














Praise for Beyond the Ghetto Gates


“Michelle Cameron’s powerful novel Beyond the Ghetto Gates is a passionately compelling saga of an ancient way of life on the threshold of radical change. Young Mirelle longs to dedicate her life to running her aging father’s workshop, but her rabbi forbids her on account of her sex. Chafing against the constraints of both her gender and the suffocating strictures of the Ancona ghetto, Mirelle sees no way forward but dutiful marriage. Yet Napoleon’s armies, sweeping across Europe, threaten to change her way of life forever.”


—Mary Sharratt, author of Ecstasy and The Dark Lady’s Mask


“What forces are unleashed when the world turns upside down? In Beyond the Ghetto Gates, Cameron tells a story of sweeping romance at a moment in history when the world really was turned upside down—Napoleon’s 1797 conquest of Italy. The campaign challenged the established order of nations and the power of the Church and forever changed the life of Italy’s Jews. In this novel, Cameron vividly imagines the impact these events have on a young Jewish woman of Ancona in her search for love and an independent life. An intimate tale of love vs. duty, of passion vs obligation, set against the backdrop of epic events. This is a historical novel with deep contemporary relevance.”


—Michael Goldfarb, author of Emancipation: How Liberating Europe’s Jews From the Ghetto Led to Revolution and Renaissance


“Against the backdrop of Napoleon’s invasion of Italy, Cameron weaves an immersive tale of a young Jewish woman torn between her filial duty and passion for a young Catholic soldier. Her portrait of Jews and Catholics grappling with social upheaval in an 18th-century harbor town shines a light on the challenges of nationalism, religion, and bigotry that still plague society today.”


—Talia Carner, author of The Third Daughter,
Jerusalem Maiden, and others


“In this sweeping saga, Cameron draws a compelling portrait of life in late 18th-century Italy, when the citizens of war-torn Ancona face the challenges of their world transformed by Napoleon’s liberating army. From the Jews who are suddenly freed from the restrictive confines of the city’s ghetto, to the Catholics whose deep devotion is set on fire by a miraculous weeping portrait of the Madonna, Beyond the Ghetto Gates captures the double-edged sword of passion and faith.”


—Judith Lindbergh, author of The Thrall’s Tale


“I devoured this engrossing, passionate story of a young Jewish woman in 1796 who wants only to work with her beloved father in his workshop. But even after Napoleon invades Italy, liberates her city, and breaks down the ghetto gates, customs still enclose Mirelle both as a Jew and a woman. And outside the gates are waiting the riots of anti-Semitism, tragic loss, and a difficult love. These pages are splashed with brilliant colors between the dark corners of this lost world where ghetto buildings are built so close and high that people cannot see the stars. You will live and breathe this young woman’s struggles to have what she wants and still honor her family until the unexpected last paragraphs—and then for a long time after.”


—Stephanie Cowell, author of Claude and Camile, Nicholas Cooke,
The Players: A Novel of the Young Shakespeare and others


“Cameron’s vivid page-turner delivers a shattering portrait of love, lust, war, betrayal and faith inside the gates of a famed Jewish ghetto in late 18th century Italy. Best of all, Beyond the Ghetto Gates gives us Mirelle, a brave and brilliant young heroine who learns that faith in one’s self is the greatest faith of all.”


—Laurie Lico Albanese, author of Stolen Beauty
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PART ONE
MARCH 1796–FEBRUARY 1797




1
MARCH 27, 1796 ANCONA, ITALY


Mirelle sat at the desk in her father’s office, staring blankly at the open cash box. Where was the money? Her heart hammered in her chest. Three people had the key: herself, her father, and the ketubah workshop foreman, Sabato Narducci. It was inconceivable that her father or Narducci would have taken anything without a reason.


But it was nearly April, when Mirelle divvied out the men’s quarterly wage packets. And there wasn’t enough money in the box to pay them.


The irrational thought that she had somehow miscounted made her scoop up the bills and coins again, hands trembling. The total was the same. Where is the money?


Drawing a shaky breath, she pushed her hair out of her face and swiveled around to take the oversized ledger off the cabinet behind the desk. She let it fall open and spied a few notations in new columns on a fresh page in her father’s cramped, somewhat untidy handwriting. She turned back a leaf and, sighing in relief, found the culprit.


Scarlotti.


After reading the amount Papa had paid the man—853 scudi—she walked into the workroom, cradling the book to her chest, to find her father.


“Papa? May I talk to you?”


Simone d’Ancona looked up, clearly annoyed at the interruption. He was doing the work he loved best: illuminating a ketubah at his narrow standing desk at the back of the workshop. From there, he explained to his wife and children, he could watch over his men and still keep his hand in the work.


But Mirelle knew that once engrossed in his craft, he did very little supervising; that role was generally left to Narducci. She didn’t blame her father, however. She, too, knew the magical pull of immersing herself in the tasks she loved. For Papa, it was art—for Mirelle, numbers.


“What is it, child?” The look of irritation faded, replaced by a fond smile.


Mirelle glanced at the bent heads of the men in the workshop. “Let’s go into your office.”


He followed her back to the tiny office. Once inside, she opened the ledger. “I thought we agreed to let me handle the accounts,” she said gently, pointing to the suspect entry. “And the payments. But you paid Scarlotti for this quarter’s shipment of parchment, didn’t you?”


“He was pressing us for payment—said we were late, and he needed to pay his suppliers. You weren’t here. What was I supposed to do?”


Mirelle shook her head as she moved her finger up the page. “Look here.”


An identical payment was neatly recorded above. “You paid him twice,” Mirelle said, looking into his stricken face. “Mama took me to market yesterday, remember? We saw Scarlotti there. He must have come here afterward to—”


“Cheat us!” His face turned plum red. “A whole quarter’s supply—more than eight hundred scudi!”


Mirelle nodded. “You must get it back, Papa. So we can pay the men. And Papa . . . stay out of my books.”


Her father averted his gaze. “I’ll be more careful, that’s all,” he muttered.


Mirelle bit her lip. She could never convince her father that numbers befuddled him, that the accounts always became snarled when he touched them. Generally, she didn’t mind rechecking his work and adjusting his errors. After all, it was his workshop. But this last mistake? If she hadn’t caught it in time . . .


She took a deep breath. “Tell Signor Scarlotti to return our money. Today.” Looking out the open office door, she lowered her voice. “I’ll calculate the men’s pay packets so they’re ready to fill when you return.”


“This afternoon,” he said, his head still turned away.


She bit her lip as he moved to escape the office, looking like a trapped rabbit. She knew he hated confronting anyone, even though Scarlotti was just a blustering bully who would back down once faced with proof.


Before he reached the door, Papa swiveled back. “I’m grateful, child.”


She nodded and, as soon as he slipped away, turned to her figures. Adjusting her father’s mistake, she wrote new totals at the bottom of the two columns. Deductions for parchment, ink, paints, cleansing oils. She wrote out the men’s pay packets, then balanced expenses against the income from the commissions, most paid in soldi and lire, some in foreign coin—rubles and pounds sterling and francs. She’d created a list that helped her translate sums sent from as far off as Russia and the Americas.


While she was absorbed in numbers, her father came back in and sat down at the corner of the desk to write letters. Soon the only sound was the scratch of his pen and the tick marks Mirelle made in the ledger.


They worked companionably for an hour before Narducci appeared in the doorway.


“We’re almost ready to send the new ketubot to that American city—Savannah, Georgia,” the foreman said. “I wanted to show you the one designed for the rabbi and his bride. The men outdid themselves.”


He held up a sheaf of parchment. Papa shuffled his letters into a neat pile and placed them on his lap. Narducci laid the illuminated marriage certificate on the desk while Mirelle rose to stand behind the two men.


Mirelle was used to ketubot of all types, decorated with flowers and intricate spirals, biblical heroes, medieval creatures, signs of the zodiac, and exotic animals. Colors ranged from vivid crimson and sapphire, rich violet, and deep emerald to lighter pastels—soft pinks and yellows, celadon green, and sky blue. Some took on a darker aspect: inky black backgrounds overlaid with lacy patterns bemusing the eye. Others were spare, the white vellum untouched, a single sprig of wildflowers, perhaps, or a simple scroll. But all encircled the same text, which read:


Be my wife according to the law of Moses and Israel. I will work, honor, feed, and support you in the custom of Jewish men, who work, honor, feed, and support their wives faithfully. I will give you the settlement of ______________ as well as your food, clothing, necessities of life, and conjugal needs, according to the universal custom.


Mirelle stared at the blank space following “settlement of.” That amount, as well as the wife’s dowry, were negotiated by the matchmaker and the parents of the young couple before the betrothal ceremony. She wondered idly what her own worth might be. Five hundred scudi? A thousand? Her mother’s voice echoed in her head: “How ironic: the daughter of Europe’s foremost ketubah workshop remaining unwed and unsought!”


Mirelle tossed her head. From what she’d seen of her mother’s life—cooking, cleaning, trailing the men like an obedient bird, dusting tables, and sweeping crumbs—following in those footsteps was the last thing she wanted.


“Exquisite,” Papa said now, chasing her reverie away.


“It’s a good thing you finished on time,” Mirelle teased the foreman. “Papa was nervous that you’d miss the frigate.” She ran a careful finger over the ragged edge of the parchment, adding softly, “It’s lovely.”


Simone d’Ancona was always in a hurry. How many mornings had Mirelle seen her father drink his morning coffee standing, shrugging on his shapeless overcoat as he took his final gulp? The slowness of his best workers often irritated him, but when he saw their gorgeous work, his impatience vanished, replaced by lavish praise. The ketubah workshop was renowned worldwide, Mirelle knew, because of the quality of their craftsmanship.


“I’ll get the packing materials.” Mirelle enjoyed wrapping the final ketubot for shipment, especially those that had far to travel. As she carefully rolled them into a tube, she loved to picture their journey—posted overland in a courier’s satchel, placed in the hold of a merchant ship. And to imagine, at the end of the voyage, the bride and groom’s delight, the pride with which they would display the beautiful certificate in their new home.


Stepping into the workroom, Mirelle breathed in the combination of oils, paint, and ink sharply flavoring the air. The shop was filled with lines of tables surrounded by men on stools, hunched in concentration. Most rolled up their shirt sleeves or covered them with splattered work sleeves, tied at the neck. Each man had a favorite set of implements—pens and ink, brushes and paint—which they placed upright in jars or laid in flat trays. Three-quarter windows on either side of the room let in the daylight—a rarity in the ghetto, where most buildings were constructed so close together that the sun couldn’t seep inside.


Mirelle deftly bundled the marriage certificates into a neat package. Just as she finished, she felt a hand on her shoulder, and turned.


Papa stood before her, his face solemn. “Come with me.”


Mirelle followed him into his office. Reaching the door, she reared back in surprise. Rabbi Fano and her mother filled the space, the rabbi occupying the place of honor behind Papa’s desk, Mama hovering in one corner, a shopping basket hanging on her arm.


Papa couldn’t shut the door—it was permanently stuck behind a cabinet—but the men who worked close by had moved off, giving them a semblance of privacy.


Papa cleared his throat, looking everywhere but at Mirelle. The rabbi waited a second, watching him, but when he didn’t speak, he fixed cold eyes on her face.


“Mirelle,” he said slowly. “I hope you are well, child.”


“Thank you, Rabbi.” She bobbed a small curtsey, inwardly fuming at being called a child.


When he nodded, his gray sidelocks swayed gently against hollowed cheeks. “Simone, would you explain to Mirelle why we’re here?”


Papa cleared his throat, eyes on the floor. “Rabbi Fano and I talked last week. He reminded me that you are of an age to think of marriage. When you were a child, no one worried that you might distract the scribes. But the rabbi pointed out the holiness of their work. And that it’s forbidden that a woman might . . . You’re a very pretty girl, you know.”


“No one in the workshop thinks of me like that,” Mirelle said, an embarrassed flush rising to her cheeks. “After all, I’ve known most of them since I was a child.”


“But not all,” Papa replied. “We’ve brought in some new apprentices lately—and some younger workers.”


She knew; she was the one who had drawn up the contracts for their employ. She gripped her hands in a tight knot. “Yes, but—”


“The Talmud clearly states that young men should not be placed in danger of sinful impulses,” the rabbi interrupted, eyes slitting as he looked her up and down. “They need to remain pure, especially when engaged on a holy task. You simply cannot be present here, cannot work in the same rooms as scribes.”


“I would think,” Mirelle retorted, “that if the scribes were truly committed to their holy task, they would learn to look at me without their minds straying from their paper!”


The rabbi gasped. Papa clapped a hand to his mouth, eyes widening at her impertinence.


“I’ve never liked you working here!” Mama cut in, looking afraid of what Mirelle might say next. “I always told your father he was ruining your chances of a good marriage. No suitor wants a wife who works in an office, doing a man’s job!” She turned to the rabbi. “Do they, Rabbi?”


Mirelle knew what her mother wanted for her: marriage to a rich husband. Her young brother, Jacopo, who apprenticed at the manufactory after school each day, would someday take ownership of the workshop. She realized no woman could expect to inherit this peculiarly religious enterprise. But when she thought of her future, it was always working side by side with her brother. Jacopo was a brilliant craftsman, like his father and grandfather before him, but a slow study in business, with no head for numbers. Not like Mirelle. She wanted to run the workshop alongside him, managing the staff, the accounts, the commissions—work the rabbi could never fully understand.


“Mama, we’ve talked about this.” The words spilled out, almost of their own accord. “I’ve told you a thousand times that you and Papa will find a husband who won’t mind my working here. Someone like Papa, who is glad of my help.” She looked pleadingly at her father. “You are glad, aren’t you, Papa? Think about the error I just caught. How would you have felt when you realized you couldn’t pay the men’s wages—and didn’t know why?”


“Mirelle.” The rabbi’s voice was ice cold. “You talk like a wayward child. This is man’s work—holy work—a world in which you do not belong.”


Mirelle drew a deep breath to steady herself. “But you don’t understand. The workshop needs me.”


“You delude yourself.” The rabbi sneered. “A woman should not take a man’s role. Besides your unfitness for the task, you deny a deserving man a good living.”


Mirelle knew he wouldn’t understand that it was more than that. No one else could enter into the heart and soul of the workshop the way she did. But she would have to argue that when the rabbi wasn’t there, when Mama wasn’t bolstered by his presence. “All right,” she acquiesced. “I’ll work from home. Papa can bring the accounts there.”


But the rabbi shook his head. “Did you not hear? This is a man’s place. A man’s job. Besides, it’s unwomanly for you to fritter away your time this way. You must learn from your mother to become akeret haBayit—the mainstay of the home. The Torah commands you to make a Jewish home, keep kosher, take part in such commandments as candle lighting and baking challah for Shabbat. When you intrude yourself in the realm of men, puff yourself up with pride and immodesty, you commit a sin. It’s contrary to Torah. Don’t you want to command your husband’s respect so he will bless you every Friday evening, call you a woman of valor, praise the fruit of your hands?”


“But I can do those things!” Mirelle cried. “I can do all that and manage the accounts for the workshop.”


Rabbi Fano reared back, shock darkening his face. “Simone, this is exactly what I was afraid of. You’ve made her headstrong. Prideful. Immodest.”


Papa frowned. “She’s not really—”


“She spends nearly all her time here,” Mama declared. “It’s wrong. What husband will want her? I’ve told Simone . . .”


Mirelle glared at her. “Papa understands, even if you don’t.”


The rabbi gasped in horror. “Honor your mother!” he boomed, finger wagging.


“I do, Rabbi Fano,” Mirelle snapped. “I also honor my father.”


The rabbi’s fist struck Papa’s desk, making Mirelle and her parents jump. “Enough! I will not tolerate this nonsense any longer. Mirelle, I have told your father what I will do if you do not obey me. And I will not shirk from my duty!”


Abruptly he stood, moved around the desk, and laid a hand over her head—heavily, forcing her to bend her neck. Mirelle’s skin crawled at his touch. He muttered a blessing under his breath and, with a brusque nod at her parents, eased out of the office.


Mirelle watched his retreating back, a squeezing sensation in her chest. She whirled on her father. “What does he mean?”


Her father reached over and pulled her close, kissing the top of her head. “My love, no one could manage the workshop better than you,” he said—in a whisper, as if afraid Rabbi Fano would overhear him. “But the rabbi may be right. We must consider the future.”


“What threats has he made?” she demanded.


“He will put the workshop under interdict if you continue to work here.”


“Interdict? What does that mean?”


Papa’s jaw clenched. “It means he won’t perform a marriage ceremony if the ketubah comes from our workshop. And he’ll convince other rabbis throughout Italy to do the same.”


“But that would ruin us!” She couldn’t believe the rabbi—a rabbi, of all people!—could be so malicious. “He’s bluffing, trying to frighten you. He can’t mean it, Papa.”


“I’m afraid—”


“He can’t mean it,” she repeated.


“Don’t interrupt your father,” Mama admonished, tsk-tsking.


Mirelle turned away, hunching a shoulder.


“He’s not bluffing.” Papa ignored the tension between wife and daughter. “He has a list of the next couples to marry in the ghetto, said he’ll visit them all if you don’t comply.”


“Mirelle.” Her mother spoke softly. “Stop being selfish. Don’t you understand what will happen if you insist on remaining here? You’ll ruin the workshop, your father’s hard work, the scribes, the artists. You’ll ruin all our lives. You must see that.”


Mirelle felt a pang for the workers. Mama was right—an interdict would ruin them.


Papa’s shoulders slumped. “I want you to know that I tried to change Rabbi Fano’s mind. I even had David Morpurgo try—you know how persuasive David is. But the rabbi is adamant. You can’t work here anymore.”


Mama handed Mirelle the market basket. Absently she took it, staring dully at her father’s defeated figure.


“I know you think I’m to blame, Mira’la,” Mama said briskly. “But this is best—for the business, for the family. Even for you.” She waited a moment for Mirelle to reply, and when she didn’t, continued. “You’ll stay home with me. There are still one or two things I can teach you. Right now, I want you to go to market. The list of what we need is in the basket. Come straight home afterward. There’s work for you there.”


She reached over to kiss Mirelle’s cheek, but Mirelle hunched a shoulder again. Mama hissed between her teeth and left without another word.


Papa shook his head. “I’m sorry, daughter. If only . . .”


Mirelle knew what her father wasn’t saying. If she were a boy, she could work with him, help him run the business. For a moment, she hated him, along with her mother and the rabbi. But looking into his woebegone face, she recognized that he was trapped by the traditions of his life and work. A lump lodged in her throat. In a moment, she’d burst into tears.


No, she wouldn’t. She refused to break down, at least not there. She walked stiffly away, the straw container banging against her leg. She took some comfort from Narducci’s sympathetic glance as she passed his workbench, but her mood plunged again as she noticed how many of the men averted their eyes.


Out on the stoop, she reached instinctively to touch the blue-and-green enamel mezuzah attached to the front doorpost, which contained a parchment inscribed with the Shema: “Hear, oh Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” She hesitated for a long, angry moment, then kissed her fingertips and stalked off.
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Tall buildings loomed on either side of the street. Mirelle was used to the narrow space, but today the air seemed more fetid than usual, the close-packed homes more menacing. The buildings—many built centuries before and precariously expanded upward—were crumbling at their foundations. Apartments exuded the smells of a hundred cooking pots, paint curling under the sweat and filth of packed living.


The sounds of boys chanting their lessons—her twelve-year old brother, Jacopo, among them—rose from the tall schoolhouse. Her brother had described how the boys crowded onto splintering benches and spilled into the hallways to find room to study, how they squirmed over their books while the headmaster moved among them, swishing his cane like a whip. Mirelle threw the building a black look, her mind full of the rabbi’s threats. Interfering fool.


Toddlers played in the streets, ignoring the refuse running down the center sewer. Housewives stopped to gossip, straw baskets crushed against their sides. The market was bustling, with vibrant oranges and lemons piled into pyramids, cut citrus samples sharp in the spring air, bundled chard and spinach, flowery clusters of cauliflower and broccoli, and long spears of artichokes piled high. Crusty breads, fruit-filled flans, and boxes of biscotti wafted enticing odors. But today all Mirelle felt were the centuries of dirt and sweat trapped inside the enclosed ghetto. The walls pressed in on her, making it difficult to breathe. On impulse, she decided to visit a different market—the one outside the gates, where she could feel sea breeze and sunlight on her face.


During daylight hours, the ornate, wrought-iron gates at the ghetto entrance were flung wide. Because her friend Dolce often designated them as a meeting spot, Mirelle knew their every nook and curve. As she’d wait, she’d run her fingers over the peeling patterns, twisting and curling. From dawn until nightfall, ghetto residents moved freely through the stone archway into the city of Ancona. As the sun dipped behind the horizon, however, city guards slammed the gates shut and chained a heavy padlock to the bars. The clang of the closing gates always raised the hair on the back of Mirelle’s neck.


It affected her generally carefree brother even more. Jacopo often railed against being imprisoned inside the ghetto. “Just once, I want to see what the sea looks like under the stars,” he’d said one night as they stood outside, straining to see more than a few inches of night sky. “Just once, I’d like to walk freely out of the gate and not have someone stare at me because I’m Jewish.”


Something had stirred in her chest as he spoke. She felt the same when a packaged ketubah left the workshop to travel to a distant shore. A whole world existed outside the ghetto. If only they could both walk out of the gates freely!


But they were trapped. Day or night, whenever the Jews left their homes, they were required by law to don the yellow hat and armband that branded them as different. For as long as she could remember, Mirelle had covered her brown locks with a yellow kerchief before walking in the streets. She always wrinkled her nose in the mirror as she adjusted the badge of her faith. They make us wear yellow because it is the color of urine, she’d think distastefully. And of cowardice.


Her brother might feel caught inside the enclosure of the locked ghetto gates, but she felt doubly trapped—as a Jew and as a woman.


Catching sight of the open gateway, she tossed her head high and walked through. The street led straight to the quay, where the Gentiles gathered to sell their produce. She would have to buy kosher meat and bread on her way home, but at least she could buy fresh fruit and vegetables and eggs here.


As she neared the water, she took a deep breath. Early spring air mixed with the salty tang of the sea. The piercing cry of gulls and the shouts of men working on the docks drifted up. The quay was alive with the bustle of sailors and housewives, beautiful, glass-fronted shops, and busy coffeehouses.


Mirelle made her way toward the market stalls. She’d just started to select some brown eggs from a smiling woman when a man rudely elbowed past her.


“Francesca Marotti!” he cried. “A word!”


“Good morning, Signor Russo.” Signora Marotti’s fingers, gripping the wooden cross at her neck, belied her calm tone. “I’ll attend you after I wait on this customer.”


Signor Russo, a rough-looking man with a sour expression, glared at Mirelle, cold eyes lingering on her kerchief and armband. He sneered. “She can wait.”


Mirelle felt a protest rising but closed her lips tightly against the rush of words. Anything she said would just sharpen his hatred. She was nothing more than dirt beneath his feet, all because she was a Jewess and he a Catholic.


Even the market woman, noticing the man’s scornful glance at Mirelle’s Jewish insignia, lost her kind smile. “You’ll have to wait,” she said to Mirelle, without a trace of apology in her voice. “What is it, Signor Russo?”


“Where is your husband, Signora Marotti? I’ve been looking for him for three days.”


The woman squared her shoulders. “Where should he be but at home, tending to our acres?”


“Do you think me an idiot?” the man spat. “I’ve been there already. He’s not home.”


“You’re mistaken,” Signora Marotti replied. “He promised me—”


“You’re a fool.” Signor Russo laughed humorlessly. “I trusted his promises, and where did they get me? He owes me, Signora. He owes half of Ancona, I hear, but I’m the one he’ll pay.”


“Talk to him.” The woman’s hand clutched her crucifix, knuckles turning white. “I can’t help you. Why are you bothering me and my customers?”


“Your customers?” Signor Russo looked Mirelle over, disgust writ large on his face.


Once again, Mirelle bit back her words.


“I’ll take whatever money you’ve earned this morning, Signora. And I’ll be back later today to collect the rest. As part payment of what’s due me.”


Signora Marotti gasped in anger. “You’d rob an innocent woman—pregnant besides”—Mirelle’s eyes went to the woman’s slightly protruding midriff—“and her young daughter?”


“I’ll have what I’m owed. Let it be a lesson to you.”


He extended a hand, and Mirelle watched as the woman slowly reached into her apron to retrieve the few soldi she’d earned that morning.


“And you,” Signor Russo said, pocketing the money and turning on Mirelle. “Give me the money you were going to pay for the eggs.”


Mirelle thought fast. “I already paid her.”


“That’s right, she did,” Signora Marotti agreed.


Their eyes met for a second, then both glanced away.


“Pah! This is all you’ve made this morning? Pitiful. I’ll be back this evening—and you’d better be here. And tell your husband that he has until the end of the week to finish paying off his debt—or else.” He stomped off.


The women watched his retreating back. When he’d turned a corner, Mirelle counted out the coins for the eggs. “I’ll take some artichokes, too,” she said, though she hadn’t planned to.


Signora Marotti nodded, her face pale. She slipped the coins into the neck of her blouse. “Thank you,” she whispered.


Maybe she doesn’t have to wear yellow, but she’s as trapped as I am, Mirelle thought as she made her way back to the ghetto. Jew or Gentile, we women must do as we’re told.




3
MARCH 27, 1796 NICE, FRANCE


Daniel had never been so hungry.


He daydreamed about his mother’s Friday night dinners: chicken and fried potatoes, beef stew with dumplings, grilled fish with olives and onions. Like all Jews, he was no stranger to hunger. Every year on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, he and his family fasted from sundown to sundown, and he remembered how a day’s missed meals made his stomach ache. But you didn’t have to be Jewish to know hunger. During the Revolution and Terror, hands on Paris streets had stretched out, begging for food. His family had survived only because, even in the hard times, Mama had made magic out of the sparest of ingredients, turning chicken bones into savory soup and bean husks into rich stews.


But this was nothing like Yom Kippur, when he only had to wait for the setting sun and three stars. Now he was just another lowly soldier in France’s Army of Italy, and every fiber of his body protested this enforced starvation.


He looked down the line of small white tents that marked the boundary between the senior officers and the men they commanded. Enlisted men lay listless on their bedrolls. Trails of smoke curled upward from useless cooking fires. An orderly folded clothes into neat stacks on a nearby boulder, peeling them off a laundry line heavy with long underwear and graying shirts. The camp stunk of horse dung, smoke, and the refuse of thousands of men. Watching the mess sergeant turn over his stew pots, Daniel felt the now-familiar grip of hunger tighten in his gut.


Cries of protest about lost food carts spread through the camp.


Daniel didn’t join the outcry. Instead, he rummaged through his kitbag, digging deep for a clasp knife and trencher, then walked past the tents to the open field behind them, looking for Sebastian. Sebastian, who’d served in the wilds of America—at thirty-three, the oldest soldier among them—knew how to forage for food.


Daniel squelched through mud that seeped through the holes in his boots until he found the broad-shouldered man digging in the dirt, tossing early dandelions into a bucket.


“We’ll make a soup of these,” he told Daniel. “Better than nothing.”


Daniel wasn’t so sure—the last time he’d eaten dandelion stew, he’d retched up the green mess—but he bent to help. As he dug, his knife clogging with mud, he thought of his family’s warm kitchen and the smell of freshly baked bread wafting up from the bakery downstairs. Suddenly, he remembered when Marc Baker had nearly been lynched in the early days of the revolution. An angry mob had dragged Marc into the street, clamoring to hang the baker for the imagined crime of hoarding bread.


“Look how this Jew fattens upon your misery!” a wild-eyed Jacobin had cried. Even now, Daniel quaked to recall how the epithet “Jew” had sounded so damning to the crowd.


He shook himself. It was long past. As the Terror wore on, rage against the Jews had lessened. Today, as citizens of France—citizens for the first time ever in any European country—they were granted the same rights, duties, and protection as any other Frenchman. This newfound citizenship was what had prompted Daniel to volunteer for the army at the age of seventeen, before he was liable for the draft. But he knew that patriotism wasn’t really why he’d enlisted.


“Good enough,” Sebastian said, hefting his full bucket. “Have I ever told you how those American redskins taught us to cook greens and berries? After the skirmish at Jumonville Glen, those of us left alive fled from the British. No time to hunt—all we had in our kit bags was some hardtack.” He laughed. “If the savages hadn’t taught us to scavenge, we’d have starved for certain.”


Daniel let Sebastian’s story wash over him as he shook off his painful memories and hauled their modest harvest back to camp.


Sebastian clapped a hand on his shoulder as they neared the tents.


“I can always count on you,” he said. “You’re quiet, but always there when you’re needed.”


Daniel shrugged, but the praise warmed him.


Still grumbling over the lost food carts, the soldiers boiled a kettle of the dandelion stems and roots over the campfire. The dense, green smell made Daniel queasy, but he forced down a cupful anyway. The slimy mess slipped reluctantly down his throat; still, the act of chewing and swallowing eased the empty feeling inside him.


He settled back after eating, his seat a rough, cold circle of grass, his spine propped against a heavy boulder. Not the soldier’s life I thought I’d be living, he reflected. Silly as it was, he’d imagined himself the hero of hard-won battles, medals of valor pinned to his chest. He’d come home and Mama, Papa, even his devout brother Salomon, would heap praises on him. Salomon would compare him to the great warriors of Jewish history: Joshua, King David, the Maccabees. His neighbors in the Jewish Quarter of Le Marais would cheer, and the matchmakers would suggest the richest, prettiest girls, the ones fit for a hero’s bride.


But none of that had happened, not yet.


“So I’ve seen him,” said a familiar voice.


Daniel looked up at his childhood friend, Christophe, a cavalryman from III Corps. “You did? What’s he like?”


The other men gathered around. Christophe was tall, broad-shouldered, and fair, with tightly clipped hair the color of straw and a thin, carefully groomed moustache. Daniel, in contrast, was shorter and thinner, his skin olive-hued, his hair an untidy mass of brown curls. His dark eyes were more serious than his friend’s brilliant green ones, his mouth slower to smile, and he preferred to keep his face clean-shaven. He and Christophe had apprenticed together at the age of nine at Lefevre Printers in Paris, owned and managed by Christophe’s uncle Alain. Christophe’s obsessively Catholic mother, Odette, had encouraged her son to despise all Jews—Daniel included. But during eight long years of apprenticeship, the two had become unlikely friends, mastering the intricacies of the printshop together—until they’d decided to enlist.


“Who?” Sebastian asked now. “You mean the new general?”


Christophe nodded. “I was on guard duty,” he said, sprawling on the ground next to Daniel. “Outside the generals’ tent.”


They were talking about the new commander, just arrived to lead France’s Army of Italy, a scrawny fellow with a beaky nose.


“The other generals didn’t think much of the newcomer,” Christophe said now. “You should have heard them grumble.”


“Who was there?” Sebastian asked.


“Augereau, Laharpe, Masséna, and Sérurier.”


Daniel nodded. These four were well known—and disliked—by the men. All battle veterans, all bred in the old king’s service. Many of the general staff were still loyal to the royal family, and Daniel supposed it wasn’t easy to just replace them. But it still didn’t seem right.


“They were saying how much they held this upstart in contempt.” Christophe gestured grandly with both hands. “How he was born on some island outside France and barely blooded. Someone claimed the only reason he got the post was because he married Director Barras’s mistress.”


“I’ve heard that, too,” Pierre said, reaching into the empty pot for any food stuck to the sides. “Both Barras and his lady friend were aristos, you know. Barras wanted to be rid of her. I hear she’s a tasty enough piece. But old. With two grown children, no less!”


“I was standing by the flap of the tent,” Christophe continued. “He strode right by me and stood before the old generals. They refused to budge, wouldn’t even remove their hats.”


“Damn rude,” said Sebastian. “Respect the rank, even if you don’t respect the man.”


Christophe looked amused. “The general went up, his small, simple bonnet tucked under his arm, and stared each one in the eye. Without a word, he forced them to introduce themselves and remove their great plumed hats. Then he put his own hat on his head and pelted them with questions. Where was each of the divisions? How much manpower did they have? What condition were the munitions in? What was the condition of the men?”


“He asked about us?” Daniel was surprised. Despite his slight army experience, he already knew generals rarely interested themselves in the welfare of the troops.


“And our morale. Were we in good spirits? Were we ready for the campaign?”


“The campaign! Ha!” Sebastian spat into the fire. “We’ve been stuck here for months. I don’t see how some bantam cock of a general can change that.”


“He thinks he can,” Christophe said. “He told the generals that we would be marching on the enemy in four days.”


Sebastian spat again, this time onto a rock near the fire.


Marching on the enemy in four days? What would that be like? Deep down, Daniel knew he’d only enlisted to escape the tedium of the printshop. In line at the National Guard office, he and Christophe had laughingly imagined their army service as a grand adventure. Daniel’s stomach grumbled again, this time with a hint of fear. Would the adventure feel so grand when facing live bullets and cannonballs?


“That’s just posturing,” Sebastian said. “When you’ve been in the army as long as I have, boys, you’ll learn not to trust new brooms that claim they’re going to sweep clean. They only end up hanging in the corner.”


“I don’t know,” Christophe mused, eyes intent on the fire. “This one seems different.”


Daniel thought about that for a moment. Christophe, like his uncle, had a canny sense of people. He was rarely wrong.


The men’s talk subsided. Sebastian brought out his pipe and filled it with a tiny bit of the tobacco his wife sent every month. Daniel settled back on the grass.


Without warning, one of the aides de camp appeared before them. “Formation in five minutes,” he barked.


“What’s going on, sir?” Sebastian asked, rising and doffing his tall shako cap. Like many of the men, he’d pinned the tricolor rosette of the Revolution next to his upturned brim.


“Get into formation and you’ll find out.” The aide de camp moved briskly onward.


Christophe carelessly waved his hand and marched over to his own unit. Not for him the slog of an artillery company. Daniel smiled, remembering how his friend had convinced the recruitment officer to assign him to the cavalry. If Christophe was going to be a soldier, he’d damn well be a dashing one.


Daniel settled in line next to Pierre, two men back from Sebastian. When the general inspected his men, he would find them a tattered, barely booted, dirty bunch, famished for food and hungry for some kind of action.


The general stood before the men, legs spread wide. He wore a simple jacket distinguished only by the gold leaf embroidery reserved for generals. He’d left his collar open.


Disappointment twisted Daniel’s stomach. Someone in Paris must think the Italian campaign is a joke.


But when the general spoke, he seemed to grow two feet. His voice boomed out over the ranks. “You are naked, you are underfed. The government owes you much, yet can give you nothing. Your patience in supporting deprivation, your bravery in facing every danger, makes you the pride of France. You have neither shoes, nor clothes, nor bread, and our storehouses are empty. Enemies who boast that they will crush our young Republic abound on every side. I will lead you to the most fertile plains in the world, and there you will find honor, glory, and riches.”


He turned and walked away, the other officers trailing behind him. A buzz of excitement rustled through the camp. No one had ever spoken to them like this before.


Then the general swiveled around. “Finally!” he shouted, facing the men again. “Officers, enlisted men receive their portion first!”


Daniel’s pulse raced as the food carts rattled up. A cheer rose from the troops, and rumors flew through the ranks like wildfire. It seemed the new general had searched out the wagons before he arrived at camp and made sure the soldiers driving them knew where to go. There was enough food, the men exulted, to last at least a week.


“Small portions, men,” cried another officer, to boos and catcalls. He turned to the general. “Too much food after so many days’ privation will make them sick, sir.”


“Bread and cheese tonight, meat tomorrow!” the general ordered.


Daniel scrambled into line, eager to grab his small loaf of bread and cheese. After receiving his portion, he closed his eyes and muttered the prayer for bread, inhaling its fresh yeasty smell, along with the cheese’s sharp, pungent tang. Then he twisted off the crusty end and crammed it in his mouth. Nothing had ever tasted so good.


“Looks like your friend Christophe was right.” Pierre poked Daniel in the side, spraying crumbs as he spoke. “Maybe he’s different after all, this General Bonaparte!”
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MARCH 28 ANCONA, ITALY


Mirelle woke to the sound of her mother’s footsteps. Mama flung the heavy curtains open and a sliver of light teased Mirelle’s eyes.


“Mmmpf,” she muttered, squeezing her eyes shut. What was the point of getting up, after all? Her hand moved over her quilted coverlet, tracing the swirls of embroidery, fingers snagging the loose threads.


Her mother’s fingers closed over hers. “You’ll tear it,” she scolded. “And it’s time to start the day.”


Mirelle pushed her feet under the covers and stretched, eyes still stubbornly closed.


Mama reached down and turned back one corner of the heavy quilt. Groaning, Mirelle slipped from bed, her cotton nightgown dropping about her ankles. Ignoring her mother’s pointed glance at her slippers, she moved barefoot across the wooden planks, grasped the pitcher on her dresser, and poured some water into the ewer beside it. She paddled the tips of her fingers in the water, then plunged her hands in and splashed her face. Looking at the mirror on her dresser, her face still flushed with sleep, she grimaced at her chestnut brown hair and reached for a comb to untangle the long curls.


So Mama thinks marriage is all I’m good for? What would a suitor think? She stared at her reflection. High cheekbones; a small, pointed nose; delicate lips. She pursed them in the glass, pondering what Papa would have been offered for her in Biblical times. Two camels and a goat? Making a face, she turned from the mirror and reached for her pale blue walking dress and matching pelisse. It brings out the pink in your cheeks, Dolce had told her once.


Once dressed, she went downstairs. Papa was preparing to leave for work. He placed long fingers on her shoulders, his worried eyes scanning her face. “I suggested to Mama that you should visit Dolce this afternoon. You’ll like that, won’t you?”


Mirelle nodded, forcing a smile, studying her own hands. She had inherited his fingers, but little else. Papa was tall, balding, and looked at the world through a pair of pince-nez. Mirelle had often watched him at work, his nose nearly touching the parchment as he carefully applied ink or paint.


Papa sighed, then looked around, impatient. “Your brother is late, as always.”


Twelve-year-old Jacopo darted into the room. He was dressed in his brown school uniform, his black hair mussed like he’d just risen from bed, schoolbooks strapped together and dangling over one shoulder.


He winked at Mirelle. “I’ll wager you and Dolce will spend the afternoon plotting to entrap worthy young men,” he teased. “Who’s the unlucky—er, lucky—man going to be, Mira?”


“Hush,” their mother chided. “Your father and I will find your sister a suitable groom.”


“Just think, it could be a man you’ve never met.” Jacopo feigned an exaggerated shudder. “He could be fat like a frog, or speak with a lisp, or chew with his mouth open.” He laughed aloud, then grew serious. “Don’t think anyone will make me wed a girl I’ve never seen.”


“Who would want to marry you, anyway?” Mirelle retorted.


“Me? The girls will fight over me.” Jacopo spread his arms dramatically. “I’m heir to the famous d’Ancona ketubah workshop, which creates the most exquisite wedding contracts in all of Jewish Europe. And I’m a Torah scholar of distinction.” Jacopo laughed. “Isn’t that right, Mama?”


Mama glanced at Mirelle’s clouded eyes and shot Jacopo a dark look, but said nothing.


“You flatter yourself,” Mirelle said. “And you’re wasting Papa’s time.” She stood on tiptoe to kiss her father’s cheek, then turned and cuffed her brother’s shoulder. “Have a good day, Papa. You behave yourself, marmocchio.”


“Mirelle!” Mama shook her head. “Don’t call your brother a brat.”


“Come on, Jacopo,” Papa said, already halfway out the door. “We’re late.”


Jacopo rolled his eyes at his sister. She looked away, smiling wryly despite herself.
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After helping Mama with the morning chores, Mirelle busied herself with her music, practicing scales in their small drawing room where the family’s pianoforte sat in a corner near the window. Mirelle loved listening to good music, discerning the intricate patterns of melody. She especially enjoyed when Dolce performed, for her friend was magnificent on both pianoforte and harp. Sometimes, though, Mirelle grew jealous of her friend’s musical talent. Maybe now, she thought, with so much extra time, she might improve. Mama insisted that music was an accomplishment every young woman should possess. Mastering the keyboard was one way to keep her happy.


But as Mirelle played, her fingers kept sliding from the keys, her glance wandering out the window to the busy side street. The moment she heard the door slam, she jumped up and opened the piano bench to grab the exercise book secreted there.


Turning the pages of the book, she realized with a sharp pang that she had nearly completed the last of the equations Professor Ricci had left her.


Three years ago, Mirelle was visiting Dolce when Signor Morpurgo, her father, had informed her he’d paid a princely fee for a mathematics tutor.


“Mathematics!” Dolce had exclaimed, wrinkling her nose. “Why mathematics, of all absurdities?”


“I shouldn’t have to explain,” Signor Morpurgo had said brusquely. “You’re my only child, heir to my businesses.”


“Yes, but you don’t expect me to manage them, do you? Isn’t that my husband’s job?”


“Of course.” Signor Morpurgo laughed. “But you should understand the rudiments, sweetling. You know that I don’t trust anyone, not completely. I’ll select a husband for you with a good business head, but the wise woman—and I know you to be wise in all things, pet—should know just enough to make sure nothing goes awry.”


Flattered by her father’s praise, Dolce agreed to mathematics lessons. But she chafed under the rigors of the problems demanded of her. One day, she thrust the pages toward Mirelle, complaining, “No one could figure this out.”


Mirelle found that the equations that stumped her friend came naturally to her, solutions arranging themselves in neat columns and tallies in her mind. The tutor—a professor who primarily taught struggling university students—quickly apprehended that someone else was solving Dolce’s problems. Mirelle found his eyes upon her one day as she sat in a dark corner of the room, drinking in his lessons like a doe at a pond, absorbing every word. From then on, it became his delight to challenge her with more and more difficult calculations while Dolce looked on with a derisive smile.


After two years, Dolce, hiding her profound relief, bid her tutor a final farewell. Before he took his leave, he presented Mirelle with a thick book of exercises. “I hope you find these problems worthy of your attention, signorina,” he said, bowing before her, a narrow hand pressing his heart. “You will enjoy solving them. So few of us share a deeper appreciation of the elegance and magic of numbers. And it is as rare as buried treasure to find a woman with a head for them.”


The magic of numbers. The phrase stayed with Mirelle long after the professor had pocketed his wages and left Ancona. She had never heard something so plain, so artless, described in such a way. Numbers, magical? But the more she thought of it—the more time she spent with her nose in the book, scribbling out solutions—the more enchanted she became with the notion.


Something about numbers mesmerized her, made the world fade away. The bustle of the ketubah workshop, the messiness of the artists’ desks, the fanciful decoration and sketch work she had no gift for were replaced by a world that seemed logical and fixed, firm around the edges. Opening the exercise book now, Mirelle told herself that she could always count on numbers. More than people, certainly. Math had a clear problem, a strategy, a solution. People? They were a mystery she couldn’t always solve.


She seated herself in the window alcove to take advantage of the morning light and watched as her mother, straw basket tucked under her arm, halted in the middle of the road to greet some neighbors. Mirelle stared at the women, wondering if she might find the key to what puzzled her if she studied them long enough. They stood in a cluster, shadowed by the tall ghetto buildings, thick walls blocking the sun. The expression on her mother’s full face made Mirelle shake her head. How could she be so happy? And why did the impossibly tedious daily rounds satisfy her—satisfy every other woman of the ghetto? She noticed Anna, their servant, leaning out of a window above her, sleeves turned up to her elbows, pinning laundry to the clothesline that stretched across the narrow street. She watched, wondering if Anna had ever wanted more from life than an endless round of cleaning and cooking. Where was the magic in that?
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Around noon, Mirelle left the house and turned left into Via Astagna, the only true avenue in the ghetto. The Jews of Ancona had eked out a living up and down Via Astagna since the 1550s, when Pope Paul IV forced them to live on a single street behind closed gates. The street originated near the mouth of Ancona harbor and traversed the hillsides, cutting through the packed alleyways and half-paved culs-de-sac housing the overflow of Jewish families. Their population had grown, but the area where they were allowed to live had not.


Mirelle knew she was luckier than most ghetto dwellers. Her father’s income from the workshop had provided her family a better home than many of their neighbors. But if she were a Christian, she’d live in a larger house still, filled with air and light, next to a park or in the mountains overlooking the harbor.


She found it difficult to reconcile her comfortable life with the nightly imprisonment to which she and her neighbors were subjected. Rabbi Fano often spoke of the covenant the Jews had with God, how the Almighty made them the chosen people out of all the nations. But why, then, she wondered, were they ridiculed, forced to wear ugly trappings, locked in at night?


Dolce’s family lived in the first building inside the ghetto gates, and as Mirelle walked past the open stone archway, her mind drifted again, wondering what it would be like to walk where she wished at any hour, without Jewish insignia, like anyone else. To board one of the ships now at the harbor and set sail to those exotic addresses to which messengers carried her father’s ketubot: the steppes of Russia, the sophisticated capitals of London and Vienna, the wilds of the New World.


She shrugged, dismissing her thoughts. What good would come of such dreams? Life in the ghetto was all she had ever known. And soon she would marry the man her parents chose and find a new home on these same streets, trapped within these crowded city blocks for the rest of her life.


Not like Dolce, she thought. Dolce was born with the gift of making her own choices.


The girls had been friends since they were five years old. Dolce’s father was a substantial stockholder in Simone d’Ancona’s business, and her mother, Sarella, had arranged for the girls to play together. Mirelle was nothing like the bold, vivacious girl she had met that day. Flamboyant as a peacock, Dolce’s Austrian roots showed in her alabaster skin, glorious golden curls, and startling blue eyes, as well as the vivid flush that lit her cheeks when she was excited.


Dolce always laughed away questions about her looks. “My aunt was blond; so was her mother, and many of my cousins,” she’d say. “All with blue eyes. Probably some Austrian nobleman found his way into my family tree.”


Once, Mirelle had repeated Dolce’s theory about her porcelain doll looks to her mother.


Mama set her lips in a thin line. “She talks too freely,” she scolded.


Mirelle suspected that Mama only agreed to the girls’ friendship because of David Morpurgo’s continued investment in the workshop.


“Thinks her wealth allows her such liberties,” Mama continued. “A girl her age, from a prominent household, shouldn’t entertain such thoughts in decent conversation. We certainly raised you better than that.”


But Dolce’s outrageousness was exactly what Mirelle loved about her. Being with her gave Mirelle a sense of freedom and adventure, a liveliness lacking elsewhere in the ghetto. She would not trade Dolce’s friendship for a score of dull, modest girls, no matter what Mama wished.


Mirelle pulled the bell chain and a footman opened the door. The Morpurgo villa, where Dolce lived with her widowed father, was four times larger than any other Jewish home in Ancona, filled with beautiful paintings and statuary, floors and fireplaces of pink marble, and chandeliers that twinkled with crystal raindrops and took one of their many servants an entire day to dust.


The footman said Dolce was still in her bedroom. Mirelle climbed up a grand stairway and entered her friend’s spacious room.


Dolce was lounging on a daybed, wearing a plum-colored silk bed jacket, reading a leather-bound volume.


“Not dressed yet?” Mirelle leaned over to kiss her friend on the cheek.


“Mirelle! Thank goodness you’ve come.” Dolce dropped the tome on the floor. “I was longing for something to divert me from this dull book.”


“Dull?” Mirelle seated herself on a low chair. “My own life’s suddenly turned horribly dull.”


Dolce’s eyebrows rose. “What do you mean?”


“Rabbi Fano forbade me to work with Papa, and Mama agrees. Do you believe it?”


Dolce leaned back, resting her blond head against a bank of silk cushions. “Oh, Mira. To be honest, I never liked you working in that workshop. All those dusty desks, and that awful, cramped office, and the smell . . .” She shuddered delicately. “Your mother is right about that, at least. No man wants a woman like that as a bride.”


“A woman like what?”


Dolce gave her a long, level look. “You know what I mean. Covered with ink and buried in numbers. Surrounded by other men all day long. People don’t think it’s decent.”


Mirelle bristled. “You’ll inherit your father’s fortune, won’t you? What’s the difference?”


Dolce sighed. “The difference? I don’t visit his office, don’t tend to the details of his business concerns. I’m not friendly with the help. And I don’t ever plan to be. My husband will take charge of my fortune when I marry, or I’ll hire a manager. But you? You want to be the manager.”


“So what? I’m better than any manager Papa could hire. And I care a lot more, too.”


“Listen to yourself! You sound ridiculous. I realize you’re angry, but the way I see it, the rabbi’s done you a good turn.”


Mirelle leapt to her feet. “You’re like every other woman in the ghetto.”


Dolce waved her back down. “Ha! Hardly. But you, you think that a woman working, when she has the choice not to, is acceptable. No one else thinks so. So it can’t be right. Look. Papa promised to hire a dancing master. Take lessons with me. In a few weeks, we’ll convince him to throw us a ball and we’ll turn the heads of every young man in Ancona.”


“Is that what I’m going to spend all day doing? Dancing?”


“Mira.” Dolce sighed. “I know how you feel—really, I do. But it won’t last. You’ll fall in love and forget all about the workshop. You know what you need? You don’t need to work, my dear. You need a man.”


Mirelle rolled her eyes. “My mother plans to take care of that. She told Jacopo this morning that she and my father would find me the right husband.”


“No, no, no.” Dolce waggled a jeweled finger, rings sparkling in the afternoon sunlight. “Your mother? She’d find you someone stolid. Dreadful. Like Baruch, Menachem Goldsmith’s firstborn, the most boring man in town. No, you need someone handsome. Dashing. With a hint of adventure. Haven’t you always said you want more adventure in your life? We’ll find him together.”


Mirelle couldn’t help laughing. “Now you sound ridiculous. Someone dashing? For me?”


“Of course someone dashing. You’re prettier than you think, you know.”


Mirelle, smiling at the compliment, knew no one would look twice at her when her friend was in the room. Dolce had been courted almost from the cradle. Jewish men desirous of a rich, beautiful wife—rabbis’ sons and merchants, community leaders from Ancona and other cities—had lined up at her door, danced with her at balls, took her riding. She’d spurned them all. Of course, Mirelle thought, Dolce has plenty of dashing suitors. But Mama and Papa want me to marry someone wealthy.


Her parents often told her they hoped she would marry a man whose marriage settlement would allow her father to buy the ketubah manufactory outright. Since Dolce’s father was their primary investor, this wasn’t something Mirelle could admit aloud. But Dolce was smart enough to intuit the truth.


“You know,” Dolce spoke up, interrupting her thoughts, “if you object to dashing so much, why don’t you tell me what you do want? This man you’d like to marry. What’s he like?”


“The man I’d like to marry?” Mirelle replied.


Dolce leaned forward, fixing her brilliant blue gaze on Mirelle’s face. “Tell me.”


Mirelle closed her eyes. She thought of her sweet father—so quick to surrender to the rabbi’s demands. “If I could choose—and I know I can’t—I’d want a man who knows his own mind, who acts, who doesn’t care if people disapprove of him—not a scholar, not even a merchant.” Her lips curled into a smile. “And handsome, of course.”


Dolce chuckled. “He sounds marvelous. Be careful I don’t steal him away from you.”


Mirelle’s lips twisted. “But most important, he should adore me, make me his reason for living. Put me first.”


Listen to me, she thought, suddenly embarrassed. What a thing to say out loud.


“But that goes without saying!” Dolce exclaimed. “Oh, Mira. You’ll find him—or he’ll find you—and it will fix everything! You’ll see.”


Will it fix everything? Mirelle wondered. Could a mystery man—a handsome, confident suitor—really be the answer to her troubles? She wanted to believe it. Things always seemed to work out for Dolce; the universe bent to her will. But it never quite seemed to do the same for Mirelle. Maybe she would meet her perfect man, only to have Dolce snap him up. Maybe she would never meet him at all.


And maybe, she reflected, he didn’t exist. Which meant the only way to deal with her problems was to solve them herself.
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APRIL 4 ANCONA


“You have everything?” Francesca Marotti asked, placing a hand on the slight rise of her stomach. “You’re sure, caro mio?”


“How could I not be?” grumbled her husband, Emilio, as he slung the last bundle onto the donkey cart. “You’ve asked me the same question twenty times.” He tied rope around the bundles.


To Francesca’s dismay, he’d backed the cart right up next to the outdoor altar to the Madonna, with no regard for the Lady’s sanctity. But she knew better than to protest.


Barbara emerged from the henhouse, her skirt and black hair a mess of hay. Francesca bit her tongue at her daughter’s beet-red face and disheveled appearance, but Emilio just grinned. The girl flung her arms about his neck, hugging him tightly. “What will you bring me, Papa?” she wheedled. “I want some Turkish delight and a string of glass beads from Venice. Promise me?”


“Don’t tease your father,” Francesca said, pulling her daughter back by the arm. “Nine is too old to be demanding sweets. And couldn’t you have stayed tidy long enough to say a proper good-bye? He may be gone for two years or more.”


Barbara groaned, rolling her eyes. “Papa, why can’t you take me with you?”


Her father laughed, picking some of the hay from her hair. “I wish I could too, bambina. But a merchant vessel is no place for a young lady.”


“She’s no young lady.” Francesca sniffed. “Don’t encourage her.”


Emilio put a hand on Francesca’s stomach. “I want a boy this time,” he told her, staring straight into her eyes. “I could take a boy with me.”


Francesca saw her daughter’s face droop. “I’m glad Barbara is staying here.” She reached a hand out to the girl. “I’d miss her if she left.”


Barbara evaded her touch and turned to hug her father a second time. “Turkish delight,” she whispered loudly. “And Venetian beads. Yes, Papa?”


His arms wrapped around her and he looked over her shoulder, winking at his wife, who smiled despite herself. “And what should I bring for your mammina?” he murmured into Barbara’s hair. “And for the new bambino?”


Barbara pulled away, glaring at her mother’s midsection. “The baby won’t want anything until it’s older. And Mama will be happy with anything you bring.”


“Mama will be happy just to have you back home again, safe and sound,” Francesca said, stroking the arm of her husband’s new uniform. The short blue serge jacket sat snugly on his broad shoulders, a dashing red sash cut across the blousy white shirt. He looked proud and tall in his striped quarter-length pants, his dark hair swept under his cap, his broad, swarthy face split in a rare grin. Just as handsome as on their wedding day. She remembered kneeling in the cathedral, full of gratitude that he had selected her—her—out of all the girls in Ancona. She’d trembled as he looked her over, the expression in his black eyes unreadable. She hoped not to be found wanting, but the mysteries of the wedding bed made her quake. Surely he would be gentle, she’d thought. And he had been, that first night, as tender as a frisky puppy, despite all the grappa he’d downed at the feast. Unfortunately, his gentleness hadn’t lasted beyond their first month of marriage.


“If only you didn’t have to go.” She wished the words unsaid the moment they escaped her mouth.


“This, again?” Emilio shook his head, frowning. “Just as I’m about to leave?”


“I’ll miss you, that’s all.”


Francesca knew they had no choice. Russo had finally tracked Emilio down and threatened to break his fingers if he didn’t pay him back. It had taken every penny secretly stored in the flour bin to satisfy him. And there were other debts, still unpaid.


“It’s not like two years is forever,” Emilio said, hugging his daughter again. “I’ll earn enough in the merchant marine to take care of the debts and buy us a shop on the quay. No more stinking chickens or drooping fig trees or sunflowers wilting in the sun.”


Francesca shut her eyes. Emilio’s dream had always been to own a shop of his own. Just like the one his father had when he was a child, filled with fantastical objects of glass and copper and wood. Francesca remembered visiting it when she was young, a wonderland of cups and vases and glass animals all glinting in the beams that shone through the large plate window. But Emilio’s father had borrowed money to pay for his own gambling debts, and had put the store up as collateral. He’d lost everything to Jewish moneylenders when Emilio was seventeen. Emilio’s brothers and sisters had been parceled out to relatives far from Ancona like so many bundles, while she and Emilio, already married, had been forced to live off her meager inheritance.


Her husband despised farming, even though the patch of land at the foot of Monte Guasco, just outside Ancona, was the best part of her dowry. They kept chickens, selling their eggs, and grew sunflowers, figs, and whatever root vegetables they could raise to sustain themselves through the winter. But Emilio resented every moment he had to scratch in the sandy soil, blaming the Jews for the loss of his family’s home and business.


Two years! Could she bear it? Francesca watched Emilio plod away, praying he’d be a happier man when he finally returned.




6
MAY 2 ANCONA


Mirelle’s family always celebrated her father’s birthday with a party at the workshop. Each year, the men’s families, along with the Morpurgo family and other friends and neighbors, were bidden to an after-hours feast. Mama and Anna spent days in the kitchen, preparing goose sausage minced into a rich risotto, dredging artichokes with flour and frying them to a luscious crispness, and making a savory casserole of spinach, raisins, and pine nuts. The dessert was a rich fig pudding, Papa’s favorite. Mama made marzipan treats for the children, too, cleverly shaped like the flowers and animals that adorned the ketubot.


This year, Mirelle had been pressed into kitchen duty, rolling and cutting. Her arms ached from shaking a burlap bag of pine cones to release the stubborn nuts; the sweetness of almond paste lingered on her fingers for hours after her work was done. Lines of the proverb Papa recited to Mama every Shabbat—she tends to the affairs of her household and eats not the bread of idleness—played in Mirelle’s head as her mother bustled about the kitchen.


The day of the party dawned fair, small clouds chasing one another in the bright blue sky. Mirelle, a heavy apron protecting her lilac-colored muslin dress, packed baskets and sat in Mama’s sewing room to finish her father’s present. She’d braided a chain as a watch guard for his favorite pocket watch. Selecting the softest bits of burgundy, buff, and green-colored leather and delicate glass beads she’d bought from a Venetian trader, she’d woven the chain into a taut double loop. He’ll love it, she thought as she sewed the loose ends tight, smiling at the image of her father always searching his pockets for his watch.
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“Beautifully written and
completely engaging!”
—MICHELLE MORAN,
best-selling author of
The Second Empress and
Madame Tussaud
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