Maria.” Luciana chimed in with a clap of her hands.

Heat rose to Maria’s face. “He seems to be a very nice man.”

Her mother gave her a probing look, as though sensing her daughter’s emotion. “Is he married?”

Maria took another dish from the drain board. “Oh, Mama. Is that the only thing that mothers who have marriageable daughters think about?” She put the second dried dish atop the first. “To answer your question, he’s not married.”

Her mother smiled knowingly but changed the subject. “O, figlia mia, this job of yours is indeed good news.” She joined her soapy hands as if in prayer and raised them toward heaven. “Now, perhaps, we can pay off our debt and keep Bella Terra.”

“That is my goal, Mama. To get us out of debt.”

“Yes, but we must move quickly. Your Uncle Biagio will not rest until he owns this farm.”

Maria’s muscles stiffened. “He will not have this farm, Mama. I will fight for it until my very last breath if I have to.”

Her mother washed the final dish. “Well, I hope, my dear daughter, that the fight doesn’t last that long.”

“Whether it does or not, I am up to it.”

The old woman dried her hands on a dish towel and wrapped an arm around her daughter. “You are a good girl, Maria. A very good girl.”

A warm sensation flooded Maria’s soul. She hoped Nico was as encouraged by her approbation as she was by her mother’s.

Yet, there was one whose approval would mean a lot to her as well.

And that was Luca Tonetta.

* * *

Luca knelt at a side altar of the empty church, his mind reviewing the events of the long, busy day. A ray of evening sunshine filtered through a large stained-glass window, casting a long shadow on the simple wooden crucifix before him. Vases of white lilies graced the small alcove, their sweet perfume rising like incense, while old women shuffled through the Stations of the Cross, black rosary beads dangling from their calloused hands.

As much as he tried to pray, he could not get his mind off Maria. Her visit to his shop earlier that day had felt almost supernatural—as though God had sent her to him. He leaned his elbows on the cold marble railing, a strange ache tugging at his heart. His eyes steadied on the figure of Christ, arms outstretched in the greatest act of love the world had ever known.

Luca swallowed hard as he remembered the day he’d encountered his Lord. It had happened a week after his parents’ death and only a day after his sexual impropriety with a young girl from the nearby town of Ribera. He’d gone there after his parents’ funeral, alone and shaken. The sudden tragedy of losing both his mother and his father simultaneously had left him reeling in grief and loneliness. An only child, he’d had no siblings with whom to share his grief. No relatives to comfort him.

She was a servant girl in the inn where he’d spent the night. The one who’d made up his room. She’d entered unannounced, with lust in her eyes. The softness of her face and the roundness of her arms had darkened his reason. Before he knew it, he’d succumbed.

Afterwards, guilt mingled with shame, suffocating him as he rode the snail-like train back to Pisano. He hadn’t loved her. That was the worst of it. He’d only sought solace in her arms for his unbearable grief. For all of his pride about being so holy, he was as wicked as everyone else.

Across the aisle that day, a young man had studied him. He’d seemed out of place in the third-class train, overrun with cackling chickens, swarming flies, and screaming children. His long-sleeved white shirt and his blond hair marked him as a foreigner.

“Excuse me, is this the train to Seccagrande?” His heavily accented Italian confirmed Luca’s suspicion.

“Yes. Seccagrande is two stops ahead.”

“Thank you.”

Luca was curious. “Are you English?”

The young man smiled. “American. I’m a missionary.” He extended a friendly hand.

A conversation had ensued, during which Luca repented of his sin and surrendered his life to Jesus Christ. By the time the young man got off at Seccagrande, Luca had become a Christian.

The memory overwhelmed him with a profound sense of God’s love. For the first time in his life, he’d understood that Christianity is not a religion but a relationship. The revelation transformed his life. Even now, that momentous decision to accept Christ sustained him in difficult times and guided his every step.

Christ would guide him regarding a wife as well.

He rose to leave, his footsteps echoing on the marble tiled floor. The sun had dropped beneath the level of the windows, leaving the sanctuary in shadows. In front of the main altar, candles flickered fervent prayers to the Almighty.

Luca pushed open the heavy wooden door and walked into the balmy evening air. A beggar sat on the church steps, his eyes hollow with hunger. He extended a gnarled hand holding a rusted tin cup. Compassion clutched at Luca’s heart. Digging into his pocket, he withdrew several coins and dropped them into the cup. “God bless you.”

“God bless you, too.” The voice reminded him of his father’s, soft-spoken and kind.

Dozens of pigeons strutted along the plaza in front of the ancient church. Here and there, children chased them or picked them up to stroke their heads. An old woman, bent with age, sat on a bench and fed breadcrumbs to a lone pigeon that had left the flock for better fare.

Luca’s stomach growled. As he headed toward Gino’s Trattoria, images of Maria haunted his mind.


Chapter Five

Drawing the blankets up to Nico’s neck, Maria tucked her little son into bed. His eyes were still red and swollen from the tears he’d shed all the way home from his first day of school that afternoon. Despite her attempts to comfort him, he would not be consoled.

“I’m never going back to school again,” he blurted.

While she wanted with all her heart to shield him from future hurt, she knew she must not. Nor could she. “Nico, I will talk to Don Franco about what happened in the schoolyard, and he will punish the boys who hurt you. So you have nothing to be afraid of.”

“But what if they hurt me again? Or say that bastard word. I still don’t know what it means, Mama.” His voice trembled.

She searched her heart for the right answer. “If they try to hurt you again, stand up to them. Do not allow them to push you around. They are nothing but bullies, and bullies will back off if you show them you are not afraid of them.”

He squirmed under the blankets. “But I am afraid of them, Mama. They’re bigger than I am.”

She sighed. Had she not been afraid of the bullies in her own life as well? The vendors who had destroyed her family business by their boycotts? The villagers who had destroyed her reputation by their gossip? And Don Franco himself, who had kept her a prisoner by his cowardly deception and threats of harm?

How could she ask Nico to do as she said when she herself was afraid to do as she preached? “Bullies seem bigger only on the outside, my son. On the inside you are far bigger than they.”

He looked at her with his big dark eyes. “So, I could make the bullies afraid of me?”

She tousled his hair and smiled. “Yes, Nico. You can make the bullies afraid of you.”

“But how, Mama?”

Stroking his brow, she pondered his question for a long moment. “By not letting them know you are afraid of them, even though you are.”

He looked at her, his little mind obviously racing. “All right, Mama. Tomorrow if they try to hurt me and I’m afraid, I’ll pretend I’m not.”

Like mother, like son.

She kissed him on the forehead. “And I will, too.”

* * *

Dawn’s first gray light edged the sky as Don Franco hurried from the rectory to the Church of the Holy Virgin to say the six o’clock Mass. Today he would confront the boys who’d bullied Nico and aroused Maria’s wrath on the first day of school yesterday. Appeasing her would be his biggest challenge. If he didn’t continue to keep her quiet, she’d expose his sin.

So far, his original threat of harm seven years earlier had kept her silent all these years. She’d done nothing to avenge herself. Of course, who would have believed her anyway? At least he had that on his side. No one would believe a parishioner over a priest. Otherwise, he would have been defrocked long ago.

A familiar sense of failure gnawed at his stomach. Nico had been in his class for only a day, and already things had gone wrong. To make matters worse, the bishop’s question about the identity of Nico’s father had sent shock waves through Don Franco's system. He shivered. And, perhaps worst of all, against his better judgment, he’d allowed the child to capture his paternal heart.

A heart that, for the first time, ached with a profound sense of loss.

A slight chill, a remnant of the previous night’s thunderstorm, lingered in the air. Its damp breath penetrated the thick cotton fabric of his cassock. He thrust his hand into his pocket and fingered the worn rosary, an ordination gift from his mother. Since her death two years earlier, he’d carried it with him wherever he went.

He let the beads slide to the bottom of his pocket. What if his assignment at the parish school ended like everything else in his life? With rejection and defeat? He’d spent the last ten years taking the school to a higher level of excellence. It was the only thing he’d ever done of which he was truly proud. He’d worked too hard for Maria to destroy it now.

A shiver ran through him as he approached the medieval village church. A sudden gust of wind snatched at the wide brim of his black hat. He grabbed it and held it firmly against his head.

The ancient edifice, though in need of repair, stood proudly just beyond the village square. A bastion of piety and virtue, over the centuries it had witnessed hosts of weddings, funerals, baptisms, confirmations, and first holy communions. He’d grown up in its shadow, been nursed on its liturgy, and launched into ministry in its sanctuary. But unlike the stones that made up its structure, he’d never felt like an integral part of it.

He suppressed the painful truth.

He was a misfit.

The church bell tolled the half hour. Soon the first parishioners would be arriving, in time for the daily recitation of the rosary prior to Mass. Mostly old women, with a few old men among them, they comprised the core of the faithful. The matriarchs and patriarchs of Pisano. People he’d known all of his life. They’d watched him grow up. He’d played kickball with their children. Attended the same school. They’d cheered him off to seminary in Rome and then welcomed him back with the highest respect. Now they had become his flock. Those for whom he would be held accountable before God.

His chest tightened as he pictured himself giving an account for Maria one day. His blood ran cold at the image of the Almighty, with finger pointed in wrath, condemning him to hell for all eternity.

A rooster crowed in the distance, sending a shiver through his veins.

His heart pounding, he wiped the sweat from his brow and quickened his steps toward the private entrance at the rear of the building. The sacristan had already unlocked the door in anticipation of his arrival.

“Good morning, Padre.” The old man smiled and bowed slightly as Don Franco entered the large room.

“Good morning, Stefano. How are you today?”

Stefano chuckled. “At my age, I’m grateful I woke up this morning.”

Don Franco forced a smile. “That’s something to be grateful for at any age, my good man.” Taking a cotton handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped the beads of perspiration that slicked his forehead.

“Your garments are ready for you, Padre.”

“Thank you.”

Stefano left, closing the door behind him.

Don Franco ran trembling fingers over the priestly garments laid out before him, symbols of holiness and moral rectitude. The ritual of donning them each day had dulled his heart to their symbolism. Yet today, because of Nico’s intrusion into his life, the garments spoke to him more loudly than ever. Sharpening his sensitivity to the virtues they represented. Accusing him of violating those virtues.

Just as he had violated Maria.

A knock at the sacristy door jolted his nerves.

“Come in.”

A young altar boy opened the door and poked his head in, a questioning look on his face. “Padre, it's time to begin Mass.”

Don Franco turned toward the boy. “Thank you, my son. I’ll be right there.”

The boy nodded and left.

Don Franco rubbed his fingers across his aching forehead. Then, with trembling hands, he lifted the square white amice, placed it over his head, and dropped it to his shoulders. He crisscrossed the laces behind his back, bringing them forward again to tie in front. Next, he donned the alb, the long white linen tunic signifying purity of heart. He shuddered as the clean garment touched him. Taking the cincture in both hands, he hesitated at the sight of the tasseled cord, symbol of sexual purity. By donning it, he proclaimed to the whole world his obedience to his vow of chastity. Eyes closed, Don Franco tied the cord around his waist.

He leaned momentarily against the table, steeling himself to become the priest the spiritually hungry parishioners awaited on the other side of the sacristy door. What did he have to offer them? His stomach churning, he put on the stole, maniple, and chasuble, then walked to the full-length mirror at the far end of the sacristy. He stopped short. Who was this stranger? He studied his face, once ruddy with the manliness of youth, but now old and worn. His hair, once rich and black, but now streaked with gray. His eyes, once bright and clear, but now darkened under the weight of fatigue.

He was only thirty-four.

He drew in a deep breath. Like a nervous actor preparing to walk out on stage, he wondered if this would be his last performance.

* * *

Maria quickened her pace as she approached Tonetta’s Tailor Shop to drop off the day’s work before picking up Nico. She’d worked late into the night and all that morning on the first batch of alterations, more demanding of herself than any customer could be. Now she hoped her work would earn Luca’s approval.

She took a deep breath. Her angry interchange with Uncle Biagio the day before had left her more determined than ever to keep him from taking the farm. But it had also left her more anxious than ever about paying off the outstanding debt in time to avert bankruptcy.

Quickening her pace, she shielded herself from the growing wind that whipped around the vegetable stands lining the square. Soon the scirocco season would begin. The hot wind that swept over the island each year from North Africa brought with it severe dust storms that sometimes covered the villages for days on end. Dust in their food, grinding between their teeth. Dust in their drinking water. Dust in the bath, so that she never felt clean. Perhaps this year it would last only a few days.

The shop bell clanged softly as she opened the door. A rustling sound came from the back room, followed by Luca’s appearance in the doorway.

He burst into a wide grin. “Hello.”

She smiled, wishing she could stop her face from burning. “Hello, Signor Tonetta. I’ve finished the first batch of work for you.”

He strode toward the counter. “Luca. Please call me Luca.”

“Yes. I’m sorry. I forgot.” Warmth rushed through her as a flutter skimmed her heart. He grew more handsome each time she saw him. His strong forehead framed translucent blue eyes filled with peace.

For the past day, he’d been at the forefront of her mind. It wasn’t physical attraction that drew her, although he was certainly a handsome man. No. It was a light that shone through his eyes, from a place deep within him. Like an oasis that invited one to rest by its quiet waters and drink.

Holding her breath, she opened her bag, pulled out the neatly folded garments, and laid them on the counter.

She studied his strong hands as he unfolded the first piece, a man’s jacket. He carefully examined the seams on the sleeve cuffs and the buttonholes. Next, he opened the jacket and ran his expert fingers along the edges of the lining. Her muscles tensed as she awaited his verdict.

Finally, his deep blue eyes rose to meet hers. “Excellent work, Signora Landro. I am very pleased.”

Relief flooded her soul as her face grew even warmer. She did not correct his referring to her as Signora. “Oh, please call me Maria.”

He smiled. “Yes. I, too, forgot. Excellent work, Maria.”

“I am so glad you are satisfied.”

“Very satisfied, indeed.”

Her pulse quickened as his eyes briefly lingered on hers. Her gaze followed the sculpted muscles of his forearms as he picked up the completed garments and placed them on a table behind him. His broad shoulders exuded strength.

He returned to the counter and withdrew an envelope from a drawer. “Here is your first paycheck.” He handed her the envelope. “For the first batch of alterations.”

Her heart soared. Every cent would go toward paying off the debt on Bella Terra. “Thank you. You are very kind.”

“It has nothing to do with kindness, but everything to do with your hard work.” He smiled. “There is an unspoken rule in life: labor produces fruit.”

His compliment brought tears to her eyes.

“And now I have more work for you.” He slid a pile of men’s shirts from a shelf behind him and placed them on the counter. “These shirts require alterations. I’ve marked them and pinned them in the right places. I’ll need these by tomorrow. The men who ordered them are leaving for America shortly.”

She glanced down at the pile of linen and cotton. The one on top might have been the man’s best shirt, though it had a coffee stain on the cuff. “Yes, you’d mentioned that many men from Pisano are leaving to make their fortunes in America.” Her mother had told her of a family friend whose husband had gone to America and never returned.

“That is so. In the last year, dozens of men from Pisano alone have ventured across the seas in search of a better life.”

She detected a wistfulness in his voice. “And have they found what they were looking for?”

He smiled. “From what I’m told, they have.” He hesitated, as though distracted by a thought. “Anyway, I will need these by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Of course.” Her face flushed at the impropriety of engaging him in conversation other than that related to business. Perhaps she’d offended him. But he showed no signs of displeasure.

She found herself wanting to stay longer, wanting to know this man better. Who was he? Why wasn’t he married? “Well, I must go now to fetch my son at school.”

“Then I shall see you again tomorrow. Same time.”

“Yes. I’ll be sure to get these back to you then.”

She lingered for a brief moment more then left against her will.


Chapter Six

Nerves taut, Don Franco sat at his classroom desk after Mass pondering the bishop’s visit the day before. Soon his superior would be contacting him regarding the results of his research on Nico’s paternity. A leaden weight lodged in Franco's stomach as perspiration slipped down the side of his face.

Maria.

She was never quiet inside his head. The very thought of her name brought back bittersweet memories. His mind drifted back to the first day she'd stepped into his classroom, her cautious nature stirring his senses against his will. And again his senses had stirred when, on her first day of work at the rectory, she’d emerged from the kitchen like an angel of light to serve the priests their lunch. Her quiet demeanor reminded him of Silvia, his first love. Fresh with the bloom of innocence on her cheek, Maria had demonstrated a reticence he'd found attractive. Challenging, even. The sensuous tilt of her smile, the sweet fragrance that emanated from her shapely body, and the self-conscious way she leaned over him to place his plate before him aroused feelings he’d thought were long dead. There was a shyness about her that drew him, making him feel needed. Safe in her presence.

Accepted.

Unlike the way Silvia had made him feel.

Whenever he saw Maria, he felt a weight lift off his soul. Soon he found himself looking for ways to be with her. At the end of each meal, he’d linger, despite her obvious diffidence, while she cleaned off the table. He’d even taken to helping her carry the dirty dishes into the kitchen with the excuse that a servant of Christ must be a servant of men.

Being in her presence filled a part of him that had remained empty and barren for far too long. The part of him that craved approval. Acceptance.

Affirmation.

Innocently and unknowingly, she'd given him all three. It wasn’t long before he’d realized he had to have her.

Yet, all the while, his conscience had convicted him. He was a priest after all. A man forever forbidden to form such a relationship with a woman. He’d been treading on dangerous ground, and he knew it.

Each time he’d see her, he’d whisper incessant repetitions of rote prayers under his breath, hoping to quiet his conscience. But those prayers had done nothing to subdue the longing within him. In the midst of desperately fingering his rosary, thoughts of her bombarded his mind. To his shame, even as he said Mass, her image would rise before him, beckoning him in her innocence. Her eyes drew him like onyx magnets, seducing him to the point of sacrilege. Torn with guilt, he’d used every ounce of strength to keep his relationship with her solely one of pastor and parishioner.

But that fateful day, when he’d come upon her making his bed, something had snapped inside him. Finding Maria there, he’d stopped short, overcome by her unexpected presence in his private quarters. When it was all over, he'd felt no relief, only loathing and self-hatred.

Now, alone in his classroom, he shuddered at his utter depravity. Somehow, in that blinding moment, the festering wounds of past rejection had broken the dam of tormenting rage and finally unleashed its violent waters in a horrific act.

He rose from the chair and walked toward the window. A strong breeze blew through the open sash, filling the room with the fragrance of blossoming panicle hydrangeas. He rubbed his hand over his face and sighed.

A few children straggled into the classroom. “Buon giorno, Padre.”

He only nodded, unable to form the words of greeting. Under the guise of fetching supplies, he retreated to the closet in the far corner of the room, locked the door, and wept.
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