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            Dedication

         
         
            To Eleonora and Federico,

            for all the tenderness and affection.

            I am very proud of you.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            I have lived long enough: my way of life

            Is fall’n into the sear, the yellow leaf;

            And that which should accompany old age,

            As honour, love, obedience, troops of friends,

            I must not look to have; but, in their stead,

            Curses, not loud but deep, mouth-honour, breath,

            Which the poor heart would fain deny, and dare not.

            —William Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act V, scene 3
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            The Florio Family Tree, 1723–1893
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            The Florios

         
         
            1799–1868

         

         Originally from Bagnara Calabra, the brothers Paolo and Ignazio Florio arrive in Palermo in 1799, determined to make a fortune.
            They are aromatari—dealers in spices—and there’s ruthless competition, but their rise immediately seems unstoppable and soon their business expands: they start to trade in sulfur, buy houses and land from penniless Palermo aristocrats, and set up a shipping company. This impetus, fueled by stubborn determination, continues after Vincenzo, Paolo’s son, takes over the reins of Casa Florio: in the family winery, marsala—a poor man’s wine—is transformed into a nectar fit for a king’s table; on Favignana, a revolutionary method for preserving tuna—canned in oil—revamps its consumption. Amid all this, Palermo watches the Florios’ success with a blend of admiration, envy, and contempt: these men remain “foreigners,” “laborers” whose blood “stinks of sweat.” It is precisely a burning desire for social redemption that is at the root of the Florios’ ambition and, for better or for worse, marks their public and private lives. Indeed, the men in this family are exceptional, if brittle, individuals and—although they won’t admit it—they need equally exceptional women at their sides: like Giuseppina, Paolo’s wife, who sacrifices everything—including love—for the sake of her family’s stability, or Giulia, the young Milanese who sweeps into Vincenzo’s life like a whirlwind and becomes his safe haven, his unassailable rock. 

         
         Vincenzo dies in 1868, not even seventy years old, leaving the destiny of Casa Florio in the hands of his only son, the thirty-year-old
            Ignazio, who, two years earlier, married Baroness Giovanna d’Ondes Trigona, thereby bringing “noble blood” into the Florio
            family at last. Ignazio has grown up to worship work, aware that the Florios must always look beyond the horizon. He prepares
            to write a new chapter in the history of his family . . .
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
Sea

         
         
            September 1868 to June 1874

         

         
            Aceddu ’nta l’aggia ’un canta p’amuri, ma pi’ raggia.

            The caged bird sings not out of love, but anger.

            —Sicilian proverb

         

         U’mari unn’avi né chiese né taverne—there are no churches or inns at sea—is what old fishermen say. There’s nowhere to take shelter, because the sea is the most
            majestic, elusive element in the world, and human beings can only bow to its will.
         

         
         Sicilians have always known that the sea respects those who respect it in return. It’s generous: it provides fish and salt
            for nourishment, wind for sails, coral for the jewels of saints and kings. But it’s also unpredictable and can snatch back
            all its gifts at any minute. That’s why Sicilians respect it, letting it define their very core—forge their temperament, mark
            their skin, support them, feed them, and protect them.
         

         
         The sea is boundless, in constant flux. This is why those who live in Sicily are restless and forever searching for lands
            beyond the horizon, eager to escape, to look elsewhere for things that, at the end of their lives, they discover have always
            been at their side.
         

         
         For Sicilians, the sea is a father. They realize this when they’re far away from it, when they can’t smell the powerful scent
            of algae and salt that envelops them as soon as the wind blows and carries it deep into the city’s alleys.
         

         
         For Sicilians, the sea is a mother. Beloved and jealous. Essential. Cruel at times.

         
         For Sicilians, the sea is the shape and border of their soul.

         
         Both bondage and freedom.

         
         *  *  *

         At first, it’s a whisper, a murmur on a breath of wind. It starts at the heart of the Olivuzza villa, behind closed curtains,
            in semi-dark rooms. The wind seizes the voice, and it grows stronger, mixed with the tears and sobs of an elderly woman holding
            a cold hand.
         

         
         “Murìu . . .” the voice says, quivering in disbelief. The word creates a reality, sealing what has just happened, making it irreversible.
            The whisper reaches the servants’ ears, travels to their lips, then once again yields to the wind, which carries it across
            the garden, toward the city. It bounds from mouth to mouth, adopts tones of surprise, lamentation, anxiety, fear, bitterness.
         

         
         “Murìu . . .” Palermo residents repeat, their eyes turning toward the Olivuzza. He’s dead. They cannot believe that a man like Vincenzo Florio is dead. Of course, he was old, had been sick for a long time and delegated
            the management of the Florio business to his son. But even so . . . Vincenzo Florio was the city’s titan, a man so formidable
            that nothing and nobody could stop him. And yet an apoplectic fit struck him down.
         

         
         Some are glad. Envy and a thirst for revenge have had years to take root in the minds of some people. But it’s an empty pleasure.
            Vincenzo Florio died in peace, in his bed, comforted by the love of his wife and children. And he died wealthy, surrounded
            by all he was able to obtain, whether by will or luck. As a matter of fact, death seems to have had in store for Vincenzo
            a compassion he seldom afforded others.
         

         
         “Murìu!”

         
         Full of astonishment, grief, and anger, the voice now pierces the heart of Palermo, soars over the old port of La Cala, and
            plummets into the surrounding narrow streets. It reaches Via dei Materassai, carried by a breathless servant. There was no
            need for him to run, because that cry, that “Murìu!” has already slipped through the doors and windows and rolled across the floor tiles, all the way to Ignazio’s bedroom, where the wife of the new master of Casa Florio is sitting. 

         
         When she hears the shouts and sobs from the street, Giovanna d’Ondes Trigona abruptly lifts her head, her long black braid
            swaying; grasps the arms of her chair; and gives Donna Ciccia—once her governess, now her lady-in-waiting—a quizzical look.
         

         
         There’s a peremptory knock. Donna Ciccia instinctively shields the head of the newborn—Ignazziddu, Giovanna’s second child—in her arms and goes to open the
            door. She abruptly halts the servant on the threshold and asks curtly, “What is it?”
         

         
         “Murìu! Don Vincenzo, just now.” Still panting, the servant looks at Giovanna. “Signora, your husband sends word that you must get
            ready and prepare the house for relatives coming to call.”
         

         
         “He’s dead . . . ?” Giovanna says, more shocked than aggrieved. She can’t feel sorrow for a man she never loved, a man who,
            on the contrary, filled her with so much fear that she could hardly speak in his presence. It’s true that he’d gotten worse
            in the past few days—another reason why they didn’t celebrate Ignazziddu’s birth—but she hadn’t expected such a sudden end.
            She struggles to her feet. The birth was painful, and she feels drained even just standing. “Is my husband there?”
         

         
         The servant nods. “Yes, Donna Giovanna.”
         

         
         Donna Ciccia blushes, tucks in a lock of hair that’s escaped her bonnet, and turns to look at her. Giovanna opens her mouth
            to speak but can’t. She reaches out her arms, picks up the baby, and holds him to her breast.
         

         
         Donna Giovanna Florio. That’s what they’ll call her from now on. Not “Baroness,” as she’s entitled to by birth, a title that played such an important role in her being admitted to this household of wealthy merchants. Being a Trigona is no longer of consequence, nor is belonging to one of Palermo’s oldest families. What counts now is the fact that she’s the mistress of the house.
         

         
         Donna Ciccia goes to her and takes the baby from her arms. “You must wear mourning clothes,” she murmurs. “The first visitors
            will shortly be here to express their condolences.” There’s a new deference in her voice, a tone Giovanna has never heard
            before. The mark of an irreversible change.
         

         
         She has a specific role now and must prove that she’s up to the task.

         
         She can feel her breath retreat to her chest and blood drain from her face. She grasps the hem of her robe and squeezes it.
            “Give instructions for all the mirrors to be covered and half open the front door,” she says in a steady voice. “Then come
            and help me.”
         

         
         Giovanna heads to her dressing room, past the four-poster bed. Her hands are shaking and she feels cold. There’s only one
            thought in her mind.
         

         
         I am Donna Giovanna Florio.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The house is empty.

         
         Nothing but shadows.

         
         Shadows that stretch over walnut and mahogany furniture, beyond doors left ajar, between the folds of thick curtains.

         
         There’s silence. Not peace. It’s a stifling absence of sound, an oppressive stillness that takes your breath away, discouraging
            movement.
         

         
         The residents of the house are asleep. All except one: Ignazio wanders the rooms of Via dei Materassai in darkness, in his bed jacket and slippers. The insomnia he suffered when he was young has returned. 

         
         He hasn’t slept for three nights. Not since his father died.

         
         His eyes grow moist and he rubs them hard. He can’t cry, he mustn’t; tears are for women. And yet he feels a crushing sense
            of alienation, abandonment, and solitude. He can taste suffering in his mouth and swallows it, holding it inside. He paces
            from one room to another, stops by a window, and looks out. Via dei Materassai is engulfed by a darkness interrupted by only
            a few fragments of light from the streetlamps. The windows of the other houses are like hollow eyes.
         

         
         Every breath has weight, shape, and a taste—a bitter taste. Oh, how bitter.

         
         Ignazio is thirty years old. His father entrusted him with the management of the Marsala winery a long time ago and recently
            invested him with power of attorney over the business. Two years ago, he married Giovanna, who has borne him Vincenzo and
            Ignazio, male heirs to guarantee the future of Casa Florio. He is rich, respected, and powerful.
         

         
         But nothing can erase the solitude of his grief.

         
         Its emptiness.

         
         The walls, objects, and furnishings are silent reminders of days when his family was still whole, intact. When there was firm
            order to the world and time flowed to the rhythm of shared work. An equilibrium shattered into a thousand pieces, leaving
            a crater with him at its center, and nothing but rubble and desolation all around.
         

         
         He keeps walking down corridors to his father’s study. He briefly considers entering but realizes he can’t, not tonight, when memories are so vivid, they seem made of flesh. So he continues past the door and climbs the stairs to the room where his father would entertain business associates during informal meetings or else retire to be alone and think. It’s a small room clad in timber and paintings. Ignazio stands motionless in the doorway, eyes downcast. A beam of white light floods in through the open windows, illuminating the quilted leather armchair and the coffee table on which a newspaper lies. The paper his father was reading the night before the stroke that reduced him to immobility. Though months have passed, nobody’s had the courage to throw it away. On a corner of the table lay his pince-nez and box of snuff. It’s all here, as though he were coming back any time now. 

         
         Ignazio almost perceives his fragrance, a cologne redolent of sage, lemon, and sea air, his breathing, a kind of labored murmur,
            and, finally, his heavy tread. He pictures him again reading letters and documents with that faint smile that gave his face
            an amused expression, then looking up and muttering some comment or other.
         

         
         Ignazio is devoured by grief. How can he carry on without him? He’s had months to worry about it and prepare, but now he doesn’t
            know how to. He feels as though he’s about to drown, just like that time when, as a child in Arenella, he went under and his
            father dived in, saving him. He remembers gasping for air, seawater burning his windpipe . . . the way the tears he’s trying
            to repress burn him now. But he must resist. Because now he’s the head of the family and he must take care of Casa Florio,
            but also of his mother, who’s alone. And, naturally, also of Giovanna, Vincenzo, Ignazziddu . . .
         

         
         He gulps a mouthful of air and dries his eyes. He’s afraid he’ll forget what his father looked like, that he’ll no longer
            remember his hands or his scent. But no one must know this. No one must see the emotion in his eyes. He’s not a son who’s
            lost his father. He’s the new owner of a fortunate, fast-expanding enterprise.
         

         
         Still, he admits it in this painfully lonely moment: he wishes he could reach out and find his father’s hand, ask him for advice, work beside him in silence, as they did so many times. 

         
         Himself a father now, he wishes he could go back to just being a son.

         
         *  *  *

         “Ignazio!”

         
         His mother calls in a whisper. She saw his shadow cross the light that seeps from under the door to where Vincenzino and Ignazziddu
            sleep. She’s sitting in an armchair, rocking the youngest baby in her arms, a baby born into this world just as his grandfather
            was departing it.
         

         
         Giulia wears a black velvet robe, her gray hair in a braid. In the lamplight, Ignazio sees her hands, numb from the arthritis,
            and her hunched back. She’s been plagued by pain in her bones for years, but always managed to carry herself upright. Now,
            though, she appears almost crumpled, much older than fifty-nine, as though she’s suddenly shouldered the whole world’s weariness.
            This is partly because her eyes—so calm and simultaneously alive with curiosity—have become dull, lifeless.
         

         
         “Maman . . . What are you doing here? Why didn’t you call the wet nurse?”
         

         
         Giulia looks at him silently, then goes back to rocking the baby. A tear forms on her eyelashes. “He would have been happy
            about this child, about your having two boys. Your wife has done very well: at twenty she’s already given you two heirs.”
         

         
         Ignazio feels his heart crack open again. He sits down opposite his mother, in the armchair next to the cradle. “I know.”
            He squeezes her hand. “What upsets me most is that he won’t see him grow.”
         

         
         Giulia swallows air. “He could have lived long, only he never paced himself, never. He never once took a day off. Even on feast days he worked . . . here,” she says, touching her temple. “He couldn’t stop. In the end, that’s what took him away from me.” She sighs, then seizes her son’s hand. “Swear. Swear to me that you will never put work before your family.”
         

         
         Giulia has a strong grip, a desperate energy that stems from the awareness that time only takes and never gives back; if anything,
            it burns memories and turns them to ash. Ignazio places his hand over hers, feeling the bones under her papery skin. The crack
            in his heart widens. “Yes, of course.”
         

         
         Giulia shakes her head, rejecting his mechanical reply. Ignazziddu gurgles in her arms. “No. You have to think of your wife
            and these little ones—’sti picciriddi.” Using a typically Sicilian gesture, she juts her chin toward the little bed where Vincenzino, nearly two, is asleep. A
            Sicilian gesture from a Milanese who came to the island when she was barely twenty. “You don’t know, you can’t possibly remember,
            but your father didn’t really see your sisters, Angelina and Peppina, grow. He barely even kept up with you, and then only because you were the boy he wanted.”
            Her voice drops, quivering with concealed tears. “Don’t make the same mistake. Of the things we can miss out on, the childhoods
            of our children are among the most painful.”
         

         
         He nods, covers his face with his hands. Years of stern looks surface in his memory. Only as an adult did he learn to discern
            pride and affection in his father’s dark eyes. Vincenzo Florio wasn’t a man of words but of looks, for better or worse. A
            man incapable of showing affection. Ignazio doesn’t remember hugs. Perhaps the odd pat. And yet Ignazio loved him.
         

         
         “And don’t neglect your wife . . . Giovanna—poor darling—loves you and is always trying to get your attention.” Giulia glares at him with a mixture of reproach and regret. She sighs. “You married her, so surely you must feel something for her.” 

         
         He removes his hands as though to dismiss an annoying thought. “Yes,” he mutters. He adds nothing else and lowers his head
            to escape his mother’s eyes, which have always seen into the depths of his soul.
         

         
         That sorrow belongs only to him.
         

         
         Giulia gets up and, taking slow steps, lays Ignazziddu back in the cradle. The baby turns his little head with a contented
            sigh and falls asleep.
         

         
         Ignazio waits for her by the door, places his hand on her shoulder, and walks her to her room. “I’m glad you decided to come
            and stay here, at least for a few days. I couldn’t bear to think of you on your own.”
         

         
         She nods. “The Olivuzza house is too big without him.” Empty. Forever.

         
         Ignazio feels his breath congeal.

         
         Giulia goes into the room her son and daughter-in-law have given her, the same room where, many years earlier, her mother-in-law,
            Giuseppina Saffiotti Florio, lived. A stern woman who’d lost her husband when she was still young, she had raised her son,
            Vincenzo, with her brother-in-law, Ignazio, and for a long time opposed Giulia joining the family, regarding her as a bad
            lot and a social climber. Now Giulia, too, is a widow. She stands in the middle of the room as her son shuts the door. Her
            eyes come to rest on the double bed.
         

         
         Ignazio doesn’t hear her words. Nor can he ever understand her grief, which differs from his own: more visceral, more acute,
            without hope.
         

         
         Because she and Vincenzo chose each other, wanted and loved each other, in spite of everything and everyone.

         
         “How can I live without you, my love?”

         
         *  *  *

         The door scrapes the floor ever so slightly and closes without a sound. Next to her, the mattress buckles under Ignazio’s
            weight, his body emitting a warmth that mingles with her own.
         

         
         Giovanna slows her breathing and feigns the sleep that evaporated the moment her husband got up. She knows that Ignazio suffers
            from insomnia, and she, a light sleeper, often remains awake without moving. Moreover, she thinks Ignazio is much more affected
            by his father’s death than he cares to admit.
         

         
         Her eyes are wide open in the darkness. She remembers clearly the first time she saw Vincenzo Florio: a large man with a furrowed
            brow and heavy breathing. He looked at her the way one values livestock at the market.
         

         
         Uneasy, all she could do was cast down her eyes and stare at the floor in the hall in the Villa delle Terre Rosse, just outside
            the walls of Palermo.
         

         
         He turned to his wife and, in what must have been intended to be a whisper but echoed across the hall, remarked, “Isn’t she
            too skinny?”
         

         
         Giovanna suddenly raised her head. Was she really to be chided for spending her life trying not to become her mother, who
            was so fat she was practically shapeless? Were they perhaps implying that she couldn’t make a good wife? Wounded by this accusation
            of inadequacy, she looked to Ignazio, hoping he’d say something in her defense.
         

         
         But he remained indifferent, a faint, detached smile on his lips.

         
         It was her father, Gioacchino d’Ondes, Count of Gallitano, who reassured Vincenzo. “She’s a healthy girl,” he stated proudly.
            “And she’ll provide your house with strong sons.”
         

         
         That’s right, her ability to give birth was the only thing that truly interested Don Vincenzo, not whether she was fat or
            thin or whether Ignazio was in love with her.
         

         
         And yet, despite it all, she entered the Florio household with a heart brimming with love for that husband of hers, who was
            so measured and self-controlled.
         

         
         Yes, she was thrilled because she’d immediately fallen in love with him, from the moment she’d first seen him at the Casino
            delle Dame e dei Cavalieri, before she was seventeen, and later she’d been conquered by his calming influence on her, by his
            strength, which seemed to emanate directly from an unshakable belief in his superiority, and by the calmness of his words.
         

         
         Desire came later, after they had shared intimacy. But it was desire that tricked her, making her believe that their marriage
            was different from those that other people had described to her and that it might contain affection or at least respect. Everybody
            had warned her, from her mother with her vague allusions that Giovanna would have to make “sacrifices” and “tolerate” her
            husband, to the priest who, on her wedding day, had told her that “patience is a wife’s principal asset.”
         

         
         Even more so when you marry a Florio, his eyes had added.
         

         
         She was patient, putting herself last, obeying, forever seeking a nod of approval or at least acknowledgment. For two years, she lived with Donna Giulia’s polite composure and Don Vincenzo’s cutting looks, always at a disadvantage because of her dowry, which wasn’t very generous, and her education, which was far inferior to that of her sisters-in-law, and lost in a house and a family that had turned out to be foreign to her. She appealed to her aristocratic pride, her Trigona blood, and above all, to what she felt, because in the middle of that house and family, there was Ignazio. 

         
         With tenacity and determination, she waited for him to notice her, to really look at her. But all she obtained was affectionate
            politeness, a lukewarm, elusive attitude.
         

         
         Hearing him snore behind her, she turns to examine his profile in the dark. She’s given him two sons. She loves him, albeit
            in a blind, foolish way, she knows.
         

         
         She also knows it’s not enough.

         
         The truth, Giovanna thinks, is that you get accustomed to everything. And for too long she’s made do with crumbs. But now she wants more. Now she wants really to be his wife.
         

         
         *  *  *

         On the morning of September 21, 1868, the notary Giuseppe Quattrocchi reads out the last will and testament of Vincenzo Florio,
            tradesman. Wearing a dark, English-tailored suit and black wool crepe tie, Ignazio listens to the sections of the will, divided
            according to Casa Florio’s areas of interest. On the table are numerous files, each carefully stacked. The notary’s secretary
            picks them up and checks the list of assets. A string of locations, names, and numbers.
         

         
         Ignazio is impassive. No one can see his clasped hands tremble beneath the table.

         
         He’s always known they managed an extensive business network, but only now does he truly begin to realize just how complex and multifaceted it is. Until a few days ago, he handled only a few sectors, the Marsala winery in particular. He enjoyed spending the grape-harvesting season at the processing plant, waiting to see the sun set behind the Aegadian Islands, beyond the Stagnone Lagoon. 

         
         Now, instead, a mountain of papers, money, contracts, and obligations grows before his eyes. He’ll have to scale it and reach
            its summit. But that still won’t be enough: he’ll have to tame it. The Florios must always look ahead. It was what his grandfather Paolo and his uncle Ignazio did when they left Bagnara for Palermo. It was what his
            father did when he set up the Marsala winery, took over the management of the tonnara on Favignana, and obstinately insisted—against everybody’s advice—on the Oretea Foundry, which now employs and feeds dozens
            of men. There’s never been any doubt that he would follow in their footsteps. He’s the man of the house, the heir, the one
            who will have to carry on the family name and consolidate its power and wealth.
         

         
         In a single gesture, Ignazio lifts his joined hands, which have finally stopped trembling, and puts them on the table. Then
            he glances at his ring finger. Below the wedding band, he wears the hammered gold ring his father gave him on his wedding
            day two years ago: it had belonged to the uncle he’s named after and, before that, to his great-grandmother Rosa Bellantoni.
            Never before has it weighed so heavily.
         

         
         The notary has continued reading. He has now reached the bequests to Ignazio’s mother and sisters. Ignazio listens, nods,
            then signs the documents accepting the inheritance.
         

         
         At last he stands and looks around. He knows everyone is expecting him to say a few words and he neither wants nor is able to disappoint them. “Thank you for coming. My father was an extraordinary man: he didn’t have an easy temper, but he was loyal toward everyone and bold in his ventures.” He pauses, searching for the right words. His back is straight, his voice steadfast. “I trust that you will continue to work for Casa Florio with the same commitment you afforded him. I intend to continue his work and ensure that our enterprises go from strength to strength. But I’m not forgetting that Casa Florio is first and foremost a resource for many people and provides them with bread, work, and dignity. I promise I’ll take particular care of them . . . of you. Together, we will make this company the heart of Palermo and the whole of Sicily.” He indicates the files in front of him and places his hands on them. 

         
         Some nod. Worry lines relax and tense expressions soften.

         
         At least for now they don’t need further assurances, Ignazio thinks, feeling the stiffness in his shoulders ebbing away. But it’ll be different as early as tomorrow.

         
         All those present rise to their feet and approach him. They all express their condolences again; some ask for an appointment.
            Ignazio thanks them and motions to his secretary to set up meetings.
         

         
         The last to come up to Ignazio is Vincenzo Giachery, together with Giuseppe Orlando. They are family friends even before being
            employees and advisors of Casa Florio. Vincenzo is the brother of Carlo Giachery, Ignazio’s father’s right-hand man as well
            as the architect of Villa dei Quattro Pizzi, who died three years ago. Another sorrow Vincenzo bore impassively, withdrawing
            into himself. Giuseppe, on the other hand, is a skilled mechanical engineer and expert in merchant seafaring, a former Garibaldi
            supporter, now a quiet official and good father.
         

         
         “Don Ignazio,” Giachery says without beating about the bush. “We need to talk. It’s about the steamships.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         No, not tomorrow: today, Ignazio thinks, tight-lipped. There’s no time, I haven’t had any and now will never have any.

         
         He looks at the two men and holds his breath for a second before exhaling. He follows them out of the room. Servants are handing hats and gloves to the relatives who came for the funeral and the reading of the will. He greets his sister Angelina and her husband, Luigi De Pace, and shakes hands with Augusto Merle, the father-in-law of his sister Giuseppina, who’s lived in Marseille for years. 

         
         The three men head to Vincenzo’s study. At the door, Ignazio hesitates, just as he did the night before, as though he were
            facing a wall. He’s been to this room on countless occasions, but only while his father was alive and called the shots at
            Casa Florio.
         

         
         What right does he have to enter it now? Everyone says he’s the heir, but isn’t he rather an impostor? Who is he without his
            father?
         

         
         Ignazio closes his eyes and, for an extended moment, imagines opening the door and seeing him sitting there, in his leather
            armchair. He sees him lift his head, his gray hair tousled, his brow furrowed, a quizzical look in his eyes, a sheet of paper
            clasped in his hand . . .
         

         
         Instead, it’s Vincenzo Giachery’s hand that comes to rest on his shoulder. “Courage,” he says under his breath.

         
         No, not today: now, Ignazio thinks, trying to banish the dread that oppresses him. From him, death has taken a father; from them, a guide. Now, not later, because the moment has come to prove that he’ll be a worthy successor to his father. That his life—dedicated to Casa Florio
            since the moment of his birth—is not useless. That the fragility of grief doesn’t belong to him and that, even if he feels
            it, he must conceal it. He’s the one who must reassure them. The time when he can rely on their support and comfort is already
            over for him. Indeed, it seems it never even began.
         

         
         So he steps through that wall, walks into the room, and takes possession of it. The study returns to being what it is: a place of work, paneled in dark wood, with solid furniture, two leather armchairs, and a large mahogany desk heaped with documents, papers, and account reports. 

         
         He sits behind that desk, in that armchair. For a moment, his eyes home in on the inkwell and the tray where lie a paper knife, seals, a ruler, and a few sheets
            of blotting paper. There’s a fingerprint on one of them.
         

         
         “So.” He takes a deep breath. On the blotter, he sees notes of condolence, Francesco Crispi’s on top. I must write to him right away, too, he thinks. Crispi and his father met when Garibaldi’s followers arrived in Palermo, and a relationship of frankness and
            mutual trust began immediately and grew stronger over the years. He was the Florios’ lawyer and now seems on his way to a
            brilliant political career: he has recently been elected to the Maglie college and that of Castelvetrano. “We must first and
            foremost reassure everyone. They must continue to trust us as they have been doing up to now.”
         

         
         “And what’s your view of government subsidies? Rumor has it the government is reluctant to renew them, and it would be dangerous
            for Casa Florio to be without that support. The Mediterranean is swarming with companies that would sink one another with
            cannon fire just to obtain an extra route.”
         

         
         Immediately on the front line, Ignazio thinks. Here it is, the prickliest question.
         

         
         “I know that perfectly well and haven’t the slightest intention of letting anyone step in front of me. I’m considering contacting the general manager of Mail Services, Barbavara: I think it would be appropriate to assure him that we have specific ideas regarding the merger of our Piroscafi Postali with Genoa’s Accossato and Peirano, which, as you know, together with Rubattino, owns over half the national steam tonnage. This move would undoubtedly improve transportation in general and our fleet in particular. But, above all, I plan to protest the suppression of the Livorno section: this is highly disadvantageous to us, because it severs the direct connection between Sicily and central Italy. I’ll ask our intermediary at the ministry, Cavalier Scibona, to deliver him the letter and support our cause.” 

         
         In a huff, Orlando rubs his thighs. “Scibona is a lackey—a spicciafacenne—his only advantage is that he’s already inside the ministry. But he’s always been and always will be no more than a pen pusher,
            so I’m not sure how much weight he carries. We need someone higher up.”
         

         
         Ignazio nods slowly and raises his eyebrows. “That’s why I want to speak to the manager of Mail Services in person,” he says.
            “He’ll be able to apply pressure when need be . . . Even though . . .” He picks up a paper knife and twirls it. “The problem
            stems from the source: the government has decided to cut expenditure. Roads and railroads are being built in northern Italy,
            and trade with Sicily is of little interest to them. It’s up to us to give them an incentive to justify the subsidies to transportation,
            and so make the routes profitable.”
         

         
         Giachery puts his elbows on the desk and Ignazio stares at him: in the dim light, his gaunt face, with his dark hair splashed
            with gray, eerily resembles his deceased brother’s. It’s like being at a ghosts’ reunion, with me as the only man alive, Ignazio thinks. Ghosts that refuse to leave. “What do you think, Don Vincenzo?” he asks. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”
         

         
         The man shrugs his shoulders and gives him a sideways glance. “Because you’ve already made your decision. Nothing is going
            to make you change your mind.”
         

         
         These words snatch a laugh from him—the first in many days. It’s to his credit. “Exactly. It’s a matter of making it sound attractive. Make it so that Barbavara understands it’s best for him to be amenable to Casa Florio and our interests.” 

         
         Giachery spreads his arms. With a hint of a smile, he replies, “And so it is.”

         
         Ignazio leans back in his armchair and peers into the distance. The letter he’s going to write is already taking shape in
            his mind. It’s not a responsibility to delegate to his secretary: he will handle it himself.
         

         
         “Besides, we have to watch our backs from competition in our own backyard,” Giuseppe Orlando says. “A little bird told me
            that the shipping magnate Pietro Tagliavia means to build a fleet made up exclusively of steamers in order to trade with the
            eastern Mediterranean.” He stifles a yawn with his fist. These have been trying days for everyone, and they’re tired. “When
            the French canal opens in Suez, it’ll be much easier and quicker to go to the Indies—”
         

         
         “That’s another thing we need to talk about,” Ignazio says, interrupting him. “The spice trade brought much wealth to my father,
            but it’s no longer as important as it once was. We must now concentrate on the fact that people want to travel fast and without
            sacrificing comfort. In other words, they want to feel modern. That’s what we must guarantee them, by servicing the Mediterranean
            routes with steamships faster than those of our competitors.”
         

         
         The two men look at each other in alarm. Give up the spice trade, one of the Florios’ principal activities? They’re advanced
            in age and have seen many things happen. They know that such a radical departure could have disastrous consequences.
         

         
         Ignazio stands and walks to the wall, where there’s a large map of the world. He spreads his fingers over the Mediterranean. “It’s the steamships that will bring us wealth. Them and the winery. Our main objective will be to protect and nurture those two businesses. If we don’t receive support from the government, we’ll have to earn it for ourselves, fighting tooth and nail. We’ll have to count our friends, but above all know our enemies and how to combat them, and always keep our eyes open, because no one will forgive us errors.” He looks at them, speaking calmly and firmly. “We must expand the transportation network. That’s why we need powerful men like Barbavara on our side.” 

         
         The two men exchange tense glances but don’t dare speak. Ignazio notices and takes a step toward them. “Trust me,” he murmurs.
            “My father always looked ahead, beyond the horizon. I want to do the same.”
         

         
         After a few seconds, Giachery nods, gets up, and proffers his hand. “You are Don Ignazio Florio. You know what to do.” These
            words contain everything Ignazio can hope for, at least for now. Acknowledgment, trust, and support.
         

         
         Orlando also stands up and heads to the door. “Will you come by the bank tomorrow?”

         
         “I intend to do so right away,” Ignazio replies, indicating a bundle of papers on the desk. “We must close my father’s management
            and open mine.”
         

         
         Orlando merely nods.

         
         The door closes behind the two men.

         
         Ignazio rests his forehead on the jamb. You’ve tackled the first hurdle, he tells himself. Now the others will come, one at a time.

         
         The papers on the desk are looking at him, prodding him. He sits back down and ignores them. Wait a little longer, he implores, wiping his face with his hand. Then he grabs the notes and telegrams of condolence. They come from all over Europe: he recognizes the signatures and is proud that so many important people knew and respected his father. There’s even a telegram from the tsar’s court, a mark of the esteem built up over years. 

         
         Then, among the last messages, he finds an envelope with a French stamp. It’s from Marseille.

         
         He knows this handwriting. He opens the envelope slowly, as though afraid of it.

         
         
            I have heard of your loss.

            I am sincerely aggrieved for you. I can imagine how much you must be suffering.

            I embrace you.

         

         No signature. There’s no need for one.

         
         He turns the Amalfi paper card over: there are two names printed on the back. One has been crossed out with a firm stroke
            of the pen.
         

         
         Ignazio’s face darkens with a bitterness that has nothing to do with his father’s death. It’s a sorrow in addition to another
            sorrow. A recollection that tastes of regret, of longing for a life never lived, only dreamed of. One of those desires you
            carry within you all your life even though you know you can never fulfill it.
         

         
         No.

         
         He stacks the cards up in a corner. He’ll see to them later. The one that’s unsigned, however, he puts in the pocket of his
            jacket, over his heart.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Giovanna, in robe and slippers, leans slightly out the window. The Palermo weather is teasing, with a cold humidity that cuts
            to your bones in the morning and a still-summery heat by midday.
         

         
         She looks at the traffic of carriages and hears greetings exchanged on the doorstep. With difficulty, she withdraws, collapses into the armchair with a grimace of pain, then looks around. The door leading to Ignazio’s bedroom is partially cloaked by a heavy curtain of green brocade; she sees the gilded, embossed canopy and a tortoiseshell and mother-of-pearl headboard with the figure of Christ on the cross. On the feathered mahogany nightstand with brass inlays lies one of her mother-in-law’s wedding gifts: a silver toiletry set with floral patterns, made in England. 

         
         Everything is refined, luxurious.

         
         But beyond the walls, there’s the Castellammare district, the old Merchants’ Lodge, full of storerooms, shops, and workers’
            huts. A world now beneath the Florios’ rank. She tried telling Ignazio more than once, but he wouldn’t listen to her. “We’ll
            be fine here,” he replied. “We’ll leave the Olivuzza to my parents, they’re elderly and need clean air and peace. What is
            it you don’t like here, anyway? My mother gave us this house, which is much more convenient for us, and closer to Piazza Marina
            and the Casa Florio offices. I’ve even just had gas lighting installed. What else do you need?”
         

         
         Giovanna purses her small mouth and gives an angry huff. She can’t understand why Ignazio insists on living here while the
            Olivuzza remains in her mother-in-law’s hands, especially now that she’s on her own. She detests living in such close quarters
            with everyone, on this working-class street. She can’t open the curtains without the neighbor opposite immediately stepping
            out onto her balcony, as though trying to push her way into Giovanna’s room. On occasion, she’s even heard the neighbor comment
            out loud on what she could see, for the benefit of the entire neighborhood.
         

         
         She misses the open air in Terre Rosse, the wide country near the church of San Francesco di Paola, where her parents have their small villa, a building with some pretense at elegance and a little garden. That was where Giovanna grew up. On Via dei Materassai, with its houses all crammed together and its strong odor of soap and cooking, she can’t breathe, all the air is sucked into the narrow alleys. There is neither privacy nor discretion. 

         
         She doesn’t care that the stairs are made of marble, or that the ceilings are covered in frescoes, or that the furniture comes
            from the four corners of the earth. She doesn’t want to live here, in a house of parvenu merchants. It may have been good
            enough for her father-in-law, but by marrying her, Ignazio has become a member of Palermo’s aristocracy and needs a residence
            to match his new rank.
         

         
         After all, isn’t that why he married me? she wonders, angrily closing the flaps of her robe. For the noble blood I brought as a dowry, to wash off the dust on his shoes and the epithet “laborer,” which my father-in-law
               never managed to shake off! He wanted Baroness Giovanna d’Ondes Trigona at his side. Well, he got her.

         
         An embittered thought, followed by an even more bitter consideration.

         
         But then why isn’t all this enough for him?

         
         The door opens and Ignazio walks in. “Oh, you’re awake,” he says, approaching her. “Good morning.”

         
         “I’ve just gotten up and I’m waiting for Donna Ciccia to get me ready.” She takes his hand and kisses it. “How did it go?”

         
         Ignazio sits on the armrest of the chair and puts his arm around her. “Unnerving.” He can’t tell her any more than that: it’s
            pointless, she wouldn’t understand. She can’t even imagine what it means to bear the whole responsibility for Casa Florio.
            He strokes her face. “You’re pale . . .”
         

         
         She nods. “I can’t breathe here. I’d like to go to the country.”

         
         But Ignazio is no longer listening. He’s already abruptly back on his feet, heading to the dressing room. “I came up to change my jacket. It’s warm again. Now that I’ve accepted the inheritance, I have to visit the bank’s main office to check the list of creditors and promissory notes. Moreover—” 

         
         “You need a valet,” she says, interrupting.

         
         He stops, hands in midair. “Excuse me?”

         
         “A valet to assist and dress you.” Giovanna makes a broad gesture that takes in the city outside the window. “My parents have
            un valletto and na cammarera pa’ mugghiere—a lady’s maid.”
         

         
         Ignazio’s lips tense only slightly, but Giovanna immediately senses that he’s very annoyed. She bows her head and bites her
            lip, waiting for a reprimand.
         

         
         “You know I’d prefer it if you spoke Italian,” Ignazio says abruptly. “A Sicilian word every now and then is all right, but
            never when others are present. It’s not becoming. Always remember who you are . . .” He slips on a light jacket, removes the
            card from the pocket of the other one, places it in a drawer in the wardrobe, and locks it.
         

         
         It’s not the first time they’ve had this conversation. As soon as they were married, he brought home a kind of tutor to teach
            her enough French and German to enable her to hold a little conversation with their foreign guests and business associates.
            If they traveled together, she had to be able to understand people and make herself understood, he explained. And she obeyed,
            as a good wife should.
         

         
         She has always obeyed, until now.

         
         Giovanna’s humiliation turns to irritation. Ignazio doesn’t even notice: he gives her a light, absent-minded kiss on the forehead
            and leaves.
         

         
         She leaps to her feet, ignoring the sudden dizziness, and goes into the dressing room. She touches her belly, still swollen and shapeless after the pregnancy. She still has postpartum bleeding, and the midwife says it’s because she’s so thin. She’s told her off and said she should eat more: red meat, pasta dishes, meat broth . . . They’ve even threatened to make her drink the blood of freshly slaughtered animals unless she builds up her strength. Of course, she doesn’t have to struggle to breastfeed, since she immediately got a wet nurse for the baby, a peasant woman who’s come from the Olivuzza specially to feed u’ picciriddu, the little one. But eating properly is a duty for a woman who’s just given birth.
         

         
         The very thought of it makes Giovanna sick to her stomach. Food makes her nauseated. The only things she’s able to swallow
            are segments of orange and tangerine.
         

         
         At that very moment, Donna Ciccia comes in carrying a small plate of fruit and looks at her reproachfully. “Ancora accussì siti? Still here? It’s time to get ready.” She taps on a basin filled with water. “Your mother-in-law’s expecting you.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Outside the front door, Ignazio is met not only by heat that’s unusual for this late-summer day, but by a man who approaches
            and kisses his hand.
         

         
         “Assabbinirìca, my respects, Don Ignazio,” he mutters. “Please forgive me. My name’s Saro Motisi and I’d like to speak to you. That’s why
            I was on my way to the bank.”
         

         
         “I’m on my way there, too,” Ignazio replies with a smile, trying to mask his irritation. It’s a short journey from Via dei
            Materassai to Banco Florio, and he’s been hoping to make it alone, in order to think. Instead, this small wine trader from
            the Tribunali district gets into step beside him, determined to follow him.
         

         
         “You must forgive me,” he repeats, trying hard to speak Italian. “I have documents pending, promissory notes that expire next week, but I’ve had some difficulties and I received more promissory notes, everyone here wants money . . .” 

         
         Ignazio puts a hand on his arm. “We’ll see what we can do, Signor Motisi,” he says. “Go to the bank; I’ll be there shortly.
            If you can provide guarantees, I’m sure we can consider a deferral of your payment.”
         

         
         Motisi stops and practically bows to the ground. “Yes, of course, you know we’re always reliable . . . and besides, it’s a
            matter of a very small sum . . .”
         

         
         But Ignazio is no longer listening. He slows down and lets Motisi walk away, then stops to look at Piano San Giacomo, which
            is filled with a light that makes the basalt almost blindingly white. Time hasn’t altered the appearance of the square, which
            he crossed with his father on countless occasions. And yet many small things have changed over the years: the cobblestones,
            once always puddled by mud, are now clean; the gathering of beggars outside the church of Santa Maria la Nova has gone; there’s
            now a small workshop where there used to be a fruit-and-vegetable store and, a little farther on, someone has opened a store
            vending earthenware goods. And yet the spirit of the place is still the same: chaotic, cheerful, filled with voices and accents.
            This is his street, and these are his people. People who are now coming toward him, kissing his hand, and expressing their
            condolences, eyes downcast.
         

         
         How can Giovanna not like this district? he wonders. It’s so full of life, it’s one of the beating hearts of Palermo. Ignazio feels it within his own; it’s as though he owns its every stone, front door, sunbeam, and patch of shade. He’s walked from his home to the bank hundreds of times and knows every single person who now emerges from their houses to greet him. 

         
         He knows them, yes, but now there’s something different about them, too: because now he is u’ patruni, the master.
         

         
         He briefly savors the melancholy of loneliness. He knows that, from this moment on, there will be no rest, no salvation for
            him. He doesn’t just bear responsibility for his family on his shoulders; the lives of so many people who trust him, his abilities,
            and his economic power depend on Banco Florio.
         

         
         Responsibility, he tells himself. A word his father often used. He instilled it into Ignazio’s soul, sowed it like a seed, and let it germinate
            in the darkness of his consciousness. Now it’s growing and becoming an awe-inspiring tree. He knows the roots of this tree
            will end up stifling his wishes and dreams in the name of something greater. His family. The Florio name.
         

         
         He knows it and hopes he won’t suffer too much. Won’t suffer anymore.

         
         *  *  *

         “Good morning, Donna Giovanna.”

         
         The wet nurse greets her with a nod. She’s breastfeeding the baby. Giovanna looks at her son suckling at that white, swollen,
            lusty breast.
         

         
         She compares it to her own, squeezed into the corset she has put on over her shift, insisting her maid tighten the laces so
            hard it takes her breath away. She thinks she would never want a breast like that. She finds it repulsive.
         

         
         “Come, Giovanna.” Giulia is sitting in the armchair with Vincenzino in her arms. She motions to the armchair where Ignazio
            sat last night.
         

         
         “Comu siti, Donna Giulia?” She’s not afraid to use dialect with her. Giulia has always been kind to her. She’s reserved, of course,
            but has never told her off and occasionally even extended the odd small courtesy toward her. Giovanna, though, has never been
            able fully to decipher if her kindness is sincere or if it comes from some strange, private empathy. Is it so obvious that
            Ignazio doesn’t really care for her, that all he feels is mild affection?
         

         
         Giulia doesn’t reply immediately. “How am I?” she finally says. “Like someone whose arm has been severed.” She pats her grandson’s
            head and kisses his blond hair.
         

         
         Giovanna doesn’t know what to do. Should she squeeze her hand, say a comforting word, because that’s what you do with family
            members? But she can’t, and not because she doesn’t feel sorry for Giulia, not at all.
         

         
         The grief she sees in her is overwhelming. She finds the intensity of her loss frightening. She would never have thought that
            a man as hard as Vincenzo Florio could inspire such attachment in a woman, especially one as mild-mannered and patient as
            Giulia. “Poor soul, he couldn’t continue like that,” Giovanna murmurs, and that’s the truth, however painful.
         

         
         Giulia swallows a clump of tears. “I know. I could see it. You know, in the last few days, when you were about to have Ignazziddu
            and he was slipping away—” Her voice breaks. “When I saw that he couldn’t speak and didn’t look at me anymore, I prayed for
            God to take him. I’d rather he died than watch him continue to suffer.”
         

         
         Giovanna crosses herself to hide her embarrassment, then says, “He’s with God now, just think of that. He did many good deeds . . .”

         
         Giulia smiles bitterly. “If only that were true . . . He did many things, not all of them good. Especially to me.” She looks up, and Giovanna is taken aback by the power in her eyes. It’s almost a fire. “You know that for a long time we . . . we lived in sin. That our children were born out of wedlock.” 

         
         Embarrassed again, Giovanna nods. When Ignazio’s proposal arrived, her mother turned up her nose for that very reason: for
            all his money, the man had been born a bastard. Giulia and Vincenzo had married only after his birth.
         

         
         “I remember once . . .” Giulia’s voice softens and her face seems to relax. “In the beginning, when he’d already made up his
            mind to have me and I . . . I didn’t know how to resist him, one day I dropped by the aromateria downstairs. I had to buy spices, and he’d heard my voice from his office and came to serve me behind the counter. Strange,
            because he hadn’t served anybody for years. He wanted to give me some threads of saffron, saying they were an omen of luck
            and peace: I refused, but he put them into my hand and forced me to accept them. People in the putìa were staring at him in amazement, because Vincenzo Florio never gave anything away . . .” She sighs. “But I wasn’t like everybody
            else. He wanted me and no other woman. And after he took me, he took my entire life. And I gave it to him joyfully and never cared about what
            others thought of me, about the fact they regarded me as a piece of trash. Because he was everything to me.” She holds the
            baby tight to her chest and he wriggles out. “And now you think I can do without the man I loved more than myself just because
            God took him away?”
         

         
         Vincenzino starts to whine, reaching out for the toys scattered around the room, then begins to cough. Giulia lets him go.
            “I’ve told you all this because Ignazio no longer heeds me. There was a time when I was everything to him, but then his father
            took him under his wing . . . and Ignazio became his.” She sighs again. “And now, without Vincenzo, I’m not worth anything anymore.” Giovanna protests faintly, but Giulia silences her with a wave. “Of course, I’m his mother and he loves me,” she says, dropping her voice, “but . . . Now you’re here, his wife and the mistress of everything. You can help me. You must speak to him, you must tell him that I want to go and live at Quattro Pizzi. I already know that he doesn’t want me to, that he thinks it’s better for me to stay here, but I . . . I don’t want to. That was our home and there I intend to stay, with him and our memories. Will you do it?” 

         
         Giovanna would like to reply that Ignazio seldom listens to her, but she’s dumbfounded by this request. If her mother-in-law
            left the house on Via dei Materassai, then perhaps she could persuade Ignazio to move to the Olivuzza. She could sort out
            the garden and the house and enhance the French-style decor with furniture more to her taste.
         

         
         It’s an unhoped-for gift that Giulia is giving her. And not the only one. She is also entrusting her with her home.

         
         Giovanna merely nods and squeezes her mother-in-law’s hand. “I’ll speak to him.” She already knows how to do it. Because even
            though it’s true that her husband doesn’t listen to her, there’s one thing he can’t resist: the prestige linked to his family’s
            name. In that respect, Ignazio is exactly like his father, controlled by an ambition that eats away at him from within.
         

         
         And nothing can be as prestigious as what she has in mind for the Olivuzza.

         
         *  *  *

         Silent, invisible armed men are minding the security of the extensive grounds, the villa, and its residents. Being a Florio also means watching your back: something Vincenzo already knew but, in his case, he protected himself simply by resorting to friends and a series of favors done and returned. When Ignazio relocated to the Olivuzza in the fall of 1869, though, someone pointed out to him, quietly and discreetly, that he needed something more for the family’s “peace of mind.” Because Palermo is a lively city where commerce—the trade in citrus fruits in particular—promises wealth, it has attracted to its outskirts workers, carters, peasants, and young men who dream of a life away from the serfdom of agricultural labor, but also smugglers and thieves, bandits both opportunistic and professional. And these men have created an increasingly tight network of “particular” relations, so much so that they’ve become unreachable to the law. In addition, there’s no need to involve the “Piedmontese” police from up north when you can sort things out yourself. Has a wrong been done? It can be put right by sabotaging a certain consignment of lemons about to be shipped to America. An offense received? It can be remedied by setting that house on fire. A disagreement? A gunshot is fired into the back of whoever didn’t show “respect.”
         

         
         So it became obvious how you should protect yourself: all you had to do was contact certain “men of honor” who would be “delighted”
            to provide protection in exchange for appropriate favors or a “token” sum of money. It was an almost accepted practice to
            which everybody—aristocrats and commoners alike—resorted.
         

         
         It’s before the eyes of these “men of honor” that a streamlined modern carriage pulls up outside the oldest group of buildings
            making up the Olivuzza villa. Nobody has stopped it or searched it because Don Ignazio has decreed that guests are sacred
            and mustn’t be importuned. And this is a very important guest.
         

         
         A man with piercing eyes and a wide forehead over which fall locks of curly hair gets out of the carriage. His movements are
            graceful, although he cannot hide a certain unease.
         

         
         Ignazio is standing by the entrance to the building, waiting for him. He shakes hands with him and simply says, “Come in.”

         
         The man follows him through a vestibule, then a series of tastefully furnished rooms and salons. Giovanna’s touch is evident
            in the color combinations of the furnishings, the furniture purchased in Paris and England, the damask couches, and the large
            Persian rugs. She’s had the interior of the villa renovated, choosing every piece of furniture and decoration.
         

         
         The two men go to the study. The guest pauses by the door, studies the room, and notices a large oil painting of the Florios’
            Marsala winery, its tall white walls bathed in the fading light. The painter, whoever he is, managed to capture on canvas
            the dimness as well as the deep green coastal waters.
         

         
         “Charming,” he mutters. “The artist?”

         
         “Antonino Leto,” Ignazio says, coming closer. “Do you like it? It depicts my Marsala holdings. Leto delivered the painting
            just a few weeks ago. He made me wait but the result is splendid and gives me a sense of peace. The sea, in particular, is
            painted wonderfully. I haven’t yet decided whether to leave it here in my study or move it somewhere else. But let’s sit down.”
         

         
         He indicates the armchairs and takes a seat. He stares at the man for a few seconds, and a smile appears, barely concealed
            by his thick, dark beard.
         

         
         Uneasy, the guest starts fidgeting. “What’s the matter, Don Ignazio? Is anything wrong? The work on your father’s mausoleum
            in Santa Maria di Gesù is on schedule. We had difficulty digging the crypt in the rock, but now we’re working quickly, and
            I know that De Lisi has finished the sketch for the sculpture.”
         

         
         “That’s not why I asked you here.” Ignazio steeples his fingers before his face. “I have a proposition for you.”

         
         Giuseppe Damiani Almeyda, professor of ornamental drawing and elementary architecture at the Royal University of Palermo, leans back in his armchair, intrigued. He opens his hands, then joins them in his lap. “For me? How can I help you?” His Neapolitan accent is faintly disguised by a foreign inflection, inherited from his Portuguese mother, the beautiful Maria Carolina Almeyda, goddaughter of Queen Maria Carolina Augusta of Bourbon. 

         
         “You’re an engineer of the Palermo municipality, not just an architect I hold in high esteem. And you’re an educated man:
            you know and appreciate the past but aren’t afraid of the future. On the contrary.”
         

         
         Damiani Almeyda raises his hand to his mustache. He’s wary now. Compliments never cease to alarm him. He hasn’t known this
            placid-looking young man for long, but he knows very well that he’s powerful, and not just for his wealth. He’s also intelligent,
            very intelligent, but it’s the kind of intelligence you need to beware. “What do you wish to ask of me, Don Ignazio?”
         

         
         “A project.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         “For a foundry.”

         
         Almeyda’s eyes widen, picturing a tuff warehouse covered in soot and crowded with workmen. “The Oretea?”

         
         Ignazio gives a slight laugh. “I don’t have any others for now.”

         
         There’s a pause while the two men study each other. Damiani Almeyda leans forward, hands folded in his lap. “Tell me, what
            exactly do you need?”
         

         
         Ignazio stands up and takes a few steps across the carpet that covers almost the entire floor. It’s from Qazvin, and he chose it not so much because it’s extremely elegant but because of the extraordinary attention given in that part of Persia to the knotting, the quality of the wool, the natural dyes. “You know that my father championed the foundry with a determination that was exceptional even for him, who never lacked willpower. Everyone said the project would be a loss, but he insisted, even ignoring the advice of friends like Benjamin Ingham, God rest his soul.” 

         
         He stops by the glass wall, recalling Ingham’s funeral and his father, stony-faced, caressing the coffin. Ben Ingham had been
            his friend and his rival, a mentor and an opponent. They were bound by a friendship that was unusual as well as strong, a
            feeling Ignazio unfortunately
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