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  A deeply evocative story of lies, secrets, and betrayal, Orphan of the Olive Tree is a family saga of two unforgettable women, an oath sworn in blood, a curse uttered in envy, and the dark secret that destroys their lives.




  




  From two neighboring villas in the heart of the Tuscan countryside to the elegance of Siena; from a world steeped in ancient superstitions to a culture where family honor is paramount comes, this multi-layered novel of the lives, loves, secrets and strivings of two women and their families in the 13th century.




  


  Felicia Ventura is an unpretentious woman, alone in the world, who is happily married to Enrico. She dreams of a simple future raising a family, but her hopes are shattered because of a curse and the casting of the evil eye by her envious neighbor, a Sicilian beauty named Prudenza.




  




  Prudenza is worldly and materialistic and her envy of Felicia knows no bounds. She casts the evil eye on her adversary. When Felicia gives birth to twin sons, Prudenza revives an ancient superstition and spreads a rumor that Felicia’s twins were fathered by different men. The scandal destroys her life. Soon, Prudenza gives birth to her own twins - daughters. Desperate to save face, Prudenza rids herself of one infant, keeping the child’s existence secret. But as the years go by, the truth has a way of making itself known. Soon Prudenza’s deception will lead to the unraveling of everything she values in life.




  




  Orphan of the Olive Tree is an unforgettable novel about wicked intentions, superstition, undisclosed secrets, unstoppable destinies; and two generations of women and the extraordinary event that will vindicate or destroy them.
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  Family quarrels are bitter things. They don't go by any rules. They're not like aches or wounds; they're more like splits in the skin that won't heal because there's not enough material




  




  F. Scott Fitzgerald
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  You don’t choose your family. They are God’s gift to you, as you are to them…




  




  Desmond Tutu
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  We cannot destroy kindred. Our chains stretch a little sometimes,




  But they never break…




  




  Marquise de Sévigné
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  Family is the most important thing in the world…




  




  Princess Diana




  Prologue




  




  

    [image: ]


  




  




  Monteaperti Hills, Tuscany




  September AD 1260




  




  “Look out behind you, Enrico!” The warning shout arose over the howls and bellows of men in the violent throes of battle. Enrico Ventura recognized the voice as that of his best friend, Carlo Benevento. Before Enrico could look behind him, a Florentine warrior drove a spiked gauntlet at his head. He bent to avert the blow, but was not swift enough. The metal spikes struck the side of his face hard. The void between life and death swallowed him before he hit the ground.
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  The smell of blood and death filled Enrico’s nostrils. Shards of pain shot through his head, stirring him from the depths of oblivion. Fog clouded his mind as he opened his eyes. He could see only blackness; not the battlefield, nor the sky and earth, not even his own body.




  “Dio,” he moaned. Agony battered his rib cage and head. He swallowed back his terror and listened. The sounds of combat and battle cries, the whoosh of arrows, the clash of weapons had vanished. The battle must be over. Now, only the moans of the wounded cleaved the air. He felt his chest. Someone had stripped him of his armor. He groped about for his lance and broadsword, but could not find them. How long had he lain unconscious?




  He struggled to sit up, but the soreness from over-strained muscles stung him. His face throbbed and his entire body ached. The smell of his own blood filled his senses. For now, all he could do was lie powerless and wait for the litters to arrive. They would carry him off to lay with the other wounded. Then he could return home. He clung to that hope with near desperation.




  “Carlo.” Enrico shouted out for his friend, but only a hoarse rasp, hardly more than a whisper, sprang from his parched throat. “Carlo!” He tried again. The groans and cries of those around him smothered his feeble voice. Enrico feared the worst. His gut wrenched with fear at the possibility that Carlo lay wounded nearby and he could not see him or do anything to help.




  All his life Enrico had protected Carlo, who was born with his right leg shorter than his left and his foot twisted at a slight angle. Were it not for his friend’s warning during battle, the blow from the gauntlet might have killed him. Carlo had saved his life. He owed him a great debt. Somehow, as soon as he could, he must find him. He prayed he would find him alive.




  Enrico waited and soon lost track of time. Blind and hurting, he endured the sun’s rays that scorched his skin. Hours of intense heat had ripened the stench of blood, urine, and guts from the battlefield around him. Then, as if from a great distance, he heard someone shout his name.




  “Enrico! Enrico Ventura!” The gravelly voice belonged to Carlo and it came from somewhere to the right.




  It jolted Enrico to full consciousness. There could be no mistaking the voice. The sound washed over him like a soothing tide. “Here, Carlo!” Enrico winced with agony at the effort to reply. He heard the scrape and tread of Carlo's familiar limp as he came to kneel by his side. “Wine.” Enrico could not manage to say more.




  “Dio buono! Here. Drink, my friend.” Carlo lifted Enrico’s head and raised a flagon to his mouth.




  Enrico's parched lips and throat relished the warm wine. He drank until the liquid soothed away the dryness. Then he paused, fortifying himself to speak aloud the words he feared. “I can’t see, Carlo.”




  Carlo squeezed his shoulder. “It’s morning now. The battle raged until sunset, but we won. The enemy must have stolen your armor and weapons in the dark. I’ve heard ten thousand Florentine men are dead, another four thousand are missing.”




  “How badly hurt am I?”




  Carlo paused. “I won’t lie to you. You took a brutal blow. There is a gash on the left side of your face, from eye to chin, and your right eye is swollen shut. But the rest of your body appears to be unharmed.”




  “Other than the fact I can’t see.” Enrico swallowed and a lump formed in his throat. “I’m grateful for your honesty and my good fortune,” he said grimly. His injuries could have been much worse.




  They rested in silence, both exhausted.




  After some time, the chirurgeon found them and offered Enrico more wine to help dull the throbbing. The man cleaned his wound and wrapped a cloth around his eyes and forehead. When he finished, Enrico overheard the chirurgeon whisper to Carlo. “His left eye is lost and the cheek beneath is crushed beyond repair. God willing, once the swelling subsides, he will be able to see with his right eye. Take the man home and make certain the wounds do not putrefy.” With those words, the chirurgeon shuffled away to tend others.




  Carlo was not wounded. The knowledge sent a surge of relief through Enrico. At least one of us is whole, he thought.
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  Battle-weary and numb with exhaustion, Carlo looked out over the Monteaperti hills one last time. The Arabia Creek meandered through the landscape. Its waters, once a glorious blue, now ran scarlet with blood. Tens of thousands of men lay dead, scattered like refuse everywhere on the hills, their bodies rotting beneath the new day’s sun. The smell of the bloodbath and dead flesh burgeoned in the late summer heat.




  The hill of death; those who survived had already begun to call it so. The morning sun revealed the true extent of the combat; the eerie sounds of men shouting for help and water, moaning with agony. It would take weeks to bury the dead, but their souls would surely haunt these hills forever. Carlo wiped the sweat from his brow with his filthy, blood-splattered sleeve. Already crows and buzzards circled in the sky, eager to feast on the freshly dead. The metallic odor of blood saturated the air.




  This final battle had been the most brutal. Their Sienese army had defeated the arrogant Florentines. He heaved an exhausted sigh – all this blood, all this death, and for what? Because forty-five years ago, a Florentine nobleman reneged on his betrothal to a noblewoman from Siena and married someone else. The Sienese swore revenge and killed him. This had ignited the long, cursed feud that culminated in this last deadly encounter. The war between Florence and Siena may have ended for now, but such hatred could not be so easily distinguished. And one woman at the root of all this death. Was the feud finally over? Who knew what the future held?




  Carlo had never been so glad to leave a place. After seeing Enrico safely loaded onto a wagon, they set off. Heat waves distorted the road ahead as he trudged along beside the wagon. Each step led him farther away from the horrific site. He was glad Enrico could not see the dreadful aftermath. Carlo put one weary foot ahead of the other, ignoring the hunger that gnawed at his belly as he struggled to keep pace despite his awkward gait. He and Enrico had survived. Little else mattered.




  Time passed far too slow as he walked in the hot afternoon sun towards home. Carlo ignored the throbbing in his misshapen leg and glanced over at Enrico. With every wagon jolt, agony etched his friend’s face, but he bore his discomfort without sound or complaint. Ever since childhood, Enrico had looked after him because of his lameness. Now that Enrico was the one to have suffered a wound, it felt good to return the favor and help him.




  The farther he went, the easier it became to bury memories of the desolation and ruin, the groans of the wounded, the screams of the dying, and the stench of the blood-soaked battlefield. Behind and before them, hundreds of men walked, rank upon rank. Mail and armor clanked in an uneven cadence as they wound their way through the hilly terrain. Thankfully, in the aftermath of combat, weariness blanketed his sorrowful despair. Thoughts of home enticed him forward despite his exhaustion. Worn-out men dropped from the ranks and took their own paths home to villages or farms. He knew they would all relive the horrific visions of combat and death in their nightmares for years to come.




  Soon, they arrived at the road that led to the village of Costalpino. Their villas lay on its outskirts.




  Carlo helped Enrico down from the wagon, and with one arm around his friend’s waist and the other firmly gripping the arm over his shoulder, they bid farewell to their comrades and staggered down the lane. Familiar cypress and olive trees lined the road to the tiny verdant valley. His limp, coupled with Enrico's blindness and injuries, forced them to make slow progress. Carlo stopped to rest on the crest of the hill that overlooked their familial lands.




  “We are home, Enrico.”




  “Describe it to me, Carlo.”




  Fatigued beyond words, Carlo did not want to expend the effort, but he understood. How could he deny his friend a description of this spectacular view? The sight appeared all the sweeter because they had survived. “I am looking down into the valley at our villas. They seem as large as castles. The little brook that separates our homes is as blue as the summer sky. Smell the lemon trees and wild thyme, Enrico. The wind carries a beautiful aroma just for us.”




  With words, Carlo painted a picture of the long, tree-lined dirt road that led to Enrico's villa. It was named Casa di Fiore for the abundant flowers and rose bushes Enrico's wife, Felicia, nurtured. The villa lay on a slight rise. Shrouded on the north side by the gentle screen of olive trees, the elegant villa nestled like a jewel in its setting. Built around an intimate courtyard, the three-storied quadrangle of weathered, rose-colored stone presented a quaint image. One large olive tree, its trunk misshapen and twisted, with branches warped and sagging, stood at the center of the courtyard in front of the house.




  Carlo shifted his gaze to his own home. Villa Bianca rested east of the brook dividing their properties. Pale grey stone comprised its facade, a contrast to the pink hues of Casa di Fiore. Burgundy paint colored its numerous doors and shutters. The grounds and gardens that surrounded the structure were vibrant with lemon trees and hedges. His wife, Prudenza, had neither the skills nor the desire to grow anything. As a result, Villa Bianca appeared more rustic and hauntingly lonely.




  “And beyond our two villas, on either side of the stream, stretch our vineyards and orchards.” Carlo sighed, enchanted at the sight of the lush valley beneath the rose and lavender sky. “What a welcoming sight it is. I have seen enough war and invasion to last my entire life.” He helped Enrico sit on the ground.




  Enrico nodded. “That is certain, amico. If I never raise my sword again, I will consider myself a fortunate man.” A weary sigh escaped his lips.




  Carlo sat down next to him and stretched out his legs.




  “I am a lucky man,” Enrico said. “My face may now be uglier than that of a scarecrow, but we return home alive.”




  Enrico’s attempt at humor was a testament to his good nature and it brought a smile to Carlo’s lips. Enrico had always been of a gentler spirit, less candid than he was.




  Neither man spoke for a moment.




  Carlo scanned the welcoming allure of their valley.




  “What will we do now that the war has ended and the remainder of lives stretches out before us?” Enrico asked.




  “Well, first, I will indulge in the soft flesh of my wife and hope to make many children.” Carlo grinned broadly. He rubbed his leg to ease the soreness caused by the long march and the shouldering of Enrico’s weight.




  “And then what?”




  “Nothing other than to savor the earth beneath my feet, feel the warm breeze through my hair, and put in a good day’s work in our vineyards and orchards.” Carlo contemplated the simplicity of his desires and stopped massaging his leg.




  “You saved my life.” Enrico’s voice trembled with emotion.




  Guilt seized Carlo. “No, I failed you. For the rest of my life, I will bear the regret that I was not close enough to block that blow.”




  “If you had not warned me, I would be dead now. Do not blame yourself. It is the misfortune of war. You could not have prevented what fate had decided for me.” Enrico reached out and rested his blood-encrusted hand on Carlo's shoulder.




  “And I am grateful to you, Enrico. All my life, you have guided my decrepit foot into a stirrup or fetched something for me whenever the ache grew unbearable.” Carlo smiled at his friend’s many kindnesses.




  “We are blessed to have each other. In honor of our friendship and for saving my life, I want our families to be as one.”




  “They already are.”




  Enrico paused. “But I want more, something stronger to last our entire lives and beyond. Let us vow to wed our firstborn children to each other.”




  “Done, as long as we have sons and daughters,” Carlo said with a grin. “We can name our children after one another, too.”




  Enrico let out a laugh. “I have no doubt we will. Let’s swear a blood oath on it before God and make it good until death.”




  Carlo hesitated, and then fumbled for his dagger, removing it from the sheath at his side.




  Enrico raised his left arm. “Cut me.”




  Carlo shook his head. “I can’t.”




  “You have to. I can’t see to do it myself.”




  Reluctantly, Carlo held the blade against the inside of Enrico’s left forearm and paused.




  “Mind that the cut goes deep enough to leave a scar to forever remind us of our pledge,” Enrico said.




  With great care, Carlo pulled the blade across his friend’s skin until a deep, vibrant streak of crimson appeared. Enrico had not flinched. Carlo took the blade and made an incision no less deep or long on his own left forearm. It stung only a little. They touched their wounds together to mix their blood as Enrico uttered the oath, which Carlo repeated.




  




  Before God we swear:




  As the sea to the river, as the seed to the tree,




  As the stone to the mountain, I bond you to me.




  From this day forward, our families shall be one.




  A curse on our families if this vow be undone.




  We blend our blood in honor’s eternal flame.




  Fruit of my loins shall carry your name.




  




  Carlo ripped a strip of cloth from his tunic and bound their wounds to quell the blood flow. “First born shall marry first born. You now have my vow and I will do everything in my power to make it so.”




  “As will I, amico mio. As will I, my friend. Come, let’s go home,” Enrico said. “If I’m lucky, my wife will recognize my new face and won’t run off frightened.” He grimaced when Carlo helped him stand. “In a year or two, God willing, our children will be born and one day we will wed them to each other.”




  A pale half-moon began its ascent over the fertile slopes of the valley as Carlo helped Enrico stand. The knowledge that their blood oath, a vow so sacred it could never be broken, would forever bind their families enveloped them both with a sense of peace.




  With two good eyes and three good legs between them, Carlo led Enrico home on the last leg of their journey, certain that a future, rich with promise, laid gloriously before them.




  1
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  Spring AD 1261




  




  Enrico’s screams wrenched Felicia from a deep sleep. His limbs flailed about in defense against some unrevealed terror. Spasms shook his body as he coughed and bellowed and struggled to breathe.




  She reacted quickly, by rote, hushing him with a soothing tone, reaching for his arms to still them lest he accidentally harm her. “Hush now, Enrico. You are dreaming again, amore mio.”




  She murmured loving words, stroking his arms, his hair, his face, until she felt his panic calm and his breathing slow. When his consciousness returned, she held him tight, his disfigured countenance against her breast, until he shed the memories of battle his mind had conjured: demons that never left, in night or day. With no words spoken, she held him thus until sleep took him once more.




  When the first rays of dawn lightened the room, Felicia raised herself up on her elbow. Enrico lay to her right. She studied his profile – the perfect side of his face. The handsome man who had so gallantly departed for war was vastly different from the man who had come back to her. The horrible scar dented the entire left side of his face. He had lost his left eye too. His physical wounds had healed, but the wounds to his spirit lingered on, forever changing him.




  Dreadful dreams now plagued him; vestiges of some traumatic event he had survived that haunted him every time he tried to sleep, images he kept buried deep within himself.




  Her destiny was wrapped up with Enrico, whom she loved above all else. With time, she prayed he would heal, in body and in spirit. Enrico had always wanted a family and she was determined to give him one. She was alone in the world now except for her husband; he was everything to her. How they both longed to fill their large villa with the laughter of children. Family meant everything to her and Enrico. A child, or two, would be the greatest gift she could give him. Family! Except for their love for one another, little else mattered in their world.




  2
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  Autumn AD 1261




  




  A solitary shaft of morning sunlight pierced through the center of the closed window shutters, casting a serene radiance into the bedchamber. Buried beneath the bed covers, Felicia studied her sleeping husband. Enrico snored lightly, one naked leg flung above the rumpled bed covers. She nestled closer to him.




  Over the past six months, her husband’s health had returned. Her eyes fell upon their clothes on the floor, hastily discarded in frenzied passion. A smile arose on her lips at the memory of last night’s lovemaking. How she adored him. Her eyes lingered over his hard chest, his well-muscled arms, and his strong legs. His fair hair, the color of light sand, spilled in fawn-colored waves across the embroidered pillow. A beard now covered the lower portion of his shattered left cheek. The moment he awoke, he would don the black eye patch to conceal his empty eye socket and the upper part of his scarred countenance. Even that did not detract from his handsomeness in her eyes.




  She leaned over and gently pressed her lips against his disfigurement. She traced a feather-light finger across the rutted grooves and undulations of his scar. Her chest swelled with the love she bore him. His mutilated appearance did not bother her in the least. In fact, she loved him even more for it because he had earned it courageously in battle. Enrico was a good, honest man who worked hard and provided everything she needed to be happy. Mutual kindness governed their days while heated ardor dominated their nights. She ran her hands over her flat belly and mouthed a prayer of hope for the baby they both longed to create.




  From their very first moments together, she and Enrico had known utter happiness. An only child, and raised in a loving home, Felicia still grieved the deaths of her parents who perished after an unexplained fever swept through their town. A kindly aunt had taken her in, but she died only a month after Felicia married Enrico. Now no other family remained.




  Enrico had returned from the battle in the Monteaperti hills, blind, injured, and seized by a dark melancholy she could not dispel. She had feared not only for his life, but also for hers should he not recover. The local healer had assured her that Enrico would recuperate fully from his physical injuries and with patience and time, so would his despondency. Felicia clung to that hope, nursing him with such attentiveness that she rarely left his side even to eat or sleep.




  She sat up, swung her legs over the bed’s side, and stood. She crossed the room to a dressing table and ran a comb through her disheveled tresses. From the small basin she had set out the night before, she splashed cool water onto her face.




  Fear of being alone in the world had sparked her need to bear children. Months passed as Felicia waited patiently for the wounds on Enrico’s face to heal and for his one good eye to recover its sight. As his health improved, they made love with frequency and eagerness. To her dismay, however, despite numerous couplings, she failed to conceive.




  Knowing how badly they both longed for a baby, Felicia decided to resort to stronger methods. Today was Tuesday, the day the women gathered at the river to wash their laundry. She would seek their advice.




  Felicia rubbed a mint leaf against her teeth then popped it into her mouth to chew. She dressed and gathered up the basket of soiled linens in the corner. With a final glance at her sleeping husband, she picked up last night’s discarded clothes and stuffed them into the basket. Shutting the door, she descended the narrow stairs into the kitchen. After tossing a bar of soap into the laundry basket, she headed to the creek.




  Large rocks lined both sides of a clear running stream. In this spot, the women of Costalpino had gathered for centuries to wash linen, clothes, and bedding, breaking into song or sharing gossip as they scrubbed. The pleasant companionship was something Felicia looked forward to every week. She set down her laundry basket and sat on a patch of grass to remove her leather shoes and hose. After pulling up her sleeves, she gathered the basket again and made her way to the water’s edge to a rock that jutted over the creek. The women crowded into the small area that boasted the deepest water and boulders against which they beat the soil from their wash items.




  From the corner of her eye, Felicia noticed old Agnese ambling down the brush-lined dirt path. No one knew her true age. Despite her frail, stooped condition, she attended every washing day, unwilling to relinquish the familiarity of an old chore, or miss all the rich gossip exchanged. Agnese set down her laundry basket, glanced about, and frowned. No one made room for her. Felicia knew the women did not take her seriously, for her items were few; her husband had died and her children had all moved away.




  Felicia gave the old woman a smile and pushed her basket to the side. “There is plenty of room beside me, Agnese.”




  The old woman offered her a toothless smile as Felicia helped her up onto the rock.




  Now that all the women had begun dipping their clothes in the water, Felicia decided to broach the subject of her infertility. “Enrico and I have been married for two years now, but we still haven’t conceived. Does anyone know of anything that can help us?”




  The women all stopped what they were doing and exchanged looks.




  Agnese put down the old tattered chemise she was about to dip into the water. “Feed your husband celery, and plenty of it. It is said to help a man become as firm as the stalks themselves.”




  Felicia decided the advice, coming from such a small woman who had given birth successfully to four, brawny sons, had merit.




  “On Mondays, eat only chickweed and carrots,” suggested Giovanna, the baker’s wife, as she beat a soapy, twisted blanket against a jagged rock. “The vegetables are a powerful combination. It worked for me and there is no reason why it will not work for you.”




  Chickweed grew in abundance in the meadows around their village. The beautiful, delicate plant was one of Enrico’s favorites.




  “Add it to your salad, or to soft creamy cheese with a little basil and thyme.” Giovanna raised the fingers of her right hand to her lips and then flayed them wide with the smack of a kiss.




  “That is a wonderful idea,” Felicia said as she reached into her basket to remove a tablecloth and dipped it into the water. “I’ll take my herb basket with me to church in Sant’Andrea Montecchio next Sunday and collect some on the way home. That way it will be fresh for the next day.” Giovanna looked pleased and gave Felicia a hearty smile.




  Felicia lifted up the hem of her long gown and tied it into a knot above her knees to keep it from touching the water. Then she waded into the water and soaked the tablecloth. She spread it out against a rock and rubbed soap against it.




  “By wearing amber, I bore eleven children.” Maria, the butcher’s wife reached into her pocket and withdrew a necklace of amber beads with the largest stone at its center. “Here, take mine.” Maria laughed as she splashed through the water and hung the necklace around Felicia’s neck. After adjusting it, she stepped back to admire the effect.




  Felicia examined the generous gift. Against the morning sunlight, the amber glistened with shards of copper and gold. “Grazie, Maria!” Caressing the beads, which already started to grow warm from the heat of her body and the brilliant sun, she said, “I will wear it every day and promise to return it as soon as I am expecting.”




  “Oh no! Please, keep it! If I never see the cursed thing again I will consider myself fortunate.” Maria clasped her growing belly with both hands and looked up at the heavens shaking her head.




  The women chortled at Maria’s jest. Felicia pounded the soapy tablecloth against the rock then raised it up in both of her hands, rubbing it between her fists to scrub out the wine stain.




  “Wish for a child upon a falling star,” Carmella, the blacksmith’s wife, recommended, tossing a wrung-out bed linen into her laundry basket.




  A falling star! Of course! Felicia remembered when her own grandmother had given her mother the same advice. Sadly, it had not worked and Felicia remained an only child.




  “Bah, it is all foolishness. Nothing will help,” added Prudenza Benevento, Felicia’s closest neighbor and the wife of her husband’s dearest friend, Carlo. On the outside, there was no denying the Sicilian woman was a great beauty with ebony hair and perfect features, but inside, a streak of callousness marred her personality. Her lusterless eyes seemed especially void of warmth this day. “If the fates have decreed that it is not meant to be, there is nothing you can do to change that. Best learn to accept things the way they are. You may never bear children, Felicia.”




  The women all fell silent, cognizant of Prudenza’s sharp tongue and vitriolic dominance. No one ever dared enter into an argument with her. Felicia bit back a retort. Any tension between her and Prudenza upset Enrico and brought discord into their lives. Therefore, for her husband’s sake, Felicia tolerated the woman. She did what she could to keep things cordial between them, and became adept at disguising her ire or disgust at things Prudenza did or said.




  As if a cold wind had blown over them, the jovial atmosphere suddenly turned dreary. Prudenza certainly had a knack for dampening the most cheerful encounters, Felicia grumbled to herself.




  In a few moments, some chatter resumed, wandering to less serious topics such as the upcoming grape harvest and the weather, but Felicia took no part. Her thoughts revisited the fertility advice she had received. She decided to put all of it into action. Surely, if she wore the amber beads, ate chickweed on Mondays, fed Enrico plenty of celery, and looked for falling stars every night, she would conceive.




  Felicia completed her wash, packed up her laundry and that of poor Agnese. She hoisted her laundry basket onto her head and balanced it with one hand. Despite Agnese’s protests, she carried her laundry basket beneath her other arm, pressing it against her hip to keep it steady. Then she escorted the old woman to her home.




  With a grateful grin that fully displayed just how few teeth remained in Agnese’s mouth, the diminutive woman handed Felicia two heads of celery and a little packet of celery seeds. “Remember what I said now,” she said with a slight cackle. “Feed your husband celery at every meal and before long you’ll bear him a healthy child.”




  The sun was high in the sky by the time Felicia returned home, eager to put the womens’ suggestions to practice. She looked at the heads of celery in her hand. How could she feed celery to Enrico when he hated it so much that he refused to eat it? Even if she had to grind it into a pulp to disguise it, the celery would be in every one of his meals from this day forth.
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  Long after their lovemaking, while Enrico slept, Felicia stared up at the ceiling. She rested her hand over her belly and prayed that this time she had conceived. Several months had passed since she had implemented the advice the women had given her that particular laundry day, yet she remained barren, her womb as empty as a wine barrel the day before the grape harvest.




  She listened to Enrico’s snores for a few moments, but could not fall asleep herself. Felicia glanced over at her husband, and with utmost tenderness, caressed his scar. She pressed a kiss onto his forehead. Careful not to awaken him, she slid out of bed.




  Her fingers toyed with the amber amulet she had worn since Maria had given it to her and suppressed a sigh, not understanding why its powers had failed her. Felicia reached for the robe she had slung over the back of a chair and threw it over her shoulders before sliding her arms into its warmth. With one last glance at Enrico, she tiptoed out of the bedchamber and closed the door behind her. Without aid of candle or lantern, she descended the stairs into the kitchen.




  She scrutinized the simple but serviceable room, pleased with what she saw. The kitchen was her domain, where she spent countless hours baking bread and cooking for Enrico. It complemented her perfectly. Her preference for practicality and comfort superseded any need for luxury. Well-used pots hung on iron hooks over the hearth. Plates, cups, and bowls were stored neatly away in a wooden cupboard.




  Felicia paused to inhale the pungent aroma emanating from a small jar that contained a variety of herbs she had dried and preserved last harvest. She stared out of one of two windows that faced east, which brightened the room each morning. After grabbing her shawl from the hook behind the door, she stepped outside.




  A breeze ruffled her unbound hair as she breathed deeply of the fresh night air. Branches of ancient olive trees from nearby groves rustled softly. In the distance, crickets intoned their songs of spring. The fresh smell of dew scented the air and mingled with the aroma of spring’s first flowers. The world was still, tranquil in its cloak of darkness.




  Felicia sat on the wooden bench outside the door and leaned against the cool wall of the villa. The sky above her beckoned and she gazed up into its vastness to await a falling star. Since receiving the advice to wish on one, she had spotted three. Once more, her eyes roamed the innumerable stars that sparkled against the indigo sky.




  She ran her hands over her belly again. With a sigh, she prayed for her luck to change soon. Like weeds that reappeared in a fresh bed of flowers, her courses arrived with frustrating regularity.




  A cramp developed in her neck, so Felicia lay on a patch of grass to watch the heavens. Soon, the morning sun would rise on the horizon. The stars would fade and she would face another day of hope, of expending more effort in cultivating their land, and keeping a house void of children.




  Only one solution to her dilemma remained – she must visit the healer, Cosma Furio. Some believed her to be a strega, but Felicia did not care. She was desperate to conceive a child and it mattered not who helped her.




  When the first rays of dawn broke through the darkness, Felicia rose from the grass, chilled by the dew that dampened her robe. She re-entered the kitchen and reached into the kindling basket next to the hearth. After two strikes of the flint, she succeeded in starting a steady fire.




  Felicia would bake bread for Cosma. After retrieving the ingredients from the cupboard, she carefully measured out the flour, salt, honey, and water. Her mother had taught her the recipe, a family secret passed down through the women of her family over many generations. Unless she bore a daughter of her own one day, the recipe would forever disappear. Her eyes misted over at the realization.




  While the fire in the hearth crackled, Felicia kneaded the dough and formed it into a large ball. With a knife, she cut the sign of the cross into it and whispered three blessings over it. Then she dropped the dough in a bowl, covered it, and set it to rise on a small trestle next to the fire. A sweep of her forearm mopped the sweat from her brow. Humming a tune, she wiped the remnants of flour from the trestle and swept the kitchen. The knowledge that Cosma might have an answer to her problem brought her a sense of calm.




  When the dough had adequately risen, she divided it into three equal portions and dropped them each into a well-oiled pan. One at a time, with a paddle, she slid them into the hearth and waited.




  Before long, the smell of baking bread filled her kitchen. When the loaves turned golden, Felicia removed the pans from the hearth and examined each one, inhaling their delicious aroma. Pleased with the results, she left one loaf on the trestle and put the other two in a basket. After covering them with a new linen cloth, she set out for the cottage in the chestnut woods where the healer lived.




  Her skirts swayed as she walked through newly seeded fields of wheat, groves of olive trees, and vineyards not yet ready to yield the first signs of their rich fruit. Lush meadows suffused with partial sunlight made the long walk pleasant. She glanced up at the sky. To the west, dark, ominous clouds moved quickly to chase away the sun. The air smelled of rain, so she hastened her steps.




  The cottage stood in a small clearing. A wisp of smoke escaped through the hole in the small, stone structure. To the right, a tidy herb garden soaked up the fast-fading sunshine. Felicia approached the oak door and hesitated. There was still time to turn back, but then what? No, she needed to do this. She knocked and waited. Nothing happened at first. Then the door creaked open slowly.




  Cosma stared at her with piercing, sapphire-colored eyes set in a face so seamed with age that it resembled crumpled parchment. She wore a simple tan colored gown, her grey hair confined in a neat bun at the back of her head. To Felicia, the woman who stood in the shadow of the doorway looked wraith-like, almost invisible.




  “So, you have come to seek the assistance of la strega.” A touch of sarcasm tainted the old woman’s voice when she emphasized the title. “Don’t look so surprised. I know that is what they whisper behind my back.” She released a gravelly laugh then her countenance became serious and her eyes narrowed. “But it’s not true. Only those most jealous of my healing powers dare call me a witch.”




  Shocked, Felicia remained silent in response to the woman’s bluntness.




  Cosma peered beyond Felicia into the sky. A crack of thunder boomed and the first raindrops spilled onto the earth. Cosma stepped back. “Hurry, you’d better come inside.”




  Felicia crossed the threshold just as the sprinkle turned into a downpour. Large droplets beat down on the trees that surrounded the cottage, shaking branches and newly sprung leaves. The wind slammed the door shut behind her.




  When her eyes grew accustomed to the gloomy interior, she took stock of the tidy one-room house. Pots and pans hung from hooks on either side of the hearth. A rickety trestle, its surface scarred with use, and two chairs sat beneath a window. An old, neatly patched blanket covered a straw-filled tick and pillow on the floor in the corner. Leather pouches and clay jars of various sizes lined shelves that spanned an entire wall. Felicia glanced up at the numerous herbs and plants hanging from the ceiling that discharged a pleasant, but pungent aroma.




  “I brought you something.” Felicia held out the breadbasket.




  Cosma took the wicker vessel, peered beneath the cloth, and grinned with delight. After shifting a mortar, pestle, and bunches of various herbs, Cosma placed the bread on the trestle and motioned for Felicia to approach.




  “Sit down, Signora. Do not be afraid.” Cosma took her seat and pointed at the other chair for Felicia to sit. She regarded her with a pointed stare. “I know why you are here, but I want to hear the reason from your own lips.”




  Felicia fidgeted. “I have come for your help. I have tried everything to have a baby. Carrots and chickweed, a string of amber, celery, which I have to grind into a pulp for my husband’s soup otherwise he won’t eat it, and even wishing upon falling stars, yet I remain barren.”




  Cosma rubbed her chin. “Only the powers of a mammetta made from mandrake root can truly promote conception.”




  “Where can I get one?” Felicia looked down. She had heard of the powers of a mammetta before and feared such a potent charm would cost dearly. She wanted to ask the price, but had to honor the protocols of polite conversation first and not appear too anxious.




  “I can make you such a fertility puppet, but I charge a silver coin for it.”




  Her hopes flared. Felicia removed the leather purse at her waist and loosened the string. She drew out a shiny coin and handed it over.




  The woman bit it to verify its authenticity then tucked it between her thin, sagging breasts. “First, we must search for a mandrake root.”




  “Where?”




  “Patience, Signora. You will find out very soon. We can do nothing for a few weeks. You must return on the night of the next full moon.”




  “A mammetta. I must admit, the thought frightens me a little.” Felicia clenched and unclenched a fold in her gown.




  “Do not fear it. If you want a baby, it is powerful enough to grant it to you.”




  “But the Church - it is a sin, is it not?”




  “Bah, the Church. They know nothing of the healing arts. They believe everything that is not sanctioned by them is evil.”




  “It is said the mammetta can bring evil.” Felicia’s voice trembled.




  “Only if the person is weak, and you are not weak, are you?” Cosma peered at Felicia with an unwavering stare.




  “I am strong.” Felicia swallowed then nodded. “I want a child more than anything.”




  “Then there is nothing to fear.” Cosma’s tone softened. Her big smile revealed several missing teeth.




  A roll of thunder cleaved the air and a window shutter blew open. Rain and wind buffeted through the cottage, sending herbs hurtling to the ground. Cosma rushed to the window and battled the gusts to pull the errant shutters closed. She shook her head. “It’s not safe for you to go yet. You will have to wait out the storm. Share some honeyed wine with me until the storm abates.”




  While Cosma heated the wine in a small cauldron over the fire, Felicia picked up the fallen herbs. Their tasks complete, they sipped the warm liquid at the trestle. Their conversation strayed to the many herbs and bottles of potions stored in the little house. Felicia rose and fingered a bowl of dried yellow flowers.




  “Those are buttercups. When worn in a bag around the neck, they cure insanity,” Cosma explained.




  Felicia touched a worn leather pouch stained with age.




  “It is an amulet of sienna, mint, and rue. Worn close to the body, it averts evil, but so does primrose if it is picked on the first of May and twined into wreaths.”




  For every item Felicia touched, Cosma described its use.




  “Mustard and garlic wards off a strong fever.”




  “And this?” Felicia asked as she raised a dried bundle.




  “Nettles. Mix them with the whites of eggs to cure insomnia.”




  Felicia picked up a clay jar and raised the lid. It was full of raisins.




  “To heal an ague, press a spider into a raisin and make the ill one swallow it.”




  Felicia shuddered at the thought. The next jar she touched emanated such a foul odor that Felicia set it back down and passed it by.




  Cosma explained its purpose anyway. “To prevent baldness, rub those goose droppings on the affected area.”




  Felicia picked up another leather sack. Its contents jingled like broken shards of clay as she held it aloft.




  Cosma grinned. “That is my collection of teeth. Touch a dead man’s tooth to cure a toothache.”




  Felicia replaced the pouch so fast she heard the teeth clatter. She reached out for a sealed clay vial.




  “That contains bull’s blood. Do you want some? It can make your freckles disappear.”




  “No, thank you,” Felicia said, after exhaling the breath she had been holding. The mysterious items and various cures were interesting, but the thought of collecting and storing them disgusted her.




  With each explanation, Felicia noticed Cosma’s pride and realized the woman truly cared for her craft. Her success as a healer made sense. Tired, Felicia touched nothing more.




  “I think the rain has abated. I had best be going,” Felicia said with a twinge of regret. “You have been very kind.” Beneath the intimidating clothing, and despite everyone labeling her a strega, she sensed Cosma’s kind heart and superior wisdom.




  “Do not forget...you must return on the night of the full moon for your mammetta.” A warm smile matched Cosma’s gentler tone.




  “I won’t forget.” Felicia gave the woman a nod, and then made a hasty exit. She hurried away, holding her mantle’s hood tight so no one she might encounter would recognize her.




  4
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  Several nights later, Felicia rose from bed in the middle of the night. A full moon lit the room. She took care not to awaken Enrico, who slept soundly. Dressed in her kirtle and over-gown, she descended the stairs to the kitchen. Pleased with the orderliness, Felicia slipped on her shoes and mantle, reached for the lantern and tinderbox on a shelf near the door, and stepped out into the night. Fearful that clouds might conceal the full moon, she lit the lantern. Its golden light would reassure her as she walked.




  The crisp air brought goose bumps to her arms as she trod the path towards Cosma’s cottage. A nightingale’s trill resounded in the distance. The scent of wild thyme and dew-dampened foliage wafted through the air. Mingled hope and nervousness accompanied her every step. Before long, Cosma’s ramshackle cottage came into view.




  Near the front door, a little white dog, kept in a wicker cage, wagged its tail at her approach. She stopped and squeezed her hand through the narrow slats to pet the enchanting creature. Beneath her touch, it rolled over to allow a scratch on its belly. Felicia gave the dog one last pat and straightened. She raised her hand to knock just as Cosma swung open the door.




  “I have kept the poor hound on sparse rations for two days in anticipation of our search for the root.” Cosma’s voice carried a tone of annoyance. She cast a wistful, worried glance at the little dog. “It must be kept hungry enough to fulfill its task tonight.”




  Even though Felicia did not fully understand the poor little creature’s purpose for the night’s work, a pang of guilt stung her. She watched as Cosma grabbed her well-worn brown woolen mantle from a hook by the door and wrapped it around her. The old woman crossed the threshold, picked up the cage with the tiny dog, and motioned for Felicia to follow.




  She led Felicia down a large path towards town. At night, the deserted thoroughfare stretched eerily before them. Felicia could hear her heart’s every beat. The only other sound was the crunch of dead leaves and twigs beneath their feet.




  Cosma halted at the foot of a large oak on the outskirts of the village.




  Felicia recognized the tree where executioners hung local criminals.




  “The mandrake root grows best beneath such trees.” Cosma bent, set down the cage, opened the door, and leashed the dog before releasing it. The creature sniffed the ground.




  “Why?” Felicia detested being in such a forbidding place, particularly at night. A wind whirled around them, stirring up leaves and debris and the scent of moss. An owl hooted in the distance. Felicia clutched her cloak tight in an attempt to retain what remained of her fading valor.




  “When a man dies at the end of a rope, in the seconds before he perishes, it is said he lets loose a final, uncontrolled ejaculation. This last semen is the richest. It fertilizes the ground beneath his swinging limbs and causes the mandrake root to spring up.”




  A shiver ran through Felicia’s body. She raised her hood for added protection and kept silent watch as Cosma knelt at the foot of the tree, pulled an ancient trowel from the purse at her waist, and began to dig around a plant with whitish-green flowers and small reddish buds.




  A moment later, the old woman released an excited whoop and once more fished around in her mantle’s pocket. “Here, you will need this.” She dropped something into Felicia’s hand.




  Felicia examined a ball of brown wax. “What is this for?”




  “Soften it in your hands then divide it in two and put one in each of your ears. The mandrake root will shriek when I pull it from the ground. The wax will protect your ears from the sound.”




  Felicia shivered. Dio mio, what had she ventured into? Too late to turn back, she resigned herself to seeing this through to the end. She stuffed the first wad into her left ear and molded it to fit snugly. Then she did the same with the other piece of wax. The world fell instantly quiet.




  Cosma stuffed wax into her own ears and stripped a willow wand from a nearby tree. With its tip, she drew three circles on the ground where the root lay buried. Taking great care to keep the space between each circle even, she dug a small trench around the outermost circle with her trowel, murmuring an incantation as she worked.




  When she finished, Cosma reached for the dog. She gave it a hearty rub around its ears and a long lingering kiss to its head before tying one end of its leash to the partially exposed root. Cosma stepped back and pulled a piece of meat from her pocket, tossing it on the ground just beyond the dog’s reach. Hungry, the poor beast leapt for it, but the leash yanked him to a sudden stop. The animal could not reach the morsel. The dog tried again. This time, it leapt with such intensity that it pulled the mandrake from the ground.




  A hideous, tremendous sound cleaved the air. Felicia heard it even through the plugs in her ears. The dog came to an abrupt halt. It howled in agony, its paws over its ears. The delicate creature fell over, twitching and quivering, blood seeping from its ears, the meat in its jaws spilling to the ground. Then it lay utterly still.




  The root ceased its horrible shrieking. Cosma bent over the unmoving dog. “Brava,” she whispered as she picked up the animal and made the sign of the cross over it. “The world can never again hurt you.”




  Through her own blinding tears, Felicia noticed Cosma also wept.




  “Forgive us,” Cosma whispered to it. “Your life in exchange for another. We thank you for your sacrifice.” She removed the cord with the mandrake root still attached to it. Tenderly, she laid the poor creature back into the root's hole. With gnarled fingers, she covered the tiny remains with dirt.




  Too shocked to speak, Felicia’s tears cascaded down her cheeks.




  “It is indeed sad,” Cosma said, “but I warned you the cost would be high, didn’t I?”




  “Was there no other way?” The anguish over the loss of the innocent dog was almost too much for Felicia to bear.




  Cosma’s features softened and she shook her head. “It is difficult for others to understand the power of the healing arts, but in order for the charm to work, the sacrifice had to be made.”




  As if to guide the discussion away from the sorrowful topic of the dog, she raised the mandrake root. “An excellent male specimen! See, it is in the exact shape of a phallus. If it had been forked with two branches, it would be a female.” Cosma wiped off the dirt and held it up for Felicia to examine. “All parts of the mandrake plant are powerful. It brings protection, fertility, and prosperity into your home. Demons cannot abide in the presence of the mandrake. And if you keep it next to your money, you will see your fortunes multiply.” She wrapped the root in a cloth, and tucked it safely into her pocket.




  After collecting her lantern and the empty wicker cage, she led the way back to the cottage. A warm fire blazing in the hearth greeted them when they entered. Felicia rubbed her cold hands together, her mood too morose to carry on a conversation.




  Cosma dropped the root into a small wooden bowl on the trestle table. She poured white wine over it to wash away all traces of dirt. After wiping it dry, she inserted grains of millet into the upper part making it appear as eyes in a face, and wrapped the root in a silk cloth. After examining it for a moment, she nodded with satisfaction and passed it to Felicia.




  Felicia’s hand shook as she took hold of the odd, makeshift doll.




  “Take special care of your little mammetta. Bathe it with wine, dress it, carry it with you everywhere. Do not let anyone touch it or give it to anyone else. It is meant for you and no one else,” Cosma warned. “Otherwise it will bring you ill luck.”




  “Grazie.” Felicia reached for her lantern. “You have been most kind.”




  “Buona notte, good night, Signora. Try not to tire yourselves out.” Cosma let out a bawdy laugh.




  Felicia departed, but felt the heat of the old woman’s eyes on her back until she walked beyond sight from the cottage.




  With every step toward her home, increasing desire overcame her. Her body began to burn for Enrico’s touch. She walked faster, the vision of his taut flesh at the forefront of her thoughts. In fact, it was her sole thought.




  When Casa di Fiore came into sight, she broke into a run. Quietly, she entered the kitchen, her chest heaving with exertion and anticipation. She rushed up the stairs to their bedchamber and swung open the door. Inside, Enrico slept soundly on his side, facing the window.




  Felicia approached the bed. With quavering hands, she propped the doll carefully against the pitcher of water on the small night table then strode to the window and opened the shutters. Moonlight spilled into the room and she inhaled a deep breath of the cool night air. Her heart raced as she studied her sleeping husband. A powerful wantonness controlled her. Never had he looked as handsome as he did this very moment. Despite the horrific scar on his face, the delicate cleft in his chin, his square jaw, and patrician nose astounded her.




  She began to hum, the sound deep and sensual.




  Enrico stirred a little.




  Felicia hummed a little louder, lustier, her hips undulating ever so slightly.




  Enrico’s eyes opened groggily. “Felicia? What is it?” He rolled onto his back and fixed his eyes on her.




  “I want you,” she said, her voice husky.




  “It’s the middle of the night.”




  She gave him a languid smile and ran her tongue across her upper lip. Her mouth parted slightly as she untied her bodice, her movements deliberate, her body swaying to the gentle tune that resounded from deep within her chest. Breasts free, she slid her gown over one shoulder and then the next to expose her naked upper torso to him.




  Enrico sucked in a sharp breath of desire and raised himself higher on the pillow. His eyes never left hers as she guided the garments down to the floor. Naked, she stepped out of the pool of clothes at her feet. Hips swaying to the song she hummed, Felicia stroked her breasts then lifted and pressed them together, her nipples erect. A sudden moan of desire halted her tune.




  Felicia ran her hands down her flat stomach, over her hips, and atop her mound, spreading her legs to allow herself free access.




  Enrico threw off the bed covers, rose, and came to her naked, his breath heavy with desire. He kissed her hard as he reached down and replaced her hand with his at the crest of her thighs. The heat of his touch forced yet another moan from her lips as she knelt and pulled him down to her.




  Without hesitation, he took her, driving himself into her. She wrapped her legs around his back, locking him to her, meeting each of his thrusts with ardent vigor, their bodies fused together. Faster and harder, she ground her hips against his. Mere moments passed before intense waves of pleasure swept through her. Her liberation forced Enrico’s own release as he shuddered and moaned and gave one final savage thrust.




  Beads of sweat glistened on their bodies, made bright by the moon’s gentle rays. They lay still, languid in the aftermath of their joining.




  “Ti amo, I love you,” he whispered as he ran his hands over her hair.




  “I love you too, my husband.” Felicia kissed him, long and hard. She kept him sheathed within herself, her desire yet unquenched, but she must wait and give him time to recover. When his breathing returned to normal, she gyrated, a little at first, but with increasing regularity. With tiny pulses of her womanhood, she coaxed him, tightening, and releasing herself, her movements steady and determined until she felt him fill her once more. She smiled.




  Enrico grinned and responded with small thrusts of his own that gradually increased. This time, their lovemaking followed at a more leisurely pace, but with equal ardor and abandon.




  As he thrust into her, Felicia’s groans grew louder, longer, her arousal beyond that which she had ever known.




  Enrico shuddered, his seed spilling into the refuge of her womanhood. She screamed his name as her body exploded in a rush of powerful waves that shook her to the core.




  At that moment, she raised her head. Her eye caught sight of the mammetta, which stood poised in silent witness on the bedside table. In the moonlight, Felicia swore she could see a grin appear on the face of the little doll.
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  The sun embraced Felicia like a long-lost lover, warming her shoulders as she knelt in the dirt pulling weeds from her carefully tended vegetable garden. She paused to wipe the sweat from her brow. Ever since she had brought the mammetta home a few days ago, sensual thoughts possessed her mind and controlled her every act. She longed for Enrico with every breath. Flesh to flesh, limbs, and hearts entwined, she made love with him at every opportunity. Now, once more, a fire burned in her loins and desire for her husband scorched her until she could deny it no longer. She tossed aside the trowel, and wiping her hands on her apron, went to find him in the stable.




  A warm breeze drifted up her skirt as she hurried to her destination.




  She found Enrico mucking out a stall. His eyes widened and he smiled at her sudden appearance. Her eyes steady on his, with deliberate slowness, she raised her skirt, revealing her nakedness. He threw down his pitchfork and took her swiftly on a bed of sweet-smelling hay.




  Later that day, after setting his evening meal before him in the kitchen, she rubbed her breasts against his back and whispered words of lust into his ear. He turned swiftly, embraced her, guiding her to the wall where he raised her skirts and made love to her.




  When darkness fell, in bed, with words of passion and caresses, she kept his desires awake and made love to him long into the night.




  In the days that followed, she pulled him onto her beneath grape vines and in olive groves, on the shores of the creek, and even upon the cool earth of their wine cellar. With the mammetta in her possession, lust commanded her. Of course, Enrico delighted in her wantonness and eagerly responded to her adventurous spirit and insatiable desires.




  Finally, one morning, as Felicia made the bed long after Enrico had risen, she realized the passion and desire that had driven her for so many weeks had disappeared. Tranquility had replaced her lust. She reached for the mammetta and held it in her palm. It had shriveled somewhat and softened like an old carrot. The color, too, had faded. Felicia could not explain it, but she sensed the charm no longer mattered. Its power seemed diminished. Without its powers, how would she conceive? She chewed on a bothersome fingernail, her foot tapping against the floor. After straightening the doll’s clothing, she set it back down on the night table and went downstairs into the kitchen to prepare Enrico’s morning meal.




  As she worked, another thought took hold. Could she be pregnant? She counted the days since her most recent courses. To her astonishment, it had been more than forty days ago.




  Her breasts felt swollen and were tender to the touch. Only yesterday morning, Enrico had commented on her light pallor as she fought back a touch of nausea.




  She had been so consumed with trying to conceive that she had missed these clear signs of pregnancy.




  A baby! She ran her hand over her belly. She tilted her head back, threw the cloth she held in her hand into the air, and let out a whoop as she twirled, tears of elation streaming down her face. The doll’s magic had worked! Felicia had no doubt would soon present her husband with a son.
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  Felicia hummed a merry tune as she crossed over the bridge to Villa Bianca. The fragrance of ripening fruit floated on the breeze. Because of her pregnancy, she craved lemons and wanted to pick some that hung ripe and hearty on the tree next to Prudenza’s villa. After picking enough to fill a small basket, she sat to visit with Prudenza beneath the shade of a fig tree at the perimeter of a small courtyard. She had brought her embroidery.




  Felicia wanted to keep her good news a secret, but her delight was too profound and she felt as if she would burst if she did not share it. Prudenza would have to know eventually. She might as well tell her now. “I have some wonderful news, Prudenza. I am with child.” She felt herself blush at the memory of her carnal escapades and could not help but smile as she pulled another thread from her sewing box.




  Prudenza’s eyes widened. A glint of surprise sparked in her eyes, and then quickly vanished. “I am pleased for you. When will the little puttino be born?”




  “In March or April, after the flowers first bloom, I think.”




  Prudenza stabbed her needle through the linen in the hoop she gripped.




  Felicia covered her burning cheeks with her hands before she removed the now shriveled mammetta from her pocket, and straightened its silk and velvet gown. “Enrico does not believe in superstitions, but I know he is wrong. This helped me to conceive.” Felicia caressed the doll then laid it on her lap. She ran her hands over her belly that had yet to reveal the new life it contained.




  “Have you told Enrico yet?” Prudenza asked casually, her face void of expression.




  “No, but tonight I will roast a capon and serve him our finest wine. He will be thrilled. We have yearned for a child for so long that I want to ensure our evening meal turns into a happy celebration.”




  Prudenza did not make any response. Instead, she embroidered with zest, making stitches one right after the other without pause, her lips pinched tightly together.




  Felicia studied her neighbor, who seemed to have taken the news strangely. Blessed with almost perfect bone structure, everyone who met Prudenza could not help but stare at her beautiful features, statuesque figure, creamy complexion, and wealth of black curls. Yet, a perplexing coldness lurked beneath her great beauty. Her undisguised need to be better than others and to own beautiful possessions had always disturbed Felicia. Such desires invited greed and jealousy into one’s heart. Poor Prudenza, nothing ever seemed to satisfy her. She filled her home with expensive vases and intricate tapestries, and wore gowns cut from the best quality cloth. Talented stonemasons had even carved the bench they sat on. Yet despite all her lavish possessions, she never seemed satisfied, never seemed happy.




  Prudenza looked up from her work. Envy glittered from her dark brown eyes as she locked her unwavering gaze upon Felicia. With chin jutted forward, the corners of her mouth formed into an odd smirk that appeared to be more of a sneer than a smile. “You are radiant and beautiful in your delight, Felicia. I am glad you and Enrico will soon be blessed with a child. May you and your new family enjoy a future filled with profound love, good fortune, and much happiness.” Prudenza enunciated every word slowly, clearly.




  A cold shiver ran down Felicia’s back. The kind words her neighbor spoke contrasted with her stiff posture and false expression. Felicia forced herself to smile at what she sensed was a contrived compliment. “Grazie, Prudenza. I hope you and Carlo will soon undergo the same joy.” Unable to stand the intensity of Prudenza’s stare a moment longer, Felicia glanced away.




  They sat in tense silence for a while longer. A strange uneasiness settled over Felicia as she watched Prudenza now ply her needle with an unusual calmness, a slight smile curving her lips as if she harbored a secret. Whatever had just transpired signaled their visit was over.




  Felicia rose from her chair. “I must be getting back to start Enrico’s supper. Thank you for the lemons and your hospitality.”




  Puzzled, Felicia’s uneasiness grew with every step as she crossed over the little footbridge on her way back home.
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  Prudenza gripped the embroidery hoop on her lap as she watched Felicia cross the bridge back to her own villa. She had never witnessed such absolute ecstasy on anyone’s face before, and she deeply resented it.




  Felicia Ventura, who lacked beauty in every regard, now radiated bliss as lovely as the roses that bloomed at Casa di Fiore. Prudenza noted with irritation that although Felicia’s brown hair did not curl - it shimmered with amber and gold highlights. Warm, hazel eyes with dainty arched eyebrows gave Felicia’s plain face a caring, sensible appearance that endeared her to everyone. Her clothes were new and of the latest fashion, but not as fancy or of the same quality as her own. Felicia’s neatness and grace, however, transformed her mediocrity into elegance.




  Prudenza despised Felicia because of her humble beginnings as the only child of a poor shoemaker. Felicia’s parents had died, and she had brought no dowry to her marriage, yet Enrico seemed happy with her. Prudenza would never understand men!




  Much to her dismay, her own stupid husband’s face always lit up whenever Felicia entered a room. Although she had no reason to doubt Carlo’s fidelity, the easy rapport between Felicia and Carlo infuriated her. Try as she might, she could not overcome her own ambivalent feelings for Carlo. How could a woman like Felicia, born in the dregs of poverty, marry a man far above her in rank, and so easily charm every man that came near her? If it were not for Carlo’s fondness for Enrico, she would never tolerate the woman.




  Felicia seemed to excel at everything she did. Even the rarest of plants bloomed beneath her careful attention. Now, she was radiant with impending motherhood, and it ignited an abiding envy deep inside Prudenza’s soul.




  Lately, Carlo persisted in his desires to sire a child. He demanded his marital rights more often than she liked, but so far, God had seen fit to keep her barren. Prudenza sighed and massaged her temples. Carlo annoyed her. Over the years, it had become unbearable – whenever she set eyes on him, she wanted to clout his asinine face, goad some emotion from him, for he was so boring, so unappealing, and characterless. Carlo’s only interest lay in his vineyards and orchards; a stubborn peasant with little ambition, rarely able to participate in intelligent discourse.
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