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AUTHOR’S COMMENT

This story is a product of my imagination but the setting, the mountain village of Poggioreale is not imaginary. It was one of fourteen towns that was destroyed in the Belice earthquake on the southwest coast of Sicily in 1968.

In this story, a passionate Sicilian woman has an opportunity to do the impossible. And with the help of her family, and numerous other people, she oversees the reconstruction of Poggioreale.

It’s a labour of love and a task that is not without its difficulties, and over a period of twenty years, it brings a community together and it brings the village back to life. 

The original inhabitants of Poggioreale would happily move back in if someone rebuilt their town, but that will never happen. And like Pompeii, it will be forever frozen in time. 
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PROLOGUE
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A Journey to Safety

From Naples to Poggioreale

Sicily - 1943

Naples was a war-torn city during World War 11, shrouded in fear and uncertainty, a victim of indiscriminate attacks, heavy bombing raids, and countless deaths. 

War is an ugly thing and it is more so for the mothers of helpless children. Not knowing what else to do, one desperate mother, Lucia Grasso decided to put her three sons and her five year-old daughter on the night train and send them up into the mountains to stay with her parents. 

It was a last minute decision, and they had to race through darkened streets to make it to the train station on time. Little Florentina held onto her mother’s hand as they battled their way through the crowd, dodging suitcases and soldiers. 

“Mama, why are we leaving at night?” she asks, her voice quivering with uncertainty.

Her mother forces a smile, masking the dread in her heart. “Because it’s safer, my darling. And, when you get to Nonno’s, he will take care of you.”

Little Florentina didn’t want to go, so Lucia knelt down and held her hands, the look in her eyes was one of anguish and pain, and those last few minutes with her children were filled with tears and a hurried goodbye. 

“Florentina, you have to go and stay with Nonno and Nonna, that is why,”

Florentina’s eyes were filled with tears. “Why can’t you come with us, Mama?”

Lucia’s face softened, and through trembling lips she forced a reply. “Because it’s safer for you in Poggioreale, because I must stay here to help the others.”

“What if the bad men come to the mountains?” Florentina cried, as she clutched onto her little dolly. 

Her mother’s gaze was distilled with fear and determination. “Nonno Pietro will protect you. He is the bravest man I know.”

The train was about to depart, and Lucia held her sons and daughter, never knowing if she would ever see them again, her heart breaking with every passing second. 

“Remember, my bambini,” she says as she takes them in her arms, “you are stronger than you think. And one day, you will understand why I sent you up into the mountains.”

She bundled her children onto the carriage, the train doors slammed shut, and Florentina, tears streaming down her cheeks, pressed her face against the window pane, and watched as her mother disappeared into a haze of steam and smoke. 

Her brother’s did their best to be brave but they had never been on a train before, it was dark, the train jostled from side to side, and the sound of bombs in the distance did little to ease their heartache or their fear.

They were heading up into the mountains, to the village of Poggioreale on the southwest coast of Sicily, where the wind whispered through the olive trees, and the earth was filled with the salty tang of the Mediterranean and the scent of freshly tilled soil. 

Nestled at the base of Mount Elimo, Poggioreale, escaped much of the war’s cruelty. Its sun-warmed streets remained intact, and its wheatfields and vineyards continued to thrive under the Sicilian sun.

Little Florentina’s heart ached for her mother, and she often sat on the wooden bench outside of Nonno Pietro’s house while he showed her how to weave a basket.

"Nonno, will the war come here?" she asked, her little voice tinged with fear.

Pietro paused and gazed out across the valley with thoughtful eyes. "No, piccolina," he replied, his voice steady. "This place is protected. The mountains watch over us."

Nonna Lucia was cooking in the kitchen, and the aroma of baking bread filled the air, while Bruno, the shaggy brown dog dozed lazily at her feet, oblivious to the weight of the world outside. 

Florentina’s arrival in Poggioreale had not been without sorrow. For a little girl, the journey from Naples was horrifying. The train was packed with anxious faces, but she held onto the hands of her brothers who did their best to assure their little sister that they would be safe by morning.

“Why couldn’t Mama come with us?” Florentina asked her grandfather.

He brushed the hair out of her eyes and said, "She sent you here so you would be safe, tesoro. The city is no place for a child right now."

As Florentina watched her grandfather work, the rhythm of his hands calmed her nerves. She had no idea at the time that Poggioreale was imprinting itself onto her soul and would continue to do so for the remainder of her life.

It's cobblestone streets overlooked lush vineyards and rolling hills, and Florentina found solace with her grandparents close by. The warmth of Nonna’s kitchen, the rhythmic sound of Nonno working with his tools, and a love affair with Bruno the dog were etched into the fabric of her childhood.

Florentina discovered the simple joys of life, picking olives, chasing Bruno and her brothers around the square, and sitting on the porch with Nonno Pietro, who had endless tales of Poggioreale’s noble past.

“Do you know, Florentina, that this valley holds secrets,” Nonno Pietro said, his eyes glinting in the twilight.

“What sort of secrets?” she had said, her eyes wide.

Nonno Pietro chuckled. “Stories about treasures, and maybe even ghosts, but they only reveal themselves to those who truly belong here.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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Naples – 1970

An Unexpected Legacy 

It is mid-morning and the bustling back streets of Naples are alive with activity, a chaotic cacophony of people going about their business, women in floral dresses haggling at market stalls, their voices rising in a symphony of determination. Vendors hawk their wares, and the aroma of espresso mingles with the briny breeze that floats in from the harbour. 

A vibrant, thirty-two year-old woman called Florentina Grasso strides confidently through the crowd minding her own business. But when you are dressed like a popular movie, the men not only notice, some of them can barely restrain themselves. 

“Ciao, bella,” says a godlike young creature called Vito, as he leans nonchalantly against a fruit stand with a grin as wide as his ambitions are narrow.  

“Where are you going in such a hurry? Stay and talk to me.”

Florentina usually smiles and sometimes she even shares her thoughts rather loudly and vividly. She does her best to ignore the likes of Vito and Rico, gigolos in tight-fitting shirts and cheap plastic sunglasses. They hang about doing nothing and specialise in wolf whistles and insinuations. Florentina throws him a look that says never in a million years and laughs.

“Why would I waste my time on someone as gorgeous as you?”

“Bella, I love you, and I want to marry you?” Rico says. “And where are you going?’ 

Florentina doesn’t even break her stride but responds, nevertheless. 

“Somewhere that your brain won’t understand.”

Florentina is a
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