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Prologue
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For over a thousand years, the hearts of Sicily’s Jews beat to the rhythm of the Mediterranean.

They had arrived in Roman times, founding small communities along the coasts, in Palermo, Messina, Syracuse, and Catania, and built lives of faith, craft, and learning. Synagogues stood beside marketplaces; the scent of wine and olives mingled with the murmur of prayer, and scholars wrote their commentaries to the whisper of the waves.

When the Arabs came, Jewish culture flourished even more. Jews moved freely between Sicily, Tunis, and Córdoba, physicians, merchants, scholars, their Hebrew interwoven with Arabic, and psalms echoing beside Andalusian hymns.

The Normans and the Hohenstaufens continued to grant them protection, and the communities grew in strength and spirit. But with the arrival of the Spaniards in the fifteenth century, a different wind swept across the island. The Church hardened its heart; blood libels and forced conversions disturbed their peace. Yet still, the study houses did not close, and Sabbath candles continued to glow in the twilight.

Then, in 1492, when the royal decree arrived from the Iberian Peninsula, thousands of Jews were forced to pack their lives into small chests. On the very sea they had long mastered, they became refugees. Those who remained were compelled to convert and live in hiding; those who fled carried with them the memory of Palermo’s alleys and the scent of Catania’s fields.

Thus, the ancient light of Sicilian Jewry was extinguished, yet its glimmer never truly died. It travelled with the exiles and remained etched in the memory of the Mediterranean.

Against the backdrop of this turbulent period, the secret love of Sofia Pellegrini, the daughter of a Catholic wine merchant, and Lorenzo di Montalbano, from a very influential family from Syracuse, blossomed.
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Alfonso de Bandetti was a hide merchant from the town of Randazzo, north of Catania. His fortunes improved markedly after he obtained a permit to export his goods to North Africa. From that point on, he spent long stretches at sea, leaving behind his aging parents, his wife Allegra, and their young son, Elia.

Many of Randazzo’s Jews made their living from silk weaving and from tanning and dyeing hides. Their warehouses stood along the town’s western edge, in the district of Santo Elia, beyond the walls, where the risk of fire was lower.

On one of his journeys, in the city of Marrakesh, Alfonso was attacked, robbed, and stabbed to death. Word of his murder reached Randazzo only when the ship returned, carrying what remained of his body so that he could be buried according to Jewish law.

The community’s rabbi, Rabbino Achille Calabrese, delivered the eulogy and, at the request of Alfonso’s parents, composed a special lament in his memory.

Young Elia stood at his father’s grave and wept in silence.

“Repeat after me,” the rabbi told him. “Say the Kaddish.”

“May His great Name be magnified and sanctified,” Elia murmured, his voice unsteady. The crowd, several dozen merchants and relatives, answered together, “Amen.” The rabbi continued, and Elia followed, word by word: “He who makes peace in His heights, may He in His mercy make peace for us and for all Israel. And let us say: Amen.” A low murmur of “Amen” moved through the gathering.

Elia knew little of Jewish ritual. The ceremony left him shaken and confused.

“Are we Jews?” he asked his grandfather as soon as they returned home.

“We belong to an ancient people,” the old man said, “a people driven from its land more than thirteen hundred years ago.”

“Who drove us out?” Elia asked.

“There was the Great Revolt and the destruction of the Temple by the Romans. Later came the revolt of Bar Kokhba.”

“Why did he fight the Jews?”

“Because Rome sought to conquer Judea and Samaria, Jerusalem above all, and to expand its empire. Then the revolt of Bar Kokhba broke out against them.”

“And what happened?”

“After the Romans crushed the rebels, they tried to erase Jewish identity and its bond to the land. They renamed it Palestine, imposed heavy taxes, banned religious practice, and destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem, the one built by the Jewish king Herod, down to its foundations. They looted its treasures, even the Ark of the Covenant, and carried them to Rome. Worst of all, they exiled the Jews from their homeland, exposing them to massacres and plunder. Many were sold into slavery.”

“When did all this happen?” Elia asked.

“In August of the year seventy,” his grandfather said, his voice heavy with grief.

“And that’s how our ancestors came to Sicily?”

“Yes. For more than thirteen centuries we’ve lived on this island, under the Greeks, the Lombards, the Arabs, and now the Spaniards.”

Alfonso and Allegra did not live in the Jewish quarter beyond the Annunziata stream. They shared a plot of land with Catholic neighbours and tended an ancient olive grove that came with the house. During the harvest, they spread cloths beneath the trees, roasted rabbit over open fires, drank wine, and stayed together until late evening. The neighbours’ grown sons were fond of Elia and called him their little brother.

Even on Jewish holidays, Allegra always found a reason not to visit her in-laws. There were no visible signs of religion in their home, and their Jewish identity was rarely questioned, until Alfonso’s funeral.

When Alfonso’s parents asked Allegra to move in with them, she refused. A year after her husband’s death, she set aside the black clothes of mourning and, to the deep disapproval of her in-laws, agreed to marry a Catholic wine merchant of Lombard origin, Edoardo Pellegrini, who had courted her with relentless determination.

Allegra was young, striking, and meticulously put together. Edoardo first noticed her on a market day, standing behind a stall selling her olive oil. When he learned she was a widow, he sent flowers to her home and asked to meet her.

Allegra accepted his attention. When her late husband’s parents sent Rabbi Achilla Calabrese to urge her not to marry a Christian, Allegra erupted in fury and drove him from her house.

“How dare you come into my home as a messenger for people who call me a whore and a disgrace?” she shouted.

“I come in the name of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” the rabbi said. “You belong to the Jewish people. Do not lose yourself among the Gentiles. Do not raise your son as a Christian.”

“And who will take care of my child?” she shot back. “You? Or two old people living off charity? The oil will run out soon. Then what?”

The rabbi had no answer. He left with his head lowered. Just before the door slammed shut, he turned and spat on the threshold.

“Be cursed,” he muttered.
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In early April of the year 1470, Allegra de Bandetti married Edoardo Pellegrini in a modest ceremony held at the Church of Santa Beatrice Miracolosa in Randazzo. Among those present were Edoardo’s two sons, left motherless the year before, Allegra’s young son Elia, and several Christian neighbours with whom she shared the olive grove. It was not an elaborate ceremony, yet the quiet presence of family lent it a welcome sense of stability.

After the wedding, Edoardo rented out his own house and moved with his sons into the home Allegra shared with Elia. Allegra’s life changed completely. During her widowhood, she had lived under the authority of her first husband’s parents, who supported her financially but imposed on her a life of isolation. Now she found herself once again a wife and a mother, part of a complete household.

Edoardo was a hardworking man. Each morning, he set out in a cart loaded with clay jars filled with fine wine, travelling roads and narrow paths to distant villages, returning home only after nightfall. When he came back, weary and coated in dust, the family waited to share the meal Allegra had prepared, eating together in a calm silence. On weekends, they all rode out to the Alcantara River, dipping their feet into its cold, clear water.

“You can’t know how happy I am,” Allegra often told him. “After my first husband died, I no longer wished to live. Then you came and gave me hope again.”

Two years passed, filled with quiet expectation, and at last Allegra became pregnant. Edoardo, who longed for a child of their own to bind the family together, walked through the town like the proudest rooster in the yard, telling everyone he met of the miracle granted to him. Elia would stroke his mother’s swelling belly and whisper to it gently, sending a kiss to the sister not yet born. “Sofia,” he decided, and thus her name was sealed even before she entered the world.

Sofia was born precisely at midnight on the twenty-fifth of December, on the birthday of Jesus, one thousand four hundred and seventy-three years after his birth. As the child emerged, Allegra’s cries subsided, and the room fell still. Then church bells, near and far, began to ring with force, and celebratory gunshots echoed across the town.

“The people are celebrating the birth of our holy daughter,” Allegra whispered to the midwife and to the family gathered around her bed.

But the smiles quickly faded. Allegra’s body grew hot, her breathing shortened, and her eyes seemed troubled.

“She’s burning with fever,” Edoardo said, peering anxiously through the window at the dirt path outside. “We must call a doctor.”

“We need Samuel Sasportas, the Jewish doctor,” the midwife said firmly. “Without him, she won’t survive the night. She’s delirious.”

Edoardo froze.

“Hurry,” the midwife urged. “Go and bring him. There’s no time to lose.”

Edoardo put on his fur coat, and Giulio, his eldest son, went with him. Outside, a winter wind was blowing, and flakes of snow drifted through the air. They hitched the horse to the cart and set out along the muddy path leading toward the centre of Randazzo, toward the Jewish quarter.

After knocking repeatedly at the doctor’s door without response, Edoardo said, “It’s hard to believe a doctor wouldn’t open his door to someone in need.”

They were about to turn back when the door suddenly opened, and Sasportas stood in the doorway, eyes heavy with sleep, dressed in a nightshirt.

“My wife has given birth, and she’s burning with fever,” Edoardo said.

“Come in,” the doctor replied. “I’ll dress at once. Do you have barley or wheat grains at home?”

They set out again. The cart slogged through the mud, the horse straining so that the distance seemed to grow with every step. As they neared the house, they saw the midwife waving her arms wildly.

“Allegra has lost consciousness!” she shouted.

Sasportas acted without hesitation. He soaked a towel in water and placed it on Allegra’s forehead.

“Turn it frequently,” he instructed.

To the midwife, he said, “Boil water with the barley.”

He examined Allegra carefully, looking between her legs, palpating her abdomen and her breasts. The sheet was stained with blood from the placenta, already absorbed, but there was no sign of fresh bleeding.

“Mastitis,” he concluded. “Her breasts are very hard; that’s the cause of the fever.”

He placed a cloth pouch filled with warm cooked barley against her chest.

“Replace it when it cools, and warm another in the same water.”

Edoardo begged him to stay the night, but the doctor insisted on returning home.

“Let me know her condition in the morning. If there’s no improvement, further treatment will be needed,” he said before stepping down from the cart.

On the way back, Edoardo prayed silently to his God. He swore that if Allegra recovered, she would convert to Christianity, and Sofia would be baptised at once.

When Edoardo returned home, dawn was already breaking. A fine rain was falling, the snow had melted, and the ground had turned slick with mud. As he entered the house, the midwife ran toward him and embraced him.

“She’s opened her eyes and asked for water!”

They hurried to Allegra’s room. She lay in her bed, pale, her eyes deeply sunken. Her lips were colourless as well, yet he thought he glimpsed a faint smile at the corner of her mouth.

“My beloved, I prayed to our Messiah, and He saved you,” he said, hastily crossing himself.

Allegra looked at him and tried to speak, but no sound came.

“My love, whisper it to me,” he said, bending toward her.

She closed her eyes and said nothing.

At midday, the doctor arrived.

“How is our patient?” he asked.

“She’s very weak,” Edoardo said.

After examining her breasts and checking once more between her legs, the doctor settled into an armchair.

“You may bring me a glass of red wine now. The danger has passed. In a day or two, she’ll be on her feet.”

The midwife arranged for a young wet nurse to feed Sofia. Allegra’s breasts were still wrapped in cloth poultices filled with crushed wheat, red and swollen from the inflammation, but her temperature was normal. From time to time, she opened her eyes, like someone returned from the dead, and looked at those around her with quiet gratitude.

The next morning, Allegra slowly sipped warm chicken broth and whispered words of thanks to the midwife, who had not left her side.

“I want to see Sofia,” she murmured.

When they brought her the baby and placed her beside her on a raised pillow, she smiled for the first time.

“She’s so beautiful,” she said.

A few days later, she was already moving about the room, holding Sofia in her arms and telling her how afraid she had been that she would never live to see her.

“A miracle happened here. Jesus helped us. I prayed to Him to save you, and He answered my prayers,” Edoardo said.

“It was the Jewish doctor who saved her. No miracle happened here. Without him, she wouldn’t have survived the night,” Giulio said.

Eduardo did not answer. His face flushed with anger, and he left the room.

“Why do you provoke your father?” Allegra scolded Giulio. “He fought for your life. He doesn’t deserve such humiliation from his son.”

“We’re not religious. Religion only divides. Father married you, and suddenly he cares about Jesus and Christianity? When you were unconscious, he prayed like a madman and made vows.”

“What vows?” Allegra asked.

“He wants you to convert and to have Sofia baptised,” Giulio replied.

“That will never happen,” she said firmly. “I belong to the Jewish people, and so does Sofia.”

“I hope you’ll persuade him, but from what I see, my father is determined to keep his vows.”

“The Romans slaughtered our ancestors because we were Jews. They burned our Temple and drove us into exile. They led us to Rome as slaves, bound in chains. I am not religious, but I belong to the Jewish people, and that cannot be changed. Even if I were to convert, I would still be a daughter of the Jewish people.”

When Edoardo entered the room, silence fell. He understood that, in his absence, the vow had been discussed. For now, he decided not to raise the matter again, at least not until he could speak with Allegra alone.
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The strained relationship between Edoardo and his son, Giulio, continued in the weeks that followed. Edoardo understood that Giulio was working against him in his dealings with his wife, Allegra, and decided to put an end to it. Under the pretext of helping with a wine delivery, he asked Giulio to join him on a trip to a client in a distant town, about half a day’s ride from Randazzo. And so, at first light, the two of them set out in a cart loaded with wooden crates filled with wine jars, heading toward the customer.

Giulio suspected nothing. His father’s request seemed like an attempt at reconciliation, a gesture toward peace in the household, and he was glad for the chance to help.

“The horse is tired; we need to stop and let it rest. We should eat as well,” Edoardo said, steering the cart onto a side road that led to an ancient fortress, abandoned and in ruins.

They climbed down from the cart. Edoardo asked Giulio to release the horse to graze in the open field, while he himself reached beneath the seat and pulled out a large leather satchel containing a loaf of bread and a piece of pork sausage wrapped in thick cloth.

“Come, Giulio,” he said. “Let’s sit here and eat.”

Giulio returned to the cart, took out a flask of wine, and turned to his father.

“Is it all right if we drink some wine too?”

Edoardo nodded, but his face remained dark. His thoughts troubled him and gave him no rest.

“Why are you interfering in my relationship with my wife?” he asked suddenly.

Giulio was taken aback by the directness and began to stammer.

“Allegra is Jewish... she’s a good woman... why,”

“Do you forget that I am your father?” Edoardo cut in. “That I am the head of this family? That you have no right to challenge me like this?” His voice rose with each word.

“Do you understand that your interference strips me of my authority and makes me look weak in my wife’s eyes, and in the eyes of the other children?”

“I’m sorry if I offended you,” Giulio said, his voice trembling. “I only wanted to respect Allegra’s wishes. She’s like a mother to me. She’s taken care of us since we moved into her house after the marriage.”

“You fool, you ungrateful wretch!” Edoardo shouted. “Instead of supporting me, you betray me and turn against me?”

Giulio recoiled, stepping backward, trying to distance himself. Edoardo interpreted the movement as an attack.

“You dare raise a hand against your father? You miserable creature!”

He sprang forward and shoved Giulio with both hands. The boy stumbled backward, his head striking one of the stones scattered across the ground.

Edoardo stood over him and saw his son convulsing, blood pouring from the back of his head.

“My God, what have I done?” he whispered in terror.

He knelt, lifted Giulio’s unconscious head, tore open his shirt, and tried desperately to bind the wound, to stop the bleeding, without success. Giulio’s breathing grew heavy, a rattling sound rose from his throat, and then it ceased.

Stunned, Edoardo dragged his son’s body back to the cart. With great effort, he managed to lift him and lay him in the back. He hitched the horse and whipped it, urging it into a gallop back toward Randazzo. After some distance, he realized that speed would not save his son and that the horse itself might not endure the strain.

He covered the rest of the way slowly, his head buried in his hands, trying to organize his thoughts. One question tormented him above all others: how he would present his son’s death to the household, and especially to the authorities, who might see in it an act of premeditated murder.

At dusk, Edoardo passed through the gates of Randazzo. The wheels of the cart creaked over the stone road. The horse, exhausted and coated in dried foam, slowed almost on its own. No one came out to meet them. The main street was empty, and only the smell of chimney smoke mingled with the scent of wine leaking from one of the cracked crates.

Edoardo stopped in front of his house. For a long moment, he did not climb down. He looked at his hands, red, cracked, still damp, and wiped them on his trousers, as if the act itself might be erased. Only then did he jump down and open the cart's rear door.

Giulio lay motionless. His head was wrapped in a bloodstained cloth, his face pale in the fading light. Edoardo touched his cheek with his fingertips, as if hoping for one last miracle, but the body was cold.

He closed the door quietly.

Allegra was the first to come out of the house. She knew at once that something was wrong. Her eyes moved to the cart, to its closed door, to Edoardo’s face, which could not meet her gaze.

“Where is Giulio?” she asked.

Edoardo opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He coughed, pressed his lips together, and finally said,

“Something terrible happened on the road.”

The word terrible fell between them like a stone. Allegra took a step back, as if her body understood the news before her mind did.

“Open it,” she said quietly.

Edoardo shook his head.

“Not here. Not now.”

“Open it, Edoardo.” Her voice did not rise, but there was something in it that left no room for refusal.

He opened the door.

Allegra did not scream. She did not cry. She only gripped the side of the cart to keep from falling, her eyes fixed on Giulio’s face. She stood like that for a long time, silent, until she finally said,

“Who saw us return?”

The question struck him harder than any scream.

“No one,” he said. “We arrived at dusk.”

“Good,” she said. “We’ll bring him inside. Now.”

Together, they dragged the body into the house. The other children peeked out from the hallway, frightened by Allegra’s silence and by their father’s ashen face. Allegra closed the door on them.

“Go to your rooms,” she said. “Don’t come out until you’re called.”

When they were alone, she turned to him.

“Tell me exactly what happened. Not one word less.”

Edoardo told her. At first haltingly, then in a rush, as if the story were forcing its way out of him. He hid nothing, not the anger, not the shove, not the moment he realized it was too late.

Allegra listened. When he finished, she said,

“If the authorities come here, you’re finished.”

“I know.”

“No,” she corrected him. “You don’t. They won’t see a father who lost control. They’ll see a man who lured his son onto a long journey under a false pretence, and returned without him.”

She stepped closer. Her eyes, dark and exhausted, held no hatred, only resolve.

“You have two paths, Edoardo. One is to tell the truth and leave me alone with the children. The other is to remain silent and let me decide how this story will be told.”

“And you?” he asked hoarsely.

“I,” she said, “will choose what keeps the family alive. Even if not whole.”

She turned to Giulio, straightened the cloth over his head, and whispered,

“Forgive me, my son.”

Footsteps sounded outside. Someone called Edoardo’s name from the street.

Allegra lifted her eyes to him.

“Now,” she said, “remember this: you were not alone on the road. Giulio fell. That’s all that happened.”
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The knocking at the door was measured, almost polite. Not the sound of a break-in, but the sound of authority that knows it has no need to raise its voice.

Edoardo stiffened. Allegra stepped ahead of him, straightened her back, and opened the door.

The captain of the local guard stood in the doorway, accompanied by two soldiers. Their cloaks were damp with evening dew, and torchlight flickered across their faces.

“Good evening,” the captain said. “We were informed that an unfortunate incident occurred on the road.”

“Yes,” Allegra replied with surprising calm. “My stepson, Giulio, fell from the cart.”

Edoardo looked at her, and for a moment it seemed he did not recognize the woman beside him. Her voice was steady, without a trace of tremor, as though she had already told the story many times before ever speaking it aloud.

“Fell?” the captain asked. “How?”

“The road is uneven,” Edoardo said, quickly adding, “We stopped to rest near the old fortress. He walked a short distance away and tripped on a stone.”

The captain remained silent. His gaze moved between the two of them, lingering a moment too long on Edoardo’s pale face, before he said,

“We’ll see the body.”

Allegra stepped aside without a word. The soldiers entered. One of them lifted the cloth from Giulio’s face.

The captain knelt, examined his head, gently touched the back of his skull.

“A hard blow,” he said. “Did he die immediately?”

“Almost at once,” Allegra answered. “Edoardo tried to bind the wound.”

“Where exactly did this happen?”

Allegra indicated the place, precise, but not overly detailed. A side road, scattered stones, twilight. Nothing unusual. Nothing that invited further questions.

The captain rose.

“It will be recorded as an accident. But the burial must be swift. Tomorrow morning.”

Edoardo nodded, surprised by how easily the words were spoken.

“One more thing,” the captain added, turning to Allegra. “Were there tensions between you?”

She met his gaze directly.

“As in any household where a father, a son, and a woman who is not the boy’s mother live under the same roof. Nothing more than that.”

The captain considered this for a moment, then gestured to the soldiers.

“My condolences.”

When they left, the door closed slowly behind them. The silence that returned to the house was heavier than the noise that had preceded it.

Edoardo collapsed into a chair.

“How did you do that?” he whispered.

Allegra did not answer at once. She went to the window, closed the shutter, then turned back to him.

“I did what had to be done. Now listen to me carefully.”

She sat across from him.

“From this moment on, you do not speak of what happened. Not to neighbours, not to a priest, not in confession. One wrong word, and everything will come apart.”

“And you?” he asked.

“I will take care of the house. Of the children. And of you, if you don’t destroy this yourself.”

The next
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