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For Giuliana and Giuliana





Part One








Chapter 1


– 1921 –


The night of the damned” was how the inhabitants of the Salemi valley would recall that night in late July when the massacre at Borgo Guarine took place.


There was no moon to illuminate the vast fields of the large Sicilian landed estate, but the pitch-black sky was studded with billions of points of light. At its zenith flowed the river of the Milky Way, seemingly close enough to touch with an outstretched hand. In its brightness, the dark outlines of the surrounding mountains were just visible. The earlier heat had given way to a light breeze blowing in from the sea, and the magic of that landscape, so harsh and brutal during the day, was sweetened with the scent of wildflowers and lemon groves.


That fatal night, Gaetano Vassallo came down from the foothills of the Montagna Grande with two of his most trusted men: Corrado and Mariano. He hadn’t seen his children since he’d gone into hiding over four months earlier.


His two bodyguards showed up at Borgo Guarine first, while Vassallo remained behind a clump of prickly pear to steer clear of a possible ambush.


The night’s silence was ruptured by barking dogs alerted by the hoofbeats of the bandits’ horses. Corrado and Mariano approached the settlement’s small cluster of houses cautiously. Fearful eyes peered at them from behind the slats of the shutters, which were then quickly bolted. The two men spurred their mounts, splitting off to check both sides of the village. But there were no interlopers around. That was when Corrado gave a faint, prolonged whistle.


With a jerk of the reins, Gaetano Vassallo emerged from his hiding place and galloped toward the two men. Once they had regrouped, the three continued along the path leading out of the village and came to a halt about a quarter mile later in front of the farm of Gaetano’s brother, Geremia.


In a trench that had been dug into a gully by soldiers from the Royal Guard, a young soldier named Gaspare had heard the dogs barking, then a prolonged whistle, and finally the patter of horses’ hooves. Lifting the sod covering that the guardsmen had placed over their hideout as camouflage, Gaspare trained his binoculars on the farm.


Darkness and distance did not allow him to make out the details of Geremia Vassallo’s small farmhouse, but when the door opened a crack and a flickering ray of light spilled out, he glimpsed a shadow stealthily enter the house.


Gaspare’s heart gave a start, and he recalled Captain Lorenzo Costa’s orders: “If you have even a trace of a doubt, report it immediately.” This nighttime visit was definitely unusual. Gaspare crawled out of the ditch and started running as fast as he could to cover the mile or so separating him from an outpost manned by fellow guardsmen. After several minutes of frantic sprinting, he reached them and from there alerted headquarters by means of a field telephone.


An hour later, under the command of Captain Lorenzo Costa, forty Royal Guardsmen inched forward quietly in groups of three to surround Geremia Vassallo’s farm. The Royal Guard, a special branch of the military police numbering in the tens of thousands nationwide, had been alerted that Gaetano Vassallo, the most dangerous bandit in the territory of Salemi, was inside his brother’s house. Their orders were to prevent him from escaping and, if possible, to capture him alive. As for the other two outlaws, they could decide on the spot: dead or alive, there were no specific instructions.





Mariano, the first of Vassallo’s bodyguards, was covering the rear of the farmhouse, while the other, Corrado, kept an eye on the entrance.


Their long stay in the woods had heightened the bandits’ sensitivity to any sounds and movements that were not part of nature. When Mariano suddenly heard a suspicious, stealthy crawling nearby, he lifted his rifle and spun around, staring into the shadows in an attempt to penetrate the darkness. A young guardsman jumped out from behind a bush and leapt on him, clamping his mouth shut and then slashing his throat from ear to ear. The guardsman was swiftly joined by the other two soldiers from his group. But the outlaw Mariano had already breathed his last.


Corrado, the other bandit, heard a slight scuffle coming from behind the house and quietly called out to his friend.


One of the guardsmen let out a whistle in response. Corrado, suspicious, headed with his rifle around the side of the house, his finger on the trigger. The signal hadn’t convinced him, but his moment of hesitation was enough to allow the two foremost units of guardsmen to leap toward him. Corrado sprang like a cobra. As soon as he saw the first soldier’s figure outlined against the sky, he fired and hit the man right in the chest. An instant later he was overwhelmed by a superhuman force that slammed him to the ground. Then two, three, four, five Royal Guardsmen were upon him, finishing him off with their daggers and bayonets. A dozen other soldiers stormed the front door while still others, following the captain’s orders, guarded the windows of the farmhouse to block any means of escape.


As soon as they broke down the door, the first two guardsmen shouted for the occupants to surrender. But they found Geremia standing in front of them, holding the double-barreled shotgun he used for hunting. He shot the first man point-blank in the doorway, and in rapid succession fired at the second. The two young soldiers slumped to the ground with bloodcurdling screams. Inside the house, a woman was shrieking, and children were crying hysterically.


As Geremia hastened to reload the shotgun, ten other guardsmen acting in unison charged into the house.


Just inside was a kitchen with a fireplace; a large table stood in the center, with two cots placed against the walls. Brave little Jano, frightened but not crying, had rolled out from under the blankets to hide beneath his cot.


In his aunt’s room, directly adjacent to the kitchen, he heard his brother Giovanni bawling with all the force his young lungs could muster. Jano stuffed part of a blanket in his own mouth so a moan wouldn’t slip out. From under the bed, he saw a flurry of people break into the room and rush at his uncle Geremia, wresting the gun from his hands. Then the slaughter began. In horror Jano saw a severed hand fall beside the bed where he was hiding. Then he heard gunshots and immediately after that, pieces of bloodied legs and arms rolled to the floor. Drunk with terror, little Jano closed his eyes, covered his ears, and shrank back into the farthest corner of his makeshift shelter.


He could hear his aunt Rosalia’s strangely altered voice but was unable to see the woman fall desperately upon his uncle, gathering missing body parts off the floor in an irrational attempt to reassemble them. The next ten minutes were an orgy of screams, gunshots, objects torn to pieces and dashed to the ground. Luckily for him, the child did not see what his poor aunt had to endure, though her screams would remain fixed in his ears for many years to come.


Someone wrenched the woman away from her husband. Covered only by her blood-soaked nightgown, she was taken brutally, every part of her body violated. In the tumult, the woman, crazed with grief, managed to grab a gun from the floor and shoot herself. Fragments of her brain splattered the face of the man on top of her, who collapsed when the bullet ricocheted and reduced his eye to a pulp. It was a signal for yet another bloody frenzy. The Royal Guardsmen, not yet sated, went on to defile her corpse.


The mayhem ended with the arrival of Captain Lorenzo Costa, who had to fire several shots in the air to make himself heard by those men who had turned into savage beasts. Finally, exhausted, blood smeared, having had their fill of violence, the soldiers quieted down.


Captain Costa surveyed the wreckage in the rooms, taking care not to tread on any organic remains with his boots. In the bedroom, he found a child five or six years old lying on the floor with his head crushed. In a large cradle a few feet away he discovered two seemingly dead babies. But then he realized that only one of the twins had been strangled. The other, a girl just a few months old, seemed to be still alive; maybe she had been knocked unconscious by a blow to her face, which was now swollen. No one noticed Jano, huddled under the cot in the kitchen, hidden by a tangle of blankets.


“Where’s Gaetano Vassallo?” the captain shouted in a tone that made the men around him shudder. “You let him get away!”


“Captain, sir, no one got out of here,” one of the guardsmen spoke up. “We kept watch at every window. No one left the farmhouse.”


Suddenly something caught Costa’s attention. He noticed that under the cradle the floorboards were loose. He had them move the crib and saw a trap door leading to the cellar of the house; from there a natural tunnel led out to the slope of a nearby hill.


Evidently Vassallo had escaped by that route as soon as he heard the shot fired by his bodyguard.


The discovery infuriated the captain. He realized that the responsibility for all that havoc rested solely on him. He had subjected the young men to intolerable pressure for too long, anticipating their confrontation with the bandit. So inured had they become to death that life itself was now of little importance to them: he had turned them into a pack of wild animals. After this unprecedented bloodbath, they were sure to undergo a trial from which none of them would emerge unscathed. It would be a total scandal. Unless he quickly found some way out, his career and his entire life would be ruined. If only they had captured Vassallo, everything would have been more acceptable. They could say they’d been attacked by the bandit and his men and had defended themselves. But how could they justify the slaughter of two children, one still an infant, along with a woman and her husband? At dawn, the whole town would know. He had to find a solution fast. The blame would have to be pinned on a scapegoat, and the culprit had to be someone who stood to gain from wiping out the Vassallo family.


His decision made, he ordered his men to give him a pistol and one of the bloody daggers. Wrapping them in an undershirt he found in the bedroom, the captain charged one of his most trusted men, Michele Fardella, to go and stash the bundle on Rosario Losurdo’s farm. Next, he directed that the bandits’ three horses be led away into the woods, instructing his men to get rid of their saddles and harnesses.


Lastly he addressed his forty thugs and made a dire pact with them.





Chapter 2


– 1938 –


Seventeen years later, the echo of those events had become no more than a hazy legend among Salemi’s younger farmers, though for the old-timers, the episode continued to represent the darkest chapter of their desolate past.


The town had undergone some transformation, not in terms of its way of life but in its social and political fabric. Many villagers had been forced to immigrate to more hospitable nations, while fascism had raised some dubious individuals to positions of honor.


The days passed by, no different from the next, as in every provincial Italian town. One clear autumn afternoon, however, the village’s peace and quiet was disrupted by the rhythmic drum roll of Ninì Trovato, the town crier. The townspeople interpreted it as a cheerful summons for some kind of proclamation.


Over the years, Salemi’s residents had grown used to those booming declarations by the mayor’s factotum. Everyone, even children, generally knew the content of the announcement that Ninì would soon bellow out to the village.


But that afternoon, the decree had not already been read by the usual “well-informed” individuals, so when they saw Ninì passing by outside their windows, people wondered what it could possibly mean. Several women leaned out their windows and shouted to him, asking what all the racket was about. But Ninì, his manner very professional, nose in the air, didn’t deign to look at them; continuing along the path that climbed toward the town’s main piazza, he went on pounding the instrument’s cracked skin.


Mimmo Ferro’s tavern, which overlooked Salemi’s central piazza, was on the side opposite the church, Chiesa Madre, facing the imposing walls of the Norman castle where Giuseppe Garibaldi had proclaimed himself dictator of Sicily in 1860. The tavern, along with the house of God, was the only area of town where one could gather after a hard day’s work. The church was favored by women and the elderly; the tavern, by men and the young.


That late October afternoon, Mimmo Ferro served a second carafe of red wine at the table where the game of Tocco was being played. The table was crowded with townspeople. There were workers from the stone quarries and sulfur mines, along with managers and private guards from the landed estates. Rarely did farmers or shepherds join the game—not just because you had to have a little money to participate but also because you had to have a certain degree of oratorical skill, which peasants and flock tenders were known to lack.


Around the table were Nicola Cosentino, one of Rosario Losurdo’s guards, and Curzio Turrisi, one of the Marquis Pietro Bellarato’s. Seated near them were Domenico the barber, Turi Toscano the salt miner, Pericle Terrasini the charcoal burner, Alfio the quarryman, Fabio from the sulphur mine, and an indeterminate number of villagers who clamored behind them, some standing, some sitting on small stools, rooting first for one group then the other.


The object of the game was to allow one’s cronies to drink the most glasses of wine and at the same time humiliate one’s rivals by getting one of them drunk and leaving the others thirsty. The “boss,” who was responsible for doling out the carafe of wine, was chosen by drawing lots. But the one who actually determined the outcome, by deciding each time who would drink and who would lose—that is, go thirsty—was his helper, the real boss of the game, which lasted the time it took to consume three carafes of wine. No one would move from Mimmo Ferro’s tavern until the last drop of nectar had been poured into the glasses, even if it meant returning home late.


Ninì Trovato’s drum roll attracted the attention of the tavern’s customers. Those who weren’t playing headed for the door, going outside to hear what the old town crier had to proclaim.


At that moment, Prince Ferdinando Licata and Monsignor Antonio Albamonte were strolling up Via Garibaldi, a narrow winding street that terminated at Piazza del Castello.


Licata loved talking with the cultured monsignor. They often met toward the end of the day while both were awaiting the dinner hour. Their frequent discussions led them to endless ruminations, since their concepts of the world and of life were drastically different. Nevertheless, they respected each other: the monsignor had given up on converting the prince to his mystical notions, and Ferdinando Licata had abandoned his attempts to modify the priest’s views on Voltaire.


Together they were an odd couple. Licata, tall and slender, towered almost comically over Don Antonio, who was short and stout with a plump, round face and big eyes that twinkled with cunning and wit. Physically, aside from the prince’s wavy black hair, there was nothing typically Sicilian about him. In addition to being over six feet tall, he had eyes as blue as the May sky, a trait inherited from his father, a nobleman of Welsh origin. Nor did his extremely formal manner correspond to the Sicilian temperament. However, he did betray his ancient island origins, on his great-grandmother’s side, in his behavior: his actions were always measured, and he was reluctant to reveal his emotions. Licata’s humor and “stiff upper lip” suggested the Anglo-Saxon strains of his great-grandfather, a member of the venerable English aristocracy to whom he owed his title.


Ninì Trovato had shaken the town’s peaceful atmosphere. Several children ran gleefully around the crier trying to touch that fascinating instrument, likely an ancient relic from the Napoleonic campaigns. A number of people went to their windows, among them Peppino Ragusa, the district physician. He was even more impoverished than his fellow townsmen, who were rarely able to pay him for his miraculous interventions.


Interrupting his examination of a little boy afflicted with lice, he moved to the window to hear the words of the proclamation. The boy’s mother, curious, went over as well, though she respectfully remained a step behind him.


The two looked on as Ninì approached the center of the piazza and in a loud voice began his incredible announcement.


The words bellowed by the town crier made Dr. Ragusa shudder.


Ninì pounded his drum again and repeated the odious edict: “Hear ye! Hear ye! Hear ye! . . . The mayor decrees that all Jews must be reported to the authorities and recorded in the civil status registry. And he demands that all residents of the town belonging to the Jewish race appear at the registry office.”


On October 6, 1938, the Fascist Grand Council had issued the infamous “racial laws,” a series of decrees intended to exalt the Italian race as pure Aryan. This was the apparent justification, subscribed to, moreover, by ten scientists of dubious principles. But the entire world realized that it was a concession that Premier Benito Mussolini had made to his friend Adolf Hitler of Nazi Germany, who just a few months earlier had come to Rome on an official visit. The aim was to crush the Jewish people. Their Italian citizenship was taken away, mixed marriages were nullified, and the race was declared unfit for military posts and public employment, as well as for several professions, such as teacher, lawyer, journalist, and magistrate.


For a segment of Italians, including Dr. Ragusa, the future promised to be more wretched than the already bleak present.


“Those poor Jews still haven’t finished atoning for their deicide,” observed Don Antonio Albamonte, stopping in front of Mimmo Ferro’s tavern.


Not even on this score did he and his friend the prince find themselves in agreement. Licata, in fact, shook his head. “Don Antonio, don’t you understand that the Jews are just a scapegoat? It’s been that way for centuries, and it will always be so.”


“Still, they’re a greedy people,” the priest concluded as, trailed by the prince, he entered the tavern. The monsignor purchased his Tuscan cigars only from Mimmo Ferro. The entrance of the two interrupted the excited voices of the men playing Tocco. Everyone turned toward them. Those who were seated rose as a sign of respect, and those wearing caps took them off. Don Antonio asked Mimmo for his Tuscan cigars and glanced at the little crowd of players.


“You see, Prince, the entire philosophy of our people is summed up in this game. Never mind Aristotle and your Voltaire.” Mimmo handed the priest five cigars wrapped in wax paper. Don Antonio took one out, lit it, and inhaled a few puffs with pleasure.


“This is one of my many vices.” He smiled with false modesty.


“The cigar is a perfect symbol of pleasure,” remarked the prince. “Exquisite, yet it leaves us unsatisfied.” He smiled ironically and headed toward the door, followed by the monsignor. “But what did you mean to tell me about that game?” Licata prodded him.


The priest waved his hand in a sweeping gesture, as if to embrace the houses, the palazzi, and the people passing by. “You see all this? Here in Sicily, this is by no means reality. It is only a facade. The real world—who controls things and who makes the important decisions—remains underground. Invisible. Like in Tocco. The one who decides things is the boss’s helper, who only seems to be under the boss but is the real one calling the shots.”





Chapter 3


– 1920 –


Back in 1920, the Italian population was experiencing a period of intense crisis, with discontent among all social classes contributing to levels of extreme intolerance. The harvest that year produced the most disastrous yield farmers could remember, forcing the government to buy two-thirds of the country’s required wheat abroad, at a price much higher than what the average Italian could afford to pay. In many cities, clashes between protesters and police became commonplace, with numerous strikes by the working classes, professional groups, and even government employees and teachers.


The situation was not as dramatic in Sicily as in the rest of Italy, because the farmers’ discontent lacked the crucial backing of the masses of workers in large industries; but even there, the common people managed to make their voices heard violently, supported by socialist and popular fronts.


For these reasons, the great feudal landowners of western Sicily chose to meet in a secret assembly to chart the course of Sicily’s economy in such a way that they would not lose control of power.


The meeting took place in the heart of Palermo on October 14, 1920, in the rooms of Palazzo Cesarò, whose proprietors were the Count and Countess Colonna, descendents of a branch of a famous Roman family that had arrived in Sicily in the thirteenth century. Invitations were distributed secretly to thirty-eight large-estate owners, as well as representatives of the clergy, politicians, and members of the press. Thirty-four turned up at the meeting: all of them men. Wives and lovers were excluded from the assembly, with the exception of the Countess Paola Colonna—in fact, the originator of the conspiracy—who acted as hostess.


Ferdinando Licata, who had recently turned forty, was among the last guests to arrive. He kissed the countess’s hand before addressing her. “Donna Paola, it is an honor for me to meet you. I must admit that what they say about your charm is inadequate to convey what is felt in person.”


The noblewoman, advanced in years, was flattered by the prince’s words and impressed by his elegant appearance. “Prince Licata, when a woman is young, she is said to be ‘beautiful,’ but when she is on in years, the best thing that can be said of her is that she is ‘charming.’ I would like to be remembered for my brain.”


Licata smiled. “Men are frightened of a woman who is beautiful and also endowed with intelligence. Your husband has indeed been fortunate.”


The countess gave him a smile of complicity, and, with that, let him know that he could consider himself free to move on.


Ferdinando Licata knew most of those present, and the few whom he had not yet had the pleasure of meeting were introduced to him by the host, Don Calogero Colonna himself.


Almost all of the attendees were noblemen who had inherited feudal estates that they held by the grace of God and the king. Among the political figures invited were the liberal Antonio Grassa, the republican parliamentarians Vito Bonanno and Ninì Rizzo. There was even a delegation of journalists with Raffaele Grassini, the official spokesman of the Agrarian Party, and in addition, there was a representative of the Church, Don Antonio Albamonte, who was also a member of the island’s nobility.


At that time a simple parish priest of the Cathedral of Salemi, Don Antonio was the youngest of three brothers. Due to family arrangements, he had been forced by his father to embrace an ecclesiastical career. But in character and unscrupulousness, he did not differ significantly from the others present.


When introduced, Licata and Don Antonio took an instinctive and immediate liking to each other.


Ferdinando Licata approached the group that seemed most passionate. At its center, a baron waved his arms like a rabble-rouser. “It’s all the fault of that idiot of a prime minister Salandra! To urge those few lazy good-for-nothings to fight during the war, he went and promised them that when they returned home, they would have ‘a piece of land all their own.’ ”


“Salandra should have his tongue cut out,” echoed the honorable Ninì Rizzo.


“No one can stop them now. And it’s not only the socialists,” ventured Marquis Pietro Bellarato, a short, stocky man who lacked the aristocratic bearing of a Licata.


“That plaster saint Don Sturzo and his Popular Party have also gotten into it,” a quarryman concurred. “Now they too want to divide up our estates to distribute them to the people. What kind of a revolution is this? I for one am against it.”


Paolo Moncada, the elderly prince of Valsavoia, joined in. “Devaluation is at historic lows and shows no sign of stopping. In one year, gold has risen from 5.85 liras per gram to well over 14.05 liras. That’s 240 percent. A staggering figure!”


“The real plague to eradicate is the socialist scum,” Marquis Bellarato interjected firmly.


“The problem is that they possess a majority of seats in the Chamber of Deputies: one hundred fifty-six,” said Moncada, stroking his long white beard.


“But let’s not forget,” the republican Vito Bonanno concluded with satisfaction, “that the socialists didn’t even get one seat from Sicily.”


“True,” agreed Moncada. “And the fascists were also left empty-handed. In a couple of years, they too will disappear. The ones that worry me, on the other hand, are the hundred seats held by the Popular Party, by that damned priest—forgive me, Don Antonio—that Don Sturzo, who wears a black cassock, though it might as well be red.”


Raffaele Grassini, the journalist, joined the discussion. “Let’s not overlook the fact, gentlemen, that these were the first genuinely free elections since the unification of Italy. We have to recognize that the socialists are the true representatives of the people.”


“This is the consequence of the right to vote, which our political signori chose to extend to all male citizens!” exclaimed Bellarato, the most hotheaded of the group. “Still, you have to consider that hardly more than fifty percent of the electorate voted.”


“That’s because no one has ever had faith in parliament,” the quarryman offered. “Especially since the deputies were ignored by the king when it came time to decide on entering the Great War. Remember? The majority of deputies were in favor of not intervening, but the king decided all the same that we had to fight.”


“Today, however, it is parliament itself that sets the political price of bread. We can’t support these prices anymore!” Marquis Pietro Bellarato shouted, attracting the attention of all present. “We’re selling wheat at a quarter of its real price. Why should we have to take it out of our own pockets? These reds are ruining us!” The assembly nodded, concerned. “They want to sow terror among the peasantry; their goal is to create panic. They provoke us in order to fuel the people’s resentment and incite them to take up arms to revolutionize the system, and gain possession of everything we own!” His final words silenced the entire gathering.


Taking advantage of the lull, Count Calogero Colonna moved to the center of the room and, clapping his hands, requested his guests’ attention. “Dear friends, thank you for coming and participating,” he began, clearing his throat. From his jacket pocket he withdrew a sheet with a list of names. “I must inform you that four of us are absent. In the interest of protecting our holdings, you should know who they are: Baron Vincenzo Aprile, Count Gabriele Amari, Marquis Enrico Ferro, and Baron Giovanni Moleti. It is important to understand who are our friends and who are our enemies. And now I turn the floor over to our spokesman, the eminent Raffaele Grassini.”


That said, the count sat back down. The journalist stepped forward to the center of the room and, wasting no time, began speaking, turning to the countess, who was sitting in the middle of the semicircle:


“First of all, our thanks to our gracious hostess, Countess Paola Colonna, who has been kind enough to welcome us into her beautiful home.” He waited for the applause to die down before continuing. “On the agenda, and the reason why we are meeting this evening, is the need to decide what stance we should take regarding the provocations that all of us have had to put up with in recent weeks. Tenant farmers occupying our lands, who no longer want to pay rent; thieves who steal our livestock and then sell it to estate managers in distant areas. The situation is grave.


“The central government is far away and at the point of economic collapse itself,” Grassini continued. “The budget’s expenditures exceed revenues three times over. The farmers who fought in the war, where they were able to eat at least one meal a day, have returned to a miserable, poverty-stricken life. Now these same farmers look with envy on those who stayed home to make their fortune. The lands are abandoned, partly for lack of workers, but in greater part because it’s to our advantage to let them lie fallow. Under these conditions, it doesn’t take much for the fuse of rebellion to be ignited, and, I assure you, there are certain ringleaders who are capable of fomenting revolutions even when there is much less rancor in people’s hearts. The question is, What should we do to stop this madness? The debate is open. To avoid confusion, try to speak one at a time and raise your hand first. Thank you all.” He moved to the side of the room and remained standing.


“There is only one answer.” First to take the floor was Marquis Pietro Bellarato. “An answer that comes from the depths of centuries past, from our ancestors; an answer that has never failed: the force of arms! I, like all of you, have in my service an army of killers that cost me a fortune. Let’s give the people a good example, and everything will go back to the way it was before, you’ll see.”


He sat down again. A hand went up beside him, and Baron Adragna spoke up: “The peasant farmers are like children to me. And children need to be spanked to make them obey. That’s all they listen to. I agree with the marquis.”


The assents from the assembly seemed to indicate a general consensus.


Prince Ferdinando Licata, who had remained silent and for the most part unobserved until then, raised his hand to speak.


“I don’t think that’s a wise idea,” he began in a resolute voice, quieting the assembly. Marquis Bellarato, in particular, stiffened in his chair. Licata continued in a decisive tone, “Times are changing, and we must change with the times. Enough violence. We’ve had far too many deaths and losses. Our farmers want to form cooperatives? Let’s allow them to do so. They want to occupy the lands and petition the courts to recognize their rights? Let them make their demands. Let’s not oppose them; on the contrary, let’s support their petitions, help them prepare the papers.


“I will go even further and say let’s make a little effort and participate in these cooperatives ourselves along with our most trusted friends. Let’s help them request funds from the Cassa Rurale, the agricultural bank, for the collective tenancies.”


He paused, surveying his audience, and then continued in a more insinuating tone: “Who manages the Cassa? Is it not we? And won’t we be the ones who postpone the loans indefinitely?” He smiled slyly, and those present breathed a sigh of relief, though not everyone had fully understood the prince’s subtle humor and had to ask his neighbor to explain.


“If I understand correctly,” Marquis Bellarato replied sarcastically, “we should assist them in their designs. Is that right?”


“Exactly,” Licata confirmed. “We can control their movements, indefinitely put off the applications for expropriation, and later shelve them permanently, if it suits us. Let them think they will obtain loans for the leaseholds; we can deny them the funds with the excuse of some bureaucratic oversight or simply because the applications were lost in a fire and new documents will have to be filed. Or when it is to our advantage, we can give in and grant them those blessed pieces of paper.”


“One gunshot, and everything will return to normal more quickly,” the marquis maintained defiantly.


“Marquis, would you have our superb lands invaded by police and carabinieri from all over the continent?” the prince countered calmly. “Besides, violence leads to violence, death begets death.”


“Prince Licata is right! We can’t have our lands invaded by the military police!”


Everyone’s eyes turned to the source of the statement.


It was Salemi’s parish priest, Don Antonio Albamonte, one of the most authoritative presences at the meeting despite his mere thirty-five years of age.


“We are a civilized people,” Don Antonio began. “Violence must be avoided. Our farmers are like a flock of sheep that need a dog and a shepherd to guide them. Perhaps we can allow them to choose their own path, but we must see to it that we are always the ones leading them. While we can recognize the desire for reform on the part of those we protect, we also have a duty to ensure that ultimately nothing changes.”


“But Don Antonio,” retorted the marquis, “if we do that, we’ll be like capons, who think they’re roosters even though they don’t have the balls!” The marquis’s laughter was echoed by most of the assembly. “Forgive me, Countess,” he apologized to the only woman in the room for his indelicate remark, before continuing. “They’ll eat us alive! It’s completely wrong! The shotgun is the only music these people understand, and the shotgun’s tune is what we must play for them!” He looked around at his neighbors, seeking approval. But the room had fallen silent.


The moderator took the floor again. “Well, then. If I may interpret the thinking of this assembly,” said the journalist Raffaele Grassini, “we must choose between two streams of thought. That of Marquis Bellarato, who advocates the use of force, versus that of Prince Licata, who by contrast urges us to support the peasants’ ambitious pipe dreams while maintaining control over their initiatives. At the entrance, you were handed invitation cards. Indicate on the back which of the two proposals you wish to support.”


The result of that vote would turn out to be a milestone for the Mafia in Sicily.





Chapter 4


– 1938 –


The morning following Ninì Trovato’s pronouncement, Ragusa, more distraught than ever, went to the town hall to try to find out what the absurd ordinance meant from a practical standpoint. He couldn’t understand what being recorded as a member of the Jewish race in a civil status registry might lead to. Was it a good thing, or could it have ominous consequences? Someone would have to explain it to him.


He put on his best suit, knotted his tie, and, accompanied by his son, Saro, hastened toward the town clerk’s office. He felt certain that fate did not have anything good in store. His thoughts went to his children. He had hoped for a better future for them than his own, even if it were far away from that grudging land. Stellina, his youngest daughter, had married a quiet boy from Marsala, a city on the west coast of the island, and was perhaps better off than all of them. But Ester, the eldest, his first wife’s daughter, had just turned twenty-eight, and, despite her teaching diploma, she could not manage to find a job, much less a good husband. And then there was Saro, the little orphan they had adopted when he was still an infant and raised as their own son.


Saro was shy; too sober for someone his age. A very intelligent boy, a ray of sunshine, with a thatch of light brown hair that he tried in vain to keep out of his eyes. At school he had always been the brightest in the class, but he’d had to settle for working for Domenico the barber, and for this, Ragusa could not forgive himself.


When they arrived at town hall, Ragusa asked to see the town clerk.


At that time, the appointed mayor of Salemi was Lorenzo Costa, a Ligurian who had landed in Sicily in 1918 as commander of a troop of Royal Guardsmen. Costa had managed to adapt to the changing times and, after his experience with the Royal Guard, had gone on to the new police corps, eventually founding a section of the Italian League of Combatants in Salemi. His political climb ultimately had led him to the town’s highest office. As mayor, he had appointed his most trusted man as town clerk: Michele Fardella, the only one who knew about all his misdeeds. He had assigned command of the local Fasci, the action squad or combat league, to Jano Vassallo, the son of Gaetano Vassallo. The elder Vassallo had been the leader of one of the most violent outlaw bands in the Salemi region prior to fascism and hadn’t been heard of for many years now.


The action squad was made up of a group of dissolute young troublemakers, always ready to use their fists, emboldened by the authority conferred on them by Rome and by the personal protection of the mayor. In addition to Jano, the gang of tough guys included five of Salemi’s most desperate young men. The youngest was Ginetto, a real coward, though in a group, he punched harder than anyone else. Then there was Nunzio, the eldest son of Manfredi, one of the many emigrants from the early days. Prospero Abbate, Cosimo, and Quinto were the other three for whom the word bastards could be considered a compliment. Jano, their worthy leader, was a strapping young man with brawny shoulders and legs, whose presence aroused dread among the area’s inhabitants.


Lorenzo Costa, who now had to think mainly about maintaining public order in the territory under his jurisdiction, tolerated him and tried to contain his rages.


Jano had survived a rebellious childhood. He had been the despair of every teacher who, one after the other, had tried to tame him. The slaughter of his family, which he had witnessed as a child, had scarred his psyche for life. He hated the world and had turned violent. Luckily for him, with the dawn of fascism, he had been placed in an unprincipled organization that readily welcomed him. In some ways, the action squad represented his salvation, though paranoia had by that time enclosed him in a dark labyrinth.


Jano wanted payback, in blood. He hated Dr. Ragusa because the physician had failed to save his mother when she gave birth to twins. He hated Rosario Losurdo, Prince Ferdinando Licata’s estate manager, because he had gotten away with only five years of prison for the massacre of Jano’s family. He hated his own father, the outlaw Gaetano Vassallo, because at the time of the murders, he had thought only of saving himself, abandoning his family to the mercy of the killers. He hated his mother too because she had chosen that vile man as a husband. In short, he had a grudge against the entire world.


Jano and his militiamen had turned a room of the municipal building into their base of operations. Seeing Dr. Ragusa there in the town hall was a welcome surprise for them, an excellent chance to have some fun.


“Well, well, Doctor, you’ve come to pay us a visit!” Ginetto said loudly as he leaned against the doorway, smoking.


Ragusa strode past him without slowing down, followed by Saro. “Ginetto, why aren’t you in school at this hour?” the doctor scolded him, asserting his authority.


The boy broke away from the door as if caught in the act and said uncertainly, “But I don’t go anymore. I’m big.”


“Big? Don’t make me laugh.” But by now Dr. Ragusa and his son were already climbing the staircase leading to the main floor, where the offices of the mayor and the town clerk were located. At that moment, Jano intervened.


“Hey, Doc, where do you think you’re going?” Jano yelled after him.


“I was summoned by the town clerk,” Ragusa lied, not slowing his steps. Moments later, he entered the office of Michele Fardella and stood before him at his desk.


Fardella did not use the desk for working, since he couldn’t actually read, much less write. It was merely a pretense to justify his salary. The real work was done by the clerks on the ground floor, crammed into a large room spilling over with papers and file folders.


“Signor Fardella, I won’t waste your time,” the doctor began as he took a seat. “Yesterday I heard Ninì say that we had to come down to the town hall. Do you mind telling me what the hell is going on?”


“What are you talking about, Doctor?”


“What do you mean, what am I talking about? Who sent Ninì around to tell the Jews that they had to report to the public records office? Was it a joke?” The doctor was beginning to lose patience. Saro gestured to his father to calm down.


“One moment.” Michele Fardella, who didn’t like being caught off guard, stood up and went to the door. “De Simone!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. Then he sat down with Ragusa again, smiling, and held out a pack of Popolari, which the doctor refused. Ignoring Saro, the clerk stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it, leaning back in his chair. “A little patience, and we’ll clear up the mystery.”


Seconds later, in came De Simone, an elderly clerk who performed the work of ten people at the town hall. He was out of breath after running up the stairs. He didn’t even have the strength to introduce himself.


“What is all this about the Jews?” Fardella asked.


The old man caught his breath and finally said in a hoarse voice, “It’s a notice that arrived a week ago from the Ministry of the Interior. Racial laws have been enacted. Jews are no longer citizens like us Christians,” the clerk summed up.


The doctor’s blood froze, while Saro didn’t really understand what they were talking about. Even Michele Fardella had a hard time understanding what that decision meant in actual practice.


“It’s all written there,” said De Simone, going toward a stack of documents arranged on a corner of the desk. He rapidly scanned the folders and spines, deftly slipped out a Gazzetta Ufficiale, the official journal of record, and handed it to the town clerk with the writing deliberately upside down, to make fun of him. Michele Fardella pretended to read it quickly, and then gave it back to De Simone.


“What is it about? Tell us in so many words,” he ordered in a tone that brooked no argument.


“Well, what I said: the Jews must be entered in a register that we must then send to the ministry. They can no longer practice their professions.” He leafed through several pages of the royal decree. Then he began reading in a singsong tone: “Measures for the Defense of the Italian Race. Vittorio Emanuele III, King of Italy and Emperor of Ethiopia by the grace of God and by the will of the Nation, considering the urgent and absolute necessity to take measures, given article three—”


“Enough. That’s enough, De Simone. You may go.”


Dr. Ragusa had a whirlwind raging in his head and didn’t notice the understanding look his old friend De Simone gave him as he bowed slightly, turned, and left the room.


Saro had been silent until then. In deference to his father, he had not intervened in the discussion. But now, seeing his father’s struggle, he sought Michele Fardella’s attention.


“Are the regulations already in force?” he asked with a certain naiveté.


“What do you think? Don’t worry about it. Doctor, Doctor, take it easy. Don’t get so excited. You know how things work here in Italy. Many laws are made, but how many are enforced? This is just one of many. The government does it on purpose. What do they say? ‘Too many laws, no law.’ ”


From the floor below, desperate screams could be heard; then individuals yelling, a woman shouting, and frantic footfalls, as if people were running away.


Michele Fardella leaped to his feet. A character more suited to action, he quickly grabbed a Beretta from the drawer and ran to the door. Saro followed him, while his father remained bent over the desk, envisioning a future of despair.


From the landing, Fardella and Saro looked down and saw that a man had taken De Simone hostage in the middle of the entrance hall below, holding the old clerk with his left arm, while his right hand gripped a pistol pointed one moment at the poor clerk’s temple and the next at the crowd huddled against a wall.


“Nobody move! I’ll kill him, I swear to God!” the man yelled. Some of the people had their hands up; others cowered on the floor. The man was unaware of Michelle Fardella’s presence just above him.


“Calm down, don’t do anything stupid, nothing’s happened yet!” Everyone’s attention turned to Fardella, who, hiding the gun behind his back, had started slowly down the stairs, followed by Saro.


“Stop! Stop, I said! I’ll shoot him if you don’t stop!” The man shoved the gun against De Simone’s throat.


“Okay, I’ll stop. See? I’ll stop.” But Fardella kept heading down the stairs, though as slowly as possible. “Tell me, what is it I can do for you?”


“You can’t do anything. There’s nothing anyone can do now!” the desperate man cried.


Near him stood a chubby matron who was clasping a younger woman to her. It was Mena, Rosario Losurdo’s daughter, and her governess, Nennella. Saro had seen Mena around town on other occasions and had been struck by her radiant beauty and her vivid green eyes. Now there she was, her life in danger, the madman’s gun barrel just a few feet away. Saro was afraid the man might make some reckless move.


Jano Vassallo, stationed near the hallway door, had his hands up, as did his squad members, awaiting the right moment to act. As long as the gunman had his pistol leveled, he was careful not to move.


Michele Fardella spoke again: “What do you want? Who do you have a complaint with?”


At that instant, someone in the crowd inadvertently made a motion.


The frantic gunman must have spotted it, for he turned around and fired a shot toward the ceiling as a warning. Immediately all hell broke loose, with people screaming and trying to rush out the door, knocking some to the ground. Mena and her governess also tried to escape, but the crowd shoved them, and they were separated. The girl fell, a step away from the mob. Jano and his men raced to their command center to grab their guns. Michele Fardella ducked behind the staircase’s marble balustrade, keeping his pistol aimed at the man. All he could do was yell, “Easy now! Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!!”


Saro immediately sprang to the spot where Mena had fallen and, shielding her, rolled over with her on the floor to avoid the path of the crowd.


The armed man, dragging De Simone, positioned himself in a corner of the hall. He was completely beside himself, no longer rational. He kept on shouting: “I’ll kill you all! All of you! Bastards! Goddamn bastards!”


Mena raised her frightened gaze to the young man who was protecting her with his body. Their eyes met, their noses nearly touching. “Don’t be afraid,” Saro whispered to her. Mena closed her eyes and clung to him, terrified.


Michele Fardella tried to draw the man’s attention: “Take it easy . . . Talk to me. Tell me who you are . . .”


In the depths of despair, the man uttered a cry that shattered the hearts of everyone present. “God forgive me! Forgive these people!” He shoved De Simone aside as forcefully as he could. The elderly clerk, who was expecting the final blow, fell facedown on the floor. Then the poor wretch turned the barrel of the pistol up under his chin and pulled the trigger.


The roar made those in the hall recoil. The bullet came out of the center of his head, shattering his cranium and causing the brain to explode into a thousand pieces that ended up splattered against the wall. The man slid silently to the ground and sat there like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Some people screamed, while others stood stock-still, paralyzed.


Michele Fardella, joined by Jano and the other militiamen, went over to the gunman.


Saro helped Mena to her feet. “These are terrible times,” he murmured to her, genuinely frightened as well.


The girl, though still upset, was bold enough to look into his eyes. Then she lowered her gaze as soon as Nennella appeared to resume care of her charge.


“May God bless you, Saro,” said Nennella, who evidently knew him. Then she led Mena out of the building, heading for their carriage.


Saro followed the young girl until she disappeared through the door. Next, he turned to the knot of people that had formed around the man who had taken his life.


Prospero, one of Jano’s men, crouched beside the corpse and lifted the man’s head, or what was left of it.


“Do you know him?” Jano asked.


Saro shook his head no. “He must be someone from around here, though,” he replied.


An elderly farmer made his way through the townspeople. “It’s Davide Zevi,” he said loudly, in a disapproving tone.


“A Jew?” Jano asked him.


The farmer’s only reply was a nod.


“Good. He saved us a bullet,” Jano remarked cynically, pushing through the crowd.


Some made the sign of the cross, others went to notify the carabinieri, while someone else went off to summon the undertaker. Saro suddenly realized that in the commotion he had stepped on a document. He picked it up and saw it was Mena’s identification card. The young woman must have come to town hall to obtain it upon turning eighteen. As he looked at the photo, seeing again those magnificent eyes framed by jet-black hair, he confirmed that she was the most beautiful girl he had ever encountered.


He slipped the card in his pocket and looked up. At the top of the staircase stood his father. Ragusa had witnessed the suicide in silence, literally shaken. It wasn’t like him to stand back at such a scene. Any other time, he would have rushed to the man to avert a foolish act, to make the man talk, to reason with him somehow. For Ragusa was strong and confident in his skills, both dialectical and humane. But now something seemed to have broken in him. The stability and assurance that had made him one of the most influential figures among his fellow townsmen had suddenly abandoned him.


Saro rushed up to his father and, taking him by the arm, led him slowly out of that hell.





Chapter 5


– 1938 –


Annachiara Ragusa lingered by the fireplace in the kitchen after supper, to finish basting a dress she was making for the elementary school teacher’s wife. The flickering light of the oil lamp fell on nimble fingers that moved as swiftly as those of a magician.


Reaching the hemline of the dress, she stopped and stretched, her torso stiff from sitting so long in a contracted position. Her eyes were tired, her shoulders ached. Suddenly she felt a familiar weariness that she recently found herself having to endure almost every day. She put the needle and thread back in the shoe box and went into the bedroom, where her husband was still tugging at the blankets, tossing and turning in bed.


“Peppino, can’t you sleep?” she asked, unbuttoning her sweater.


The doctor grumbled and turned over for the hundredth time, pulling the heavy army blankets over him.


Annachiara sat down on the edge of the bed. “Peppino, don’t torture yourself. You know how things work here. In a month, no one will think about it anymore. Besides, who’s going to bother us down here in Sicily?” She shook him, to get him to agree.


Ragusa sat up. “This time won’t be like the others. You’ll see, they’ll hound us, the Duce will try to please the Führer. Did you hear what they said to each other in Rome?”


“You’ve worked all your life, you were in the trenches during the Great War, the Austrians even wounded you—who do you think could be out to get you? When you act like this, I don’t understand you.” Annachiara rose from the bed and, slipping off first her sweater and then her wool dress, was left wearing a black cotton slip.


She was not yet forty, but life’s hardships, the three children to raise, the struggle of having to find something to put on the table each day for lunch and dinner, the work as a seamstress that she did at night, stealing hours from sleep, had aged her prematurely.


Ragusa looked at his wife, feeling a sense of guilt. “We must leave the country.”


His tone made her freeze. “You can’t be serious. Our life is here,” she replied patiently, putting on her heavy nightgown.


Ragusa turned over again in the bed. “It will be difficult for us Jews to live in a nation where they’ll take away all our rights, even the right to work.”


His wife tousled his hair, trying to play down her husband’s paranoia. “Peppino, we live in the most remote corner of Italy,” she said with that charming Venetian cadence that had made her Sicilian husband fall so deeply in love. “Don’t worry, no one will come looking for you here.”


Ragusa pushed away his wife’s hand. “You should have seen that man’s despair.”


“Oh, come on, don’t think about it anymore. Put out the lamp instead; we’ll run out of oil.”





The following Sunday was the feast of Saint Faustina, patroness of the fields. From early dawn, the streets of Salemi would be overrun with stalls and street vendors from all over the province. Later in the day, the celebration would include a Mass, followed by a solemn procession led by the bishop. Toward evening, a band from nearby Calatafimi would entertain the residents with opera passages and regional songs. Then it would be time for tombola, a kind of bingo, in the piazza, with prizes offered by several of the province’s wholesalers: bottles of wine, olive oil, ricotta, and salami. Finally, with the first shadows of evening would come the most awaited event: the fireworks, a thrilling show that children dreamed of throughout the year and that even adults wouldn’t miss.


The arrival of stalls crammed with all sorts of wonderful things provided a chance for the local women to be able to find dresses, shawls, soaps, stockings, and other items that were hard to come by in town. That morning, Mena, accompanied by the ever-present Nennella, strolled through the market, which occupied the entire Piazza del Castello.


Although the day was gray and somewhat windy, it didn’t look like it was going to rain. The townsfolk wore their Sunday best, the women abandoning their everyday black and wearing their most elegant, colorful dresses.


Mena wandered from one booth to another with the joy and curiosity of a child let loose in toyland. It was hard for chubby Nennella to keep up with her, and she sometimes let Mena get ahead of her a little, content to merely keep an eye on the girl from afar while she took a rest, leaning against a doorway.


That morning, even the barbershop had closed for the holiday, and Saro was enjoying the day off. Like all the young men in Salemi, he knew that the market drew girls like honey, and he strolled through the stalls glancing here and there, in the hope of meeting Rosario Losurdo’s daughter again.


Since the day of Davide Zevi’s suicide at town hall, Saro had done nothing but think of her, her thick black hair, her eyes shining like emeralds. So it was no coincidence that the two eventually found themselves side by side, rummaging through the antique objects of a secondhand dealer. Their hands brushed as they went to pick up the same Art Nouveau figurine of a veiled vestal.


Mena politely withdrew hers first. “Oh, sorry—”


“Mena.”


The girl looked at Saro’s face, and her eyes lit up with pleasure. “Oh, Saro.”


They shook hands for an unreasonably long time. “Hi, I’m glad to see you again,” the boy said with a smile.


“I never thanked you for what you did,” Mena said in a ringing voice.


Saro felt his heart leap into his throat. “Don’t mention it; it was nothing.”


“That poor man could have killed us all.” Then she burst out laughing, covering her mouth with her delicate hand. “There I was on the floor with a man on top of me. I saw Nennella’s eyes—she was about to have a stroke.”


“I did the first thing that occurred to me,” Saro said in excuse.


But Mena was still smiling. “Yes, but you didn’t jump on Nennella to save her, and she was right next to me. Clever, hmm?” Mena touched him affectionately on the shoulder.


The contact once again thrilled him, and Mena was aware of it. “Go on, I’m joking, silly. Saro Ragusa, don’t tell me you’re touchy?”


Actually, he was very embarrassed. “Of course not,” he lied, feeling exposed.


“But wait.” From the pocket of his cheap wool jacket, he pulled out the ID. “This is yours; you lost it in the confusion.” Mena’s eyes widened, and possibly she overdid her show of happy surprise. “My ID card! I thought I would have to get another one! You really are my guardian angel!” She clapped her hands delightedly and then took the document from Saro. She saw that with it was a slip of paper, folded in two.


“Oh! Oh! What’s this?” She took it and opened it up, discovering that it was one of the tombola tickets. She was ready to hand it back, not realizing that Saro had intended it as a gift. However, Saro was no longer in front of her. She searched for him among the crowd, but he had disappeared. Instead, she saw Nennella coming toward her.


“Was the young man you were talking to Saro?” she asked in the tone of an inquisitor.


“He brought back my ID card. He found it.”


“Good thing. That way we won’t have to get another one,” the governess replied distractedly.


Mena hid the bingo ticket in her hand and continued strolling among the stalls.


At precisely noon, the saint’s heavy baldachin was carried out of the doors of the church, not without some difficulty. It was borne on the shoulders of sixteen of Salemi’s most robust men. Around her neck, Saint Faustina wore a necklace of dried figs along with many five- and ten-lira bills. In front of her, the florid figure of Monsignor Antonio Albamonte could be seen along with the young parish priest, Don Mario, who held up a tall metal crucifix. On either side of them, a swarm of altar boys scurried along to keep up with the procession, and behind them came the women of the cathedral’s congregation. Don Mario chanted litanies that were repeated first by the pious women and then by everyone else, with the same cadence and intonation.


As the saint passed by, farmers came out of their doors and tossed handfuls of wheat grain, saved from the last sowing, at her effigy, to promote the coming harvest and bring good luck to the family.


In the crush of the procession, Mena and Saro seemingly by chance found themselves side by side again. Saro had made quite an effort to reach her.


“Where are you going to watch the fireworks?” he asked.


“In the piazza,” she replied, speaking loudly to be heard over the boisterous din of the crowd.


“I know a fantastic place where we won’t miss a single burst,” he said, fearful that she might reject him.


“Saro, see Nennella?” She pointed to the heavyset woman in front of them, she too dragged along by the flow of people. “She’s always with me.”


“So we’ll bring Nennella along with us,” he said with a smile, glad of the complicity that had been established between them. He wanted to add that he was happy to see her again, but the crowd separated them: Saro was pushed in the opposite direction from Mena, and as they were drawn apart, the two smiled at each other, surprised by the feelings welling up inside.





The stentorian voice of Ninì Trovato read the number that a child had pulled out of the tombola drum: “Forty-three!” he shouted, showing the ball to the villagers crowding Piazza del Castello, to prove the actual drawing of the number.


“Quaterna! Four in a row!” A girl’s voice rose in the piazza, and an arm waved the ticket with the number that had been drawn. The voice was Mena’s, and the lucky ticket was the one that Saro had given her. “I won! I won!” she cried excitedly.


Nennella, standing beside her, smiled happily at the win as well.


Ninì Trovato invited the lucky girl to come up to the platform, while a young man from the planning committee hung the chosen number on the large bingo board.


Mena made her way through the crowd and headed for the spot where the prizes were on display.


When she reached Ninì, a barrage of jubilant whistles and warm applause showered her. She laughed good-naturedly and waved the ticket at the crowd. Then she approached the loudspeaker and repeated the four numbers that had won her the quaterna. “Three, seventeen, twenty-nine, and forty-three!”


“Are you Mena Losurdo?” Ninì asked her, though he already knew the answer.


“Yes, I’m Mena.” Ninì brought his mouth to the microphone. “The young woman, ladies and gentlemen, has won four bottles of red wine, four salamis, four caciocavallo cheeses, and a dozen feet of sausage,” the crier announced.


Everyone clapped, and the prizes were placed in a gunnysack that was then given to the lucky girl.


“Can you carry it?”


“You fill the bag, Ninì, I’ll do the rest,” the winner replied with a contagious smile.


Coming down the steps of the podium, Mena looked around for Saro as everyone congratulated her.


But there were too many people in the piazza, and finding him was impossible. When she reached Nennella again, the woman threw her arms around Mena and took the bag from her to peek inside.


When a half hour later the tombola was awarded to the person getting all the numbers on the card, and the swaying crowd erupted into applause for the lucky victor, Mena felt someone take her hand. She turned and saw Saro, who had once again materialized beside her. She didn’t have time to tell him that she’d won with his ticket because Saro immediately pulled her aside, elbowing the people closest to them.


Nennella, still holding Mena’s sackful of winnings, was shrieking joyfully. Turning to where she thought Mena was, and not seeing her, she wasn’t too concerned, entirely taken up with cheering the lucky winner.


Mena, meanwhile, pulled along by Saro, did not resist, but she had stopped laughing and was beginning to worry. “Where are we going?”


“You’ll see, trust me.”


“But I don’t even know you.”


“Trust me,” he said firmly.


He entered the door of a house facing the fortress and started walking down the stone steps leading to the cellar. But Mena yanked him back, forcing him to stop.


“Hey, come on! What do you take me for? I’m not going into the cellar with you.”


“Mena, I’m asking you to trust me. I want to surprise you!” He made the request so eagerly that Mena couldn’t help but give in.


“All right . . . let’s go,” she agreed after a moment’s hesitation.


The two reached the bottom of the steps and then entered a tunnel that opened alongside a cask.


They walked down the long passageway that seemed to descend underground, and then finally came to an open space, barely illuminated by light coming from above. From there a set of wooden steps led up. Saro went first. Mena followed him nimbly, never once betraying the anxiety that gripped her. When they reached the first landing, she grabbed the boy by his jacket, jerking him forcefully around. “Saro Ragusa, I hope for your sake that the surprise is really a surprise; otherwise I’ll see to it that you end up badly. Remember that I have two big brothers, not to mention my father.”


The threat was serious, and Saro replied in kind: “You won’t be disappointed.” With that, he moved to a wrought-iron spiral staircase.


“And now we have a long climb ahead of us. Do you think you can make it?”


“Worry about your own legs,” the girl replied, pushing him aside and tackling the stairs first. Saro followed her. He tried looking up. He caught a peek of slender ankles and firm young legs under her skirt, but Mena’s sharp voice stopped him: “Keep your eyes down! Either you do, or I’ll kick you and knock your teeth out!”


The climb took several very long minutes. The steps seemed never ending. Finally, the last, even steeper flight was signaled by a thick rope hanging from the cone-shaped ceiling, since there was no longer a railing to hold on to. Mena grabbed the rope, as did Saro. She climbed the last steps with some difficulty and reached a small, round ledge inside a kind of sentry box, with a low wooden door.


“Here we are. But now close your eyes.” Saro went to the door and opened it. Mena, somewhat impatient but more curious than she had ever been, closed her beautiful green eyes. Then Saro led her through the low door, gently making her duck her head to avoid the lintel. At last, they came out into the open.


On her face, Mena felt the cool air of evening that was lowering its dark mantle over the entire valley. Opening her eyes, she saw a panorama that made her shiver with emotion.


They were on the highest rampart of the fortress, whose vista took in the entire plain of Salemi. The shadows of night had not yet shrouded the mountains, forests, and farms in the valleys. The mistral had risen and was sweeping away the clouds that shortly before had threatened rain.


Toward the horizon, the luminous points of light from oil lamps in the windows of houses clinging to the mountains, gave the impression of an antique Nativity scene.


Mena looked at Saro and with eyes full of gratitude thanked him for the breathtaking sight. Saro smiled tenderly at her. He was about to take her in his arms, but all of a sudden he heard a whistling sound. From the bottom of the gorge, just in front of them, a flare rose to the sky. Mena turned to look and squealed with wonder. With a bang, the rocket burst into a thousand tiny stars. From that moment on, there was a succession of launches, explosions, radiant cascades, multicolored clusters of firecrackers, red, yellow, and white pinwheels, and showers of golden light that were projected and went off overhead, giving the two young people an endless thrill. Mena clung to Saro, as if seeking protection from the volley of blasts and booms. Saro put his arm around her waist, drawing her close. Then came the final detonation announcing the end of the show.


When the roar had faded among the valley’s ravines, Mena raised her face to the boy. Not moving, the two continued to cling to each other, trembling with desire—but then they broke free of the embrace.


“We have to go back. Nennella must be looking for me,” Mena said shyly, holding out her hand.


“Come on,” Saro said sadly. He took her hand and led her into the sentry box to begin their descent. Neither of the two dared speak a word, preferring to savor the memory of those moments holding each other close at the top of the Castello.





Chapter 6


– 1938 –


The suicide of Davide Zevi in the town hall had deeply shaken Dr. Peppino Ragusa’s spirit. He’d lost his appetite and didn’t want to see anyone; as soon as he could, he would close the medical office and take refuge at home. He had even decided to terminate the evenings he devoted to tutoring the town’s illiterates.


Annachiara was desperate and furious over the depression her husband had sunk into and tried to rouse him by whatever means she could.


“You can’t abandon them like that. It means forsaking your ideas, your ideals,” she chided, waving her index finger under his nose.


Ragusa didn’t answer, not wanting to quarrel with his wife.


“Have you thought about them? Or are you content to feel sorry for yourself? Play the victim?” But Ragusa just shook his head, inconsolable.


Annachiara then tried using compassion. “Peppino, please, you mustn’t give up. Don’t let those idiots win.”


There was a timid knock at the door. Worried, Annachiara wondered, “Who can that be?” Ragusa raised his head, seized by panic.


His wife opened the door and, seeing who it was, broke into a smile. “Turi! Pericle! What a surprise! Come in, come in.”


Ragusa stood up and went to greet his elderly pupils, moved by their gesture of solidarity. He embraced the four men, and they held him warmly in silence, choking back tears.


When they broke apart, Turi Toscano handed him a black-covered notebook.


“Here, Doctor, I managed to do my homework.” Turi’s fingertips were corroded by salt, and he had a hard time holding the pen steady.


Ragusa opened the notebook and read aloud Turi’s sentences, written in a hesitant script. “All men are born with equal dignity . . . Only decent work sets us free . . .” He wasn’t able to go on, and once again he embraced the old salt miner, touched.


“Turi, thank you. Our evenings were not wasted.”


“Doctor, why do you want to abandon us?” Turi Toscano finally asked.


“Dear friends . . .” The doctor looked at them as if counting them. “And Gerolamo? And Vincenzo Valli?” He waited for an answer from them, but the four men withdrew into an uncomfortable silence and lowered their eyes to avoid meeting his gaze. “There, you see? That’s the reason. Didn’t you hear Ninì’s proclamation? What I feared would happen has started. From now on, life will be difficult for us Jews. For that reason, I don’t want to drag other people into my troubles.”


“We won’t let them harm you.” Toscano was the first to break the silence. “Besides, who do you think cares about us, way down here? Rome is halfway around the world.”


“Turi is right,” spoke up Ottavio Gravina, the youngest and toughest of them all. “We’re not afraid of anybody.”


“This battle can’t be won with force, however,” the doctor went on. “They will always be stronger.”


There was another knock at the door. Everyone turned around.


A smile lit up Annachiara’s lovely face. “It must be your other friends. You see? They’ve come too.” She went to the door and opened it, ready to welcome the latecomers.


But in front of her, in the darkness of night, stood a leering Jano surrounded by three of his most loyal comrades: Ginetto, Nunzio, and Prospero.


“Good evening, Annachiara, aren’t you going to invite us in?” Leaning against the doorframe, Jano took a quick look inside.


At that same moment, at the farmstead of Prince Ferdinando Licata’s gabellotto or overseer, Rosario Losurdo, a small party was being held. One of Losurdo’s armed guards, his campiere Manfredi, had just returned from Africa, from Addis Ababa, where he gone a year and a half earlier to try his luck as an immigrant, prompted by the regime’s illusory promises. He had traveled to Ethiopia in the hope of becoming the owner of a piece of land—a large estate—where he could live out the rest of his life, but those eighteen months had proved a bitter disappointment.


The farmhouse was lit in celebration. Everyone had questions for Manfredi, but he responded impatiently in monosyllables.


Rosario Losurdo was very attached to Manfredi. When Losurdo had been imprisoned on charges, later dropped, that he had been behind the massacre at Borgo Guarine, Manfredi had held the reins of the estate for five years, without anyone bemoaning the gabellotto’s absence.


Manfredi had devoted himself to protecting Losurdo’s family as if it were his own. He had not let them lack for anything and had continued carrying on the affairs of the estate, collecting the taxes as if the gabellotto had never been away. This honesty and dedication had won over Losurdo, who, once he was released from prison and assumed control of Prince Licata’s property again, began treating him as an equal, like a brother.


Among the young men most interested in Manfredi’s venture was Saro, who asked him what the land was like, if it was true that it was easy to get permission to plant there, how much farms cost, if seeds had to be brought from Italy, what were the most productive crops, why he had come back after only eighteen months, whether the people there were very hostile toward whites—and if it was true that the girls were beautiful and that they were all willing.


At that question, the other young men burst out laughing, making risqué remarks under their breath and whispering double entendres.


Manfredi dampened their enthusiasm. “It’s all a fraud. Everything they tell us to convince us to go to Ethiopia is false.”


“But what about the empire, the place in the sun, the promised land?” Saro asked dejectedly.


“All lies. The only ones really getting rich are the ‘sharks’: the upper echelons, military men, diplomats, big contractors—in short, friends of friends of the government. They live in houses that have been expropriated from the old Ethiopian bourgeoisie, and their wives drive around the city in official cars that should be off-limits to them, but their use is tolerated.”


“I’ve always said it: it’s America that’s the promised land,” Saro told his friends.


“It’s true. Those who have come back say that in New York anyone can become a millionaire,” claimed Michele, one of Losurdo’s sons.


“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get out of this thankless land.” Setting out for other worlds had been Saro’s dream since childhood.


Rosario Losurdo approached the group of young men who were besieging Manfredi.


“Give this poor soul a chance to breathe.” His voice had the presence to silence them all as they turned toward him. “And you, Saro, where do you want to go? To America? Do you want your father and mother to die of a broken heart?”


Glasses began being passed around. Everyone toasted Manfredi’s return and drank good wine from Rosario Losurdo’s vineyards.


“So, you want to go away?” The feminine voice made Saro spin around, nearly spilling his wine on Mena’s dress. “You want to go to America? Haven’t you thought about me?” Those words only increased Saro’s embarrassment.


“Actually—”


The girl burst out laughing. “Come on, I’m kidding, I’m teasing you, silly.”


“It’s just an idea. I’d like to, but I don’t know if I’ll ever have the courage.” He stared into her eyes. She couldn’t hold his gaze. “But why did you say I don’t think of you?” Saro asked.


This time it was Mena who felt embarrassed. “Is that what I said?”


“Don’t pretend you don’t remember.”


“I meant just what I said.” Her voice cracked a little, and Saro noticed it.


For a few moments, the two young people stared intensely into each other’s eyes.


“You know what I say? You can go wherever you like, Saro Ragusa.” With that, Mena turned around and walked off, mingling with the other guests.





Jano, trailed by his three bloodhounds, entered the doctor’s home without waiting for an invitation from the hostess, not giving a damn about the rules of hospitality. “Well, well. I see that you continue to hold subversive meetings, Dr. Ragusa, even though you’ve already received a warning from the mayor. Am I right?”


Annachiara, with her innate cordiality, invited Jano to come have a seat. “Jano, Nunzio, can I offer you some of our wine? Sit down, our house is your house.” So saying, she went to the cupboard to get some glasses and a bottle.


But Jano’s voice made her freeze. “Don’t bother, Annachiara. We’re not here to have a drink. Or at least we won’t be the ones drinking.” His jeering smile was imitated by the other three militiamen, who threw him looks of complicity. “I repeat. Don’t you know that it’s forbidden to hold seditious meetings? What are you cooking up?” he asked, turning to the four villagers sitting at the end of the table.


Mimmo Ferro, the one who least feared Jano’s authority given the many times he had seen him drunk, replied sarcastically, “Anyone who has a clear conscience either has a bad memory or has never used his conscience. My dear Jano, we are guilty like every man who breathes on this earth.”


“You’re being a smart-ass, right, Mimmo?”


Turi Toscano came to the aid of his companion. “Jano, you know very well why we come here to the doctor. Certainly not for a revolution.”


“At first I didn’t even know how to do arithmetic,” Pericle, the charcoal burner, added.


Annachiara had brought four glasses and was filling them with wine.


“But I know that the doctor doesn’t only teach you to count and read, isn’t that so, Dr. Ragusa?”


He bowed his head, refusing to defend himself. He had nothing to say to the thug.


Jano pounded his fist violently on the table, making Annachiara cringe. “Answer me when I ask you a question!” One of the glasses toppled, and wine spilled onto the table. Jano reared back and stood up so he wouldn’t get wet. He was furious. “In any case, your time has come, dear doctor. I know all about what you do during your meetings. The multiplication table is just an excuse. What interests you is putting socialist ideas in the heads of these dunces. You, Doctor, are plotting against the regime. For that alone, I could throw you in jail.”


“I am at your disposal, Jano,” Ragusa finally spoke up. “Go ahead and throw me in jail. You don’t have a shred of evidence to prove what you say. You’ll look like a fool in front of everyone, as usual.”


Jano rushed at him and struck him on the face with the club he always carried with him. Annachiara threw herself at Jano, screaming, but Ginetto stopped her, pulling her away. Mimmo Ferro tried to interfere, but Nunzio shouldered him, knocking him to the floor. A stream of blood ran down Ragusa’s face. Turi, Pericle, and Ottavio Gravina tried to reach the door, but Prospero blocked their way out.


“The party isn’t over, and you want to leave already?” Jano barked at the three men. “I need witnesses. Someone will have to report what happens to those who oppose us.”


Ragusa wiped his wound with his shirtsleeve.


At a sign from Jano, Nunzio and Prospero pinned the doctor’s arms. He tried to free himself, but they were stronger, and after a while he stopped struggling. Annachiara kept screaming at them to leave him alone.


Jano appeared with a bottle in his hands. Annachiara saw him and let out a piercing shriek. Ginetto shook her forcefully to silence her, and when that didn’t work, punched her in the face, knocking her out. Ragusa, seeing his wife on the floor, began thrashing about furiously again, yelling “Killers! Killers!” Nunzio and Prospero were having a hard time restraining him, so they threw him to the ground and held him down.


Jano went over, grabbed him by the hair, and lifted his head. Then he shoved a bottle of salt water into his mouth and began forcing him to gulp it down.


The salt water had the same effects as castor oil, but in addition caused a feeling of nausea that lasted several days.


Ragusa, in part due to his position, in part because of the deluge of water he was forced to swallow, began coughing to expel the liquid from his nose and other parts of his body. But Jano’s job was finished only once the bottle was empty. Finally, Nunzio and Prospero let go of him. Ragusa, in a pool of filth, wheezed and went on vomiting, while Annachiara remained unconscious. The four friends were stunned and crushed by such callous cruelty.


Jano pulled an embroidered cloth off the table and wiped his hands with it. “Remember what you saw. And tell everyone that this is what’s in store for the Duce’s enemies.” With that, he threw down the cloth and walked out, followed by his comrades.





At that moment at the farm, Rosita—Signora Losurdo, recognized as one of the best cooks in town—entered the party room carrying a huge fig and honey tart, borne with the care generally bestowed on newborns. Mena accompanied her mother with a bunch of teaspoons, while her brother Donato carried a stack of dessert plates.


Rosario Losurdo, like most of the gabellotti in Sicily, had become a powerful figure in the town, and the Limoges porcelain service with gold trim had been one of his wife’s first acquisitions once they became rich. The crostata was cut, and plates flew from hand to hand.


Mena cut the last slice and personally took it to Saro. “Enjoy it, Saro, because in America there are no women who know how to make desserts this good,” she told him wryly, handing him the plate.


“Your mother is a great baker,” Saro said, licking his fingers, sticky with honey.


“Actually, I made the tart. My mother helped me, but I was the one who made it!”


The boy’s eyes widened. “You’re a phenomenon! I’ve never eaten anything so delicious.”


Mena smiled, and Saro impulsively gave her a peck on the cheek, but his fig-and-honey-smeared lips left a mark that he clumsily tried to wipe off using the edge of his shirt.


The young woman drew back, amused. “Saro, stop that. You’re hopeless.” Then she took a handkerchief and wiped the traces of the tart off her cheek.


“Sorry, Mena,” he said sheepishly, embarassed and blushing.


“What’s going on here?” Rosario Losurdo had witnessed the scene from across the room. Mena was still his little girl, and he didn’t care for that behavior at all. His stern tone made Saro spin around hastily; when he saw the girl’s father, he gave a start that was almost comical.


“Don Rosario—what’s going on?” All he could do was repeat the question the host had asked.


Mena shook her head, smiling. “Papa, what do you think is going on? Saro is about to leave, and we were saying good-bye.” She pushed her father toward their guests. “Go back to your friends.”


Rosario Losurdo had a soft spot for his little Mena. Only she would dare to be impertinent toward him.


Saro held out his hand to say good-bye to Losurdo. “Baciamo le mani—my respects—Don Rosario.”


The man shook his hand, giving him a look that spoke volumes. When he released Saro’s hand, he realized it was sticky with honey. He casually wiped it on his pants and walked away, proud of the “Don” that until then no one had ever afforded him.


Mena, who had noticed the little mishap, burst out laughing. “You’re really impossible.” She took Saro by the hand and dragged him across the room, toward the door. “I’m sorry, but you really must go now. Otherwise if my father realizes I fooled him, I’m finished!”


“Sorry,” Saro stammered.


“If it was up to him, he’d keep me inside one of those glass bell jars we put patron saints in.”


“He’s not all wrong. Who knows how many guys make eyes at you.”


“Oh, loads of them, I’d say.”


They both smiled. Upon reaching the door, they faced each other, and suddenly their expressions turned serious. Mena made an imperceptible movement, her face moving closer to his. A few very long seconds went by. Then Saro took her hands, deliberately ending that magical moment.


“I really should go.” So saying, he rested his lips gently on Mena’s palms and let them linger there a second or two. Then, without turning around, he moved off into the evening shadows.


On the way back, Saro shivered with pleasure at the thought of having touched Mena’s delicate skin. The girl was the daughter of Losurdo, the richest gabellotto in Salemi. And he was merely the son of a dirt-poor Jewish doctor.


Surely Losurdo had very different ambitions for his daughter; he’d better get her out of his mind. With these thoughts swirling in his head, Saro reached his house and saw a knot of people in front of the half-open door. He immediately realized that something serious had happened.


As soon as people noticed him, the group parted to let him through. Saro saw his mother lying on the bed. Mimmo Ferro and Turi Toscano were sitting at the foot of the bed, while his father was bent over his mother, giving her an injection. As soon as his sister Ester saw him come in, she ran crying to him and threw her arms around him.


“What’s going on?” he asked. But Ester was sobbing and couldn’t get out a word. Saro broke out of her embrace and demanded to know what had happened to his mother. Then he noticed how disheveled his father was, his shirt wet and soiled with blood and vomit, his hair dirty. Moaning, Annachiara turned her head to one side, opened her eyes, and saw Saro. She moved a hand weakly to touch him, and her son rushed to her and held her close.


“Mama . . .” He managed to choke back the lump that had formed in his throat. The woman seemed to feel better at the sight of her husband, who had remained beside her. Her gaze also took in Mimmo and Turi at the foot of the bed, and Ester, crying distraughtly. She closed her eyes again, and the sedative’s action made her sink into a dreamless sleep.


Saro got up. The room was in complete disarray, a pool of water on the floor, a bottle upended. He turned to his father. “Who did this to you?” Ragusa didn’t answer.


“It was Jano. Him and his Black Shirts,” said Mimmo.


“I’ll kill him!” cried Saro.


But his father took him by the shoulders and gripped him firmly. “Calm down. You’re not killing anyone. We have to pretend that nothing happened. We have to disappear. They’re the stronger ones now. Not even the carabinieri can do anything against the fascist combat league.”





Chapter 7


– 1939 –


Prince Ferdinando Licata was pessimistic about the island’s future. Not a day passed when he didn’t hear about some injustice, some abuse, suffered by the poor at the hands of those who held political and administrative power in the town. Fascism had put men lacking any moral value in positions of control, crushing admirable men of profound ethics and demoting them to marginal roles.


In its own small way, Salemi itself was a perfect example of how corrupt the regime was. The town’s mayor, Lorenzo Costa, was said to have ruthlessly wiped out entire families, and had appointed a pitiable misfit, Jano Vassallo, perpetrator of ill-advised, reckless actions, as head of the town militia. Now, though, that psychopath had begun to exceed all limits, and some residents of Salemi felt the need to redraw the boundaries of common civic decency.


With these thoughts in mind, Prince Ferdinando Licata decided to confront Jano and his notorious associates. Not just because Dr. Peppino Ragusa was a dear friend but also for his own mysterious reasons that were buried in the depths of his heart. Otherwise he never would have stooped to come to terms with such a mediocre individual as Jano.


The libertarian spirit and profound sense of justice that flowed in the prince’s veins came from his great-grandfather, a Londoner named Frederick Leicester, who at the end of the eighteenth century, following in the footsteps of those who made the grand tour of Europe, had traveled far and wide throughout Italy. Finding in Sicily not only the colors and landscapes he had been seeking but love as well, the young Leicester decided to remain there for the rest of his life. When the birth of his son, Ferdinando’s grandfather, was recorded, his surname was misspelled, thanks to an error by the registry clerk, though some said it was to deny his past: from Leicester it became Licata, and so from that day forward, Sicily acquired a new pedigree of princes.


When Ferdinando Licata was still a child, his family was struck by a tragedy. While traveling to Palermo, both parents were killed by a gang of bandits during a robbery. From then on, his grandfather and his sister, Lavinia, served as father and mother to him.


Thanks to his abilities and educational preparation, Ferdinando had been able to skillfully manage the few lands inherited from his grandfather. For many years, he was considered an excellent match by blue-blooded, Sicilian young ladies. But Licata was very reserved, not believing in marriage and, though he’d had numerous lovers, he’d always managed to escape being shackled by a wife.


He was also a great diplomat and had always avoided disputes with his neighbors and the various “dons” of the surrounding area. He had never wanted to get mixed up with them, men whom he considered extremely coarse and uncultured.





One Sunday morning at a little past six, Prince Ferdinando Licata stationed himself near the drinking trough two blocks away from where Carmela Petrulli lived. He knew—the whole town knew—that every Saturday night Jano sneaked into Carmela’s house and left early the next morning at dawn. Carmela was not the town prostitute, but one of several war widows, another victim of the emigration that had depopulated many of the towns in Sicily in the 1920s.


At the customary time that Sunday morning, Carmela’s door opened, and Jano slipped out furtively. He drew a black cloak over his shirt, also black, which he now wore like a second skin.


Ferdinando Licata’s dark horse was drinking at the trough when Jano came around the corner. Though he was startled to see the prince, he concealed it. Licata, on the other hand, pretended to be surprised at running into him at that hour.


“Jano, it’s too late to go hunting and too early if you’re not going hunting. What are you doing here at this hour on a Sunday?” he asked, tugging the horse.


“Hey, Prince, I already shot my load, with all due respect.” He quickened his pace without stopping, but the prince was swift and came up beside him, leading his horse by the bit.


“Do you know what’s tragic about aging? It’s not so much actually being old, as one might think, but being still young in your mind and all your senses.” The prince touched his arm and stopped the horse, forcing Jano to stop as well.


“You young people see us old and graying now, but our desires, our will to act, is exactly as it was when we were twenty. How old are you, Jano?”


Taken aback by the question, Jano answered almost automatically, “Twenty-four.”


“Congratulations.” He started walking again, and this time it was Jano who followed him. He wanted to see what the prince was driving at with that gibberish. “Very few young men get to where you are at your age, Jano. You’re clearly destined for a rewarding future. You deserve it, evidently.”


“But?” Jano beat him to it, showing an uncommon intelligence.


“It’s true, there is a but,” the prince agreed, realizing that he was not dealing with an ignorant thug, as he had always thought. “You see, in life, we may care little about people, but we will always need a friend. It is essential to have someone you can trust.”


“Prince, why are you giving me this sermon?”


“Jano, I can see that you are also a fine young man, and I want to offer you my friendship.”


“That’s very flattering, Prince Licata. And what do you want in return?”


“Well, it doesn’t exactly work that way.” Ferdinando Licata was beginning to lose patience with the young man and his blunt, insolent ways. “Let’s say that if we were to become friends, my friends would automatically become your friends, and, conversely, your friends would become part of my world. Do you understand what I’m offering you, Jano?”


“I’ll become a prince?” Jano was beginning to act disrespectfully, but Ferdinando pretended not to notice.


“There’s a friend of mine, Dr. Peppino Ragusa, whom I believe has been denounced as a subversive. There is nothing more unfortunate than an accusation like that. The doctor is a fine man, as demonstrated by the fact that all these years he’s worked unstintingly for the good of us all, never asking anything in return. If the doctor were to decide to leave Salemi”—the prince kept pressing—“it would be a great misfortune for the entire community. For our town physician has also taken the trouble to teach reading and arithmetic to our peasants who’ve never gone to school.”


“Yes, but he also puts revolutionary ideas in their heads. He preaches socialism, the sharing of land, he’s against the Duce. How can an individual like that be your friend?” Jano wasn’t aware that he had raised his voice.


“But what harm could he do? I myself don’t see eye to eye with him, but he’s absolutely harmless. Jano, promise me you’ll leave him in peace.”


“He’s a dirty Jew besides,” was Jano’s only reply. “The Jewish race is the cause of all evil. After the Great War, it led to the Russian Revolution, it advanced communism.”


“You imbecile, don’t you understand that those are just stereotypes?” Ferdinando Licata realized that he wouldn’t make any headway with Jano.


The young man, not at all intimidated, replied just as aggressively, “Prince, don’t you understand that you aristocrats have had your day? For you and everyone like you, it’s over! The fascist revolution has brought you to your knees. We’re the ones who now impose order and command respect in the cities. No other power can exist within the fascist state!”


An icy contempt came over Ferdinando Licata’s face. Making no reply, he placed his foot in the stirrup and mounted his horse.


“Jano, do you like porchetta?” he asked scornfully.


“What a question! Of course I like roast pork. Why?”


“I’ll send you some. We’re slaughtering a pig.” The prince spurred his mount and the horse cantered off toward the fields.


In other times, no one would even have dreamed of talking to the prince that way. Jano looked around to see if anyone had witnessed their exchange. There wasn’t a living soul in the streets, but Jano was certain that behind the shutters a thousand eyes had observed how high his power now reached.


Encouraged by his victory over the powerful Prince Licata, Jano decided to take action and initiate the bureaucratic process to remove Peppino Ragusa from his official post as district physician. He knew it wouldn’t be an easy matter, but you have to start somewhere. Thus he wrote a letter to the mayor, his friend Lorenzo Costa, requesting that Dr. Ragusa be removed from his post “in order to safeguard public order, and because of his Jewish origins, in accordance with the recently enacted racial laws.”


Costa recorded the request and sent it on to the provincial governor. The official took note of it and turned it over to the prefect of the province, who in turn—without looking into the matter—forwarded the demand to the provincial health center director, who—without even reading it—passed it on to the administrator of the medical center of the town of Salemi.


All the latter had to do was choose a replacement for Dr. Ragusa. The administrator’s decision was easy, because a certain Dr. Attilio Bizzarri had been working in the medical center for some time, badgering him with his perfectionism, finding flaws with everything. Though Bizzarri was highly respected by his colleagues, the bureaucrats in the health care world couldn’t bear his fastidious character. He had a generous spirit, made no distinction between aristocrats and peasants, and was greatly esteemed by all his patients. Bizzarri also had a knack for diagnosis and an extraordinary intuition for deciding on the proper method of treatment. However, the administrator had a desk covered with letters of complaints the doctor had sent him. Bizzarri had even written to the Duce himself, griping about some sanitary deficiencies. It was a good opportunity to get rid of him.


So Dr. Attilio Bizzarri received a letter ordering him to take over the post of town physician of Salemi within one month of the date stamped on the envelope.
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