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My father was born in Sicily, in the little village of Barra-
franca. He and my mother came to the United States in 1927. 
My father always liked to talk to me about his childhood. One 
of his experiences he liked to tell me about was the story of an 
old man he’d met when he was twelve years old. He repeated the 
story to me several times as I was growing to manhood.

The village of Barrafranca, like most Sicilian villages, was built 
on top of a hill. This was the custom for protection in the old days. 
Although the majority of the people were farmers, they built their 
houses clustered together in the village. Some of their farms were as 
far as an hour away by horseback. From the center of town, starting 
in the piazza, a dirt road wandered on the west side of the town and 
slowly wound down the side of the hill. At the bottom it split, and 
one road continued south toward Catania while the other road fold-
ed back and headed north toward Palermo. About halfway along the 
road from the piazza was a stone wall that prevented travelers from 
falling off the edge of the road and down into the olive orchards.

Children liked to play on this wall. It was on this wall that 
my father met Peppino, the old man. Peppino was born Giuseppe 
Casolini, but every one called him Peppino, or just Peppi. (Pep-
pino is to Giuseppe as Bill is to William or Dick is to Richard 
in English-speaking cultures.) Peppino liked to walk down the 
road and sit on the wall, from where he could look down the 
valley toward the mountains. One of the larger mountains in the 
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view was Monte Uno. It was in a cave in this mountain that 
Peppino spent much of his youth hiding from the police. My 
father was warned to stay away from this man because he had 
killed dozens of people and had spent most of his life in prison. 
He didn’t listen, and after several months he and Peppino got 
friendly enough for Peppino to open up and tell his story.

Peppino told the story of when he was a young man of about 
twenty-five. The larger cities in Italy, during Peppino’s youth, 
had individual kings that ruled the area around the city, which 
included several smaller towns. The king appointed mayors to 
rule the smaller cities, usually a relative of his. When General 
Garibaldi united Italy, he removed all the local kings and put all 
the cities under Victor Emanuel as king of all Italy. A provin-
cial government was set up in each area. For Barrafranca it was 
Enna. The mayors, however, remained in the small towns. All 
the city officials—including the city police—were remnants of 
the king’s relatives. All were corrupt.

The mayor of Barrafranca had a son who wanted Peppino’s 
sister for his wife, but the woman didn’t want anything to do with 
him. The mayor and his son had Peppino jailed on a trumped-up 
charge to get him out of the way. Then his sister was forced to mar-
ry the mayor’s son when they threatened the lives of her brother 
and her father. Peppino’s father tried to sneak out of the city and 
inform the provincial government. That started the terror against 
Peppino’s family, and eventually they were destroyed by the may-
or and his son. With the help of a friend, Peppino escaped from 
prison and became one of the most feared outlaws in the province. 
The ones who feared him the most were the mayor, his son, and the 
police force. Peppino conducted his own form of justice.

The novel you are about to read was written with Peppino’s 
life as the skeleton. Every detail of this story, with the exception 
of that basic premise, is pure fiction. The names, people, places, 
and incidents are all created by the author. The only truth is that 
the city officials destroyed Peppino’s family, and that he paid 
them back in full.
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It was a very hot and humid day for this early in the year in 
Barrafranca and central Sicily. Occasionally it got this humid in 
late summer, but that was only when the winds changed direction 
and came from Africa, across the Mediterranean Sea. Generally 
they came from the northwest, and the air was usually very dry—
so dry that mosquitoes were unknown to the villagers. Peppino 
wasn’t as distressed with the heat and humidity as his dad was—
but then, seventeen-year-olds are generally more tolerant.

That morning, Peppino was getting ready to do his daily 
chores, as he did every day. His first task was to get water for 
the family’s daily needs. The family consisted of his father, Sal-
vatore, his mother, Mariana, and his sister, Stellina. They didn’t 
have indoor running water as we do today. It had to be brought 
in from the outdoor fountain.

“Let’s get going, Peppi,” yelled his father. “Why are you so 
slow this morning? Come on. We have a lot of planting to do. It 
will take longer in this muggy weather.”

“I’m coming,” replied Peppino. “You go ahead. I’ll catch up 
to you.”

“Well, hurry. We will need both horses.” Peppino quickly 
saddled the horse he was going to use and quickly threw on the 
cuffinas, one on each side of the horse. These water jug contain-
ers were large wicker bushel-like containers designed to carry 
the clay water jugs. They were, however, very useful for car-

Chapter 1
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rying anything one desired—especially the wheat after harvest. 
Peppino inserted the twenty-five-liter clay jugs in the containers. 
He mounted his horse and headed for the natural spring fountain 
everyone in the village used to obtain water for their daily use. 
The spring was sealed with a cement structure, with a single pipe 
extending through the cement wall horizontally at about four 
feet high. Below the fountain was a cement trough that was used 
to water the animals while the owners fill their water jugs.

“Hi, Peppino,” said Gino, Peppino’s best friend. He was a 
little smaller and slimmer than Peppino, but he was as strong 
as his horse. Gino worked with his uncle, his father having died 
when he was nine.

Everything his father owned was left to him. According to 
the law at that time, everything was left to the oldest son. It was 
his responsibility to take care of the rest of the family. However, 
his mother died a year after his father, and he had no one except 
Uncle Guido to take care of him. The uncle wasn’t too happy 
to take care of Gino’s land as well as his own. He worked Gino 
very hard and expected Gino to take care of his own land him-
self as soon as he was able. Gino’s land was just a short distance 
past Peppino’s family land. Because of this, they usually rode 
out to the farms together.

“Are you done already?” Peppino asked Gino.
“Yeah. You’re a little late this morning, aren’t you?”
“I went to sleep late last night and couldn’t get up this morn-

ing,” said Peppino. “I got to hurry. Will you wait for me by the 
school so we can ride to our farms together?”

“Okay, but hurry. My uncle will give me hell if I’m too late.” 
Peppino quickly filled his jugs and headed for home.

While his mother helped him unload the jugs, his sister made 
and brought out their lunch.

“Papa left without the food,” explained Stellina.
“Thanks, Stella,” said Peppino. “I’ll see you tonight.” Pep-

pino loved his sister very much. He always called her Stella for 
short. She was thirteen, and there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t 
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do for her. They never fought over anything. Stellina loved her 
brother not only because he treated her so well but because she 
respected and looked up to him. Peppino was very tall for a boy 
of seventeen—a little over six feet—and very muscular. The 
family members were very fair skinned for Sicilians. Mr. Caso-
lini and Stellina had blue eyes. Peppino’s eyes were hazel. His 
hair was brown, but in the sunlight you could see a tint of red. 
Peppino’s mother was more the typical Sicilian, with black hair 
and brown eyes. Peppino put the lunch in his saddle bags. The 
lunch usually consisted of a large chunk of bread with several 
dried olives or a piece of cheese and sometimes an onion.

“Hurry, Peppino,” said his mother. “You don’t want to upset 
your father.”

“I’m going,” said Peppino as he urged his horse to start mov-
ing. He arrived at the school a few minutes later, where Gino 
was waiting for him.

“Boy, I wish I could go back to school,” said Peppino wist-
fully.

“You are very lucky,” said Gino being somewhat envious. 
“You got to go all the way to the sixth grade. I was pulled out of 
school after the fourth grade. My uncle said learning to read and 
write and a little arithmetic was all that was needed. I’ve been 
working the land since I was nine.”

“I’m sorry I brought it up,” said Peppino with a smile on his 
face. They both laughed.

“It’s been a bad day already, and it’s barely started,” stated 
Gino.

“What’s so bad about it?” asked Peppino, not understanding.
“First, it’s very humid, and I know that Uncle Guido will 

be miserable to work with. Also, you didn’t get to see Gina this 
morning, did you?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” said Peppino, 
trying to hide the fact that he was smitten by her.

“Come on now,” said Gino, kidding him. “I can tell from the 
way you act when she’s around. I can tell you’re crazy for her.”
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“She’s only thirteen years old,” said Peppino. “And I don’t 
even like girls. They are too giggly—especially Gina. She’s silly.”

“Who are you trying to convince—me or you?”
“Will you stop by when you’re finished for the day so we can 

go home together?” asked Peppino.
“Don’t I always? You’re just trying to change the subject,” 

teased Gino.
“Well, the subject was getting silly. I’m only seventeen. I 

don’t need a girl in my life.”
They rode in silence for a while. Then Gino broke the si-

lence.
“Why do you think the air is so humid? Do you think it is 

going to rain?”
“I don’t think so,” replied Peppino. “I think it’s just one of 

those unusual days. You know, when colder air picks up mois-
ture from the hot sea air.”

“You’re so smart,” said Gino with admiration. Neither knew 
what he was talking about.

“What do you know about Monte Uno?” asked Gino. “I hear 
that it’s enchanted.”

“I think it’s an old wives’ tale,” replied Peppino. “People 
need something to talk about.”

“That’s not true,” said Gino, sure of his information. “I hear 
that people have gone into the cave in the mountain and never 
came back out. They were never heard from again.”

“Well, maybe they fell into a hole in the cave. The tunnels 
don’t all have to be horizontal, you know. I think it’s all bull,” 
insisted Peppino.

“How about the stories people who went in halfway tell us of 
their experiences? Do you think they’re all lying?” asked Gino.

“What stories are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about the people who went in, and when they 

were about halfway in their candles slowly went out. Don’t an-
swer,” Gino said corrected his thoughts. “I know what you’re go-
ing to say. You’re going to say that an air flow inside the cave 
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blew the candles out, even though no one felt any breeze. But how 
about the people who went in with oil lamps?” continued Gino. 
“They said that the light from the lamps slowly went out.”

“Who knows what the true story is,” said Peppino. “It could 
be it got too cold, or the amount of oxygen got too low to sustain 
the flame. I’m only sure there is a logical explanation; it’s not 
because of some magical or mystical enchantment.”

“I give up,” said Gino. “You’ve got your mind made up and 
I’m not going to change it. Some day when we have free time 
I dare you to go into the cave with me. Then we’ll see who’s 
right.”

“I accept the challenge,” said Peppino. He was laughing at 
the same time. Gino wasn’t too happy that Peppino was laugh-
ing at him.

“We’ll see,” was all that Gino said.
When they approached Peppino’s farm, Peppino led his 

horse off the road and headed toward the shed where his father 
was working.

“See you later,” he yelled back at Gino.
“Okay,” said Gino as he continued down the road to his 

farm.
Peppino rode up to his father and dismounted. Since it was 

just dawn, his father was not upset at him.
“Here—I have this horse ready to start plowing,” said his 

father. “Start in the north field. We’ll both work there. We have 
to do that first. We have to get the wheat in first. It is already 
getting too late.”

Peppino started plowing as soon as he reached the north field. 
A few minutes later his father joined him. They alternated rows. 
They worked until about one o’clock. Salvatore then signaled 
his son to stop for lunch. They ate lunch in silence. Peppino was 
deep in thought about Monte Uno. Was Gino right?

“Papa,” said Peppino, breaking the silence. “What do you 
know about Monte Uno?”

“Why do you ask?”
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“Gino and I were talking, and he said there is a cave in the 
mountain that has some kind of strange things going on inside.”

Peppino’s father started to laugh.
“You have been fed that story, have you?” he said, still laugh-

ing. Peppino liked to see his father laughing, even if it was at him, 
because it happened so seldom. Though his father was a very lov-
ing father and husband, he was usually so tired and had so much 
on his mind that laughing was not normal behavior for him.

“Gino said that people have disappeared inside the cave and 
that lanterns have gone out inside.”

“At one time there was some mining going on in the moun-
tain. I don’t remember what it was. I think it was some kind of 
chemical. Anyway, I think they started that story to scare people 
away from there,” answered Salvatore. “You know how super-
stitious most people are. The story just hung on.”

“Just what I thought,” said Peppino, trying to hide the fact 
that he’d begun to give credence to Gino’s story. “I never be-
lieved it.”

“Let’s get back to work,” demanded his father. “I would like 
to finish the north field and do the seeding this afternoon.” Pep-
pino didn’t need to be told twice. He got up and went back to 
plowing.

It was well into the afternoon when they finished the plow-
ing and started to seed. That generally went faster and was a lot 
easier on the body. They were about halfway done when Gino 
arrived.

“Gino,” yelled out Peppino. “What are you doing here so 
early?”

“Uncle Guido went to plow his own land,” answered Gino. 
“He left instructions on what I had to get done. I finished what 
he told me to do, so I left.”

“Papa,” said Peppino, “how soon can I leave?”
“I’ll tell you what,” replied his father. “I’ll make a deal with 

you. If Gino will help us finish the seeding of the north field you 
can both leave.”
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“Sounds great to me,” replied Gino. “What do you want me 
to do?”

“You know what to do. God knows you have done it many 
times. When we meet our goal you both can leave.” It took about 
an hour-and-a-half to finish the seeding.

“What do you want us to do now?” asked Peppino.
“You kids take off,” said Peppino’s father. “You two deserve 

a little time off. Don’t forget, Peppino, we have to finish plowing 
the south field tomorrow. And don’t go riding your horse around. 
He needs his rest. Take the horse home so your mom can feed 
him. Then you can go out and play.”

“I’ll take care of the horse and I’ll be ready for tomorrow, 
Papa,” said Peppino as he saddled his horse. Soon Peppino and 
Gino were on the road toward home.

“I’ll race you home,” said Gino slapping his feet on the side 
of his horse to make it go faster.

“No way,” replied Peppino. “We get these horses lathered up 
and tired, I’ll have to wipe mine down. How do I do that without my 
mother knowing? You don’t have anyone to see what you do to your 
horse, but my father will never let me have it again if I mistreat it.” 
Gino was distracted by the sight of two horses being raced through 
the farmlands and lost track of what they were talking about.

“They’re tearing out all the little seedlings that are just starting 
to come up. Why would they do that?” said Gino in amazement.

“I recognize the fellow in front,” said Peppino. “That is Bia-
chio, the mayor’s son. I don’t know who the other fellow is.”

“I recognize him,” said Gino. “I see him by the fountain once 
in a while. That’s Pietro, the Maresciallo’s son. You know—the 
head of the police, the mayor’s private army.”

“Yes, I see him now,” said Peppino. “What a bunch of good-
for-nothings.”

“Why are they doing that to the poor farmer’s land?” asked 
Gino. “Won’t they get in trouble?”

“Are you kidding?” said Peppino. “They are like little gods. 
No one will report them.”
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“Why won’t anyone complain?” asked Gino.
“Where have you been?” said Peppino, surprised at Gino’s 

ignorance of how their government worked. “No one wants to 
get the attention of the mayor and his gang of thieves. Anyone 
who catches their attention ends up in deep trouble. If they don’t 
end up killing them, they will make life miserable for them. 
Didn’t anyone ever tell you to stay out of their way? You don’t 
want them to even know that you exist.”

“I’ve heard of their cruelties,” said Gino. “But I didn’t know 
that it applied to good and honest people.”

“You just don’t want to cross them.”
“I’m hungry,” said Gino, changing the subject. “I wish we 

could stop like we did last fall and get ourselves some oranges.”
“Did you forget that we almost got shot that time?” remind-

ed Peppino. “Remember, we stood on our horses to pick the or-
anges that hung over the wall. I can still hear the sound of the 
bullets tearing through the leaves. I remember it mostly because 
you almost fell off your horse.”

“I did not,” said Gino in defense.
“You did so. You were riding on the side of your horse until 

we got out of range.”
“I didn’t want to be shot. I did that so I was hidden by the 

horse.”
“Sure you did,” said Peppino, laughing out loud at the 

thought. “I laughed so loud that I almost fell off my horse.”
“You don’t know anything,” said Gino, feeling a little em-

barrassed. They rode a little way before anything more was said. 
“You know Gaetano DiFranco don’t you?” asked Gino.

“You mean Tano?” asked Peppino. “Yes, I went to school 
with him. I see him once in a while. I don’t hang around him too 
much. We are both too busy now that we are out of school. Why, 
what about him?”

“I see him sometimes in the evenings when I’m not with 
you. I think he has a thing for your sister. He’s always talking 
about her. Yesterday he asked me to call him whenever you and 
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I are together. I think he wants to get to know you better because 
of your sister. Anyway I think he wants to hang out with us.”

“I think Stella kind of likes him too,” said Peppino. “I don’t 
mind hanging out with him. He is a very nice guy. He is a very 
kind and gentle person. That’s why Stella likes him, I think. 
Anyway, they are too young. It’s only infatuation.”

“Is that what you feel for Gina? Only infatuation,” kidded 
Gino.

“Are you singing that song again?” said Peppino, getting 
tired of Gino’s ribbing. “Don’t you know any other tunes?”

“No,” said Gino with a broad smile on his face.
“You can tell Tano that we would like to hang out with him. 

In the meantime, what are we going to do with the time we have 
right now?”

“I told you that I’m hungry,” said Gino. “I know what. Let’s 
go to the garbage dump at the bottom of the olive orchard. It’s 
not too bad this time of the year. The winter has reduced it to 
mulch—like dirt.”

The garbage dump was a tract of land that was used to dis-
pose of refuse accumulated during the day. No liquids were 
dumped there. All liquids were usually thrown out the front door 
onto the cobblestone road. It mixed with the horse droppings, 
and because of the extremely dry air, liquids evaporated in a few 
minutes.

“So you want to go eat garbage?” said Peppino, mocking 
Gino. “Have we fallen that low?”

“No, funny guy. There are a lot of birds that feed there. We 
can set a trap for a large one and cook it right there. I’ve done it 
before.”

“You’re kidding me, aren’t you?” said Peppino, very suspi-
cious of Gino’s motives. “You can’t be serious.”

“No—I’m serious. I told you that I have done it before.”
“How are you going to trap a bird?”
“I will use a string trap,” said Gino.
“This I have to see,” said Peppino, chuckling.
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“Follow me,” said Gino. He then took off at a slow trot, with 
Peppino following. About ten minutes later, they were at the 
dump. There were several birds feeding on whatever they could 
find. Gino got out a long piece of string he had in his pocket. He 
set up a loop with a slip knot. He then put a piece of bread he 
found there, and set it in the middle of the loop. He waved Pep-
pino to follow him up the hill till he reached a tree.

“Tie your horse here with mine. I’ll be right back.” Gino 
went back to the string and extended it as far as it would go. 
He then hid behind a nearby small bush. He waited for a good-
sized bird to come for the bread. He tried several times with no 
success. Finally, to Peppino’s surprise, Gino manage to catch a 
fairly large one by the leg by pulling on the string quickly. The 
poor bird tried to fly away and escape, but to no avail. Gino 
pulled it in, and before Peppino could object he grabbed it and 
broke its neck.

“You’re a mean kid,” said Peppino. “I can’t believe you 
killed the poor thing.”

“Well how are we supposed to eat it if I didn’t kill it,” replied 
Gino.

“I’m not going to eat any of it,” said Peppino with a look of 
disdain on his face. Gino ignored him and started to collect twigs 
he found around the area. He pulled out a match from his pocket 
and started a fire. Gino went to his saddlebags and came back with 
a large cup and the water bottle. He put the bird in the cup and 
filled it with water. While the water was heating he searched and 
found two small branches that looked like a “Y.” When the water 
boiled he pulled the bird out and started to pull all the feathers 
from its body. The hot water made the feathers come off easily. 
Gino pulled out his knife and cut off the bird’s head; then, opening 
up its belly, he removed its guts. He then pushed a stick through 
the entire body and set it on the “Y” branches that were pounded 
with a rock into the ground on each side of the fire. Every once in 
a while he would turn the bird so it would cook evenly. When it 
was done, Gino offered Peppino half of the bird.
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“No way,” said Peppino. “That bird has been eating garbage.”
“Here, just taste it,” said Gino, as he offering Peppino a leg. 

Peppino hesitated to accept it. Gino started to pick and eat the 
flesh from the cooked bird.

“What does it taste like?” asked Peppino?
“It tastes a little like chicken.”
Peppino took the leg and took a bite. The bite took most of the 

flesh from the bone. There was so little meat on a bird this size.
“All this will do is make you hungrier,” said Peppino. “There 

isn’t enough food here to even consider it an appetizer.”
Without saying a word, Gino went up to his horse, got on, 

and started for home. When they got to Peppino’s home, Gino 
waved back. “Will I see you after dinner?”

“Okay,” said Peppino. “Come over and we can play cards.”
After Gino left, Peppino opened the large door to the courtyard 

and led his horse to the stable, which was located in the rear of 
the courtyard. The Casolini residence was much different from the 
other houses in the neighborhood. Most houses were single large 
rooms with an attached stall. All the houses had three common 
walls with their neighbors. The rear wall was shared with the house 
behind them on the next street. The right wall was shared with the 
neighbor to the right. The left wall, which was normally the outside 
wall of the stable, was shared with the neighbor to the left.

The only part of a house that belonged exclusively to the 
owner was the front and the roof. There were usually three doors 
to a house. First was the front door, which had the only window 
of the house set above it. Then there was the larger door to the 
stable. The third door was the door between the living area and 
the stable. The living area consisted of a wood-burning stove and 
a stone oven. The room also had two beds in two alcoves, with 
curtains covering the openings. Wheat grain was usually stored 
underneath the beds. The stall area was used as the rest room.

Peppino’s house, however, was different. One of the first 
houses in the area, it had a lot more land to build on. It had been 
built by Peppino’s great-grandparents. It had three buildings. On 
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the right was the largest building. It was divided into a three-
room living area. There was a small one-room building on the 
left that was normally used for storage. However, when Peppino 
grew too old to sleep with his sister, they converted it to a small 
bedroom. The third building was the stable, which was located 
between them and separated the two buildings.

Peppino was told that the smaller building was originally 
built for the grandparents. The outside front wall was about four 
feet thick. On the left side was a small closet-like room where 
they kept the laundry tub and extra water. On the right were 
steps that led to the top of the wall. Of course there was a railing 
on both sides of the upper area. Because the left-side building 
and the stable were smaller, there was a small courtyard between 
them and the front wall. On the lower left side of the front wall, 
next to the steps, was a stone oven primarily used to bake bread. 
Wood was burned inside until the inner stones turned a whitish 
color, indicating they were sufficiently hot. Then the ashes were 
removed, the stones were cleaned with a wet broom, and the 
bread was placed inside. The oven opening was sealed with a 
wooden door, and then the bread baked.

Peppino brushed his horse, gave it some straw to eat, and 
went inside the house.

“Hi, Peppi,” said Stellina, noticing him first. “You’re home 
early.”

“Yes, we finished seeding and I came home.”
“Did your father let you go, or did you leave with Gino with-

out your father’s permission?” asked his mother.
“Gino helped us do the seeding, so when we finished Papa 

said we could leave.”
“Good. Go wash up and help your sister.”
Peppino went to the stove area and began to help Stella peel 

potatoes. As they worked, Peppino asked, “Stella, what do you 
think of Tano?”

“You mean Gaetano DiFranco?”
“Yes.”
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“Well, what about him?”
“What do you think of him?” asked Peppino a second time.
“I don’t think of him at all,” replied Stellina. “Why do you 

ask?”
“He told Gino that he wants to hang out with us. I think he 

has a crush on you.”
“What does hanging out with you have to do with me?”
“Come on,” said Peppino. “You’re smarter than that. Hang-

ing out with me will give him a better chance of seeing you.”
“Will you stop that?” Stellina hissed. “If Mama hears you, 

she won’t even let me out of the house.”
“Well tell me what you think of him—and don’t try to hide 

from me, because I’ve seen your face when you look at him. 
Tell me the truth and I’ll make sure that Mama doesn’t know 
anything. You know I would never do anything to hurt you.”

“Okay, so I think he is cute,” admitted Stellina. “So what; I’m 
too young to think of boys? Anyway, what can you do about it?”

“Well, sister dear,” said Peppino “I can see to it that he hangs 
around here, where you can feast your eyes on him and he on 
you. If I know that you like him, I can protect you from anyone 
finding out—especially Mama.”

“What are you two gabbing about?” asked Mariana, their 
mother. “Finish up your chores. Your father will want the food 
on the table when he gets home.”

“We’re almost done,” Stellina assured her.
After dinner, Peppino went out and found Gino at his house.
“Gino, why don’t you go find Tano? Tell him you are coming 

to my house to play cards and that he is welcome to come too. 
That way Stellina and Tano can see each other. I’ll go home and 
meet you there,” suggested Peppino.

“You would do that for your sister?” asked Gino. Most sib-
lings he knew fought all the time.

“She is my best friend, besides you,” said Peppino. “She is 
family. There’s nothing more important than family. And there is 
nothing I won’t do for members of my family.”
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“I wouldn’t know about that,” said Gino sadly.
“I’m like family to you,” Peppino assured him. “I’d do any-

thing for you. Besides, what about your Uncle Guido?”
“I don’t think he even likes me. I’m nothing but a burden to 

him. You are the only good friend that I have. I will do anything 
for you. Remember that when ever you need anything.”

“Go get Tano. I feel like beating the pants off both of you. 
We will play Scuppa.”

Gino left and came back a few minutes later with Tano. They 
played cards until dark, and then a little while longer under the 
lantern. Peppino and Gino enjoyed watching Stellina and Tano 
look at each other. They were giddy all evening. Peppino knew 
that Stellina was thrilled, and Peppino was very happy for her. 
He loved his sister very much. They’d covered for each other as 
far back as they could remember. Stellina never forgot that when 
she was younger her brother took a wooden spoon across his 
butt for her a least a couple of times. Tonight she was especially 
grateful to him. The only difficulty was keeping their parents 
from realizing what was going on. Fortunately, they were busy 
with the horses and chickens in the stable to notice anything. 
Finally, as it got late, their mother came in the room.

“All right, you guys; it’s getting very late and it’s time to 
wind up your game.”

“But Mama,” objected Peppino. “It’s only eight-thirty.”
“Yes, but you know how fast five o’clock comes around to-

morrow morning,” she said.
“All right—we’ll just finish this hand,” promised Peppino. 

After Gino and Tano left, Peppino went to his room. It was only 
a little over four feet wide and he had to walk sideways to get to 
the head of the bed. He put on his pajamas and was asleep before 
his head hit the pillow.

Peppino was up at four-thirty the next morning, eager to get 
the water and perhaps see Gina. He hadn’t seen her for several 
days, but somehow he knew this would be the day. He also was 
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going to swallow his pride and speak with her. He just hoped he 
would beat Gino there.

He arrived at the well just as Gina was coming out to fill a 
large clay jug with water. She was carrying the jug on her shoul-
der. “Ciao, Gina,” he said with a lump in his throat. “You’re go-
ing for water kind of early this morning, aren’t you?” he asked.

“No, this is about the time I always go. I may be a little 
earlier because I have to wash the floors today, but not much.” 
Peppino knew very well what time she came out in the morn-
ings. “Are you going to help your father on your farm today?” 
she continued.

“Yes, we are going to plow and seed the vegetable area to-
day.” She reached the fountain and Peppino helped her fill her 
jug first. “Is this all the water you will need today?”

“We live so close that we can have fresh water any time we 
need it.”

“You’re lucky,” said Peppino, not knowing what else to say. 
“I’m sure glad today isn’t as humid as yesterday.”

“Yes,” she said, “me too.”
Just then, Gino came around the corner.
“Good morning, Peppino,” he yelled out. “You’re earlier this 

morning. Are you trying to make up for yesterday?”
“Very funny,” said Peppino as he got his jugs and began fill-

ing them.
“Ciao,” said Gina as she walked away with the jug on her 

shoulder.
“Ciao,” said Peppino and Gino in unison. Then when she 

was out of sight, Gino turned to Peppino, and said, “Got to see 
her this morning, did you?”

“What did you think of Tano?” said Peppino, changing the 
subject.

“He was a lot of fun,” said Gino. “By the way, I saw him this 
morning. He was on his way to his farm to help his father. He’s 
going to meet us tonight at your house and he’s bringing along 
his cousin, Antonio. That will make a foursome for our card 
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game. Do you mind? My uncle will be working his own land, so 
I can leave whenever I feel like it. I’ll come by your place about 
three and see if you can leave.” They each filled their jugs with 
water and headed for home.

After work, the boys grabbed a ball and headed to the field. 
“Hiya fellows,” said Tano when he arrived. “This is my cousin, 
Antonio. We all call him “Nino” for short.”

“Hiya,” said Peppino shaking his hand. Gino also shook his 
hand.

“How is it that you guys could get away this early?” asked 
Gino.

“Well, we’re all done with the seeding and can’t do anything 
until the plants break through the ground.” said Tano

“It’s the same with Gino and me,” added Peppino.
“My family doesn’t do any planting as such,” said Nino. “We 

own an orchard of pistachio trees, walnut trees, and olive trees. 
Our work is heaviest in the fall, same as with you guys. Actually, 
my father is a builder. He built the addition to the mayor’s house. 
He even built the jail at the end of town by that high cliff. When 
he’s not building he works in the orchard.”

“Well let’s play ball,” said Peppino. “Gino and I will play 
you two cousins.”

***

Over the following weeks, Peppino, Gino, and Tano became 
very good friends. They hung together almost constantly. Tano 
made no effort to hide that he had fallen in love with Stellina, 
and she didn’t hide her feelings for him. Peppino was sure that 
his parents had become aware of the situation. However, they 
apparently did not object—they liked Tano very much. He was 
hardworking and very pleasant.




