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	Introduction


	by Maurizio Barbato


	Translated by Stephen Riggio


	In September 1971, a new edition of Luigi Natoli’s great Sicilian historical novel The Beati Paoli appeared, published in Palermo by S. F. Flaccovio, Editore.


	Luigi Natoli (1857–1941) had been a prolific and liberal intellectual, a teacher, a scholar, disliked by the fascist regime, an “old-style republican, ardent follower of Mazzini” (in the words of his son Edgardo, as recalled by Gabriello Montemagno in Luigi Natoli and the Beati Paoli, Flaccovio, 2002). “The versatility of this writer is represented by thirty-one fine novels, by no less than 330 stories having a historical background, by several historiographic works, by numerous critical essays, by fifteen or so theatrical texts, by a few collections of poems, as well as essays on the history of art, and at least fifty volumes for schools adopted at that time by schools throughout Italy.” Among this multitude of works, his most renowned was The Beati Paoli, which, according to the historian Rosario La Duca, “from its first appearance was followed with the greatest interest, not only entering into the homes of the poor and the caretakers’ lodges of the homes of the middle class, but, almost with arrogance, also ascending into the residences of the Sicilian bourgeoisie. . . . It became at the same time a primer and a sacred text, kept at the bedside of the pater familias who would read the various chapters to his relatives and neighbors. In Sicily, The Beati Paoli is still today the only book that many people of the lower classes have read in the course of their life.” An extraordinary success, therefore, due to the subject matter’s ability to strike profound chords of working-class identity and memory, as well as for the flow of its extremely lively and entertaining plot. But its popularity is also tied to a great extent to the high quality of the author’s narrative writing, unusual in that type of genre novel, and for this reason so enduring. Regarding this, Andrea Camilleri, recalling his youthful experience of reading the book, observed, “The writing of The Beati Paoli is much more modern than the subject matter of the book itself: if one reads contemporary popular fiction, there is a style of writing that attempts to be vernacular but is not, and at the same time it ends up being a stereotypical sort of writing. Whereas in Luigi Natoli, the writing is original, not stereotyped. He manages to attain a style that is applicable to a non-popular novel.”


	The Beati Paoli was first published as a serial novel in the Giornale di Sicilia of Palermo between May 1909 and June 1910; in 1925 it was published under the imprint of Gutenberg of Palermo; it was then published in 1949 by La Madonnina of Milan; in 1955 it was serialized in L’Ora.


	Finally, in 1971 the Flaccovio edition was published in two volumes, with plates depicting scenes of eighteenth-century Palermo and with historical topographic notes for the inquisitive reader. It opened with an introduction by Umberto Eco (The Beati Paoli and the Ideology of the Popular Novel) and included an essay by Rosario La Duca (The History and Legend of the Beati Paoli), a scholar of urban and architectural history of the capital of the ancient Kingdom of Sicily.


	It was a remarkable editorial work and an important event both for the success of the book and in culture in general (moreover, it demonstrated the prominent role of the publisher Fausto Flaccovio, among the leading forces of that particularly lively period in terms of ideas that were coursing through the city at that time). Important first of all because it restored the actual name of the writer of the adventures of the mysterious sect—from then on Luigi Natoli and no longer William Galt, the pseudonym under which Natoli had published all his books, invented for its exotic quality)—thus tearing away the “cold, indifferent” invented figure (as described by Gabriello Montemagno), but also, and above all, because that publication in the author’s actual name would in a certain sense elevate to high literature a work that, although very popular even in middle-class homes, was until then discriminated against by the well-educated. The support of a semiotician, who was an innovator of critical methods, and the assurance of a highly erudite historian would finally justify the curiosity of intellectuals regarding the sensational tales of the secret society. Until then, this had essentially been the reserve of the imagination, said Leonardo Sciascia, of the “‘middle-class’ peasant who can read: the barber, the town council messenger, the janitor—all those people, in short, whose profession allows some breaks, some time off—who comprise an exclusive and almost fanatic cult.”


	The importance of the Flaccovio edition is also marked by the fact that it gave rise to a certain debate, both around the work of Natoli as such and about the historical validity of the sect whose epic the Palermitan writer had “invented.”


	***


	It is noteworthy and curious that the two “watchdogs” of the cultural role of The Beati Paoli do not fully agree with each other. Of course, they proceed from different perspectives. The semiotician aims to call attention to the kind of reading that Natoli’s writing calls for; the historian, on the other hand, is interested in its accurate representation of an era. But Umberto Eco seems to arrive at an assessment very different from the one, for example, that the French critic Jean-Noël Schifano reached twenty years later, upon its publication in France: “After The Betrothed,” he writes in Le Monde in 1990, “after The Viceroys, The Name of the Rose and History: A Novel by Morante, here, finally, with the translation of The Beati Paoli is the fifth historical monument of contemporary Italian literature.” Rosario La Duca, on the other hand, is clearly closer to the Frenchman when he underscores how much desire to talk about history is expressed in the novel and how faithful Natoli is in the reconstruction of the era, to the point of seeming to intimate that the true protagonist is not so much the adventurous hero of the story as much as it is an entire period, that is, eighteenth-century Sicily, just like in the great historical novels.


	Umberto Eco firmly denies that Luigi Natoli wrote a historical novel. “The Beati Paoli,” he asserts, “should not be seen as an example of a ‘historical’ novel but rather as a ‘popular’ novel. In this sense its ancestors are . . . Dumas, Süe, or to stay in Italy, Luigi Gramegna.” And he explains the characteristics of the popular novel that Natoli’s book follows and that “render it (as well as narratively pleasing) sociologically contemporary.” Eco, arousing the reaction of the Sicilian historian Massimo Ganci (for whom the evil in Natoli’s novels “symbolizes the aristocratic class in its entirety”), explains that The Beati Paoli stages the “Manichean fight of good against evil, lived by a community of the oppressed that is avenged by a Superman hero.” In conclusion, the popular novel “cannot be revolutionary because it must be consoling; it is forced to teach that, if there are social contradictions, there are forces that can resolve them. These forces cannot be the popular ones . . . The ones doing the resolving must belong to the dominant class . . . a breed of avengers that can foresee a broader and more harmonious justice.” Thus, whoever is fascinated by the secret sect of avengers within the novel “lives his dreamlike adventure like a reader of the popular novel, who asks the fantastical page to console him with images of justice, managed by others, to make him forget that, in reality, justice is taken away from him.”


	Rosario La Duca unhesitatingly puts The Beati Paoli in the elite range of historical novels for the fact that, beyond definitions, “in his narration, Luigi Natoli did not limit himself to taking inspiration from the legendary adventures of the mysterious sect but developed the entire plot of the novel, setting it with scrupulous adherence to historical and topographical reality from which the action of the protagonists departs only occasionally.” Meanwhile, he notes how in Natoli’s text one finds a synthesis between his sources and popular oral tradition, so that, while the source (namely, as we will see, the Marchese of Villabianca) recalls the Beati Paoli as a group of villainous assassins, the people instead immortalize them as vindicators, and the author similarly describes them as avengers. His text depicts historical events in Sicily between 1698 and 1719, twenty decisive years, partly due to the island’s frustrated hopes for the renewal of its kingdom, in which as many as four dynasties followed one another: Spanish, Savoy, Spanish again, and Austrian; it was “one of the most momentous eras of contrasts between ideas and principles,” “with a wealth of details” and with a breadth of sources (the greatest historians of the time, diaries, and firsthand chronicles, “accounts in the press” of celebrations, triumphs and other events, some even secret or mysterious, “acts of faith and displays”). In short, a work with all the qualities of the historian.


	La Duca, moreover, takes distinct positions on two important matters that reveal the historical richness of the novel. The first is that according to him “this sect surely existed” although not everyone agrees on its identity. The second concerns the question of the relationship between the Beati Paoli and the Mafia: “Nor, in our opinion, can a historical connection be sought between the sect of the Beati Paoli and the Mafia, understood as a secret society,” given the much later origin of the latter; however, “one can instead acknowledge that in the sect of the Beati Paoli there was the presence of Mafia sentiment.”


	***


	About this relationship, the opinion of Leonardo Sciascia is very clear; not about any possible historic origin, but of ideological influence between the Beati Paoli and the Mafia, and especially between the Beati Paoli as they are in the novel and Mafia sentiment. He extracts from the Great Sicilian Historical Novel an essence that truly makes it the Sicilian Historical Novel, in the sense that one cannot do without reading it if one wants to try to understand something about “being Sicilian,” that is, about the very peculiar relationship of Sicilians with their own history, of the idiosyncrasy of a civilization. Sciascia, in Nero su Nero, cites the work of the Marchese of Villabianca from which the entire legend of the Beati Paoli originates. Author of the famous diaries that span over fifty years of the Sicilian eighteenth century (constituting its principal historic source), Francesco Maria Emanuele e Gaetani, Marchese of Villabianca (1720–1802), in one of his so-called Palermitan diaries (which collect other observations about various things), relates that the sect, made up of villainous men, has a connection to another, much older sect, the Vendicosi, which arose at the end of the Norman era and came into being in order to attack the power of the State, or to replace it, or to penetrate it, in order to attack the aristocracy that identified with the State, but using its resources on behalf of men of poor social status who lacked the means to recruit assassins. “Now,” comments the maestro of The Council of Egypt, “to his eyes, a sect like that of the Beati Paoli emerges precisely as a story of class: average and lower-class people who unite in order to do what the powerful do, what the barons do.” The marchese, Sciascia continues, skims over the conclusion of a historian like Eric Hobsbawm, who considers the Mafia as born from the attempt of the bourgeoisie to become a class and to rise in a historical process like the Sicilian one in which even the remotest glint of social revolution is lacking. “This little manuscript tract by Villabianca undoubtedly gave Luigi Natoli not only the inspiration but, so to speak, the ideological design of that saga that cyclically flows into two others, Coriolano della Floresta and Calvello the Bastard . . . and the cycle ends exactly when the Beati Paoli by that time had become Masons and Jacobins.” But the marchese is opposed to the sect, an aversion that “Natoli overturns with a full and open approval: and hence the boundless popularity of his novels.” Therefore, in synthesis, according to Sciascia, in the legend of the Beati Paoli there is a centuries-old story of impossible class redemption that gives rise to secret societies and mafioso behavior, represented by Natoli in an adventurous guise. So, “with Natoli’s novels one can say that we instead come to discover the Mafia as a truly profound, constant institution: ‘A way of being,’ Americo Castro would say.” As with Emerico Amari, the great historian of the Vespers, we return to that proverbial rebellion of the Sicilian people in order to find their true essence; with Natoli’s novel we instead return to the underpinnings of the Mafia, concludes Leonardo Sciascia.


	In short, then, for Sciascia it is not true that there is no mention of revolution in The Beati Paoli: it is spoken of, but in the negative sense, like something that did not exist and could not have been, an absence that forever marked the Sicilian people and is precisely dramatized in the novel.


	***


	Whatever the common interpretation of the novel may be, the reader will of course be unable to avoid noticing the countless descriptive characteristics, which in any case make it a crucial historical text, inasmuch as a reading that becomes a sort of total immersion in an era as it was lived by its contemporaries.


	For example, for those who may have the curiosity to make a comparison between the novel and the actual places, The Beati Paoli can be taken as a guide to the historic center of Palermo. Such is the precision with which the author describes the locations, especially those sinister ones of the old city whose secrets he uncovers and whose anecdotes he records, like a guide to the mysteries and to the venoms of eighteenth-century Palermo (with episodes recovered in the most secluded recesses of the times, such as the strange incident in which part of the local aristocracy was decimated). The Palermo of the Beati Paoli can still be found today; there is even a street and a piazza, named after them in 1873—in an age of “regionist” political dominance, records the historian Francesco Benigno in his book dedicated to the “creation of the dangerous classes” (La Mala Setta, Einaudi 2015)—in the places in the Capo where the presumed hideaways were. And, as it has recently been brought to light, the cave can also be found, the one that the Marchese of Villabianca had visited in the late eighteenth century and that was the secret hiding place of the secret society and part of the network of tunnels of subterranean Palermo traversed by those hooded men. If so desired, one can even find the mounds of rubbish that always adorn certain urban spaces, and which were mentioned in the novel.


	Furthermore, the book does not hold back an explicit critical interpretation of how things went in Sicilian history: see the passages where the author talks about omertà, those that denounce a certain condition of the submissive and ornamental woman, or the ironies of the lower classes in the “houses of God” who “were there but to serve, because the Lord had destined them for this, of which there was no doubt”; see above all the poet’s repeated little passages that describe the parasitic role of the aristocracy, whose wealth and magnificence “signified the misery of the whole island,” or the other luxuries that were squandering resources that could have been “enough to foster the commerce and industries of the kingdom.”


	And, still looking at the social insight of the novel, it is difficult not to recognize in some of the Beati Paoli (for example in Girolamo Ammirata) much more than the disguises; the perfect example of the bourgeois man, however small, evolving in his habits, in his mindset (truly rare in the history of the island).


	***


	But what is the origin of Luigi Natoli’s plot, from where everything begins?


	By mutual acknowledgment, from the already recorded excerpt of the Marchese of Villabianca. He writes, “These Beati Paoli, in other words villainous men, to my belief, according to the tradition that I understood as a young boy, are not so ancient, and perhaps more than anywhere else they made their presence felt in the city of Palermo, due to the fact that the most mercenary and the most skillful were sufficiently cultivated by powerful people, and by our barons of the kingdom.” Even if not exactly the very first source, the sentences of the great diarist must be considered as the clearly identified literary origin of the legend, or at least the magic moment in which a long, true or presumed true, oral tradition of an underground world is fixed and perpetuated on the written page. Thereby beginning that circularity that exists between the oral tradition and the literary, feeding on each other, and that characterizes the dynamic of tradition. The historian of Sicily Francesco Renda writes, “Villabianca’s diary . . . in the entire history of the Beati Paoli has a precise and specific relevance, because it signals the formality of the moment when the official Sicilian culture welcomes and legitimizes the popular tradition of the sect and . . . it also marks a leap in quality because it originates from the authoritative testimony of the Palermitan historian and diarist . . . the literary thread of the legend.” In summary, one grasps from Villabianca that as a child, he heard about the sect (and therefore not much else is known of its existence) formed by “low and middle-class people,” villainous men and assassins, which (he says elsewhere) was to connect itself (as we already know) to the most ancient sect of the Vendicosi, who were wiped out in the Norman era; the marchese also gives the names of three of the Beati Paoli that he knew about or encountered as a child (one of them, the razionale Girolamo Ammirata, is chosen by Luigi Natoli as an important character in the novel).


	On the “how, when, and where” of the emergence of the legend of the Beati Paoli, Francesco Renda published in 1988, with this publishing house (Sellerio Editore), a useful and interesting book: I Beati Paoli: Storia, Letteratura e Leggenda. Without asking himself—in his opinion an impossible question strictly speaking of history—about the actual existence of the sect, Renda finds documentary traces of it that he publishes and connects for the first time. And it is worth remembering the way in which remote and popular gossip are reunited in Villabianca. Not only because it is a plot that sheds light on the most distant lineage of Natoli’s novel, but also because he relates, even if indirectly, how accidental and tangled the paths of tradition can be in its generation and in taking root.


	So the first to connect the Beati Paoli (as it were, “officially”) to a remote secret society, the Vendicosi, is precisely Villabianca (as Leonardo Sciascia already pointed out). But who were the Vendicosi? Two chroniclers of the twelfth century answer the question: the Breve Cronica in 1185, by an anonymous Cassinese monk, and the Cronaca di Fossanuova in 1186, by an anonymous author. The texts are unequivocal in that the Vendicosi were avengers and sinister actors, essential precursors as well of the future Beati Paoli. With a leap of centuries (marked by some scant appearances) anticipating Villabianca, the first to bring into full relief knowledge about the Vendicosi is, according to Renda’s reconstruction, a Frenchman, Jean Levesque de Burigny, who in 1745 publishes in The Hague a General History of Sicily that restricts itself to citing the medieval chronicles, without “an expansive interpretation that allows one to see in the sect of the Vendicosi an early form of the brotherhood of the Beati Paoli” (Renda). It so happens that Burigny’s text was translated in Sicily by one Mariano Scasso e Borello, who not only gives a very broad version that adds among other things a nonexistent sentence about the calling of the Vendicosi to “redress the injustices done to others” but above all (felix culpa, observes Renda) adds a note to Burigny’s text: “This is a constant opinion among the masses who have often seen the revival of this society of hidden Vendicatori in Sicily and elsewhere, commonly called the Beati Paoli.” It is the turning point: for the first time (apart from irrelevant testimonies because they remain unknown in Sicily) the Beati Paoli are explicitly cited; suddenly on the island, their name is born in writing and becomes connected to the so-called Vendicosi of the Norman era, as both were avengers of injustice. The translation by Scasso e Borello did not escape the Marchese of Villabianca; he magnifies it and raises it to legend, consigning it to literature.


	In Villabianca, the metamorphosis of the ancestral Vendicosi into the modern Beati Paoli was revealed, thus reconnecting the thread of the folkloric theme; and it was also revealed how the Marchese of Villabianca constructed, in its compact substance, the literary nucleus of the legend.


	In Renda’s lineage, other sources (novels, poems, testimonies, each one with its own version of the Beati Paoli, positive and negative) follow that fatal act of birth. But of all these, the one that seems most to reflect popular belief is the oral account, in Sicilian, of the servant of Salvatore Salamone Marino, grand archivist of popular traditions: “It is said—his criata (maid) Francesca Campo said to Salamone Marino—that in times past there was a society of maestri and of the lower class who defended the rights of good people and avenged them against the overbearing rich and the nobles who had power in their hands and did injustice and unfair things to the population. . . . In short, they defended our rights and things were going in the right direction, not like they are going now, and that now we could really use the Beati Paoli.” Exactly the type of popular belief that some thirty years later Luigi Natoli would eternalize in his saga of relentless Sicilian avengers.


	Obviously, no one can say if the Beati Paoli truly existed or what their true place was in society, assuming that the original authoritative and precise source is believed to be the voice of the Marchese of Villabianca, who for that matter relates a childhood rumor.


	There is some dispute about the origin of the name. Some trace it to the apostle Paul (saint and warrior) and to the magic powers of those born on his day; others who are thought to be more credible refer it to the followers of San Francesco di Paola (because, as Salamone Marino’s maid says, during the day they went around dressed like Franciscan monks in order to better learn things that were going on, and at night they would plan their exploits).


	The most audacious and suggestive hypothesis about the reality of their existence has been formulated by a historian, Francesco Paolo Castiglione, a meticulous enthusiast of sixteenth-century Sicilian mysteries, in the volume Indagine sui Beati Paoli and in the subsequent Il Segreto Cinquecento dei Beati Paoli (both published by Sellerio Editore).


	Castiglione does not waver in his belief that the Beati Paoli arose from the medieval Vendicosi nor that they truly existed. That is due to reasoning that is generally valid, which he expresses by quoting the words of Salvatore Salamone Marino: “a tradition is not maintained among the populace and does not remain constant over the centuries when it has no firm foundation and legitimate reasons.” But above all, because their existence has reliable corroboration if the facts and the historical elements correspond with what the various popular accounts relate. These fragments, moreover, are much more numerous and much more coherent than has generally been believed. Indeed, the literary versions that have been drawn from it have distorted popular traditions and disguised them (and perhaps not to innocent ends). “Clear signs reveal that as long as novelists do not begin to construct fantastical literary fables about the Beati Paoli, the sect is not so mysterious, as both the character of the political-military faction and the era in which it operates are sufficiently well known.” And the cycle of “fantastical literary fables” reaches its climax, according to Castiglione, precisely with Natoli’s novel, which definitively modifies the legend, presenting the Beati Paoli to the twentieth century as an association of avengers who are enemies of the powerful, a fable that has evidently become a mythological justification of Sicilianismo and of Mafioso sentiment. “From that moment the Beati Paoli becomes indelibly synonymous with avengers: in popular memory every residual historical trace disappears, replaced in full by the glorious ‘Natoliana’ justice fable that transformed the assassins . . . into a group of courageous defenders of the rights of the destitute.”


	But who were the Beati Paoli really? The historian’s very intricate, scholarly, fascinating, and dizzying investigation yields some certainties about the Beati Paoli: that they lived in the early sixteenth century, at the same time as a series of revolts that are difficult to interpret (the insurrection of 1516, the revolt of Gianluca Squarcialupo of 1517, the pro-French revolt of the Imperatore brothers of 1522); that in these failed subversive actions, but by the decisive outcome of the future adjustment of the Sicilian ruling classes, they acted as secret and violent but normalizing forces (“a stronger arm of justice” according to the words of a source); that they had headquarters in a location called “Cuncuma” and a tribunal in the crypt of a church; that their name derived from the Beato di Paola, who then became San Francesco di Paola; and finally, that they were people of anything but low status, probably organized by a very powerful person, who was the principal protagonist of the events of the early sixteenth century.


	***


	The bold reconstruction by Francesco Paolo Castiglione, who makes the sect into a type of deviant secret service operating in the turmoil of the definitive political and social stabilization of Sicily and of its barony within the Spanish Empire, emblematic of the many impressions that the sect inspires, thus concludes our survey.


	No matter how one interprets the legend and the richly plotted fictional version in which Luigi Natoli wraps it, The Beati Paoli, the Great Sicilian Historical Novel, is a formidable fresco of eighteenth-century Sicily, of the ancien régime in its most opulent and miserable guise, of the era in which the pomp and magnificence of aristocratic rule reached its height and Sicily was in its decline. With The Beati Paoli, the reader truly enters the sumptuousness of the palazzi, which make a brutal contrast with the decrepit surroundings (which Natoli highlights in several passages—something that, incidentally, many today still forget in the journalistic celebrations of the “Gattopardi siciliani”); and one can still linger in the silence of the cloisters and the religious buildings, extraordinary for their number and grandeur in the city of that time, where a quiet calm also prevails in terms of the culture and civility of modern manners (and this other contrast is also noted in the novel). Rereading it today is all the more pleasing, because in the book the vicissitudes of the bastard Blasco and of his powerful underground protectors are extremely animated and full of events and underlying, overlapping stories. But it is also essential reading. It allows us to follow something important about our collective identity, which flows through the pages: how we became Sicilian. For this reason, it must become an Italian reading, as among the few (in order to return to what Jean-Noël Schifano asserted) “historical monuments of Italian literature.”




	Translator’s Notes


	On May 6, 1860, Giuseppe Garibaldi and his Thousand set sail from Quarto, near Genoa, on two steamships, the Lombardo and the Piemonte. Upon their arrival in the western Sicilian port of Marsala on May 11, the presence of British ships in the harbor deterred Bourbon warships from interfering, and the Garibaldini landed unopposed. The Sicilians welcomed them as liberators. Far from a professional army, the Garibaldini were volunteers, mostly from northern Italy, but their number included about forty-five Sicilians. Swept up in the growing fervor for Italian unification, they were a poorly armed, ragtag force, some dressed in the red shirts that would become their hallmark. After winning a historic battle in Calatafimi against a superior force of Bourbon troops on May 15, the expedition marched on Palermo, entering the city on May 27.


	Luigi Natoli’s mother had dressed her children in red shirts to greet the arrival of the Garibaldini. For this act of defiance, the oppressive Bourbon government threw the family (including Luigi, then three years old) into the Vicaria prison in Palermo, a place of horrific tortures during the Inquisition; their assets were confiscated, and their belongings were stolen or burned. Their brutal imprisonment in the Vicaria plunged the family into misery and destitution. The episode undoubtedly left its mark on Natoli, informing and influencing his prodigious literary output of thirty-one novels, including The Beati Paoli, a story about oppression and tyranny from another time, early eighteenth-century Sicily.


	Bourbon resistance against the Garibaldini was short-lived and proved to be the last gasp of centuries of Spanish domination. Sicily had been under Spain’s thumb since 1516, and before that under Aragonese rule from the early fifteenth century. Once, the island had had its own kings, but they too were of foreign stock: Normans who descended on the island in the twelfth century after crossing the Strait of Messina, ultimately defeating the Muslims who had ruled Sicily since the early tenth century, when the last Byzantine stronghold fell. Before the Byzantines were the Vandals and the Goths, and before them the Romans, who, after expelling the Carthaginians, had occupied the island for six hundred years, making Sicily the first foreign province of the Roman Empire; earlier still, the Greeks colonized the east, and Phoenicia, the first great seafaring power of the Mediterranean, established strongholds and trading posts in the west, founding Palermo in 734 BC.


	***


	The opening scene of The Beati Paoli depicts a procession down the Cassaro, the ancient main street of Palermo, on January 12, 1698. The people of the city and countryside have gathered, not to witness the coronation of their own king, but to celebrate the newly announced peace in Europe (the end of the Nine Years’ War) and the arrival of a new viceroy. He is a Spaniard, appointed by Charles II, the king of Spain and the last Hapsburg ruler of the Spanish Empire.


	Palermo is a picturesque, cosmopolitan city. Although ruled by foreign powers for over two thousand years, Sicily had never succumbed to any single culture but seemed to have absorbed each one, fusing its elements with those that came before. A walk through the city would reveal its multiethnic heritage: the Duomo, an architectural palimpsest, erected on the site of a Byzantine monastery, later turned into a mosque, then restored to Christianity by the Normans; San Giovanni degli Eremiti, a thoroughly Oriental structure, whose five red domes give it the appearance of a mosque rather than a church; the Cappella Palatina, a bright Norman jewel, featuring Islamic decorative art, Byzantine mosaics, and the glorious image of Christ Pantocrator above its altar; the Cuba, a Norman king’s summer pavilion, a synthesis of Romanesque, Byzantine, and Arab styles; the Ballarò, a street market reminiscent of the souks of Tunis. The emergence of the distinctive Sicilian baroque style of architecture and decoration (that would reach its apogee in the eighteenth century in the southeastern cities of Noto, Ragusa, and Modica) is seen in the Church of the Gesù, the first church built by the Jesuits in Sicily, in the Quattro Canti, the octagonal baroque piazza in the heart of the city, and in the stucco sculptures of Giacomo Serpotta that adorn the Oratory of Santa Cita. The city’s prime example of Tuscan Mannerism, the monumental Fontana Pretoria, dominates one of the city’s main piazzas; imported from a Florentine villa in the sixteenth century, it is a statuary of mythological deities, dolphins, naked bodies, and strange animals; it is an outlandish, odd monument, yet not out of place in a city with such a rich multicultural history.


	For centuries Sicily had been a center of political and legislative innovations. The Arabs had introduced progressive governmental reforms that were adopted by the Norman kings, who, moreover, ruled more like Oriental potentates than European monarchs, appointing Muslims to the highest administrative positions. The Sicilian Parliament, established by the Norman Count Roger I in 1097, was among the most ancient of Europe. His son, King Roger II, produced a body of laws in the first half of the twelfth century that was advanced for its age, dealing with matters of public and private property, the church, civil law, public finances, and the military. Frederick II, the Hohenstaufen king, built upon Roger II’s reforms with a collection of laws, the Constitutions of Melfi, that formed the basis of Sicilian law for the next six centuries.


	Yet for all its legislative reforms, Sicily was still a feudal society. Amid Palermo’s Norman-Arab-Byzantine churches, buildings, and monuments and the splendor of its grand palazzi, nobles rode in stately gilded carriages during the day, and the wretched would emerge at night to scrounge for food and sleep on the steps and in the doorways of churches. In the countryside vassals and peasants were subject to the whims of barons, who lorded over their fiefdoms with impunity. Justice, when it was not absent altogether, was in the service of the most powerful, who abused their status and influence at the expense of the weakest, often hiring thugs to resolve cases that they preferred not to bring to the courts.


	The novel takes place during a turbulent period of Sicilian history, when the island was ruled by a succession of four monarchies in just over twenty years: Spain, Savoy, Spain again, and finally Austria; it was a period when Sicily was shaken by years of war, by major conflicts between Church and State, and when the Inquisition persecuted citizens for heresy, subjecting them to horrific tortures. When the lower classes had nowhere to turn, a group of men emerged to mete out their own form of justice, in order to protect the weak and oppressed from an aristocracy of awesome power and privilege.


	***


	There is no evidence that the Beati Paoli were ancestors of the Sicilian Mafia, which, according to Rosario La Duca, “had its roots in the disintegration of the agrarian feudal structure of the island, which took place in the nineteenth century, by which time the sect had been long gone.”1 Nevertheless, Sicilian mafiosi had appropriated the legend and Robin Hood–type mentality of the sect prior to the publication of Natoli’s novel. At the time of the investigation into the killing of Joe Petrosino, an Italian-American policeman killed in Palermo in 1909, it emerged that some underworld organizations had taken over the myth of the Beati Paoli, meeting in the same places where, according to popular rumors, the members of this sect had met in the past. “Leonardo Vitale, the first to provide information about the mafia, stated that the initiation ceremony which made a uomo d’onore replicated the ‘sacred rite of the Beati Paoli’”;2 in his autobiography, Joe Bonanno represented the mafia, or la tradizione as he called it, as descending from a medieval sect of avengers. Totuccio Contorno chose for himself the nom de guerre of Coriolano della Floresta, one of the heroes of Natali’s novel; and both Tommaso Buscetta and Nino Calderone showed that they believed in the line of descent of uomini d’onore from the Beati Paoli. Finally, during a courtroom altercation, Totò Riina and Gaspare Mutolo “accused each other, in all seriousness, of not respecting the genuine spirit of the Beati Paoli.” When notorious Cosa Nostra boss Tommaso Buscetta turned state’s evidence, he went on record to say, “Mafia goes way back in the past. First there was the Beati Paoli, who fought for the poor against the rich; we’ve sworn the same oath, the same duties.”


	As Adriana Chirco has written:


	The history of the Beati Paoli is wrapped in mystery, as befits a secret sect. It seems that Luigi Natoli was inspired by the writing of Francesco Maria Emanuele e Gaetani, Marchese of Villabianca, who in 1790 in his Opuscoli Palermitani (Palermo Diaries) cites the secret society of “the Beati Paoli or villainous men,” making it descend from the sect of “wicked and capricious people” called the Vendicosi, considered by Villabianca “thugs and assassins” who would have acted since the Middle Ages in the name of justice denied, renewing itself several times over the centuries.


	With regard to the name, Adriana Chirco states:


	The name Beati Paoli is also surrounded in mystery. According to Villabianca, a person named Paul would have been the most valiant of the Vendicosi. However, according to the tradition collected by Italian folklorists Giuseppe Pitré and Salvatore Salamone Marino toward the end of the nineteenth century, the name of the sect could have derived from the dress worn by the disciples, a habit similar to that of the monks of San Francesco di Paola, which allowed them, without being noticed, to listen to the stories of the poor people in church. Another possibility is that of Saint Paul, who is celebrated on June 29 or on the night of January 24; according to another tradition, in fact, several people born on such dates would be capable of extraordinary enterprises and predict the future, and precisely in the name of Saint Paul, a secret society would be born, a new version of the ancient Vendicosi. (AC, xxvii.)


	***


	Natoli references the time of day using the method by which it was calculated in Sicily during the period in which the novel is set. They counted twenty-four hours to the day, but the counting of hours began when the Ave Maria was announced by the ringing of the church bells at sunset. An hour later was described as “one hour of night,” two hours later as “two hours of night,” and so on.


	The sun sets at different times of the year; thus the counting of hours would begin at different times. For readability, this translation approximates the time of day based upon estimates of when sunset occurred during the respective month of the events described. Thus, if sunset fell at 6:00 p.m. and Natoli’s text reads “one hour of night,” we have translated that to “seven o’clock.”


	The novel opens on January 12, two hours before the Ave Maria. The sun sets at that time in Sicily at about 5:00 p.m., so it’s about three o’clock.
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	Prologue




	CHAPTER 1


	On the evening of January 12, 1698, two hours before the Ave Maria, the piazza of the Palazzo Reale in Palermo was filling up with an immense, diverse, swaying crowd. They were swarming behind the lines of the Spanish infantry, drawn up in battle array between the two bastions built by Cardinal Trivulzio and the monument of King Philip V. Perpendicular to the line of soldiers and with their backs to the Spanish military quarters, three squadrons of cavalry were in formation; they were randomly recruited foreigners, who according to tradition were called the Borgognoni.


	In a large area left clear in front of the monument rose a wooden stage, sumptuously covered in crimson and green velvet and topped by a decorative balustrade of silvered wood that was rendered in chiaroscuro.


	The long loggia with its iron railing ran like a suspended exterior corridor in front of the large windows of the Palazzo Reale and was covered with tapestries; more tapestries hung on the wall, between one opening and another, to beautiful effect. Despite the harsh weather, all the windows were open and through each one a tall candelabra could be seen, its candles ready to be lit. But the middle window, above the giant marble eagle whose wings spread out over the arch of the grand main entrance, was covered by a wide canopy of purple velvet, adorned with long fringes of gold and with the coat of arms of the king of Spain, and underneath, that of His Excellency Don Pedro Cólon de Portugal de la Cueva Enriquez. His Excellency held several impressive titles, including Grande Almirante and Adelantado Maggiore of the Indies, by hereditary right, as a descendant of Christopher Columbus, Duke of Veragua and of la Vega, Marchese of Jamaica, Count of Gelves and Villamico, Marchese of Villanova dell’Ariscal, Lord of Torrequemada, Alemedano, Alamedilla, and, finally, Viceroy and Captain General of the Kingdom of Sicily for His Majesty Charles II. Two tall thronelike chairs had been placed under the canopy of the stage, and other seats and footstools were lined up along the loggia, all clearly waiting to be taken.


	Similar to the one erected in front of the monument of Philip IV, two other stages had been built: one facing the Palazzo Pretorio, close to the magnificent fountain, and the other in Piazza Marina, facing the ancient Palazzo Steri, residence of the noble and illustrious Chiaramonte family, in which Sant’Offizio3 was nestled. Yet hardly anyone was around those other stages, at least for now, since all the curious and fun-loving people of Palermo had poured into the piazza of the Palazzo Reale, where the scene was more solemn due to the presence of the viceroy, the vicereine, and the nobility.


	It may have appeared that a performance was taking place, but actually it was an official ceremony.


	***


	On September 20 of the previous year, after the dispute between France and Spain was settled, peace was formally and permanently concluded at the Castle Rijswijk in Holland. The publication of that peace agreement was released by the court of Madrid—obviously without great haste—precisely on that January evening. It was done according to conventions dictated by protocol: by the ministry of the noble Signor Don Vincenzo Perino, banditore of the illustrious Senate of Palermo, of the Tribunal of the Royal Patrimony, and by Sant’Offizio, in the usual places, regis personantibus tubis, that is, to the sound of royal trumpets. And toward three thirty the sound of trumpets, pipes, and kettledrums was indeed heard down the Cassaro, which made the multitudes sway and turn their heads. Then the loggia of the Palazzo Reale filled up with lords, and His Excellency and the vicereine took their places under the canopy in accordance with the majesty of their status. As the sound gradually grew closer, the crowd that filled the piazza opened a path to allow the passage of the procession of the banditore; since the decline of the Spanish monarchy, ostentatious displays and celebrated prerogatives had increased, and the banditore, not being content with the simple don, instead placed the epithet nobile in front of his name in the written certification of the executed proclamation.


	Perhaps he was right: if one associates the idea of nobility, in a social sense, with a legacy passed down from father to son, the Perino family were nobles. The office of the banditore had been a prerogative of their family since the fifteenth century and the grandeur with which they exercised their official duties had gradually increased.


	The noble Signor Vincenzo Perino was preceded by the musicians of the city, on horseback, fifes in front, then kettledrums and drums, and finally trumpets. The kettledrums were a type of Moorish drum; every musician carried two, one on each side of the saddle, and beat them alternatively or in unison. After the trumpets came the constables of the city with batons in hand, the drum major dressed in red surcoat with the Palermitan eagle on both his chest and back, then the standard bearer of the city, in crimson silk, golden tassels, and the golden crowned eagle; at the end rode the banditore, grave and solemn, holding the rolled-up proclamation.


	The procession crossed the piazza and arrived at the stage; Signor Vincenzo Perino dismounted, climbed onto the stage, took off his hat and then, as tradition dictated, bowed three times to the viceroy, put on his hat, and unrolled the printed proclamation. The trumpets blared, all eyes turned, and everyone became silent as the words, emphatically articulated and heard over the multitude, announced the peace and invoked the blessing of the Lord.


	In reality, only those nearest could hear those words; hardly a buzz rose up to the viceroy and the nobility. Nothing at all was heard by those in the distance; they saw only the gestures made by the banditore as he read, but it didn’t matter. The crowd had gathered to see the pomp, the soldiers, and the nobility; as for peace, no one cared. Those wars had occurred so far away! And that peace neither diminished the iniquitous taxes nor increased the supply of wheat necessary to produce bread of good weight and at a cheap price.


	Meanwhile, the trumpets blared three times, the soldiers fired a volley, and the Borgognoni raised their swords; then Don Vincenzo Perino came down from the stage, remounted his horse, and with his retinue crossed the piazza again, in order to repeat his reciting of the proclamation from the other two stages. The crowd followed him. The viceroy and vicereine withdrew to the palazzo, as did most of the lords, but a few lingered on the balcony to look out over the piazza. The soldiers returned to their quarters; the Borgognoni left through Porta Nuova and went along the suburban road to their barracks near the Norman Castello della Cuba. Scattered groups remained in the piazza, waiting for the passage of the magnificent gilded carriages of the nobility returning from the ceremony.


	The sun was setting.


	It was one of those sunsets in a clear and luminous sky, as seen only in Palermo. Behind the jagged and barren Monte Cuccio, the sky was golden, but higher up it took on a rose-colored tint, and from the opposite side the rose color faded into a soft violet hue. The pyramid-shaped top of Porta Nuova appeared golden, as did the four towers of the Cathedral and the bell towers; in the air and in the light, there seemed to be a gentle reflection of that gold. A few lords left from the Palazzo Reale on horseback with their beautiful beasts trotting in a high-spirited manner; others, less fond of such gallantry, preferred to be carried by portantina, borne by a retinue of servants and slaves, but the ladies preferred the carriages to the portantine—carriages as large as a room, painted with flowers, arabesques, cherubs, and emblems, with rich gilding, enclosed by curtains of the finest silk and topped by five plumes resembling five wisps of clouds plucked from the sky. They were pulled by four to six horses of the same color with long tails, with manes curled and adorned with ribbons, with leather and silver harnesses and rich plumes of the finest feathers. On the seat of each carriage, covered by a type of velvet saddle cloth with the family shield enameled in gold or silver, towered the coachman in a uniform that would put to shame the rich uniforms of the Napoleonic generals; and at the windows and behind the carriage was a host of footmen, grooms, and volanti.


	The parading of such carriages was in itself a spectacle of luxury and magnificence that attracted the crowd of the curious, who, unable to own one, consoled themselves in seeing those of others, with a heartfelt sense of civic pride.


	***


	Among the last to reenter the great hall of the palazzo, where His Excellency was serving refreshments, was a young cavaliere of a refined and elegant manner, but perhaps a bit too serious. His name was Don Raimondo Albamonte. Not yet thirty years old, he was tall, thin, and high-strung. His pale face might have looked sad, as if invaded by a dark cloud, except when a certain sudden flashing of his eyes made one think of the flicker of distant lightning in an overcast sky. His thin lips were barely outlined, and his mouth looked rather like a long wound that hadn’t fully healed. A slim dark mustache spread a little shadow over it, but his hands and feet were like those of a young girl. His hands were pale, small, fine, and thin, with pink oblong nails that nearly disappeared under the fine lace of his cuffs. He seemed to care about his fingernails. He had, in fact, a relaxed and gracious gesture for showing off his hand, raising it to brush away the curls of his wig (in the French style, in fashion at the time) from his forehead.


	Despite those features, there was nothing effeminate about him. Perhaps, closely examining the corner of his jaw and the curve of his mouth, a soul-searching eye might have detected a selfishness and a lack of human warmth; perhaps even something feline, namely, patience and ferocity. But to most people he was a good-looking young man, if not a little off-putting.


	***


	He was the younger brother of the Duke of Motta and proud that among his ancestors was Guglielmo Albamonte, who had been among the thirteen Italian defenders of Barletta, and who together with Francesco Salomone had assured the Italian victory. But the duke had more reason to boast than his brother, Don Raimondo. In fact, the duke, colonel of a regiment, after a brief stay in Palermo, had left again for about eight months for the war, while Don Raimondo, who would have been quite able to buy an army and establish a position for himself, had preferred his studies and obtained his doctorate degree in Catania, the only university in Sicily at that time to confer a degree in law.


	Was he ambitious? He was so reserved and so impenetrable that no one had ever been able to find a trace of ambition in him, yet there was definitely something imperious in his manner and speech, a sort of dominating attitude that didn’t comport with his status as a younger brother. But he really had no desire to become a member of the judiciary.


	As the aristocratic brother of an officer who had fought in the wars whose conclusion was celebrated that day, Don Raimondo had been invited by His Excellency the Viceroy to enjoy the pomp of the ceremony from the Palazzo Reale. He was standing in a corner of the open gallery with his elbow leaning on the railing, and his wandering eyes, without detecting anything specific, looked out on that sea of heads that swayed in the vast piazza.


	***


	That morning, a friend sailing on a tartan from Naples brought some news that disturbed him, in the same way that a stone falling suddenly in the muddy bottom of a well disturbs the clarity of the water, bringing sludge to the surface. Perhaps there, in front of the vast piazza, at the sight of those soldiers, the news had again troubled him; therefore, he had stood there, silently, when everyone returned, nor had he realized that he was alone until a valet approached with a tray to offer him some sweets.


	Maintaining his cold and serious demeanor, he went back inside, approached the Duke of Veragua, and mingled with a group of lords. At that moment, they were talking with His Excellency about the effects of the newly established peace, in which some politicians had already begun to envision the future succession to the Kingdom of Spain. The viceroy became aware of Cavaliere Albamonte and kindly beckoned to him, and as Don Raimondo stood before him, he addressed him.


	“And the duchess?”


	“Your Excellency knows that she is already close . . .”


	“I know, and this morning the vicereine was anxious to ask for news.”


	“My sister-in-law greatly appreciates the honor that His Excellency has bestowed on her. I left her after she appeared to be making arrangements, so it seemed prudent for me to alert Signora Anna, the midwife.”


	“The duke must be satisfied with having entrusted the duchess to your care.”


	“Do you think so, Your Excellency?”


	“Of course!”


	“It’s about him, Excellency, that I received very bad news this morning. I was about to ask you if you had received any communication about—”


	“About what?”


	“About my brother, the Duke of Motta.”


	“I’ve heard nothing. The last messenger didn’t mention your brother. What have you heard and from whom?”


	“From Cavaliere Fra Marcello de Oxorio, who arrived this morning from Naples, and who had learned in Rome, from an embassy official of His Majesty Charles II, that, God forbid, the duke, my brother, may have died.”


	“Oh, that is not possible!”


	“Believe me, Your Excellency, I have been deeply concerned all day.”


	“I can imagine, but I find it hard to believe the news. It must be a mistake. Don’t you think that any misfortune about a person of such importance as your brother would have been conveyed to me?”


	“This is true but—”


	“Well, no! Before anyone else, I should be the first to find out.”


	Don Raimondo seemed reassured; in fact, those reasons were quite convincing, and the news, as it had been given to him, without any details, could have been, and indeed had all the appearance of, a fabrication. Nevertheless, a doubt remained in the back of his mind.


	“And if it were true? What if the Spanish ambassador is waiting for the departure of the messenger from Rome to give the official news?”


	It was evident that Fra Marcello de Oxorio, Knight of Malta and well connected to Spanish society and to the high clergy of Rome, had indeed obtained the news, however imperfect, from a reliable source. There surely weren’t a dozen Dukes of Motta, colonels of His Catholic Majesty. Don Raimondo hadn’t received news of his brother for about three months, long enough time to keep the Duchess Donna Aloisia in a state of anguish, and since military actions had ceased more than four months ago, it wasn’t clear why the duke hadn’t sent news, nor announced his imminent return.


	“What if my brother really is dead?”


	In truth, the doubt, however agonizing, didn’t seem to pluck any chords of fraternal affection. A slight wrinkling of his brow only just revealed a persistent thought, but the rest of his face was impenetrable.


	After a moment, Don Raimondo said goodbye and left. In the antechamber, he found one of the Albamonte valets, who at that very moment was looking for him.


	“Well?” he asked sharply as soon as he noticed him.


	“Your Excellency, the duchess has pains, and I ran—”


	“It’s fine. Send for my portantina.”


	While Don Raimondo was putting a heavy cloak over his shoulders, the valet hurried down the stairs, and as the cavaliere reached the bottom step, he found the portantina ready with the door open, the servants with lit torches, and the portantini with straps around their necks.


	“Quickly home!” he ordered.


	The duchess was having labor pains; a baby was about to be born, perhaps a male, an heir. If his brother was truly dead, that baby would be the heir apparent.


	The duke is dead, long live the duke!—just like in the French court! The duchess’s pregnancy had continued in solitude and in silence. Duke Don Emanuele had come in March of the previous year to spend a few months with his wife, whom he’d had to leave after only two months of marriage in order to go to war, and he hadn’t seen her for more than six months. He had stopped in Palermo until May and left in early June, but Donna Aloisia bore in her fertile womb the fruit of that short-lived honeymoon.


	In that brief interlude, like a pleasant rosy oasis, far from the rigors of life on the battlefield, he had sprouted the bud of a new branch in the genealogical tree of Albamonte. That bud was now opening up like new foliage under the sun. “Would it be a girl?” This notion unexpectedly made Don Raimondo’s eyes shine.


	The Duke of Motta’s palazzo stood on Via Sant’Agostino, near the piazzetta of the convent of the Mercede. It was an ancient structure topped by a tower, then known by the name of the Torre di Montalbano, and was one of the western towers of the city, incorporated into the noble house when the walls of the property were extended. Its imposing presence towered over the other houses of the street, even though the heavy balconies with wrought-iron railings and massive corbels, and the great door overloaded with stucco cartouches, had marred its character.


	The route from Palazzo Reale to the Torre di Montalbano wasn’t long; one only had to go through the Cathedral’s piazzetta, down Via Sant’Agata alla Guilla, then straight past the Church of San Cosmo, along Via Porta Carini and up to the corner of Via Sant’Agostino. Two strong portantini, like those of Cavaliere Albamonte, could cover the distance in twelve to fifteen minutes.


	Don Raimondo found the palazzo in that type of hasty disorder that the birth of a new baby imposes on a household’s state of mind. In the coming and going of servants, in the silence, in the soft whispers, and in the gestures, there was that certain expectation of an event that appears to completely absorb all the energy of the spirit; this event, so common and so wonderful, fills the human soul, and that perpetual renewal of rituals amazes us with the profound mystery of the infinite. Don Raimondo crossed through the antechamber and the other drawing rooms apprehensively, not daring to question anyone, hoping to detect some word or a revealing sign. He stopped in one drawing room, unable to go further because the door he would have had to pass through was closed. Two candles in a double-branched candelabra cast a soft light that faded away in the corners and in the high ceiling, where some gilding sparkled dimly, like a star. It was a type of study, or at least it could have been used as one, due to the large desk and a wide shelf full of books. Since Don Emanuele really wasn’t a scholar or reader of literary works, among those books bound in leather or parchment were only two volumes of poetry, the most common and most read in those times: Gerusalemme and Adone. Also found on the shelf, and more to his inclinations, was the treatise La Giostra by Don Vincenzo Auria.


	A cry, muffled by the closed doors, roused Don Raimondo. A strange feeling ran through him, and he felt a dampness on his forehead. Soon after, he heard a door open and a footstep cross the closed room; then he saw the door before which he had stopped open, and out came a maidservant, who, seeing the man standing there and not immediately recognizing him, let out a little cry of fear.


	“Well?” asked Don Raimondo.


	“Ah! Is it Your Excellency? You frightened me.”


	“Any news?” Cavaliere Albamonte repeated impatiently.


	“Not yet,” the maidservant replied, then crossed the room and hurried away.


	More distinct voices and sounds came from behind closed doors. Between the bedroom and the study there was a middle room; however, the silence of the night seemed to eliminate that distance. Don Raimondo then heard a longer, more anguished cry, almost choking, then the voice of Donna Aloisia groaning desperately:


	“Our Lady of Sorrows! . . . Help me!”


	At once he heard the voice of the midwife reciting in a monotonous cadence the prayer with which the midwives of the time faithfully assisted the birth of a child:


	Santo Liberto


	creatura al letto.


	Santo Nicola


	creatura fuori.


	Santa Leonarda


	una doglia lesta e gagliarda.


	Madre Sant’Anna
una buona doglia e una buona figlianna.4


	And then an exhortation: “Strength and courage, Your Excellency!”


	A moment of silence followed, which to Don Raimondo seemed like an eternity. The maidservant returned.


	“Where are you going?” Don Raimondo asked.


	“To ring the bells for the Ave Maria di grazia . . .”


	“Is it a difficult birth, then?”


	“I don’t know.”


	The maidservant returned to the expectant mother’s rooms and once again the grave silence, full of expectation, enveloped the palazzo. Soon after, the great bell of the nearby convent of the Mercede sounded nine plaintive knells; it was the Ave Maria di grazia, namely, an invitation to all the faithful to pray fervently to the Virgin to facilitate a birth considered difficult and dangerous; a pious tradition, in which superstition was cloaked by a tender poem of fraternal mercy in sorrows and at the same time accumulated on the unborn child the prayers and good wishes of a hundred unknown hearts, lost in the vastness of the city.


	Don Raimondo shivered. Who could predict what would happen? Then another moan suddenly shattered the silence.


	“Strength and courage, Excellency: Mother Sant’Anna, help her! San Francesco di Paola . . .”


	Two, three cries, between raging and anguished, which no longer had anything human about them, followed each other at brief intervals, then nothing more was heard. Don Raimondo sweated, with his hands resting on the desk, listening intently, his entire spirit uplifted and gathered in his ear. The doors opened again: the maidservant came out with a tearful face. Don Raimondo asked her anxiously, “Well?”


	“A boy, Your Excellency, as beautiful as the sun!”


	And she left. And almost at the same time from behind closed doors a little cry came to Cavaliere Albamonte’s ears, the greeting to life, the entry of the newcomer into the world, the telling cry with which that little bundle of flesh without conscience was saying, “Another man is born!”


	Don Raimondo didn’t respond; he didn’t offer congratulations. A single thought crossed his mind. The new Duke of Motta had been born; even if the news given to him from Fra Marcello de Oxorio was true, then Don Emanuele’s lineage would continue in that heir. Don Raimondo still remained, forever, an ill-fated mere younger brother, a number, a subject, before that little being, whose cradle was topped by a ducal crown.


	Forever?


	Perhaps.


	Didn’t the ancients say that the future rested on the knees of Jupiter?




	CHAPTER 2


	Duke Don Emanuele Albamonte remained unmarried until he was forty-five years old, though not disdaining on occasion to hang a garland at the altar of Venus. Strong, vigorous, exuberant with life, and scorning the affectations of gentlemanly society, he had spent his youth amid his lands: immense fiefdoms that spread out between valleys and up hills, breaking away from the steep and snowy Madonie Mountains. The intricate forests that filled the mountain ridges were rich with large game, and wolves were not uncommon. Don Emanuele preferred to chase down and confront the dangers of his hunts rather than allow himself to be pulled in a carriage along the promenade of the Marina; he felt greater joy in plunging his dagger into the throat of a wolf than in spending the day bowing down to examine the beautiful lacy sleeves of ladies in their drawing rooms.


	For these reasons, during the war in Messina, already in charge of his state, he gladly welcomed the call to arms and, as feudal lord, recruited a squad of militia from his states and rushed to fight the French and the rebels. Twenty-seven years old at the time, he fell in love with military life. The wolf hunt was a fine thing, but war was better still; there was more heroism, more grandeur, and greater nobility in the act. And when he received a colonel’s commission, since after the fall of Messina there wasn’t anything more to do in Sicily, he crossed the sea and went to Spain, while allowing for long interludes in his life of war to come and breathe in the air of his mountains.


	At forty-five years old, Don Emanuele realized that it was necessary to continue his lineage; otherwise he would be the first Duke of Motta to neglect to pass on his status to a direct and legitimate descendant. Some offspring of his blood were probably scattered about and unknown, but the mystery of their birth didn’t allow them to bear the name of Albamonte, and therefore there was no heir as required by law. The idea of marriage then occurred to him, and he realized that, since he was getting on in years, he had no time to waste. He had to marry immediately or resign himself to celibacy, as if he were a Knight of Malta, and relinquish the idea of a direct heir.


	By then his family consisted of himself, two sisters who were nuns in the Monastery of Santa Caterina, and Don Raimondo. Two other brothers, older than Don Raimondo, had died in infancy; Raimondo was the last born. There was a gap of seventeen years between the two brothers. When Raimondo was beginning to babble his first words and take his first steps, Don Emanuele was racing on horseback through the woods, like an errant knight in search of adventure. Don Raimondo had grown up in the city in the shadow of the enormous Palazzo Albamonte. Almost always alone, he was under the care of a priest and teacher, spending his life amid his studies, religious practices, and some chivalrous training in accordance with his own social rank. Every Sunday he went to visit his two sisters, of whom he had never been able to grow fond, since he had never lived with them for even one day in affectionate family intimacy; equally lacking in affection was his relationship with Don Emanuele, whom he saw very rarely, except when the duke returned from war or from his long sojourns in the countryside.


	Don Raimondo was in awe of that big, robust, loud brother, an enemy of rituals, practically unpolished, who treated him like a little boy. In fact, Don Emanuele regarded his brother with the good-natured manner of a tolerant and very indulgent father, presuming that Don Raimondo was a young man who had his own whims. At the table he would call him to come between his knees and he would ask him:


	“Come on, let’s hear what mischief you have been up to today!”


	“But I haven’t done anything, my brother; I swear.”


	“Go on! At your age I was up to all sorts of mischief. Is it possible that you aren’t doing the same?”


	Don Emanuele spent about ten years in Sicily, alternating his sojourn between his fiefdoms and the capital, and during those ten years took on a heartfelt affection for his little brother, whom he forbade to become a priest. Hadn’t the Albamonte all been, more or less, men of war? Bundling themselves up in the cassock dressed as a priest? Tut, tut! Besides, what need did Don Raimondo have for all that? Was something lacking in the palazzo where he was born? Didn’t his older brother love him? If anything, if he felt no calling to take up arms, his place was in the Tribunal of the Royal Patrimony, or in the Gran Corte Criminale.


	Don Raimondo complied with the submission that the right of primogeniture could demand from him, but he could never become accustomed to his brother’s intimacy.


	***


	One morning Don Emanuele said to him, “My dear brother, I’m growing old; it’s time that I take a wife.”


	Don Raimondo raised his head briskly, turning pale. For the first time, perhaps, he looked in the eyes of his brother, but without betraying what he was thinking.


	“I already have your future sister-in-law in view. She is much younger than me, but for an old trunk like myself, it only takes a nice young sapling to revive me.”


	“What you do is always done well,” Don Raimondo replied without enthusiasm, but without appearing indifferent. After a moment of silence, he resumed: “Would it be too bold to ask you the name of my sister-in-law?”


	“Not at all, it’s very natural, my son; she is Donna Aloisia Ventimiglia. Of good blood. Descended from Norman kings.”


	“I don’t have the pleasure of knowing her.”


	“I well believe it, my son; you, instead of spending your day at the field at Sant’Oliva, with the other young cavalieri, at the promenades, at the receptions, between love affairs, card games, and the thrusting of swords, you. . . . Where the devil do you spend your day?”


	“Well . . . I also go for a walk, my brother.”


	“As a friar, my son, as a friar. Even worse, because the friars, even while keeping the frock, allow themselves some amusement, which you instead seem to avoid. You are another Joseph. Look at me. At your age I went searching for the wives of Potiphar and didn’t leave my cloak in their hands, no, not me.”


	“You are a different man, and I admire you.”


	“But you don’t follow my example, my goodness. Perhaps the fault is mine. I left you too alone. I should have brought you with me hunting, to war.”


	“I never would have been your companion.”


	“Why?”


	“Because there is too great a distance of years, and I would always have felt intimidated.”


	“To hell with your uneasiness!”


	A few days later Don Emanuele formally asked for the hand of Donna Aloisia Ventimiglia, of the very noble house of the Marchese of Geraci. She was twenty years younger than him, having just left the Monastery of Santa Caterina, where she had been educated under the direction of Don Emanuele’s sisters. The wedding was celebrated six months later, a sumptuous affair, as was typical of those of prominent families: in the piazza of the Palazzo Reale, the young cavalieri jousted with magnificent uniforms and beautiful flourishes, and the viceroy himself participated in the celebrations, which lasted three days.


	The commoners had their own festivities: in the Piazzetta della Mercede, Don Emanuele improvised a fountain that spouted, instead of water, wine and provided several stands full of everything one could wish for, which the crowd plundered, rejoicing in honor of the bride and groom. Although the great disparity of years between the newlyweds offered the gossipers enough subject matter to snipe at, either out of ill-conceived envy or to make jokes about them, one couldn’t say they were a mismatched couple, because Don Emanuele didn’t look forty-five years old, not only due to the freshness and slimness of his physique but even more for the cheerful vivacity of his spirit, which never seemed to age. Perhaps this had won over Donna Aloisia. On the day Don Emanuele had given her the engagement ring, she had seemed shocked by the sight of that hunk of a man who didn’t make ridiculous or oversentimental bows and who laughed loudly. But during those six months she had come to love him, even though feeling somewhat dominated, and not daring to stare into his eyes at length. Little by little, Don Emanuele appeared to her in a light that enchanted her, and she was completely smitten by the charming lord who was old enough to be her father. The first night that Donna Aloisia found herself alone with Don Emanuele, in the immense Palazzo Albamonte, she was afraid. Anxiously, she comforted herself against his chest like a gazelle. He lifted her in his arms, put her on his knees like a child, and asked her sweetly, with a tenderness that made her cry:


	“Come on! Are you afraid of me? Do I make you so afraid?”


	She didn’t know how to respond except with a shake of her head that meant no, but her body trembled under the gentle pressure of his hands, which she didn’t know how to escape, nor did she want to. He put her to bed like a child and sat down in a chair at the foot of the bed. They spent more than two hours like that, in silence, without sleeping. Then Donna Aloisia timidly lifted her head out of the blanket and, looking with compassion, remorse, and tenderness at that man who had made her tremble, said to him in barely a whisper: “Do you want to spend all night in that chair?”


	After two months Don Emanuele was summoned by a royal dispatch and had to leave his wife to go to Spain. The farewells were long, tender, and tearful. However much the duke had struggled to be cheerful and light-hearted, he was unable to control his emotions. Entrusting his wife to his brother and to an old faithful servant, he left expecting to return as soon as possible. Instead, six months passed, which for Donna Aloisia were six months of sad loneliness.


	She didn’t meet with Don Raimondo except at meals, and during that time they remained silent, one opposite the other, exchanging only those words that convention deemed necessary. Don Raimondo had a reserved and glacial manner, almost resentful, and she felt a kind of repugnance and aversion for him that bordered on fear. There was something sinister about that man, or so it seemed to her. Certainly there was no kindness for her in his smile. If at times his thin and colorless lips were about to smile, there was something wicked about it that made her shiver. At night Donna Aloisia had Maddalena, her trustworthy maidservant, sleep in her room, and she barred the door and the windows, almost fearing an assault, and during the day she was careful not to be alone, even for an hour.


	Nevertheless, she couldn’t say that Don Raimondo’s presence was a burden, she never saw him around, but she felt the menacing glare of his black and sullen eyes on her and felt that unpleasant look watching over her: grim, persistent, and unbearable. Was he spying on her? So she believed. Why was he spying on her? Wasn’t she just passing the time, counting the days in expectation of her good lord? Hadn’t she chosen a strict seclusion for the entire time that Don Emanuele had been absent? Hadn’t she resisted the temptations of requests to attend cavalcades, jousts, and performances? Oh, no wife could more devoutly and with greater self-denial sacrifice herself in the absence of her beloved husband! And yet, she felt spied on by those flashing, sinister eyes in the shadows.


	The return of Don Emanuele, in March, had seemed to her like the return to light after a long dark night. She rushed into his arms, crying and murmuring:


	“Don’t ever leave me! Don’t leave me!”


	Don Emanuele inquired about the state of the house and seemed content and satisfied with his brother’s reserved behavior, which made the second departure, four months after their renewed honeymoon, less painful for him. This time Donna Aloisia clung to his neck and didn’t want to let him go, breaking down in tears and entreaties. Don Emanuele, so as not to let his emotions get the better of him, pretended to be angry: “Come on! What are these frailties? Cheer up! You’re making me angry!”


	But he was reluctant to leave. He was seized by a great tenderness for that creature and by a great rage against His Majesty, who seemed to have deliberately disturbed the joys of a life he regretted to have come to know so late. Pale and distant, with his tight-lipped mouth and a gaze that cut like a knife, Don Raimondo felt no apparent emotion at those farewells. After having warmly and affectionately entrusted his wife to his brother, the duke left.


	***


	On the Day of the Assumption, August 15, Donna Aloisia felt a new life beating in her womb. She was alone; she jumped and burst into tears but felt a great consolation. From that moment on, she felt she had something under her care, and maternity filled her hours of solitude and dismay, talking with the good Maddalena about that unborn being in whom her distant husband seemed to be present. One day, going into the dining room wearing loose-fitting clothes, she realized that Don Raimondo’s eyes were resting on her belly with an inquiring persistence. She blushed and felt afraid. Afraid not for herself but for the creature who was stirring in her womb, as if even it had sensed that stare. Instinct? Clairvoyance? Madness? She didn’t know, but from that moment she sensed that Don Raimondo was threatening the life of her unborn child. Did he notice the mistrust and fear he had aroused? Perhaps he did. He tried to smile and joke.


	“Well, my sister-in-law, are we there yet?”


	Donna Aloisia reddened, lowered her head, and gave no response.


	“Well, then, we will soon have a new Duke of Motta.”


	His words were auspicious, but to Donna Aloisia it seemed that his tone concealed a great bitterness, almost a veiled rage, an envy. But why?


	From then on, she was more withdrawn, more reserved, more cautious. Fearing that her brother-in-law’s malice could harm her baby, that he could be scheming sorcery and witchcraft in order to kill it, she surrounded herself with all the precautions that were recommended to her by the beliefs of the times. She went to the Church of San Francesco di Paola, where, thanks to good alms, she asked for and was given two fava beans, two blessed hosts, a cord of black wool, and a little candle with an inscription—all very effective things. Kneeling devoutly in the church, she ate the beans and the hosts, then at home she tied the blessed cord around her body. She felt that it protected her and made her safer, but she still avoided running into Don Raimondo.


	The months passed thus; it was a day of joy, great consolation, and tender tears when she received a letter from Don Emanuele, with whom she had previously shared the great news. Don Emanuele wrote her a letter full of tenderness. Declaring that the unborn child could only be a male, he abandoned himself to the dreams of his imagination and surrounded his heir with all his joys. He too seemed full of that motherhood in which his lineage was continuing. Yes, his ancestors must have been joyous that the virtues passed on to him by a long line of primogeniture would not be extinguished, or rather not come to a halt with him. He was obeying the great laws of his lineage and passing them down to his unborn child. Three hundred years of nobility were watching over the new cradle.


	That letter, in which Don Emanuele announced his imminent return, took about two months to arrive in Palermo, so that Donna Aloisia, who received it in late November, was hoping, from day to day, for her husband’s arrival.


	It was known from the notices coming from Rome and Naples that the war was over, that peace had been achieved and that Don Emanuele thus had no more reason to detain himself at camp, and according to his letter he should have already departed. Why hadn’t he arrived yet? Donna Aloisia was worried, imagining a thousand dangers that the good Maddalena tried to dispel.


	“Your Excellency, don’t worry,” she said, “these days the weather isn’t reliable and His Excellency the Duke will not travel by sea unless he knows it will be calm. And how do we know that the king hasn’t given him some other assignments? His Excellency is a man; he is a lord the likes of whom the king counts on his fingers . . .”


	***


	But if Donna Aloisia on the one hand agreed with what Maddalena was saying due to her need to cling to explanations that offered comfort and hope, on the other, she couldn’t suppress the anxieties, the apprehensions, and the fears that tormented her, which the duke’s silence and the lack of news, even if indirect, had only increased.


	One morning, overcoming every repulsion, she said to Don Raimondo, “Haven’t you received news of Don Emanuele?”


	“If I had, I would have conveyed it to you.”


	“Couldn’t you go to the viceroy to learn something?”


	“I’ll go to please you, but I presume that the viceroy would have sent one of his secretaries if he had had anything to say.”


	“You realize that this lack of news is keeping me in a state of—”


	“And you are wrong: no news is good news, but to relieve you of your anxiety, I will go to the palazzo tonight.”


	“And I shall be grateful to you.”


	She pronounced those last words with an accent of such sincere emotion that it seemed as if there were cordial relations between them, and the sentiment of gratitude that she felt, as if he would truly want to bring her consoling news, prevented her from catching the deceitful smile that wandered over Don Raimondo’s thin lips, and the flash of wickedness that illuminated his gaze.


	***


	Don Raimondo returned without any news. Not even the viceroy knew anything; he assumed, though, that as the duke had been among the negotiators of the peace, he probably had had to go to Madrid.


	“No, no! He would have told me!” Donna Aloisia exclaimed.


	Her pregnancy came to an end in the silent sorrow of that lack of news; her despondency grew with every passing day. Donna Aloisia felt her heart filled with desperation. They were long days of tears, often concealed within the shadow of loneliness. Maddalena, driven by her devoted affection, dared to gently reprimand her.


	“If Your Excellency falls ill, and the baby gets sick, God forbid!”


	Those words drove back her tears and she concentrated all her thoughts on her little unborn child, trembling at the idea that it could get sick and trying to remain calm.


	The day, however, when she felt the first symptoms of the great moment, she was seized by a dismay full of anguish. The only friend she would have seen beside her at that time was Maddalena. The man who would have been willing and able to instill courage in her, with tender caresses, with a playful smile, and with an assuring word, would have guided her in that great, profound, and mysterious predicament. But he wasn’t there at her side, and she didn’t even know where he was. He wasn’t there and would not take into his arms and would not welcome his newborn child in his first appearance to the world!


	“Don Emanuele! Don Emanuele! Why have you abandoned me?” she cried out desperately.


	***


	But nature got the better of her sorrow; what had to happen happened due to the unfailing and immanent laws of life.


	The little one came to the light and felt only the kiss of his mother.


	He would never feel the paternal kiss of his father.




	CHAPTER 3


	The following morning, around ten o’clock, a valet from the palazzo came, with some urgency, to look for Don Raimondo on behalf of His Excellency.


	Don Raimondo, who was politely inquiring how his sister-in-law had spent the night, said hurriedly to Maddalena, “If the duchess asks for me, tell her that I will return at any moment.” And to make better time, he left on foot, ordering the servants to send the portantina to the Palazzo Reale.


	If the viceroy sent for him, it was a sign that he had some news to convey. Would he confirm what Fra Marcello de Oxorio had reported? He walked along the street and in a short time reached the palazzo almost at the same time as the valet who had come to call for him. The viceroy was waiting for him in the study, sitting in front of a large table loaded with papers.


	“Ah! My good cavaliere,” he said to him in a voice of condolence. “Unfortunately, they had told you the truth!”


	“My brother?” Don Raimondo exclaimed, turning pale.


	“God has wanted the duke with him.”


	Don Raimondo felt a tremor shake his entire body; pale, with pursed lips, he couldn’t utter a word. Consoling him, the viceroy added, “We must resign ourselves to God’s will.”


	Then, after a moment of silence, he resumed: “Meanwhile, I am thinking of the poor duchess, in her condition. . . . Did you tell me that she was in labor?”


	“Yes, Your Excellency,” Don Raimondo replied in a muffled voice, “she gave birth last night.”


	“Lord God! Is it . . . ?”


	“A male,” Cavaliere Albamonte stammered through clenched teeth.


	“Poor duchess! Do what you can to keep this news from her.”


	Don Raimondo made a gesture that could have been interpreted as an assent or a promise. Then, after a brief silence, he asked, “Has Your Excellency received official news of his death?”


	“Here,” the viceroy said, drawing out a letter from among some papers, “this morning two galleys arrived from Naples, with the courier from Rome on board. . . . The duke died in Africa, in Algiers.”


	“In Algiers?”


	“Murdered.”


	“Murdered? My brother?” Pale, with eyes wide open from the shock, mouth half-open, in the grip of an intense emotion that he couldn’t control, Don Raimondo stammered mechanically, “Murdered! But is it certain?”


	“Definitely. The news was brought by someone who saw him die.”


	“In Algiers?”


	“Thus states the letter of the ambassador of His Catholic Majesty. The letter is not full of details but is precise enough. A month ago, two Tuscan galleys seized an Algerian galley and set its Christian oarsmen free. Some of them were Sicilians; one of them told of being seized by Moors in early October of the year before, with other Christians who were traveling from Marseilles to Naples in a tartan. Among those taken captive was the Duke of Motta. It seems that the duke had attempted a surprise attack to free himself and his companions, but his audacity cost him his life. The others, taken to Algiers, were thrown in prisons and then sent to row on the galleys.”


	“And this man that told the story?”


	“I don’t know about him. Certainly, the governor of Livorno sent the news to Florence, from where, as it pertained to a subject of His Catholic Majesty and a distinguished patrician, it was communicated to the Spanish ambassador in Rome. . . . Fra Marcello de Oxorio, unfortunately, had told the truth.”


	“But,” Don Raimondo objected, “my brother the duke had brought two servants with him.”


	“Evidently, they must also have been taken. Either they are among the liberated Christians from the Tuscan galley, or they may be in some prison, or sold. . . . Anyway, for now, be sure to conceal the news from the duchess. You will be able, then, to cautiously, gradually help her understand the great calamity. Tomorrow I will have Requiem Mass celebrated in the palazzo’s chapel.”


	“Oh God! God!” Don Raimondo stammered, lost in a dark sea of thoughts. “What misfortune! What a blow!”


	“Believe me, signor cavaliere, that my heart is no less shaken than yours. The city has lost a distinguished citizen, one who represented its pride and dignity, and His Majesty has lost a faithful valiant servant.”


	Don Raimondo was silent. For a moment both remained silent.


	“Could Your Excellency make inquiries of that man who brought the news?”


	“If you wish. With the courier that leaves tomorrow I will write to Rome.”


	“I beseech you, Your Excellency. . . . You no doubt understand my anxiety and my interest in knowing more detailed news about my brother’s unfortunate end.”


	“It’s only right. Meanwhile, here you are invested with a task no less merciful than grievous. . . . This poor infant who came into the world at such a tragic moment will have in you a father.”


	Don Raimondo pulled himself together, grew paler and more somber, and replied in a monosyllable that he truly didn’t know the meaning of: “Sure.” His eyes had a sinister glare, and a shudder tightened his jaws.


	He left the Palazzo Reale reeling.


	The Duke of Veragua understood that he was in pain and sighed behind him, “Poor Don Raimondo! The duke had been like a second father to him.”


	***


	Arriving home, Cavaliere Albamonte inquired if Donna Aloisia was awake and asked if she would let him call on her and see his little nephew. She felt a sense of shame, but not of repulsion; the pride of her motherhood suppressed every other emotion, and she felt happy to let him see her child. Her happiness was only overshadowed by a cloud of melancholy: her husband’s delay.


	Don Raimondo entered with an impenetrable look on his face. He was polite, asked her if she was well, and bent over the cradle to look at the newborn. He looked at him for a long time with an indescribable gaze. The little one was sleeping, his face still bloated and purple, covered with a baby’s delicate hair, enclosed in a bonnet adorned with lace and ribbons, his little body bound in swaddling clothes, with his arms tightly pinned. He was breathing serenely. Every now and then some twitches passed over his little face that ruffled and upset him like puffs of wind over a field of wheat. It seemed as though that persistent stare was disrupting the serenity of his sleep. If Donna Aloisia could have seen Don Raimondo’s face in that moment of contemplation, she would have felt afraid, and the image of a predatory bird hovering over a nightingale’s nest would have appeared in front of her eyes. But Don Raimondo had his back turned to her, and she was happy to see her brother-in-law being so attentive, assuming that a feeling of tenderness kept him over that cradle.


	“Isn’t he beautiful?”


	Don Raimondo got up, shivering at that voice as if awoken from a vision. He replied with a hiss—“Yes”—but his eyes didn’t wander from that little face emerging amid the sumptuous laces. Beautiful? He didn’t appreciate the beauty that the eyes of the mother recognized in that little monster. He saw there, in that tangle of unconscious flesh, the holder of a great patrimony; that “thing” had on his head a ducal crown and in his little fist, incapable of clenching anything, he held fiefdoms, villages, throngs of servants, peasants, and vassals. That “thing” was already an omen and an image, a symbol of nobility and power before which everyone bowed with religious fear, in submission.


	If only he had pressed a finger on the still-soft skull or on the throat of that innocent one, that life would have stopped forever, and that symbol of greatness, that designation of nobility, would be passed on to him. What was that still formless, unconscious, useless life? Who could have noticed its passing from the maternal womb to the great and no less mysterious bosom of the earth? Those eyes had not yet seen the sun; that mouth had not yet said “I am.” Was it a man? No, it was a thing.


	***


	He spent the entire day alone, enclosed in a great gloomy silence. An evil thought prompted him to go to his sister-in-law and tell her, “The duke has been assassinated!” But something held him back, and it certainly wasn’t a regard for Donna Aloisia’s delicate condition. In his silence there was perhaps a suggestion of treachery or a certain calculation. But he conveyed the sorrowful news to the servants, to the midwife, and to the relatives. It was an indirect way to have it reach the ear of Donna Aloisia.


	The palazzo, in fact, seemed to have been struck by lightning. It was enveloped by a great silence, in which people moved like shadows weighed down by tragedy, and everyone had a look of affectionate pity for the new mother but did not dare to utter a word of comfort. Toward evening some distant relatives came. Before going into Donna Aloisia’s room, they stopped in the drawing room to whisper a few words with Don Raimondo. She heard that whispering with a suspicious mind and was more than a little astonished at the sight of those relatives dressed in black. No one, however, made the slightest allusion. Although the visitors had something unusual in their serious and almost taciturn appearance as well as a certain awkwardness, Donna Aloisia suspected nothing. Her astonishment in fact changed into a bad mood, and it seemed to her that such a way of paying a visit and those dark clothes were a bad omen for her infant. But the following day, when she saw Don Raimondo enter her room, pale, cold, and dressed in scrupulously severe mourning clothes, it left no room for doubt, and she let out a high-pitched and agonizing cry: “Don Raimondo! What has happened?”


	The Cavaliere Albamonte bowed his head without responding, as if his answer was burdensome and painful to him.


	“Don Emanuele? Speak! Don Emanuele?”


	Don Raimondo maintained the same profound silence. He stood stock-still, with his eyes lowered, a sad affirmation of the misfortune that emanated from his entire body. Donna Aloisia hesitated a minute as if waiting, with her hands clasped, her heart anxious, and her temples pounding. But when the weight of the silence dispelled even the slightest shadow of a doubt, she then let out a great howl and fell back onto the pillows.


	A smile barely flashed on the thin lips of Don Raimondo, and his eyes glanced quickly over the cradle.


	Then, as if it had only been waiting for a sign, the entire palazzo resounded with wailing. The suffering that initially had manifested itself in tears and in hushed and concealed whispers now freely abandoned itself to lamentations and loud wailing. The little cradle was surrounded not with smiles of joy but with compassionate laments.


	Don Raimondo had withdrawn to his room. He was thinking. Luck had delivered that “thing” into his hands; there was only one step to take. They had told him that a great sorrow could kill a woman who had just given birth; Donna Aloisia had lost consciousness, which was clear evidence that the blow had been quite powerful. If she were dead, the little and insignificant ball of flesh who represented a feudal crown would remain at his mercy. And it’s so easy to die at that age!


	When a short while later they told him that Donna Aloisia had a fever, his heart skipped with joy, but he was able to hide that deceitful sentiment beneath the pallor of his face. “Send for the doctor,” he ordered. “Send for Father Alaimo.”


	He wouldn’t want anyone to think that he wasn’t taking care of his sister-in-law.




	CHAPTER 4


	At that moment a young man in tattered clothes, disheveled hair, and unkempt beard presented himself at the palazzo.


	The servants refused to let him in. They had other things on their minds at that time.


	“What?” he shouted. “You don’t recognize me? I am Andrea.”


	“Andrea?”


	They looked closer, then, recognizing him, pulled him inside, repeating amid their amazement, delight, and sorrow, “Andrea? How did you end up like this?”


	Word spread quickly among the servants: “Andrea has returned!”


	One after the other, they rushed to see the new arrival in the kitchen, where he had been led. Full of amazement and delight, everyone exclaimed, “Andrea! . . . How did you get here? Where did you come from? Ah! What a time you’ve chosen to come here! . . . Ah! The poor master! . . . The poor master! What happened? . . . Were you with him? . . . Isn’t it true that you were with him?”


	The cook placed food and drink in front of him. He ate ravenously and responded to all their questions in monosyllables. Maddalena had come too, deeply moved.


	“Ah, if you knew, the poor mistress!” they informed him, everyone talking at once. “The mistress has given birth. A beautiful baby, if you saw him—the living image of the master, a fitting memory. But the news of the tragedy! . . . Now she is with the doctor! Poor signora! What torment! . . . What sorrow! . . . Now Don Raimondo has taken charge. . . . But Andrea must tell us how the master’s misfortune came to be . . .”


	“When the duchess learns that you are here. . . . Poor thing! What a blow! . . . Oh, but surely she will want to know everything! I will prepare her, little by little.”


	Don Raimondo was informed of the arrival of Andrea, one of the servants who had unofficially accompanied His Excellency the Duke, blessed be his memory. Not understanding why, the appearance of a man who had been present at Don Emanuele’s death surprised and unsettled him, yet he showed a keen interest in seeing him. He wondered from where and exactly how Andrea had come; he thought he could very well have been one of the oarsmen who, after being freed from the Tuscan galleys, had given news of the duke’s unfortunate death to Florence.


	He ordered them to send Andrea to him.


	***


	The young man, now refreshed, barely had time to put on more presentable clothes and hurried to pay his respects to the Cavaliere Albamonte. He explained that he had arrived a few hours ago, on a tartan from Naples. He had gone there from Florence, traveling a little on foot, a little on horseback, as luck would have it. Precisely from him the governor of Livorno had learned about the capture of the Marseilles tartan and the death of the duke. Don Raimondo wanted to know how everything had happened. Andrea’s account reconfirmed in greater detail what the viceroy had told him. If any shadow of a doubt had remained in Don Raimondo’s heart, Andrea’s account dispelled it.


	“Before dying, His Excellency the Duke asked me to remove from his neck a thin silver chain with a small medallion. Then he said, ‘Andrea, if you are ever ransomed or able to escape, go to Palermo and give this medallion to the duchess, for her to put around the neck of my child!’ And here it is, Your Excellency. I kept that memory of my good master and came only to obey his last wish.”


	“Unfortunately,” Don Raimondo said, “the duchess is gravely ill and unable to receive you. Give me the medallion. I will be sure to give it to her.”


	“Pardon me, Your Excellency,” Andrea replied, “but I must scrupulously follow my master’s last orders. If I can’t do it now, then I will wait. Three months have already passed since I was entrusted with it, and I can keep it for a few more days. I will wait, Your Excellency.”


	Don Raimondo bit his lip.


	“Do as you like,” he answered, “but I’m warning you that you’ll have a long wait.”


	Andrea bowed, left, then went to sit in the antechamber, where a minute later Maddalena caught up with him. They talked for quite a while; there had always been a certain fondness between them, since Andrea was the trusted servant of Don Emanuele and Maddalena was the faithful maidservant of Donna Aloisia, and their positions had put them close to each other, uniting them in devotion to their masters. Now, meeting again after so many months and at such a sad time, they talked about their sufferings and comforted each other.


	***


	At that moment, Doctor Don Domenico’s departure interrupted their conversation. Maddalena asked him, “Excuse me, Your Lordship. How did you find the duchess?”


	“Well, there is nothing to be happy about. It’s serious.”


	“Does Your Lordship think that she will suffer if she sees this young man here?”


	Don Domenico, who didn’t know Andrea, gave Maddalena a questioning look. “And why should she suffer?”


	“Andrea here was His Excellency’s servant, and he received his last wishes from him. He arrived a few hours ago.”


	Don Domenico looked at him with benevolent curiosity, then, as if answering his own question, said, “Who knows? . . . Perhaps it could . . . yes, yes, a reaction.”


	He left murmuring those words, which Maddalena interpreted in her own way.


	“Now I will tell Her Excellency.”


	“Cavaliere Don Raimondo almost discouraged me from seeing her,” Andrea said.


	“Leave it to me. I am sure that the duchess will be comforted to see you.”


	Donna Aloisia was still shattered from the terrible blow; she was burning with fever but seemed calmer. A word from the doctor had given her strength. He said to her, “Bear in mind, Your Excellency, that now you are the only one left for that child, and if a misfortune should befall you, that little orphan would be at the mercy of fate. Your Excellency must take care of herself for the sake of her child. It’s the best way to honor the memory of the virtuous and illustrious duke.”


	To take care of herself for the sake of the child! Yes, she wished it with all her heart, with all the strength of her will. That idea, coursing through her, induced a great response and gradually infused her with a renewed strength. To live! She wanted to and she must live! . . . Didn’t she hear the little one’s cries?


	Maddalena had gone back to her room, ready to return at the duchess’s beck and call. Donna Aloisia bid her to bring the baby; she wanted to keep him with her, close to her heart. Maddalena led their conversation skillfully. In handing her the child, she expressed a wish: “May he grow to be beautiful and strong, a comfort to Your Excellency, and a worthy son of a brave and great lord, and may the blessed spirit of his father always watch over him.”


	With eyes full of tears, Donna Aloisia kissed her son tenderly.


	“Oh, Maddalena,” she whispered, “what a tragedy this is!”


	“Console yourself, Your Excellency, because the duke died in glory and is enjoying the reward of his faith in heaven.”


	Donna Aloisia still didn’t know under what circumstances her husband had died; Maddalena’s words brought on more tears, but they also aroused in her the desire to at least know how and where Don Emanuele had died.


	“Do you know?” she asked Maddalena.


	“Yes, Your Excellency. But there is someone who knows better than me.”


	“Don Raimondo?” she said, sighing in a tone of inexplicable loathing.


	“No, Your Excellency, someone who was there and heard His Excellency’s last words.”


	“Where is he?” Donna Aloisia cried out urgently and, trying to get up, said, “Where is he? I want to see him, at once. . . . Is he here?”


	“Yes, he is.”


	“Who is he, Maddalena? . . . Tell me who it is.”


	“Your Excellency knows him. He is one of the most devoted servants . . . perhaps the most devoted.”


	“Andrea?”


	“Precisely, Your Excellency.”


	“Andrea! Here? . . . But go, go! Have him come . . . at once!”


	“If Your Excellency gets so worked up, it will be hard on the child. Didn’t you hear what the doctor said?”


	“I will stay calm—go!”


	Soon after, Andrea, accompanied by Maddalena, went in, visibly moved. Barely able to restrain himself from crying, he knelt before Donna Aloisia’s bed and kissed her hand.


	“Andrea!” the duchess said, sighing, her face flooded with tears. For an instant, emotion kept all three from speaking. How many thoughts and how many images were shared in silence by those three souls!


	Donna Aloisia spoke first: “Andrea, tell me everything.”


	***


	He told of how they had left from Marseilles, in early October, to return to Palermo. They had a favorable wind, a calm sea; they had sailed without incident, were caught in the rain in Ajaccio, and had resumed their voyage when, opposite the Gulf of Asinara, two Algerian galleys, which perhaps had been hiding among the reefs of the indented coastline, attacked their tartan. The duke, following the impulses of his noble heart, wanted to order a defense, but the crew and other travelers were opposed; it was the same as getting massacred in vain. They preferred to surrender. They were taken aboard in chains and the tartan was towed. The galleys were well armed. The duke and his two servants, seemingly valuable prey, had been transferred to one of the galleys, the flagship of the fleet, but Don Emanuele was not one to resign himself to the role of prisoner.


	During the journey he conceived a mad plan: to stir up the galley slaves, break their shackles, pounce on the ship’s crew, kill the captain, seize the galley, and attack the other one. He began to talk about it with the slaves, who wanted nothing more than to regain their freedom, and one night, while the galleys were sailing silently with ship’s lights extinguished, he and the two valets were able to break their chains and leap up, throwing themselves on top of the guards who were keeping watch on the quarterdeck, disarming them and throwing them overboard. Then a cry rang out. The slaves were trying to free themselves; one, who had broken his chains, brandished the pieces like a weapon. Shots of a harquebus echoed. Don Emanuele flung himself against the captain, snatched the ax from his hands, and split his skull, but he found himself surrounded by a raging crowd. The sounds of shouting and shooting had reached the other galley, and it was rapidly approaching. The struggle was short, desperate. Struck twice by harquebuses, the duke collapsed on the main deck; the other valet lay next to him, dead. Andrea was slightly wounded in one shoulder.


	The duke still had a few more moments to live; he called Andrea and said: “Better to die than to go into slavery. Tell those words to my child when you see him grown. Deliver my farewell to Donna Aloisia. . . . Tell her that I die thinking of her. And to my child, tell him . . . to always wear the medallion that for forty-seven years has hung from my neck. . . . Take it and bring it to him.”


	He took his last breath soon after. The rebels were subdued, weighted down with new chains, beaten, and tormented with hunger for the entire voyage. The following day, in the evening, they arrived in Algiers. When Andrea recovered, he was sent to row on the galleys.


	***


	Donna Aloisia listened to the story without missing a word. Only silent tears flowed down her cheeks, and a slight tremor in her arm pressed her baby to her side. When Andrea had finished, she asked, “And the medallion?”


	“Here it is, Your Excellency.”


	He took it from his breast pocket and gave it to Donna Aloisia. Crying, she kissed it, then put it around the neck of her child, whispering, “Here my son, this is a blessing from your father! . . . That he shall always protect you.”


	Donna Aloisia was calm that entire day, immersed in a deep melancholy, with her baby held close to her breast. Her suffering had become more intimate, more peaceful. Now she wanted to devote herself to her child, as if in him she could truly see her husband coming back to life.


	That evening, when Don Raimondo and the doctor came to see her, they were astonished to find that she was in quite better spirits. Don Domenico welcomed the change, but Don Raimondo frowned as if annoyed. What had brought about that improvement? Donna Aloisia herself gave the explanation; she told her brother-in-law that she had received further news of Don Emanuele.


	“Andrea, perhaps?” Don Raimondo exclaimed.


	“Ah! Did you know?” Donna Aloisia said.


	“Yes, I had already seen him, but I had forbidden him to come in.”


	“Why?” the duchess asked, not without a touch of resentment.


	“Because I imagined that the excitement would make you ill.”


	“Instead,” Donna Aloisia replied with a sad smile, “it was good for me, as you can see. . . . You should have had him come sooner . . . since he was bringing the duke’s blessing to his child.”


	***


	About an hour or so later, having returned to his study, he called for Andrea with an air of triumph and said to him bitterly, “You have nothing more to do here.”


	“Are you sending me away?”


	“I have no need of your services.”


	Andrea bowed his head as if struck. He stammered as an excuse, “If Her Excellency the Duchess hadn’t called for me, I—”


	“It’s no concern of mine.”


	“I obeyed the mistress.”


	“The only master here is me!”


	“Your Excellency, please forgive me; why don’t you allow me to live here, in a secluded spot, near my young master? . . . Do it in memory of the duke.”


	“Get out!” Don Raimondo responded curtly and turned his back to him.


	Andrea understood that it was pointless to insist. With his heart gripped by grief, he left, but he stopped briefly in the antechamber, wishing, before leaving, to see Maddalena in order to inform her. Maddalena was no less surprised and saddened. What most surprised and distressed her was that master’s tone that Don Raimondo had assumed, which sounded to her ears like a threat.




	CHAPTER 5


	Don Raimondo had dismissed all the old and loyal servants of Casa Albamonte, retaining only Maddalena, so as not to upset his sister-in-law, the duchess. Nevertheless, he had ordered her to no longer keep vigil during the night in the little room behind the room of her mistress. For Maddalena, this prohibition was as painful as a dismissal.


	Don Raimondo replaced the dismissed servants with few people: just four portantini, four footmen, a maidservant, and a reduced staff in the stables. All were new, who seemed to be very devoted to Cavaliere Albamonte.


	His manservant’s name was Giuseppico; he was a Majorcan who had lived in slavery for a long time on Tunisian galleys, then been ransomed or freed, and it seemed he enjoyed great trust. He had a dark, thin, nervous face, black but somber eyes, and thick, bristly eyebrows joined together as a single arch—a gloomy and not very reassuring appearance. He didn’t talk much and had unpolished and coarse manners.


	Donna Aloisia, to whom Maddalena had timidly imparted that news, was surprised to hear it and had asked Don Raimondo for an explanation; but his reply, while discouraging her from speaking up, filled her with dismay.


	“I didn’t want to convey the news to you, out of consideration for your health and because, after all, you have a right to all the respect that your status deserves. But His Excellency the Viceroy has decided, in his wisdom, to entrust me with the guardianship of the young duke, your son and my nephew. You will agree with me that, in my having to rule this house until he is of age, in taking care of the ward and administrating and preserving the patrimony, it is only right that I surround myself with people that I trust.”


	Out of instinct, Donna Aloisia clutched her baby to her chest as if some unknown danger was threatening him. She felt that she and her child were at the mercy of that man, who had never inspired her trust and of whom she had always been afraid, and she asked herself by what law she, who was the mother, had come to be considered a mere wet nurse. She wondered, with a sense of dread, whether Don Raimondo, under the pretext that she was sick, would claim the right to take away her son in order to have him breastfed by another wet nurse. She needed to recover and be healthy and strong.


	Her fever had abated as a result of that inner crisis that had, as it were, compelled her body to heal, through sheer willpower and with all her might. But she was still weak, as if exhausted by the terrible blow she had received, and unable to fight, or at least, confined as she was, unable to have all her physical strength at her disposal.


	***


	In those days the baby had been baptized, without pomp due to the state of mourning in the house; the parish priest of Sant’Ippolito had baptized him in Donna Aloisia’s room. Donna Aloisia had wanted her son to carry on the name of his father, and so he was called Emanuele. Don Raimondo had wanted to stand as godfather, which darkened Donna Aloisia’s brow, and she was not able to hold back a shiver when she saw her little son in the arms of her brother-in-law, on whose face she thought she caught sight of a cold and ambiguous smile.


	From that day she kept watch more than ever over her baby. Especially at night, and since Maddalena had been forbidden to sleep in the little adjoining room, Donna Aloisia would have sudden fears, which made her sit up in bed.


	One night she seemed to hear the soft sound of bare feet and to see a shadow, in the faint light of the lamp, enter the back of the room. She cried out, “Who is it?” No one responded; the shadow faded way. Donna Aloisia didn’t shut an eye for the entire night, and in the morning she confided the terror of that apparition to Maddalena.


	“I want you to sleep here, in my room.”


	“Your Excellency, His Lordship the Duke has forbidden me—”


	“So then I no longer have the right to give orders to my servants?”


	Maddalena clasped her hands. “Oh, Your Excellency, what wouldn’t I do to please you? . . . But now,” she added sorrowfully, “he is the master, and if I disobey him, he will send me away, and Your Excellency will no longer have a devoted and faithful person by her side.”


	“It will not come to that.”


	“He has threatened me, Your Excellency.”


	Donna Aloisia covered her face in her hands, as if to hide her mounting shame. That humiliating situation, while mortifying her, also confirmed her suspicions and heightened her fear of her brother-in-law. Maddalena took pity on her.


	“Come what may, Your Excellency, I will do everything I can to come tonight. . . . And if I am unable to come in, have no fear; I will stand watch in a nearby room, and I will keep myself out of view.”


	That day Don Raimondo was more civil than usual. He asked Donna Aloisia how she had spent the night, if she felt well, and if she was confident of being able to nurse little Emanuele.


	She answered in monosyllables. Her suspicions made all those questions seem insidious, and she thought she discerned a slight touch of irony at the heart of her brother-in-law’s attention. She put herself on guard. In the evening she had little Emanuele brought to her bed, concealing him under the covers so as to keep him from being seen. She would have him sleep with her, under the protection of her maternal embrace. And she didn’t sleep; as soon as she closed her eyes, she bolted up as if struck by a sudden terror and looked into the dark corners at the back of the room. The cries of the little one, suddenly awakened, gave her a start. That ordinary event, at that hour and in her state of mind, took on a frightful appearance. To assure herself that Maddalena was keeping watch nearby, she called out, “Are you there, Maddalena?”


	She listened intently; from under the door of the room she heard a voice whisper, “Sleep in peace.” She reassured herself. Maddalena was there, and she was no longer alone.


	Maddalena had, in fact, hidden in the room where she had slept for so many nights, and she kept watch. After that exchange of words, a great silence came over the palazzo; perhaps even Donna Aloisia was sleeping. Lost in the darkness, Maddalena passed the time reciting the rosary; midnight had sounded from the Pannaria clock; other far-off clocks had repeated it, and for a moment the night was filled with the pealing of bells. Then everything returned to silence. Suddenly the good woman froze. A tremor overcame her legs; she dropped to the floor, cowering under a table. She had seen a light through the door and had heard the key cautiously turning in the lock.


	***


	The door of Maddalena’s room opened. Two men with a lantern entered without making a sound.


	Terrorized, Maddalena recognized Don Raimondo and Giuseppico.


	The servant was holding a bottle identical to the one Donna Aloisia kept on her night table. The two men approached the table under which Maddalena had huddled and put the lantern down on it. Maddalena held her breath, which wasn’t difficult to do, because the terror had turned her into a statue and her life seemed to have come to a halt. Only her eyes were alive; they had rather heightened her visual faculties.


	She saw Don Raimondo and Giuseppico silently, without making a sound, barely touching the ground, approaching the door that led into the room. Giuseppico had the bottle in his hand. He had taken off his shoes. As he was placing his hand on the door, Don Raimondo asked him in a whisper, “Are you sure that it won’t make any noise?”


	“I oiled it well,” Giuseppico murmured.


	Gently, he tried to open the door. Don Raimondo put out the lantern, plunging the room into darkness.


	“Did you open it?” he said softly.


	“Not yet.”


	Suddenly a voice interrupted the silence: “Maddalena! . . . Maddalena!”


	Donna Aloisia had woken up as if her nerves had quivered at the barely audible noise. Maddalena had felt an urge to respond but restrained herself for fear of being discovered. On the other hand, she sensed that Don Raimondo and Giuseppico had also been seized by a shudder of fear and didn’t dare to go further.


	“Damnation!”


	“Let’s wait until she falls asleep.”


	They stood in silence.


	“Maddalena!” Donna Aloisia called again, her voice almost trembling.


	Don Raimondo said in a barely perceptible voice,“Let’s go.”


	He lit the lantern and moved away with the same wariness as a cat on the prowl; Giuseppico followed him, holding the bottle. They left, gently closing the door behind them. Maddalena tried to heighten her sense of hearing and she heard them go away; then she jumped out from her hiding place, moved closer to the door of the room, and murmured in a voice full of emotion that she was struggling to keep calm, “Sleep in peace, Your Excellency. I am here.”


	“I called you!” Donna Aloisia reprimanded her. “Why didn’t you answer? Where were you?”


	“Here, but I was half-asleep. . . . Be calm.”


	She didn’t want to convey to her what she had seen and what was still making her tremble, so as not to frighten her; but meanwhile she was lost in a sea of conjectures and suppositions, of questions and answers, of doubts and suspicions. Why did they want to enter the room? What was in that bottle that the gloomy servant always kept with him? Who were they plotting against? She thought that she was alone; alone to watch over those two beings, whose lives—and now there was no doubt—were gravely threatened. She was alone, and she was a poor woman, who from one moment to the next could be sent away or eliminated; and against her was a man, Don Raimondo, who represented almighty privilege, and his servant, Giuseppico, who symbolized merciless, blind, bestial crime.


	Poor Maddalena trembled under the weight of the terrible, enormous mystery of that night, which only her eyes had fathomed. Her discovery frightened her. She was the only one, in that huge palazzo, who knew that Don Raimondo and Giuseppico, the master and his servant, were plotting a murder. She alone saw their arms raised above the head of a helpless woman and her baby. She alone possessed the horrible secret of those depraved souls.


	She now understood why Don Raimondo had dismissed the old servants, those who were faithful to the memory of the dead duke and devoted to his young widow, and never as at that moment had she felt how critical Andrea’s absence was. He was the sword and shield of her defense. Where was Andrea? How could she warn him? How could she make use of him? And how to rescue those poor victims from the dangers hanging over their heads?


	She asked herself, “Should I inform the mistress tomorrow? And what should I tell her? And then what?”


	She held her head in her hands.


	Yes, and then what? What would Donna Aloisia have done? Would she have believed a poor servant? And did she have the right to accuse a lord, indeed, her master? Was it lawful to act as a spy?


	The superstition, ingrained in her blood, that it was necessary to be silent, always silent, and to look after herself, made every step seem shameful; the fear of a weakness on the part of Donna Aloisia, of some terrible punishment on the part of Don Raimondo, the fear, even greater, that her impudence could deprive the two unaware victims of a defense that would be more secure the more secret it was—all these ideas, all these feelings and still others, convinced her to remain silent.


	It was better.


	To be silent and to keep watch without being seen or suspected; that’s what should be done, and what was done.


	She spent the night racking her brains, jumping up suspiciously at the slightest sound, afraid of seeing the two villains appear at any moment. When the bells of the Convent of the Mercede sounded, she breathed a sigh of relief and without making a sound left the room, went to her room at the other end of the corridor, and waited for daybreak to resume her duties, as if nothing had happened. She had just one doubt: what if she had been seen? But she was reassured when the whole house woke up and she discerned nothing curious or malicious on anyone’s face that could be construed as an accusation.


	This assurance allowed her to feign a calmness that she didn’t have at the bottom of her heart.


	When it seemed like the right time, she went into the duchess’s room.


	Donna Aloisia reproached her, not harshly, but with a sorrowful tone that pierced poor Maddalena’s heart. She made up an excuse to explain herself, in an attempt to calm the duchess. Donna Aloisia told her that that night in her sleep she had had the impression that there were people behind the door of the room.


	“That’s right, I was there,” Maddalena said, forcing herself to smile but turning pale.


	“I know, but I thought that there were men and not only one. It seemed like they wanted to open the door. What a fright! I was in a cold sweat.”


	“Your Excellency has certainly had a bad dream.”


	“I must have . . . you never went away, isn’t that so?”


	“Oh no!”


	“Very well, then; when I know that you are there, I am calmer.”


	***


	Just before noon, on the pretext of going to confession, Maddalena left the palazzo and went to the Church of the Mercede. She wasn’t sure she would meet Andrea, but she hoped to run into him or even see him from afar or at least to meet someone that could track him down. The neighbors all along Via Sant’Agostino and throughout the Capo5 knew him; it was thus not difficult to find a friend. She was in luck. As soon as she came out of the main door, wrapped in a black cloak, a woman sitting there with a large basket of eggs on a stool called to her. She was a peasant from Monreale who came every day to sell eggs at the Capo market, and for ten years she had occupied that place and was familiar with the palazzo. The sight of the duchess’s maidservant aroused her curiosity; she wanted to hear news of the mistress. Maddalena didn’t mind being called out to and stopped, because it gave her the opportunity to linger in the street. She replied as best she could to the peasant, who seemed to repeat all the gossip of the market having to do with the goings-on of the Torre di Montalbano. Andrea’s name fell, all by itself, into the conversation.


	“That poor young man can’t find peace, having been sent away like that. Just yesterday, speaking about it, he looked like he wanted to cry.”


	“Where did you see him?”


	“Here; he passes this way often.”


	“Ah! . . . Will you do me a favor?”


	“Two, even.”


	“If you see him today or tomorrow morning, tell him that I must speak to him about something very important.”


	“About what?”


	“I will tell you afterward.”


	“Would you like me to send him up?”


	“No . . . he can’t . . . do this, tell him to come to the vicoletto.”


	The peasant looked at her with a sly and slightly resentful expression. “Hey, see here now. Couldn’t you give your errands to someone else?”


	“Oh, zia! What are you thinking about? . . . On today’s Holy Day, I swear to you. . . . I am an honest girl! It’s about a blessed deed, and God will reward you. . . . I swear to you.”


	Maddalena returned home immediately, satisfied. She seemed to be more confident now that she would be able to have the help of Andrea, an audacious and devoted young man. She was almost certain that he would come that same evening to the vicoletto onto which her bedroom window looked out; yet she still hadn’t figured out how Andrea would be able to defend Donna Aloisia.


	Evening came; the night spread out its shadows, but Andrea didn’t show up. Maddalena felt a tightening in her chest; she assured the duchess that she would remain in her room and went there to hide. This time she threw a blanket over the table, as if someone had left it there, so that the hem, draping over the front, created a better hiding place. She took off her shoes and hid under the table. Her dark dress blended with the blanket and the shadow, rendering her truly invisible.


	From her hiding place she heard the clocks, clear and distinct in the nocturnal silence. Gradually as time passed and midnight approached, she felt invaded by fear, and an overwhelming tremor coursed through her body. The twelve slow and mournful strokes sank into her blood like twelve waves of ice; she was in a cold sweat. Soon after, she heard the same faint and cautious noises as the night before. She saw Don Raimondo and Giuseppico open the door and enter, but this time they weren’t alone; a woman was with them. That woman was of her height and was dressed in dark clothes; in the half-light she could have been mistaken for Maddalena. Maddalena shivered; it seemed to her that her heart had stopped in fear. As during the previous night, Don Raimondo placed the lantern on the table and extinguished it, while Giuseppico tried to open the door that led to the bedroom. No one said a word; one could almost hear the violent beatings of their hearts. A square of dim light outlined in the shadows indicated that the door had opened. Maddalena saw the woman, faint like a ghost, enter the bedroom; something shining in her hands revealed the bottle to her. The door closed again behind her, without making a sound. The moment that passed seemed like an eternity. Maddalena felt pinned to the floor, incapable of the slightest movement; so great was the agonized terror of that moment that there was no more blood in her veins. She heard Donna Aloisia’s voice asking: “Is that you, Maddalena?” The voice of the woman responded quietly: “Yes, Your Excellency. Have a peaceful sleep.” The voice was so soft that it wouldn’t be recognized. Maddalena heard nothing else. She saw the door open again and the woman come out with the bottle in her hand and gently close the door.


	Don Raimondo asked in a whisper: “Is it done?”


	“Yes, Your Excellency,” the woman replied in the same manner.


	With the same caution, with the same silence, they left the room, closed the door and went away. Then Maddalena made a great effort, rose up, ran, pushed open the door to the room and entered. Her heart was bursting in her chest. What had they done? What would she find? She went to the bed. Donna Aloisia opened her eyes, saw her, and asked with surprise, mixed with fear, “What is it? Why did you come back?”


	“Nothing,” Maddalena stammered, agitated, looking at the duchess and little Emanuele. “Nothing, I thought that Your Excellency had called me.”


	Seeing her without suspicion and surprised, Maddalena felt a great sense of relief, but always doubting who knows what, she looked around. Her eyes ran to the bottle of water on the nightstand. A suspicion crossed her mind: was it the one that she had prepared, or was it the other, the same one that she had seen in Giuseppico’s hand, and just before, in the hands of that mysterious woman? She quickly seized the bottle, ran into her room, opened the window and emptied its contents outside. She was about to close it when she thought she heard the main door open; she stuck her head outside in the shadow, recognized Giuseppico and the woman leaving, setting off for the piazza in the Capo, where they vanished. Then she returned to the room.


	Donna Aloisia was there, dumbfounded, not knowing how to make sense of all that maneuvering; she was suspicious, and her eyes trembled with fear. When Maddalena returned, she asked, “Well? What happened?”


	“Nothing, Your Excellency,” the faithful servant said, still frantic. “I forgot to . . . refresh the water.”


	“Didn’t you bring it just now?”


	“Yes . . . I mean, I had the wrong bottle. Sleep well, Your Excellency, don’t be afraid of anything! And listen, Your Excellency, don’t drink anything, don’t eat anything unless I give it to you.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Nothing . . . nothing. It’s just I thought I had . . . I would like this favor . . . it would give me pleasure. . . . Your Excellency, rest . . . have a peaceful rest.”


	She went out, closing the door and leaving Aloisia confused, dismayed, and troubled by a thousand thoughts, a thousand suspicions, and a thousand fears. Donna Aloisia didn’t sleep at all that night, but neither did Maddalena; the poor woman fell on top of a chair, exhausted, with jittery nerves, and she abandoned herself to tears.


	***


	Meanwhile Don Raimondo was also awake in his room, walking around agitated as he wondered, “Will she have taken a drink?”


	Accompanied by Giuseppico, Don Raimondo left the palazzo at one hour after sunset, turned to the left, and along a dark and winding side street reached the Pannaria where the Monte di Pietà was located. They slipped into a long and narrow alley, a true swarm of lives lost in the shadows. Giuseppico illuminated the shadows with the lantern, and the light, passing through those almost clandestine streets, revealed their filth and miseries. From time to time they stopped. Giuseppico raised the lantern, turning around as if spying, then they resumed their walk. Midway down that vicoletto they stopped again.


	“She is here.”


	He put out the lantern and knocked three times on a shabby door.


	A voice asked, “Who is it?”


	“Peppa la Sarda, it’s me.”


	The little door opened slightly, then, as though reassured, opened fully. Don Raimondo and Giuseppico entered, and the door closed again. Then, from the shadow that enveloped him, a man leapt up nimbly like a leopard, went toward the door, and put his ear to it.


	It was Andrea.




	CHAPTER 6


	Andrea had been alerted, and during the day he had met Maddalena, who told him about the terrible discovery that she had made, and that still made her tremble. Andrea was no less frightened, thinking that there was no way to prevent or to avert a crime, that sooner or later it would be done with impunity. To accuse Don Raimondo? This idea, the first to present itself and the simplest, seemed at that time to be madness; no one would have faith in an accusation made by servants who, having been dismissed, might also invent a crime against their masters, and that accusation would be turned against them. There was nothing to do except to be on the alert and resort to cunning, but to be very careful, because the slightest imprudence, exposing them, would deprive Donna Aloisia of that devoted and clandestine protection. They resolved to remain on guard for a few more days and then, if necessary, to warn the duchess. Thus, they agreed that Andrea wouldn’t stray from those places. Without being seen, he would keep an eye on the Torre di Montalbano, ready to rush in at an agreed-upon signal: a towel lying on the sill of the window of the little room, if by day, or three hand claps, if at night.


	From his observation post that evening, the faithful servant had seen Don Raimondo and Giuseppico leave on foot, wrapped in cloaks, which had aroused his curiosity. Where were they going? He wanted to follow them. He had kept cautiously behind them, unseen along those vicoli. Now with his ear to the door, he heard what they were saying; not every word reached him clearly and accurately because they were speaking softly, but he caught enough to understand, and he shuddered.


	Don Raimondo seemed angry.


	“You deceived me, you slut!” he said.


	“Your Excellency, whatever do you mean? I swear to you . . .”


	“Quiet, you witch! . . . She drank the whole bottle, do you understand? She drank it during the night and this morning she didn’t even have the slightest illness. On the contrary, she seemed to feel better.”


	“But, Your Excellency, I made up the mixture myself. It is infallible.”


	“You probably didn’t put the bottle there!”


	“I swear to you, Your Excellency; I put it on the nightstand myself, with my own hands, and took away the one that was there . . . so that she would be deprived of the grace of her soul!”


	“So then how do you explain that it didn’t work?”


	“How can I know? Perhaps the signora has a strong constitution. It may be necessary to double—”


	“Be warned; if you deceive me, I will have you hanged.”


	“Your Excellency, I have never deceived anyone. I’m an honest woman.”


	Don Raimondo was unable to restrain a sneer at that declaration of honesty.


	“Well, then, give me what I need,” he commanded. “I intend to administer it myself . . . but make sure that it is foolproof.”


	A minute of silence passed. Andrea heard a door open and shut.


	“Your Excellency,” said Peppa la Sarda, “this is a powder of the Tofana. Your Excellency knows, it is said that the Tofana is infallible.”


	“I know. Well, then . . .”


	“A pinch in the broth is enough, in place of salt.”


	“Very well. However, watch out: you know that you are under my power.”


	When the door opened again, Andrea had just enough time to thrust himself into a dark passageway where he couldn’t be seen. Giuseppico came out in front, waved the lantern around to assure himself that no one was in the vicoletto, then gave a signal to Don Raimondo. They started to walk back. Andrea followed them with his eyes from his hiding place; when he saw the lantern turn from the corner of the alley toward the Pannaria, he emerged. In turn, he approached the door and knocked three times, as Giuseppico had done.


	The same voice asked who was there.


	He responded in a low voice, so as to make his voice unrecognizable: “It’s me, Peppa la Sarda; my master forgot to tell you something.”


	The door opened cautiously as before, but Andrea pushed it violently, leapt into the room, and bolted it shut it before Peppa la Sarda had recovered from the surprise. Then Andrea quickly took a knife from his pocket and with a grim look in his eyes moved closer to the woman and said, “Tell me, do you prefer to die hanged like Tofana or to have your throat slit like a lamb?”


	Peppa la Sarda remained immobile, surprised by that unexpected aggression, unaware that that man, unknown to her, already knew the Cavaliere Albamonte’s secret. Peppa la Sarda was still young; she was, perhaps, in her early thirties, about the same height as Maddalena, and she did not have an unpleasant appearance. Just that her eyes were like those of a cat, clear, luminescent, and wild, and there was something bestial about her broad, strong lower jaw. No one would have believed that in her small ground-floor room—one of those catodi, as the Greeks called the ground floors where the poor people of Palermo lived—were being prepared the formidable poisons that made the seventeenth century famous. It was a meager room with walls darkened by smoke, bare of any ornament, even coarse, except for a blackened and unsightly image of the Virgin. In one corner was the stove and nearby a barren shelf with some pans, terracotta pots, and a few dishes; some more pans were on the burners. A greasy, worm-eaten table was set against a wall, and above it burned an ordinary earthenware oil lamp; opposite, a cupboard. The bed, if one could call it that, was a straw mattress thrown on top of two planks in the back of the room, almost sheltered by the semidarkness; an inquisitive eye could have seen under the bed, in the most secluded corner, almost concealed by a box, some oddly shaped glass shining.


	Peppa la Sarda, regaining control of herself, asked with irritation, “What do you want?”


	“I told you. I can slit your throat now and no one would save you, and no one would know by whom and how it was done . . . and I can go to the captain of justice and put in his hands the key to so many mysterious murders.”


	“I don’t understand you. I don’t know what you mean. . . . Get out of here or I will call for help.”


	Andrea jumped on her, seized her by the throat, pushed her to the wall, keeping her pinned there, and, putting the point of the knife between her eyes, said, “I know the cavaliere who left a moment ago. I know what he came to do; I know that just now you gave him the powder of the Tofana in order to kill the Duchess of Motta. I know that you, wicked witch, went in the duchess’s bedroom last night and put a bottle of poisoned water on her night table . . . that poison had no effect because someone saw you and rushed to remove it. . . . Have you understood now? Have you understood that I know everything and that you are in my hands, you and your accomplices, and that the duchess will not die because there is someone watching over that innocent one?”


	As Andrea spoke, he accompanied his words with choking that almost suffocated the poisoner, and Peppa la Sarda went pale, turned blue, sweated, and trembled. Who was this man who knew everything and had seen everything? How had he been able to see? It seemed like such an extraordinary thing, almost unnatural, as if something impenetrable and eternal, threatening and inevitable, appeared over her. Not knowing, nor being able to react any longer, she ended up giving in to terror and stammered a few words, clasping her hands.


	Her gesture more than her words asked for mercy. Andrea, without letting her go, loosened his grip.


	“Mercy! Have mercy!” Peppa la Sarda murmured in a lifeless voice.


	“Now you plead for mercy? And did you have any for an innocent woman who has never done anything to hurt you? If the duchess dies, you will pay with your life.”


	“Have pity on me. I will make up for—”


	“Give me the antidote! Now!”


	“I will give it to you . . . but let me go!”


	Andrea released her; Peppa la Sarda passed her hand over her neck and recovered. Her face was frightening. Still bruised and disfigured, it imparted a ferocious expression of hatred and burning revenge.


	Suddenly, she sprang to life, leapt up like a cat, and, pushing against Andrea, tried to reach the door. But the young man, who perhaps was expecting a surprise, was on guard. He seized her by the hair, threw her to the ground with a curse, and in an impulse of rage raised the knife high to kill her. A sudden thought stopped him. Who would give him the antidote? Peppa la Sarda now thought she was doomed.


	“Ah! You were trying to pull a fast one?” Grinding his teeth, Andrea checked his anger. “You were trying to run away from me? Feel how this stings, mala femmina!”


	With the point of the knife he made shallow cuts on her neck, making her tremble. The cold of the blade and a few drops of warm blood that spurted on her flesh put the terror of death into her veins.


	“Have mercy!” she murmured again, but Andrea didn’t let her go. At the woman’s every plea he responded with a shake of his head. Finally, he appeared to let up.


	“Yes,” he said, “I will spare your life . . . but in my own way.”


	Continually threatening her with the knife, he took off her apron with his free hand and, placing the knife between his teeth, tied her arms firmly around her waist, so tightly that she almost suffocated. Then he rummaged about, found a rope, and so redid the restraints. He tightened her hands behind her back, wrapping the rope around her hips and abdomen. With the apron twisted like a rope, he tied up her legs, and when he had rendered her powerless, he asked her, “Where is the antidote?”


	“There, in that cupboard.”


	Andrea opened the cupboard; it was full of small bottles, paper packets, and dried herbs.


	“Which one is it?”


	“There, on the second shelf, next to that green bottle.”


	“This little bottle?”


	“Yes.”


	Andrea fixed his inquiring eyes on her face, then, after pausing a moment, said, “Watch it, you slut, I won’t leave you here. . . . I’ll take the bottle, but I’ll take you with me. I’ll shut you in a place you cannot escape from, and I will leave you there until I have made sure that you haven’t deceived me. . . . Your life will depend on the life of the duchess and her little one. . . . Do you still claim that this bottle is the antidote?”


	Peppa la Sarda didn’t answer immediately.


	“Well?” Andrea repeated.


	“You will not achieve what you hope to do. You will not be able to save the duchess,” said the poisoner, sneering.


	Andrea raised his fist holding the knife, but Peppa la Sarda gave no sign of alarm.


	“It’s not because of me, but because of you.”


	“Me?”


	“Of course! Don’t you realize—imbecile that you are—that with all the antidotes, you won’t be able to prevent the duchess from meeting her death because the Cavaliere della Motta will find other means to get rid of his sister-in-law?”


	Andrea turned pale and looked at the wretched woman, struck by the truth of that observation. What to do?


	“You will only be able to delay her death.”


	It seemed from the tone of her voice and the fiery light in her eyes that she had triumphed, and she was savoring the satisfaction of having plunged Andrea into a sea of doubt, fear, and uncertainty. But the young man made a decision.


	“It doesn’t matter!” he said. “For now, your work must be stopped. The rest will come later. Is this the bottle of the antidote?”


	“Yes.”


	Andrea put it in his pocket, then took out a handkerchief, gagged Peppa la Sarda tightly, hoisted her up as if she were a young boy, put out the lantern, went out, closing the door behind him, and started off toward Via dell’Angelo Custode, where his small house stood.


	It was a cold, gloomy, starless night, the hour was late, the streets deserted. He had the foresight not to cross the wider streets, where he might have run into some late-night watchmen, but to dive into the vicoli; this lengthened his journey but kept it safer from possible encounters. Every now and then, tired from the journey and the weight, he was forced to stop. He would lay that living burden down behind some door, rest a moment, and resume his walk. By the time he reached his house, he could go no farther.


	He lived in a type of modest and bleak mezzanine floor of two rooms, the second of which had a tiny window above a garden, fortified with solid iron bars. This was where the bed was. He put her down on it and loosened the gag.


	“If you were reasonable, I would also remove these restraints,” he said, “but I prefer to leave you like this to ensure a good outcome. And I warn you: you will not leave here until I have saved the duchess. Now tell me how to use this powder.”


	Soon after he went out, locking the room and the front door, and then rushed to the Palazzo Albamonte to meet Maddalena and give her the instructions.


	***


	Returning home, Don Raimondo had Giuseppico bring him a bit of milk and a little dog.


	“If that slut has deceived me, I will send her to Sant’Offizio for practicing witchcraft!”


	When he had the milk, he mixed a little bit of that powder in it, tasted it with the tip of his tongue, and, appearing satisfied, offered it to the unfortunate animal. Enticed by the flavor of the milk, the dog drank eagerly, wiping the bowl with her long tongue and licking her satisfied lips.


	Don Raimondo and Giuseppico watched and waited. The little dog walked around the room two or three times, drew near her master, wagging her tail, rose up, put her front paws on his chest as if looking for a stroke. Then she wandered about the room sniffing, and she stopped, lowering her head, as if assailed by an overpowering drowsiness. Slowly, she dropped to the floor, stretching herself out. Don Raimondo called to her with a distinctive sound. The animal collected herself, raised her head a little, then fell back heavily and, with a struggle, slowly wagged her tail.


	Little by little her limbs stiffened, spread out, without convulsions, without spasms, and her life died out like a little flame over which a snuffer was gently lowered. The Cavaliere Albamonte appeared to be satisfied. With a diabolic smile he thought, “Would it not be following a divine order to reunite Donna Aloisia with her husband, the duke? Let’s hurry to free her from this valley of tears.”


	He remained lost in thought for a while; the clock of the nearby church struck eight o’clock. Donna Aloisia would be dining any minute now. That thought made him shudder. The mysterious powder was there, in front of him, and its effects certain; he had only to put a pinch of it into the cup of broth and she would be snuffed out like the little dog. Nevertheless, at the thought of going into the kitchen or of waiting in the antechamber, of finding, in a word, the possibility of committing his crime, he felt less courageous.


	He collected himself, shoved a packet with a bit of the powder into his pocket, and went, as usual, to pay his respects to Donna Aloisia before retiring to his room to sleep.




	CHAPTER 7


	He entered just at the moment that the usual supper was brought to the duchess: a cup of broth and a bit of chicken. A servant carried everything from the kitchen on a silver tray covered by an elegant napkin and handed it to Maddalena, who served her mistress and gave the empty plates back to the servant, who was waiting outside the door. The servant moved aside to allow the Cavaliere Albamonte to pass. Don Raimondo had assumed an almost cheerful appearance, in full and vivid contrast with the pallor of his face and the flickering of his eyes.


	At his entrance, Maddalena couldn’t hold back a tremor and nearly turned over the tray she was holding. It took considerable effort to stop herself from doing something foolish.


	Don Raimondo asked his sister-in-law about her health, inquired about his nephew, said some kind words, and sighed. Then, as Maddalena stood with the tray in her hands, waiting for him to move away from the bed, he approached her and with the true courtesy of a gentleman, but with an imperious tone, said, “Give it here. I want to serve the duchess.” He took the tray from her hands without giving her time to object.


	Don Raimondo gestured to her with his head, which meant “Leave.” She could only obey, but her legs seemed to be tied to enormous lead balls. Insisting on staying would reveal her concern; leaving meant abandoning her mistress to the mercy of the murderer, but there was no alternative. She slowly withdrew to the door, stopping past the threshold to talk with the servant.


	In the meantime, Don Raimondo had set down the tray on top of a little table and had his back turned to Donna Aloisia. With a quick gesture, pretending to adjust something, he poured the powder into the bowl. Then he brought the bowl to Donna Aloisia.


	“I sent Maddalena away,” he said, “because I would like to talk to you about some matters, if you are not feeling tired.”


	She had taken the bowl and was stirring the broth with the spoon to cool it down.


	Don Raimondo was silent, his face turned ashen, his voice stuck in his throat. His heart beat furiously as he waited for the duchess to swallow the first spoonful. Why hadn’t she made a move? What was she waiting for? Actually, Donna Aloisia hesitated for a moment, perhaps thinking that her brother-in-law was about to speak, but that moment seemed dreadfully long to Don Raimondo. He felt life flowing by, swiftly and agonizingly.


	The duchess took the first spoonful, slowly. He was suffering. He saw death. He was calculating the amount of poison that Donna Aloisia would absorb with every spoonful and the time it would take to see its effects. In his veins, the fear of seeing death, whose forms he could imagine, mingled with a cruel and savage joy. Now he was sure, and he felt a great desire to flee.


	In a hoarse voice he said, “Do you feel tired? It seems to me, yes . . . in fact, it’s late now . . . if you don’t mind, I will come tomorrow morning.”


	“As you wish.”


	In truth, Donna Aloisia couldn’t wait for him to leave, such a burden his presence was to her. Don Raimondo himself couldn’t wait to leave, fearing that the symptoms of the poisoning would manifest themselves in his presence, which would have made him uncomfortable. He needed to be alone. He passed in front of Maddalena without seeing her, but with a firm step, retaining his dignity as master. Maddalena had drawn back with her face flushed by the effort she was making to control herself, but as soon as Don Raimondo had gone past the drawing room, she rushed into the room, stammering in a choked voice, “Did you eat, Your Excellency? . . . Did you eat? . . . Leave it, leave it.”


	Donna Aloisia looked at her, stunned, then went pale and let the spoon drop into the bowl. “My God,” she cried out, her voice trembling with tears and fear. “What is it, then? Maddalena, what is it?”


	“Nothing, nothing. . . . Your Excellency, it’s nothing, but it is better not to eat.”


	Her teeth chattering from terror, she looked like a madwoman, rummaging here and there and staring intently at the duchess, who had pushed her supper away.


	“Take it, take it away! Take everything away, throw it out. . . . My God, it’s horrible, it’s horrible! Tell me, Maddalena, what do you know, then? . . . What have you seen? Speak, in the name of God!”


	“I haven’t seen anything . . . but I suspect . . . I tremble . . . it’s something that makes me tremble . . . . Holy Virgin! . . . Did you have much of that broth? . . . A lot?”


	“Five or six spoonsful . . . it tasted too salty.”


	“Five or six? Who can know? Could that be a lot, or a little? . . . It makes me crazy! Where should I go? Here . . . now I’ll run to Father Don Domenico! . . . Yes, I will go to him, I will bring him a bit of that broth . . . it’s too late, I know . . . but what does it matter? We must know . . . what else can we do?”


	“And me?” Donna Aloisia moaned, overcome by fear of the unknown. “Will I be alone? . . . I’m afraid, Maddalena! I’m afraid!”


	The two poor women were torn between the terrors, the uncertainties, the contradictions, undecided, wailing, consoling each other, bewildered, without advice, without help, without hope. They seemed like two shipwrecked women, lashed by the waves. Maddalena had poured the rest of the broth in a glass and wanted to go to Don Alaimo, but would she be able to leave the palazzo? At that hour everything was locked; in order to leave, she would have to wake up the servants, which would have thrown the palazzo into confusion. Ah, to be alone . . . to be alone! Where was Andrea? Why had he abandoned them? He had promised to protect them, to help them, and now!


	Maddalena didn’t know what to do. In her desperation she cried out, “Madonna del Carmine, help us! San Francesco di Paola, look after us!”


	Donna Aloisia was in a cold sweat; either from fear or reality, she felt a certain malaise.


	“Maddalena. . . . I feel sick! . . . Oh, my poor child . . . my poor child!”


	Those words made Maddalena’s desperation overflow; blinded by distress, she could only grasp the finality of the situation. She ran to the window to call for help. Some charitable soul would have heard and would have at least run to call a doctor or Andrea.


	A cold gust of wind came in from the open window and shook the lamp. Outside, the dark street seemed to sink into infinity; it was frightening. Nothing was heard except the growling of stray dogs scrounging amid the garbage piled up here and there. Maddalena stuck her head outside to scream, but a voice that seemed to emerge from the shadows startled her.


	“Maddalena. . . . Maddalena!”


	Ah! It was him! . . . Then God hadn’t forsaken them! It was him, Andrea!


	“Andrea! . . . Andrea!”


	She rushed in like a madwoman and ran to the bed, shouting, “Andrea is here! . . . Andrea is here! . . . Ah, Your Excellency! . . . The Madonna has had mercy on us.”


	And, certain that those words would have infused the hope of salvation into Donna Aloisia’s heart, she returned to the balcony. Andrea seemed impatient.


	“Come on! Lower the cord for me. . . . Quickly!”


	While he was tying the bottle to the cord, Andrea said softly: “If you notice that Her Excellency feels sleepy, or it seems that she is sleepy, put a spoonful of this powder in a half-glass of water and give it to her to drink. . . . Tomorrow morning, I’ll wait for you at the parish church . . . come. . . . Goodbye.”


	Maddalena wanted to detain him, but Andrea left. Sleepy? She went back to look at her mistress and noticed a trace of sleep on her face. She called to her: “Your Excellency. . . . Your Excellency . . . how do you feel?”


	Donna Aloisia looked at her with dull, listless eyes and stammered, “I’m tired.”


	“Do you feel like you want to sleep?”


	“Yes.”


	“Drink, drink this!”


	She put the glass with the potion she had prepared to Donna Aloisia’s lips, forcing her to drink. Her hands were feverish, her eyes burning; all her energies had merged into one. She stayed there, silent, anxious, waiting, torn between doubt and faith, fear and hope. The duchess sighed, then opened her eyes and yawned as one who has reawakened.


	“Ah!”


	“How do you feel, Your Excellency?” she asked again.


	The duchess stared at her with a dazed look and murmured, “Did I sleep? How many strange things I dreamt of!”


	Maddalena shivered, but her eyes flashed with joy! She had won; this time, she had won. She had faith that she would always prevail and, kneeling down, she began to pray fervently, inviting Donna Aloisia.


	“Pray, pray, Your Excellency, that Santo Padre will never abandon us!”


	She had tears in her eyes, tears of joy, of tenderness, of fear. Then she added, “Do not eat anything, do not accept anything from anyone, do not allow anyone to serve you except me alone. . . . Sleep, now, sleep peacefully.”


	Donna Aloisia was still dazed; she didn’t fully understand but detected in Maddalena’s restlessness and in her own bewilderment something mysterious, terrible, terrifying. She did not know, however, or was not able to put it into words, and she stayed there, with eyes wide open in the semidarkness, as if investigating the mystery of that night.


	But on that night it was not only Maddalena who kept watch; neither did Don Raimondo close his eyes, expecting from one moment to the next to be called by the shrieks of fear from the servants, and he was amazed to hear the house tranquil and silent. When day came, he could no longer be in a state of uncertainty. He got up, but as much as his eyes tried to read into the faces of the servants the shock from the disaster that he was hoping for, he saw nothing but calm expressions. And yet, something must have happened! He had seen her drink the poisoned broth with his own eyes, and there was no doubt of the poison’s effect.


	He made his way to Donna Aloisia’s apartment; in the antechamber he met Maddalena, who was leaving the duchess’s room, and he thought he saw an ironic triumph glistening in the eyes of the faithful servant. He didn’t dare question her. He was certain that Donna Aloisia was alive, an extraordinary thing that could only be explained in two ways, either by a supernatural intervention, in which he didn’t believe, or by Peppa la Sarda’s deception. In that case, the sorceress would have to deal with him. Later in the day he visited Donna Aloisia, as was his habit, but no matter how hard he struggled to control himself, he couldn’t keep his face from darkening and his eyes from lighting up with flames of hatred and contempt. Except for a little paleness and a bluish circle around her eyes, she didn’t seem to have suffered; her appearance was normal. Evidently, the poison hadn’t worked and Peppa la Sarda had deceived him.


	Furious, he sent Giuseppico to the witch’s house. But the sullen servant returned dumbfounded, saying that Peppa had vanished; the neighbors had found her door open and hadn’t seen the sorceress for the entire day. That news stunned Don Raimondo and increasingly confirmed his suspicions. To him it was more than certain that the wretched woman had fled in order to escape his vengeance.


	“I will find her, by God!” he exclaimed. “I will find her, even if I have to catch up with her in hell!”


	Meanwhile, his plan was unraveling, and it was necessary to make a new one. He immersed himself in his own sinister thoughts. The first image that presented itself to him was that of Maddalena. Instinctively he felt that the faithful maidservant had wedged herself between him and the duchess and that it was necessary, first of all, to remove that obstacle. Hadn’t he detected a flash of defiance and a touch of irony in Maddalena’s eyes? Had she intuited anything? Did she have some suspicions? Unable to answer these questions thoroughly, he recognized the absolute necessity of eliminating from the land a person who, at the very least, could be a dangerous witness. He had dismissed Andrea; he could dismiss Maddalena and to Donna Aloisia’s eyes he would have been able to justify his decision, since there wasn’t any doubt that the maidservant had disobeyed his orders.


	He waited until it was nighttime.


	At suppertime he went as usual to visit Donna Aloisia and noted that Maddalena, with one excuse, then another, lingered in the room. Supper was on a little table; a very frugal and simple supper, but he recalled that he hadn’t seen the servant who had brought it in the antechamber. Maddalena hovered constantly around the little table.


	“What are you still doing here?” Don Raimondo said to her imperiously.


	Maddalena stammered an excuse but understood that she wouldn’t be able to linger without arousing suspicion or provoking something worse.


	“Your Excellency is no longer hungry?” she asked the duchess and, without waiting for a response, picked up the supper tray to take it away. Don Raimondo noticed that the supper hadn’t been touched.


	“Leave it,” he ordered, “my sister-in-law hasn’t had her supper yet.”


	But the faithful Maddalena shot him a look and replied, “Forgive me, Your Excellency, but my mistress is not hungry.”


	She also removed the bottle of water that was on the night table and took it all away, resolutely, as one who wants to remove or abscond with something. Nothing escaped Don Raimondo. He turned pale and clenched his jaws tightly; it seemed clear to him that Maddalena had carried out that act with intent and, by deduction, the suspicion came to him that she had discovered his maneuvers of the night before. Soon after, he went out; in the antechamber he detected in Maddalena the air of one who is spying and waiting. The tray with the supper was on top of a chair; thus, it was clear that she had wanted to remove it from his reach.


	Rage, fear, contempt, and a defense instinct gripped his heart; his hands had a murderous shiver, but he contained himself and said, “I am unhappy with you. As of tomorrow morning you are dismissed from service.”


	Maddalena stared at him, pale, but resolute. “Your Excellency knows,” she replied, “that I serve the duchess. . . . If the duchess is not satisfied with me, she will tell me, and I will leave.”


	“Here, I am in charge,” Don Raimondo retorted harshly, at the same time surprised and excited by that response of opposition. “You are to leave!”


	He did not wait for a reply, as it didn’t befit him to quarrel with the servant, which would have diminished his dignity as master and perhaps compromised something. For while on one hand Don Raimondo would have liked to investigate whether Maddalena had truly seen anything, on the other the mere thought of being reminded of his crime made his blood run cold. However, he had his plan. To dismiss Maddalena? Yes, it was good to clear the field; but if Maddalena were free and her own mistress, if she was truly in possession of the terrible secret, she would become even more dangerous. She would have to be silenced.




	CHAPTER 8


	Midnight had sounded at that very moment. Everyone in the palazzo was sleeping and the rooms were dark and deserted.


	Don Raimondo cautiously came out of his room carrying an unlit lantern and, stopping at the threshold, called softly, “Giuseppico. . . . Giuseppico.”


	He heard a low and drawn-out snoring coming from a corner; indeed, the servant was sleeping on a chair, wrapped up in his cloak, with his head bent over his chest and his legs stretched out. Don Raimondo approached him and gently shook his shoulder. “Get up, let’s go.”


	The servant jumped to his feet, rubbing his eyes, which were wounded by the bright light of the lantern, and stammering a few words. They crossed the rooms in silence, like two cautious thieves, refraining from making the slightest sound; they entered a corridor and walked to the very end. There was a door. Giuseppico took out a tool from his pocket and thrust it into the lock to force it, but the door immediately gave way and opened.


	Don Raimondo raised the lantern; the servant looked and said, “There is no one here.”


	“No one?”


	“No, Your Excellency. Look.”


	It was a small bedroom with a little bed, a chest of drawers, and a few chairs. Women’s clothes hung from nails placed here and there; the little bed was empty.


	“She must be with the duchess. I was almost sure of it,” Don Raimondo muttered with annoyance.


	He went back along the corridor, followed by Giuseppico; at the other end was the door of the room where Maddalena had already spent a few nights watching over her mistress. From that room, by gently cracking open the door that led into Donna Aloisia’s room, he could see if Maddalena was there. The door of the little room was locked from the inside, a clear sign that someone was there. As much as they pushed without making a sound, it didn’t yield, nor was Giuseppico’s tool any more successful; the door must have been bolted shut.


	“Damnation!” Don Raimondo murmured.


	To persist and try to force the door open would mean awakening Donna Aloisia and exposing themselves; their plan would have to be rethought. Meanwhile all those signs—the door unusually locked from the inside, Maddalena’s presence in Donna Aloisia’s room, the supper tray that had been taken away—all this increasingly turned his suspicion into a certainty that Maddalena was aware of his secret, and it reaffirmed his plan to get that dangerous witness out of the way.


	“Let’s go,” he said sullenly.


	But they hadn’t yet moved when, as if suddenly struck, Don Raimondo stopped and quickly put out the lantern, pushing Giuseppico against the wall. In fact, a faint noise was heard from Maddalena’s room, like a short and cautious step that was approaching the door. Don Raimondo held his breath and with his outstretched open hand pressed Giuseppico’s stomach as though to stop him from talking. A faint pulling of the bolt was heard, and the door gradually cracked open. In the intense darkness of the corridor, one could surmise that the door was opening from a faint glimmer, like a reflected light that attenuated the darkness. It seemed to Don Raimondo that a shadow was set against that glimmer; evidently someone was in the doorway, and it couldn’t be anyone other than either Donna Aloisia or Maddalena—most likely the latter. In either case the opportunity to act, without being seen, mysteriously, in the shadows, presented itself to him when he had already given up hope. He was almost leaning against the doorjamb; he only had to stretch out his arm and he could suddenly seize that shadow. But fate seemed to favor him. The door opened still more; the shadow moved forward, and the faint sound of a cautious and wary step was barely heard. Don Raimondo felt the sensation of a body close to him; then, creeping along the wall, he stepped between the shadow and the doorway and lit the lantern.


	It was Maddalena.


	***


	She let out a cry of fear that quickly turned into a stifled gasp.


	Giuseppico had jumped on top of her, seizing her by the throat; it was a brief, violent, and frantic struggle. Under his grip, her gasping grew hoarser, and her body squirmed, writhing horribly.


	“Hurry up!” Don Raimondo snarled.


	“This beast has a tough hide,” the servant replied, panting for breath; he had thrown Maddalena to the ground and was kneeling on her abdomen.


	Donna Aloisia’s voice called from the room beyond: “Maddalena!”


	“Come on, hurry,” urged Don Raimondo.


	“It’s done,” replied Giuseppico, getting up.


	Donna Aloisia’s voice was heard again, calling out, “Maddalena!”


	“Take her away!” Don Raimondo ordered, fearing that the duchess, her suspicions aroused, would surprise them. “Take her away at once into her room!”


	But Giuseppico had just bent down when Donna Aloisia appeared on the threshold, and her cry of fear made the two men jump. Don Raimondo quickly put out the lantern, and the corridor was plunged into deep shadow, but not so quickly that Donna Aloisia didn’t recognize Maddalena stretched out on the ground or see the man stooping over her.


	She didn’t easily recognize the two men but sensed that they were committing some villainous act. She was overcome with fear. The abrupt passing from light to deepest darkness seemed to her as if she had been suddenly hurled into a frightening void. The shadows were full of mysterious and terrifying dangers, one example of which was the sight of Maddalena. But she not only saw herself amid those dangers, she also saw her baby. This thought, that in the shadow, a hideous, monstrous, bloody hand could have lowered itself over the cradle, infused her with the kind of courage that comes from fear. She rushed into her room, closing the doors behind her; she picked up from the cradle little Emanuele, who was sleeping peacefully, and, wrapping him up in a shawl, she went out into the antechamber with the thought of fleeing without knowing where, or at the very least to arouse the palazzo. She crossed through two or three dark rooms, stumbling into furniture, lost in the shadows that had disoriented her. Turning around, she found herself again in front of her room; she had turned back, thinking that she had always been moving forward. She paused. She thought she heard voices of people in her room. She strained her ears; a shiver ran through her veins. She hid behind a wide curtain, letting herself fall to the ground while remaining completely hidden, and she looked into her room through a tiny opening. She distinctly saw two shadows prowling about and going close to the cradle . . .


	Once Don Raimondo and Giuseppico had entered the room, they laid Maddalena on the bed; she hadn’t given any sign of life and had a purple face, a swollen and protruding tongue, and her eyes were popping out of the sockets. It was a revolting and terrifying sight.


	“Are you quite sure she is dead?” Don Raimondo asked, illuminating that face with a shaft of light from the lantern.


	“By San Iacopo,” the villain grunted, “don’t you see, Your Excellency?” He put his ear to Maddalena’s heart, then rose up, shrugging his shoulders. “There is no question she’s dead!” he added.


	Don Raimondo couldn’t take his eyes away from that hideous and terrifying sight, as if that image of violent death were shackling him. He was thinking. That corpse would have to vanish, or it could cause justice to come inside the home and lead to the discovery of his crime; it would have to be made to disappear that same night.


	Yes, yes. It was imperative.


	Weren’t the vegetable gardens close by, where one could bury a corpse? The vegetable gardens? No; there was something better. In his citrus orchard, outside of Porta d’Ossuna, hadn’t he discovered a vast and deep underground? Since it was truly a delightful place, he had gone there one Sunday on an outing and had noticed that in one spot a hole had widened, perhaps due to the rains or for some other reason. It now had a circular shape as though it had been excavated in the volcanic rock that formed the subsoil. Bending down, he had seen that down below it was empty. Perhaps a natural cave, or one of those troglodyte caves, some examples of which could be found in the surrounding countryside. Who would go to search for Maddalena in that cavern, where he could have covered the only visible opening? Who would ever have imagined the mystery that the bowels of the earth would bury there forever?


	Meanwhile, he was looking at Maddalena, casting light on her with the lantern. It seemed to him that those horrible blood-filled eyes were staring back at him, with a sense of terror and, at the same time, of fierce irony.


	He was afraid.


	“Let’s go,” he said to Giuseppico, “let’s go to the other one; we should hurry now that she has seen us.”


	They went back along the corridor, walking cautiously so as not to make any noise, crept into the room, stopping every moment and straining their ears so they would not make a false step. Don Raimondo had put out the lantern; he gently pushed the door of the room open and put his head through. Then he went in; Giuseppico followed him.


	They were astonished. Don Raimondo thought he would find the duchess out of bed, ready to defend herself, or letting out a scream; instead, he saw no one.


	“She isn’t here,” he whispered.


	At that moment, Donna Aloisia was hiding behind the curtain, frozen with fear, since she had recognized the two villains through the narrow opening. Holding her breath, pressing her baby to her chest almost as if to protect him, and at the same time to control the violent beating of her heart, she saw Don Raimondo approaching the bed and heard him whisper, “She is not here . . .” Then she saw him approach the cradle, bend down, and exclaim, amazed, “The baby isn’t here either!”


	The hairs on Donna Aloisia’s head stood up; if at that moment her baby had cried or given any sign of life, they would have been done for. All her willpower had been concentrated almost so as to force that little sleeping body into the deepest silence. To muffle the sound of his breathing she had almost concealed his head under her arm, and she held her own breath.


	Don Raimondo and Giuseppico looked around, dumbfounded. Where had she gone? She definitely must have recognized them and realized what they had done. That notion made Don Raimondo even more fierce and resolute. They would need to track down Donna Aloisia and eliminate her, if they didn’t want to be done for. Shining the lantern around, Don Raimondo noticed that the door of the living quarters was open. The most natural assumption was that Donna Aloisia had gone out from there, perhaps in order to flee.


	“Let’s look for her. She must be in one of the rooms!”


	He was anxious to find her. A sort of fever had taken hold of him; there were fear, contempt, and the longing to kill, all fused together. Every minute that passed seemed like an hour, and the length of time made him believe that he was facing an inevitable catastrophe. Holding the lantern high, he approached the door, casting light around the room from the threshold. Donna Aloisia, on seeing him draw near, felt as though she were dying; now they would surely notice her. She cowered even more behind the curtain, clinging to the wall, clenching her teeth from chattering, for fear that they would hear her.


	Fortunately, she was positioned within the circle of shadow that the lantern left on the sides. They didn’t see her.


	“Let’s go,” Don Raimondo urged.


	They crossed the room; Giuseppico, passing by, bumped into the curtain behind which stood Donna Aloisia, whose life seemed to be arrested by terror. She saw them pass into the other room, saw them disappear; and then she came out from her hiding place like a madwoman, went back into her room, locked the door and pushed a large chair in front of it. Then she ran to bolt the door of the little room that opened onto the corridor, bolted the one that led to her room, and now, feeling that the danger had moved away, she hugged and kissed her Emanuele, while sobbing.


	Ah! So they were looking for him too! Maddalena’s words, her actions that had seemed inexplicable, everything that had happened during those days, everything was now explained, which filled her with a profound fear. Maddalena! What had they done with her? She was horrified and felt faint just imagining it; but surely the same fate was awaiting her. Otherwise why would they have done away with poor Maddalena?


	Ah, poor child, alone without help, without protection, in his immense paternal home! How could she save him? How?


	A sudden and terrible thought came to her; more than a thought, perhaps one of those rapid and complex intuitions that encompass an entire line of reasoning.


	She ran to open the balcony; all was pitch black and silent. Every so often a droplet fell from the dark sky; the cold was palpable. She estimated the height, then with feverish haste she went back, took from the chest of drawers four or five of those long and strong swaddling cloths that served to swathe the newborn, tied them together, made them into a long enough rope, and secured one end to the iron railing of the balcony. Then she wrapped Emanuele in a woolen cloak and tied him to the other end of the rope.


	The little one whimpered.


	Donna Aloisia muffled his cries with kisses and with the sweetest words, as if that ball of flesh only a few days old could understand her. She feared that his whimpering would expose her. She devoutly made the sign of the cross, invoked God, and cautiously began to lower the little one down, into the darkness. He was still whimpering.


	Donna Aloisia felt the little one touch the bottom. Then, seized with emotion, she tested the knot on the railing and made sure that it was secure; she climbed over the railing and slid down the rope that vibrated from her weight. She nearly crushed Emanuele.


	She freed the baby from the binding and kissed him, stifling a sob of joy. Clutching him to her chest to muffle his whimpering, she rushed along the street that stretched out before her: dark, deserted, cold, frightening.




	CHAPTER 9


	Where was she going? She didn’t know yet. The only thought that had come to her was to flee in order to remove herself and her baby from the certain death that she had seen hanging over their heads. For now, she just had to get away from that house where the crime was lurking; then later she would be able to think. She would ask for shelter in the house of a lord, from where she would leave for the provinces to be near her relatives.


	Accustomed to always going out in a portantina or carriage, Donna Aloisia knew little of the streets; at night, the darkness had rendered them totally unrecognizable. Thus as she went, she wasn’t following a specific route. Instead she would randomly take this or that street, whichever she believed best led her away from the Torre di Montalbano.


	This was how she arrived at the crossroads of the Capo. Ahead of her stretched Via Sant’Agostino, dark and without end; to her right descended Via San Cosmo. She turned right. The cold lashed at her bare legs, and the mud smeared her slippers, but she didn’t care. Clutching her Emanuele, to whom she gave her breast so as to quiet his whimpering, she ran alone, lost, bareheaded, poorly dressed, enveloped by fear, along that street whose dark and gloomy side alleys added to her sense of dread.


	An occasional stray dog, aroused by her running, would growl and bark behind her and chase her for a while, stirring up other distant barking. In the night that enveloped her and weighed upon her heart, she felt like she was being chased by a pack of invisible dogs.


	Her courage began to waver. Where was she going? Now a maze of roads branched off, ahead of her and to the sides: unknown roads, which to her heightened and emotional imagination appeared to be full of threats and dangers. She had lost a slipper in the mud and was limping along, with one bare foot, lacerating it amid the pottery shards strewn along the road.


	It started to rain.


	At that moment she was afraid for her little one; how to protect him? The houses were shuttered, immersed in sleep. A church was on her right. She raised her eyes to the iron cross that rose above it and, gathering her strength, she cried out in the dead of night, “Help! . . . Help! . . .” Her voice trailed off in a sob and she felt faint; she closed her eyes and fell, stretched out on the ground. Emanuele wept inconsolably.


	Two men wrapped in voluminous cloaks emerged from a nearby alley; one of them was holding a lantern to illuminate the path. Turning the corner, they saw that body on the ground, from whose garments emerged those cries that had caught them by surprise.


	The one carrying the lantern shone the light in that direction.


	“It’s a woman!” he exclaimed.


	“Some poor soul from the countryside who is coming to die of hunger in the city,” added the other.


	They bent over and had a better look.


	“Good heavens!” exclaimed the first. “She isn’t a peasant. Look: fine undergarments . . . What if this has to do with some crime?”


	They examined her; no, there was no trace of violence. How did that woman, whose features, hands, and undergarments appeared to be that of a lady, find herself, at such an hour of the wolf, abandoned, unconscious, in a street, half-dressed, with a baby wrapped up in fine swaddling clothes?


	“There must be a mystery here!” said the first.


	“Meanwhile,” added the other, “we can’t leave her here on the ground.”


	Emanuele was still crying.


	The first one said, “Take the little one, poor thing, he must be cold.”


	The other one picked him up, gently rocked him, and wrapped him in his cloak to calm him, while the first one, bending over Donna Aloisia, had taken her by the hand and was gently shaking her.


	“Signora! Signora! . . . Goodness, she is frozen! . . . We must take her somewhere.”


	“Let’s bring her to my house. Wait, let me take the baby first, then I’ll help you lift her up.”


	He went back into the alley and returned shortly after.


	“Hurry,” he said, “let’s lift her up.”


	They took her, one by her feet, the other under her armpits, and carried her away; about ten steps from the corner of the vicolo there was an open door, and on the threshold a young woman was holding Emanuele with one arm, and with the other she held a lantern high to shed light. When she saw that Donna Aloisia was wan and lifeless, she cried out with heartfelt sorrow, “Oh, poor thing!”


	They went up the stone staircase, crossed two small rooms, and laid Donna Aloisia on a bed.


	“Leave it to me,” said the woman, “now it’s my concern; better yet, you warm up some diapers and a bit of good wine.”


	Twenty minutes later, Donna Aloisia opened her dazed and deadened eyes. She did vaguely perceive that she was in an unfamiliar place; she looked at those three people standing up around the bed, who seemed to be watching her every movement.


	“Signora, signora,” said the woman, “how do you feel?”


	It seemed that the sound of that voice aroused her; she stared at the woman, at first with suspicion, then with an air of disorientation; suddenly, she rose halfway up in bed, with eyes wide open, her face marked by a sudden, profound agony, and cried out: “Emanuele! My baby! . . . They stole my baby from me! Emanuele!”


	“Here he is, signora,” the woman said softly, showing her the little one, to whom she had lovingly offered her breast, and which the baby eagerly sucked. “Here he is; he was hungry, poor thing!”


	Donna Aloisia nearly tore him from her arms, smothering him with kisses, drowning him with tears, and she fell with him on the pillows in a fit of crying, suffocated by uncontrollable sobs. Those three good people were looking at her. Moved to emotion and in silence, they thought that surely something terrible must have happened to her. But who was she? Where did she come from? The woman tried to comfort her; she made her sniff a little bottle of vinegar and rubbed some on her temples.


	“Don’t cry! . . . Calm down, signora . . . have patience!”


	Donna Aloisia raised her tearful face, this time with an expression of ever-growing astonishment. Where was she? She had never seen that room with light blue walls. She had never seen those pictures painted on glass, enclosed in frames of gilded wood, nor that walnut chest with bronze handles, upright on four thin, curved feet. . . . And that bed? Whose was it, that large, high wrought-iron bed with a white muslin canopy? Then she looked at her hosts. That young dark-haired woman, charming but energetic, wasn’t Maddalena; those men with slightly tough-looking faces, one of whom was much younger than the other, she had never seen them before. Where was she? How had she come to be there? She couldn’t remember a thing. A new fear took hold of her, like a terrible thought that had just come to her.


	She shouted, “Who are you? Why did you bring me here? What do you want?”


	The woman tried to set her mind at rest. “Do not be afraid . . . we are good people, who do not wish you harm. . . . Rest, you poor thing! You were so numb from the cold! . . . Here in the warmth, soon that little one will also be restored to health.”


	But Donna Aloisia didn’t understand; those words resounded dizzily in her ears, like the thunder of a hundred bells. She was staring, increasingly bewildered and panic-stricken. A great shudder coursed through her limbs. Her teeth chattering, stammering strange words, she fell onto the pillows.


	The older of the two placed his hand on her forehead. “She’s burning up!”


	“What if we sent for the doctor?” the woman interjected.


	The man shook his head.


	“When it’s daylight. It would be better first to know who she is. One never knows if this could cause problems for us, especially since she’s clearly a lady.”


	“Certainly there’s some kind of mystery.”


	“But we haven’t done anything wrong, on the contrary . . . ,” the young woman remarked.


	“True,” said the older man, “but we have unwittingly thrown ourselves into an intrigue among lords, who wouldn’t like to have any witnesses. Charity is a good thing, but prudence is called for . . . and then . . . who knows?”


	He was following a private thought, and he looked at the youth with a distinct expression, which the young man seemed to understand perfectly.


	A moment of silence followed.


	Donna Aloisia was still immobile, with her eyes closed and giving no sign of life other than her breathing, which was becoming ever more labored and difficult. Emanuele had fallen asleep.


	An oppressive feeling of sorrow weighed over the room. Then the older man said, “Leave her alone, and above all . . .” With an expressive gesture, he made it clear to the woman that it was necessary to keep their mouths shut. “I will come back around seven o’clock in the morning. Then we’ll see what is to be done.”


	“Do you want me to go with you?” the young man asked, seeing the other one take his cloak and hat.


	“There’s no need to. Hand me the lantern. Besides, I’m in good company.”


	He slapped his hips; apart from his sword, indeed, from the swelling of his doublet, one could tell that he had two pistols tucked into his belt. He took the lantern, took his leave, and went out. The two young people stayed in the room; clearly husband and wife, they sat on one side and the other, looking in silence at Donna Aloisia.


	***


	At that same hour, Don Raimondo Albamonte, accompanied by Giuseppico and two other servants, rushed to awaken the captain of the city to report that a band of murderers had attacked the palazzo that night, strangled Donna Aloisia’s maidservant, and abducted the duchess with her baby.


	An hour later, the captain and a swarm of birri6 and officials occupied the Torre di Montalbano, which was in chaos due to the frightening discovery. No one had heard any noises, no cry had been heard; no clue. Don Raimondo, when asked if he had any suspicions, said that he had some doubts about only one person: a former servant of the dead duke, dismissed a few days ago, a certain Andrea, who had escaped from the galleys and turned up in Palermo.


	At dawn the momentous news, exaggerated and embellished with fantastic and incredible details, circulated throughout the city. Squads of lightly armed soldiers on horseback were unleashed throughout the countryside; the viceroy, after making inquiries, wanted to direct the legal investigations himself, as they concerned such eminent figures. Everywhere there was talk of nothing else, with a dismay and a great astonishment, not only for the deed itself but for the audacity of the criminals, who had been able to carry out such a crime against a family of powerful lords.


	While the squadrons crossed through and ransacked the countryside, and special couriers left for the cities and nearby villages, Donna Aloisia was languishing in a bed that was not her own, in the light blue room, without having regained consciousness. She was languishing in silence and enveloped in mystery.


	The older man, returning as he had promised, brought into that room, in front of that bed, the momentous news that was racing through the city, and all three, he and the married couple, looked at one another in a mute and meaningful astonishment, struck by the same thought, and looked at Donna Aloisia.


	“What if it was her?” the woman exclaimed. “Wouldn’t it be advisable to go to the captain of the city to tell him—”


	The older man’s harsh look cut her off.


	“So they could arrest us? No. No. Besides, something’s not right here. Underneath all of this is a mystery . . . perhaps some terrible intrigue. . . . Remember this poor woman’s words: ‘They have stolen my baby.’ Who could have tried to steal it from her? Who could it be of interest to?” He bent down, felt Donna Aloisia’s pulse, and whispered, “I don’t think she has much time.” Turning to the younger man, he said, “Summon Father Gregorio, that he should bring the holy oil.”


	The young man left.


	Around two o’clock, Donna Aloisia passed away, without having said a word. To Father Gregorio, to the gravediggers, and to the chaplain of the Church of San Cristoforo al Capo, where she was buried, she was just a distant relative of the young woman who had come from the provinces to recover from an illness.


	When the brothers of San Cristoforo carried the casket away, the young woman took little Emanuele in her arms and kissed him with tears in her eyes.


	Her husband said, “Poor little orphan, he is alone in the world!”


	“Alone?” the woman said. “Aren’t we here? Let’s keep him, just as if we had twins.”


	The young man asked, “So, what will we do?”


	“Wait in silence and see,” the older man replied.


	His voice had the authority of a command. The young man bent down and caressed Emanuele’s head. As the baby began to whimper, the wife offered him her breast, murmuring, “Take it, my poor baby, there will be some for you as well.”
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	Quattro Canti




	Part I




	CHAPTER 1


	Via Mezzomonreale, which for more than three miles ran straight from the slopes of Monte Caputo to Palermo’s Porta Nuova, was, in the eighteenth century, for quite a distance—from Porta Nuova to the Convent of the Capuchins—lined by large and shady trees that had been planted there by Marcantonio Colonna during his reign as viceroy. A few fountains adorned the wide boulevard, and benches offered comfortable repose in the shade. On both sides, beyond the walls that lined the road, and beyond the occasional houses, there stretched gardens, meadows, and citrus orchards; there stood magnificent villas, churches that presented their soaring bell towers over the greenery, and the ancient and gray Palazzo della Cuba, which towered, a sad and solitary remembrance of a vanished grandeur, now reduced to barracks for the cavalry.


	In those times this road was one of the favorite promenades of the citizens of Palermo, especially at vespers and in the early hours of evening, when shadows shrouded the rendezvous of lovers with mystery. In the afternoon the road was traveled by portantine, and by carriages resplendent with gilding, topped by great fluttering plumes, and on one side and the other humble bourgeoisie and commoners, who, unable to afford the luxury of being carried by the feet of others, took pleasure in acknowledging and admiring the equipage that came and went noisily between Porta Nuova and the fountain of the Capuchins. The young lords preferred to go on horseback, prancing amid the carriages and the portantine, in order to make a show of their skill and to flaunt the richness of their attire.


	The carriages of that time were very different from the swift and lightweight ones of the present day. They were heavy vehicles, supported by leather straps above thick, massive wheels, true mobile monuments; nevertheless, they possessed a somewhat magnificent and majestic quality. They were pulled by four, six, at times even eight horses, all with coats of the same color, harnessed two by two, with lavish reins, halters, and brightly colored plumes on their heads. The high social standing and wealth of the lords were revealed in the richness of the carvings, in the excellence of the pictorial decorations, often entrusted to renowned artists, and in the abundance of gold. One, four, or five plumes rose up from the dome of the carriage; silk curtains with gold fringes hung in the interior, which was upholstered in leather or velvet. The coachman sat truly enthroned on a seat covered by a velvet saddlecloth, with the coat of arms of the house engraved in solid silver or gold; it seemed like a throne, or an altar, and he a deity in his rich livery and in the solemn manner with which he held the reins. Two or three footmen, in liveries no less rich, stood upright behind the dome of the carriage, holding on to handles, and in front of the horses and at the sides of the carriage went the volanti, trotting along with torches in hand, which they would light at the Ave Maria, to illuminate the way for their master. These volanti were forced to compete with the pace of the horses, and to move aside hundreds of times to avoid collisions with other volanti, other carriages, or the hooves of prancing horses.


	No less sumptuous were the portantine: they were graceful trinkets compared to the carriages, adorned with silk, gold, and paintings and carried by servants dressed in opulent liveries, and they too were surrounded by volanti. Among them one could see some simpler, less ostentatious ones; either they were hired or they belonged to a doctor or priest.


	The promenade at the beginning of that century thus had the appearance of magnificence and wealth, and such a variety of colors and shimmers that it is very difficult to imagine today.


	In the midst of this magnificence, a cart occasionally inserted itself, or a few teams of mules loaded with sacks of wheat or wineskins that, having lingered along the road, would arrive in Palermo at sunset and would stop in front of a tavern. When they didn’t get out of the way in time, the insolent and oppressive volanti would push aside the carts and mules, and they didn’t care if any sacks fell to the ground and grain poured out.


	***


	On an afternoon in September 1713, precisely at the time of the early evening stroll, when the luxurious pomp of the lords was at its most resplendent, a young man on horseback was riding down Via Monreale toward Palermo; his appearance, but even more so the expression on his face, clashed terribly with that display of wealth.


	Indeed, it wasn’t even possible to imagine anything more grotesque or more striking. A peasant’s horse, with a rough neck, gnarled legs, lean and bony sides, and a thin and bristly mane, had the honor of being fitted with a war saddle with high saddlebows, wide stirrups, and pistol holsters decorated with colored leather, fastened above a dark red saddlecloth of embroidered and fringed velvet. But the poor beast didn’t seem to understand the honor that had been bestowed on it and moved with a stride like a donkey, shaking its humble and unassuming head. Atop this horse towered a robust young man with an elegant and proud appearance, dressed in a type of surcoat whose style recalled his ancestors, with thigh-high leather boots, and on his head a shabby peasant hat adorned with a scarcely believable feather. His dark blue cloth cloak, rolled and folded, lay across his saddle, and on it rested an old harquebus and a pouch. A very old long sword, with a wide hilt decorated with fretwork, hung from his side, knocking rhythmically against the saddle; pouches for gunpowder and pellets dangled behind the reins. He wasn’t wearing a wig of long curly ringlets; instead, a thick head of unkempt wavy brown hair flowed over his temples and shoulders. Between the poverty and oddness of his clothes and the nobility of his features was a contrast no less vivid and comical than there was between the disastrous misery of his horse and the refined and warlike harnesses.


	Entering into the middle of the luxury of the equipage, among the beautiful prancing horses ridden by dapper, perfumed, impeccable young lords, the young horseman didn’t seem embarrassed, but with his long spurs and some tugs on the reins in order to infuse a little liveliness into his old, tired, muddy horse, he held his head erect with a bold and almost defiant air and paid no mind to the curious, scornful looks and the salacious mockery that his passage received. He had gone beyond the Convent of Vittoria dei Minimi, avoiding, either by chance or on purpose, every collision, when he saw two men on horseback in front of him, moving at a good pace, who appeared to be going toward the door of an opulent carriage pulled by six white horses. One of the riders, bowing down occasionally on the neck of his horse and turning his face, seemed to be speaking with someone inside the carriage.


	The rural horseman tried to pull to the side as before, but his old horse didn’t have a willingness proportionate to the aristocratic haste with which the two riders were approaching; therefore, one of the two well-dressed men, brushing along the side of the nag, knocked his ankle against the heavy stirrup of the young man and his hip against the butt of the harquebus, tearing the tail of his surcoat. The elegant horseman turned, inflamed with indignation, without restraining his horse, shouting; at the same time, the young man stopped his unsteady old horse and turned to face him as well. The two shouts crisscrossed like two blades.


	“Peasant!”


	“Scoundrel!”


	In the racket of the carriages and horses and in the frenzy in which they were passing, the incident almost went unnoticed; the six white horses continued their trot, and the two horsemen, who took and gave frequent bumps, were following at a trot next to the carriage. But the strange traveler didn’t appear to take it so lightly. He turned his nag around and, violently thrusting his long spurs into its sides, incited it to chase the carriages and the horsemen.


	His didn’t have to go too far because the carriage, having arrived at the fountain of the Capuchins, turned back, so that the handsome, grotesque horseman soon found himself facing the two elegant ones.


	This time he blocked their passage, placing himself in their path, with his fist on his hip, his head erect, and his shabby hat pulled down over one eye.


	“Signore!” he shouted, forcing them to stop and turning to the one who had bumped into him. “A little while ago I called you a scoundrel. I now realize that I was wrong, and I apologize.”


	“It’s not a problem . . . now get out of the way.”


	“One moment; I apologize, and I correct myself: you are an imbecile.”


	At this remark the gentleman turned red with anger and, having spurred his horse, shouted: “Ill-mannered peasant! I’ll have my servants teach you the respect that is owed to the likes of me . . .”


	“Goodness, signore! . . . Then you do have servants as guardians of your dignity and your courage?”


	The other gentleman then intervened, putting his horse between them, with visible impatience. “Let’s go, prince! Does it seem worthy of a gentleman like you to lower himself to be face-to-face with a beggar when it would be enough to look at him and have a laugh over it? . . . Let’s go.”


	“Gosh, signore. Here is something that differentiates us. You laugh at insignificant things, like tattered clothes—I laugh about a good many trifles of greater absurdity. For example, I laugh at you! And since I have told you what I wanted to say to you, I, your very humble and devoted servant, will allow you to go free.”


	He took off his shabby hat with a comical gravity, shaking his thick head of hair in two farcical bows, and, turning his reins, stepped aside amid the irritation and astonishment of the two men, poorly concealed under their disdainful and arrogant faces. Then suddenly, as if remembering something, he added, “By the way, if ever you gentlemen have anything to tell me, my name is Blasco da Castiglione, and I am going to lodge at the inn of the Messinese.”


	But the two gentlemen looked at him with arrogant disdain, spurred their horses to reach the carriage that had stopped and from whose door the graceful head of a woman stuck out, and said to him, as they passed, “We will send you people worthy of you.”


	The young man followed them with his eyes, smiling ironically, and, pulling his hat down over his forehead, he continued on his way, saying to himself cheerfully, “My goodness! It appears that these gentlemen have swords of silver-plated wood. . . . Meanwhile, my Blasco, here is your first adventure at the gates of the capital: prima sedes, corona regis et regni caput,7 as my teacher Father Don Giovanni used to say . . . poor Father Don Giovanni! Where could he be now?”


	He spurred his horse while rummaging in his pocket as if to reassure himself that something was still there.


	“There it is,” he said to himself. “This is the only thread to track down my family . . . Let’s see, then; I’ll go down to the inn of the Messinese, next to the Teatro dei Musici. Where can the Teatro dei Musici be? Then I will go to San Francesco dei Chiovari to look for Father Bonaventura, and I will give him the letter . . . if Father Bonaventura is still alive! Let’s count: It’s been . . . six . . . ten . . . fifteen years . . . fifteen years! It doesn’t seem possible! And we did—or better said, they made us do—crazy things; now, Blasco, it’s time to turn over a new leaf.”


	He came in through Porta Nuova, where the gabellieri wanted to search his pouch in case there was something that warranted payment. What on earth could he be hiding in that pouch that held only a shirt, a doublet, two pairs of stockings, and a very fine handkerchief embellished with magnificent lace? Well! And couldn’t there be some tobacco? He let them do their job, huffing and puffing; it seemed that the gabellieri were making a fool of him. He could feel his hands itching, and his eyes were shining with such a sinister gleam that the gabellieri allowed him to pass.


	He went down the Cassaro, amazed at the sight of the palazzi, of the Duomo, of the grand and magnificent buildings that lined the aristocratic road; but, arriving at the Quattro Canti, he stopped, undecided, not knowing which way to go.


	Those four facades, equal in architectural grandeur, ornate with basins, statues, and emblems, beyond filling him with wonder, bewildered him. He asked the way and then, guided a bit by instructions and a bit by his own initiative, he finally reached the inn of the Messinese, located at a piazzetta on a narrow street near the Teatro di Santa Cecilia.


	A small sign, similar to a banner, on which was painted a bottle with two glasses in red and white, identified the door, which even without that sign would have been equally recognizable from the two white benches placed on each side of the street, and from the appearance of the innkeeper, fat, with a shiny face and wearing an apron, on which he was wiping his stubby and hairy hands. The clatter of hooves on the cobblestones had caught his attention, but the appearance of the horse and rider didn’t seem to warrant anything more than a civil greeting.


	The young man didn’t pay him any mind. He was in a good mood and hungry, two things that don’t allow one to notice the bad manners of others. Throwing the reins to the stable boy, he shouted to him, “Careful, son, this is a horse of great worth. I trust that you will not cheat me on the oats.”


	The innkeeper and the stable boy looked at the nag with a mocking expression, but the young man added in all seriousness, “This is the very same horse that Count Roger rode when he took Palermo from the Saracens.”


	A few minutes later, sitting at a table in the tavern while nibbling at a pork chop, he was asking the innkeeper about which route to take to go to the Church of San Francesco, and if at that hour he would find Father Bonaventura there.


	The convent was two or three minutes away.


	Blasco da Castiglione, by now refreshed, hastened to go there; in any case, he needed to stretch his legs. He noisily came out of the tavern, saying goodbye to the stable boy standing in front of the door by giving him a cuff on the head, and was accompanied by a remark from the innkeeper: “He must be out of his mind!”




	CHAPTER 2


	Father Bonaventura of the Minori Conventuali, having recently returned, had gone to the choir for the Compline service; and Blasco, since he had to wait, sat on a pew in church, at first to appreciate its beauty, then gradually, through one of those strange associations whose connecting thread isn’t immediately apparent, abandoned himself to a host of memories that spread a veil of melancholy over his face. Perhaps the image of that church, the slow and solemn chanting of the friars in the choir, stirred up the faded images of another church and of other friars from the depths of his memory. Then the pale and sad figure of Father Giovanni emerged clearly and distinctly from the shadow of his vague recollections, and next to it he saw another figure, that of a young ten-year-old boy: himself, dressed in the black frock of the Minori, as a novice, intent on translating Virgil or Cicero or reciting long passages of grammar from memory, under the threat of a cane. Ah! How it smarted on the palm of one’s hand! Father Giovanni wanted to make him a friar, like himself, and instead! . . . Good man! One fine day an order from the provincial priest sent him away from that convent in Messina, and he was forbidden to take little Blasco with him. Why? He vaguely remembered that Father Giovanni’s loving care for the boy had given bait to the gossipmongers, and there had been talk of a scandal. Perhaps the work of envy. And since 1698 he hadn’t seen Father Giovanni, nor had he been able to find out anything about him. He had searched for him in Messina; from Messina they had sent him to Caltanissetta; from Caltanissetta to Alcamo; there all traces were lost. Father Giovanni had left to go to Rome and hadn’t returned. Was he alive? Was he dead? Who knew anything about him? Perhaps Father Bonaventura. Yes, he had to search for Father Bonaventura as well, but here he had had more luck; from Milazzo he had moved on to Palermo.


	“You will find him in Palermo, at the Convent of San Francesco dei Chiovari, in good health and well, God willing!” he was told.


	How many things had happened in those fifteen years!


	Meanwhile the choir had ceased; the friars left their benches (magnificently carved in the early years of the sixteenth century) and started off for the cloister. Blasco got up and asked the first one who passed in front of him if by chance he was Father Bonaventura.


	“No, Father Bonaventura is over there.”


	He pointed him out. He was an old man, with silver hair that framed a rosy and plump face, tall and well built, with long, thick eyebrows falling over his eyes, like two snow-white bushes over a furrow.


	“If you allow me, I would like to speak with you,” Blasco said, drawing closer to him.


	The friar studied him. “Me? Do you want me?”


	“If you are Father Bonaventura, yes.”


	“I am Father Bonaventura, but I don’t recall ever having met you.”


	“I can understand, da . . . forgive me! I was about to say a bad word in church. I was saying, then, that I had never met Your Lordship before today either; but it doesn’t matter. I have to deliver a letter to you that, in truth, I’ve been carrying around for some time.”


	“Ah, yes . . . a letter? From whom?”


	“From Father Giovanni da Randazzo.”


	“Oh! Oh! Oh!” The friar’s laughter made his belly shake. “But Father Giovanni da Randazzo has been dead for five years!”


	“Oh! He died? . . . Oh, poor man, how much it grieves me.”


	“What, you didn’t know?”


	“No, Father; I haven’t seen him since he gave me the letter.”


	“Excuse me, and so when did he give the letter to you?”


	“Hmmm! Fifteen years ago!”


	“What?”


	“Yes, fifteen years ago; yes, signore.”


	Father Bonaventura looked at him dumbfounded, but Blasco had the sincerest and most unpretentious face in the world, since he didn’t find anything strange in what he was saying.


	“Fifteen years! Fifteen years! How can someone carry a letter in their pocket for fifteen years?”


	“And yet, it is so.”


	“And you’ve been able to keep it?”


	“Of course. . . . This letter represents an entire archive of documents to me!”


	“Ah!”


	They had started off toward the sacristy, and Father Bonaventura had sat down on a large leather chair next to a table where the lay friar had lit two candles. With a gesture he had invited Blasco to sit in another large chair, and now he was looking at him with a great curiosity, since what he heard seemed to be incredible.


	“And this letter, then?”


	Blasco drew from the pocket of his large breeches a small bundle tied with a strand of twine; he unwrapped it and took out a small box also tied with twine. He opened it carefully and removed a piece of yellowed paper, folded and sealed with wax, whose faded inscription was barely legible. Father Bonaventura put his glasses on his nose. There was no doubt; it truly was the handwriting of Father Giovanni da Randazzo, and the letter was addressed to him: To the Most Reverend Father Bonaventura di Licodia, of the Order of the Minori Conventuali in the convent in Milazzo.


	“Let’s see,” he said, and not without emotion the friar broke the seal of that letter that seemed to reach him from beyond the grave.


	He read in a low voice, without articulating the syllables well, a sort of mumbling, which became slower and seemed astonished. He went to the end, pausing with surprise and murmuring, “Well, well, well!” And, looking at the young man, he asked him: “And you, son, do you know what is in this letter?”


	“In detail, no. You must understand that when Father Bonaventura gave it to me, when he was about to leave, I was only ten years old; I remember, however, what my good teacher said to me: ‘Careful, son, not to lose this letter and to take it to Father Bonaventura. He will help you find your family.’”


	The friar listened to him in silence, but a great emotion had spread over his face; he said, “Would you like to hear what he wrote?”


	“Of course! If there is something that can put me on the path . . .”


	“Perhaps. Listen.”


	Most Reverend Father and very dear friend,


	On the verge of leaving this convent, due to the malice of others, for which I thank God, because he subjects me to merciless trials, I write this, which I entrust to little Blasco in the hope that he will be able to bring it to you quickly so that he may have your protection, now that he no longer has mine. You know in what woeful circumstances this poor young boy was found by us and how he is all alone in the world, at least until his father recognizes him. If they hadn’t so harshly taken me away from him, I was intending to carry out Blasco’s education and to introduce him to his father in a good position to obtain a favorable post in the Gran Corte, as would befit his origins; but unfortunately, I must interrupt my work. Blasco is not able to follow me, but you, my friend and very dear brother, are able to take my place, because you also have a part in the miraculous work that left this young boy among the living, as directed by Divine Providence.


	Therefore, I entrust him to you. I hope to go to Rome to defend myself against false accusations, if God wills it; nor do I know what my fate will be; but I know that Blasco will be better in your hands than in mine, and your word will be more effective in having his father acknowledge him, and in giving him that future that his poor mother wished for him.


	I embrace you with fraternal affection and I am


	Yours affectionately


	Fra Giovanni da Randazzo


	Blasco had listened to the letter with profound emotion, and his eyes had moistened.


	“There are many things,” he said, “that I don’t understand, and I am not aware of . . . I don’t remember my mother . . . Did I know her? Did I live with her? Why did my father abandon me? Who is my father? How did I wind up in Father Giovanni’s care?”


	“Then he never said anything to you?”


	“No; he always promised to tell me everything when I grew up.”


	“But how come you didn’t come sooner? Why did you hold on to this letter for fifteen years? How come you didn’t rush to bring it to me, as was Father Giovanni’s wish?”


	The young man didn’t respond right away; perhaps he was following a thought. Then he shook his thick mane of hair, smiled ruefully, and said, “In fact . . . you are right. If I had come from Castiglione, it would be strange, but I come from Tunis.”


	“From Tunis?”


	“Precisely. Spain, however, was just the last leg of my journey.”8


	“But why?”


	“It’s a long story. . . . I will tell you later. I will tell you only that after Father Giovanni had left, I felt all alone in the convent in Castiglione, and after a few days I ran away to catch up with Father Giovanni and to go with him; instead, everything went wrong. I left Sicily, but not by my own will, and I went wandering here and there, unable to return . . . but I will tell you. Now, Father, one thing weighs on me more than any other: to know who I am, if I must continue to call myself Blasco da Castiglione or if I am able to lay claim to a surname; to know everything about the mystery of my birth, of my childhood shrouded in shadow . . . and first of all, Father Bonaventura, where my mother is.”


	“She died,” murmured the friar, raising his eyes in resignation. “Dead for many years, my son.”


	“And my father?”


	“He is dead too.”


	The voice of the friar had become somber from sadness. They were alone in the sacristy; darkness was flooding the room and concealing the tall carved wooden cupboards, blackened with time. Only the two lit candles illuminated one side of the spacious room with a reddish light, which shone on the faces of the two interlocutors and of the bleeding Christ. A brass brazier burned near them and mitigated the cold air. A great silence surrounded them.


	Father Bonaventura went on: “Whenever by chance my mind returns to those events of so many years ago, I feel tormented by sadness, because a spectacle of horror presents itself to my eyes.”


	He was silent, as if to rearrange his memories. Blasco looked at him with soulful eyes; that which had often tormented the gaiety of his adventurous youth was finally about to be revealed to him.




	CHAPTER 3


	“One has to go back more than twenty years, to the beginning of 1693. At the time, Father Giovanni and I were in the convent in Catania. In January of that unforgettable year there was that terrible earthquake that spread devastation and ruin throughout the island. . . . What a fright, my God, what a horror! . . . The first tremor occurred on a Friday, on January 9 at night; the second on Sunday, January 11, in the afternoon. Catania was swallowed up by it. . . . I heard a roar like a thousand thunders and at the same time felt myself thrown against the wall of my cell, and from the wall against the door, which shattered. I hardly had time to recover when the cell collapsed, the corridor collapsed; I found myself in the doorway and perhaps to that, by the will of God, I owe my salvation. For a while it was as though I were blind, and I heard nothing except rumbling and the collapsing of walls and screams and moans. . . . How much time passed? I don’t know. I pulled myself up and out of those ruins and looked around. The convent was an immense ruin. Nothing was left except some skeletal, horrible walls. . . . I groped about on top of the ruins, calling out. I heard moans and saw no one. I caught sight of the hems of some cassocks among the rubble and some hands outstretched as though asking for help. . . . Under a heap of wreckage, I found Father Giovanni, uninjured. ‘In the name of God, get up!’ I said to him. ‘Come with me, let’s try to save the friars.’ I had lost all sense of direction, because the earthquake had obliterated the layout of the building. Thinking we were entering what had been the corridors, we found ourselves in the sacristy, where stones had shattered the cupboards. Father Giovanni put on a stole and took a crucifix. Guessing his thoughts, I did the same; until nighttime, we wandered among the ruins of the convent, looking to save someone. We were above an immense burial place.


	“The night was horrific. Around the convent we saw nothing but ghastly rubble, and occasionally, after another tremor of the ground, we saw the cracked and deformed ruins falling down with a terrible crash. . . . There should have been some candles and lanterns in the sacristy, in one of the cupboards. So as not to remain in darkness, we went to look for them, and we found them. We had to find shelter because there wasn’t a safe spot in the convent. We lit two lanterns and started off. The city was no longer recognizable; monstrous and frightening ruins and wreckage were everywhere, even more frightening because it was night. Here and there we saw some shadows fleeing, as if pursued. We heard moans and wailing; bloody corpses appeared amid the stones, the soil, and the smashed furniture, all mixed up.”


	The friar stopped and passed his hand over his forehead, then resumed. “No, it’s not possible to put into words again what we saw. We lacked the heart to go forward, and we were tired. In a short stretch along the way, stumbling and falling, we must have stopped a hundred times, at every moan, to give the only help that we were able to give, the absolution in articulo mortis to the poor unfortunate souls that we couldn’t see but over whom, it was clear, the hand of death was hanging.


	“We saw a house that had stood up the damage better than the others. One corner remained intact, protected by a part of the roof; it was a second floor, perhaps, but due to the accumulated rubble, it had become a ground floor. It had started to rain; flashes of lightning lit up the darkness and for an instant revealed the horror of those ruins. We would close our eyes in order not to see, so great was the fear that filled our souls. . . . When we reached that corner, by the faint light of the lanterns, a wretched sight presented itself to us: four people lying amid the rubble. Two old ones, a man and a woman, crushed, bloody and deformed; a woman, young and pretty, with her legs broken; and a little boy. The two old ones were dead, the woman was moaning from her injuries, and the child had a head wound on the upper part of his forehead.”


	Father Bonaventura took a candle and brought it closer to Blasco’s face in order to see him better. The pale and silent young man felt his forehead, on which a small furrow was still visible near his scalp.


	The friar continued: “We helped that woman as best we could, waiting for daybreak. There were some blankets and pillows among the wreckage, and we used them to make those long and tragic hours less painful for her. That is how we spent the night. No one slept, other than the child. We heard continual deep rumblings in the bowels of the earth, and sudden tremors that made the ruins shake, and moans and screams that no longer had anything human about them.


	“When daybreak came, we were able to have an idea of the horrendous catastrophe. Catania no longer existed; it was an enormous, indeterminate, frightening mound of monstrous, terrifying ruins under which lay sixteen thousand people. We saw on top of this great devastation a few ragged survivors roaming about, terrified, looking insane, some tearing at their hair, some furiously digging up the earth, even with their nails, others loaded with bundles of belongings perhaps not their own. Some priests went about to bring comfort; a few selfless people did their best to save the poor wounded ones or to remove from the rubble those who were still alive.


	“Father Giovanni and I took a shutter that had been torn from its window jamb, spread blankets and a pillow over it, and laid the woman down on it, then we carefully tried to find a way out of that miserable place. The child clung to Father Giovanni’s cloak. We couldn’t stay in that immense cemetery, where there wasn’t even enough to feed those poor unfortunate souls and where life was in danger due to the continuous collapsing of walls. We had to get away from there and find shelter. Neither I nor Father Giovanni knew that woman. Therefore, we were unaware of what town she was from or if she had relatives. When we stopped, I asked her. Her name was Cristina, and she was from Castiglione. We asked her if she wanted to be taken to Castiglione, where her relatives might be, but with an expression of shame and terror, she emphatically replied no.


	“What were we to do then? Where were we to go? We had gone out into the countryside, and even it was a spectacle of horror. The farmhouses of the surrounding area had been destroyed. Among the rubble of the stables lay dead animals. Large cracks in the ground had swallowed trees and hedges for a long stretch. Streams had been diverted. The terrifying marks of the scourge of God were everywhere. We had no destination.
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