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Introduction

As the summer wind swirled along the
cliff-top town of Castel di Sasso and across my face, a sudden
peace engulfed me. The search was over. Staring at the crumbling
stone-block dwelling in front of me, I had found my roots. This was
the house my grandfather was born in over one hundred years ago. As
a herd of sheep passed, I visualized my grandfather playing in the
dirt I stood on. What struggles did he experience growing from a
boy to a man? Why did he leave Italy and emigrate to America?

While in Italy, I learned that my grandfather
had been married before and his wife had died during the birth of
their daughter. Unable to find work, Domenico traveled to America
in 1909, planning to send for his child when settled in. However,
when he finally saved enough money to send for her, he received a
letter from his family. "Italy is her home, not America."
Devastated, he never returned to Italy, and his daughter spent the
rest of her life in the tiny village.

Through persistence and luck on my visit to
Italy in 1996, I met her five children and now feel as close to
them as my immediate family.

My grandmother, Giovanna, journeyed to America
for an arranged marriage to a wealthy contractor. After meeting
him, she refused to marry him because of his short stature and
obnoxious behavior. How did this illiterate peasant woman have the
courage to make that decision and survive alone in a new
country?

The hopes and struggles of my grandparents'
journey to America are the inspiration for the novel. The rest is
fiction.

 


 


 



Chapter 1

“I can’t wait to see it.”

Giovanna walked beside her mother, Anna, up the
winding, redbrick driveway to the beach villa. Tall for an Italian
with long, jet black hair and clear olive-brown skin, she looked
forward to her first trip out of Bracigliano, a small village fifty
miles east of Naples, Italy.

On this cool early evening in August 1908, the
sunset was a spectacular display that flamed and faded above the
silvery gulf water. For years, she had heard of the magnificent
palace with its thirty rooms and five indoor bathrooms.

“Thanks for getting me this work,” Giovanna
continued.

“Just remember what I told you,” warned Anna,
one of the ten servants who traveled with the Rossi family. “You’re
only seventeen years old. You better listen to me and be on your
best behavior.”

She nodded half-heartedly, but her attention
turned to the orchard stretching back from the cobblestone driveway
in endless rows of peach, red plum, fig, and Japanese yellow plum
trees. Even before she rounded the next bend, the fragrance of
flowers overwhelmed her. Then she froze, afraid to breathe lest the
fairy tale vision disappear.

Larger than anything in her imagination, the
house came into view.

This must be what heaven looks like, she
thought, shielding her eyes from the sun bouncing off the enormous
white mansion whose stained glass windows gazed down at her. The
solid glass door loomed high above her. Roses, petunias, and
oleanders lined the circular part of the drive. A row of manicured
evergreen shrubbery bordered the flowers.

“I’ll live in a big fancy house one day,” she
said in breathless anticipation.

“You fool! You think of yourself as a princess,
but you’re just a peasant,” Anna said, standing near the palm and
pine trees shading the driveway.

“Mannaggia a te! Damn you, Mama!” she
shouted as she whirled to face her mother with a toss of her thick
luxurious mane.

“Where did you learn to talk that way? Don’t you
dare act like that at the villa or you’ll get us both fired.”

“You don’t understand. Just you wait…”

“No, you wait. I brought you into this world
poor and you’ll die poor. That’s your fate.”

“You’re wrong!” Giovanna said, sticking out her
chin in defiance. “That’s your fate, not mine. I’m fed up with
being teased at church because I have only one dress. I deserve
elegant clothes like some of the other girls. I’ll kill myself
before I spend the rest of my life wearing hand-me-downs and living
in a one-room hovel.”

Fighting despair, Giovanna swiped the tears from
her eyes and pushed past her mother. Anna followed as they passed a
stable of horses partially hidden behind a row of scarlet
bougainvillea. Giovanna’s tall, graceful form moved with
confidence. She hadn’t yet acquired the stooped, shuffling gait of
a peasant.

“Giovanna, maybe you can become more than a
servant like me. You’re beautiful enough to attract a rich man. But
don’t let a dream spoil your life. I don’t want you to die an old
maid.”

“Don’t worry, Mama. I will marry a rich man and
take care of you and Papa.”

“I give up.” Anna lifted her work-worn hands to
the heavens and made the sign of the cross to the Virgin Mary.
“Just as you’ve inherited your father’s big nose, you’ll also
inherit his poverty.”

They rested at the top of the jagged cliffs
overlooking the Rossi family’s private beach. Below, the
good-looking eighteen-year-old son of Signora Rossi
swaggered up the rocky path from the Gulf of Gaeta.

“Buon giorno, Signora Riciardi,” he said,
bowing and tipping an imaginary hat to her mother. He turned his
attention to Giovanna. “Could you introduce me to the
signorina with the lovely ebony eyes?”

“This is my daughter, Giovanna. She’s working
with me this summer.”

He flashed his white teeth and bowed low before
her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Lorenzo Rossi. Welcome to
our home,” he said with a charm that was smooth and practiced.
Looking at her with confident shark-like blue eyes, he grabbed her
extended hand and kissed it.

His lips moistened her skin as his long brown
eyelashes caressed her wrist. She jerked her hand away, but with
the smile playing at the corners of her mouth she could not conceal
her pleasure.

He bowed again and strutted off to the villa.
Worry lines creased her mother’s already wrinkled forehead.

“Mama, what’s the matter? Did I do something
wrong?”

“You? Never!” She threw her gnarled hands up in
the air and pointed a short, bony finger. “Stay away from him! He’s
nothing but trouble.”

“But I didn’t do anything.”

“And see to it that you don’t.”

“Mannaggia a te! I’ll stay away from
him,” Giovanna promised, but her thoughts lingered on his good
looks, broad shoulders, and narrow waist.

“He’s a typical man. A pig!” Through her brown
teeth, Anna spat on the ground to emphasize the point. “All he
wants to do is screw you. I can see it in his eyes.”

Giovanna blushed at such crassness and looked at
her mother. Her thinning gray hair and traditional black garb made
it hard to imagine her ever being young and desirable. “He doesn’t
like me. He flirted a little. That’s all.”

“Lorenzo thinks like a fox. He’ll say or do
anything to get his way with a girl. Then he moves on to his next
prey,” Anna warned, as they walked toward the rear of the
villa.

“You’re wrong…”

“Tell that to the five families whose daughters
Lorenzo robbed of their virginity. Be careful you don’t bring
dishonor to the Riciardi name.”

“Okay, Mama,” Giovanna said, as they entered
through the door to the servants’ kitchen.

A short wiry cook was removing pots and pans
from a thirty-foot wall lined from top to bottom with copper
cookware. A helper, bald as an ostrich, chopped vegetables on a
wooden counter while another tended the pasta boiling on one of
three large stoves.

“What’s that over there?” she asked, pointing to
a closet like area with a rope and pulley.

“It’s a dumbwaiter that takes food up to the
main dining room.”

“Merda! Shit, it’s big enough for me to
get in,” Giovanna said, running to peek inside.

“Where did you learn to talk like that?” asked
Julietta, the head servant, grinding out her words through clenched
teeth. Removing wine and cheese from the icebox, the woman motioned
her over. “I don’t care how you talk at home, but in this house you
will not curse, especially in front of the children. Do you
understand?”

“Si, capisco. I understand,” she replied,
chilled by the stone-cold reception.

“I’m glad your train arrived on schedule, this
time!” Julietta signaled for her and her mother to sit at the long
rectangular table where the servants ate. “The Rossi children will
arrive later tonight. In a few weeks, they’ll be visiting their
grandfather in Messina. Anna, you may have to go along on the trip.
Giovanna, you will help your mother. Any questions?”

“Of course, I don’t have any questions. I’ve
only been the family’s nanny for ten years.” Anna’s nose wrinkled
in disgust. They ate a few biscotti and figs under
Julietta’s icy stare then headed up the back stairs to their
quarters on the third floor.

“Young lady, get back here right now,” Julietta
ordered, glaring down at the plate of half-eaten food. “Where do
you think you’re going?”

“Up to my room,” Giovanna said. “I can’t eat
anymore. You put too much food on my plate.”

“Sit down until you finish every bite,” Julietta
demanded.

Pretending not to notice the heated discussion,
the cook and servants continued their preparation for the night’s
meal.

“Uff, mi son stancat! I’m tired of this!”
Giovanna said, using her fork to play with her food rather than eat
it.

“Shut up!” Julietta said, her eyes shooting
daggers. “And if you’re going to insult me, use proper Italian, not
dialect, the language of a peasant. You should say ‘Sono
stancat’ not ‘Uff, mi son stancat.’ I never want to hear
you using dialect in this house or around the children.
Capisci?"

“Giovanna, finish your food,” Anna said. “Then
let’s put our clothes away and rest before the children
arrive.”

“Why is she so cruel?” Giovanna asked, as they
proceeded down the long, black marble-floored hall.

“Three years ago, a train delay caused me to
arrive forty-five minutes late. Julietta never lets me forget it.
What did she expect me to do? Walk?” Anna answered. “Last year
Signora Rossi almost fired Julietta for slapping Lucretia
and giving her a black eye. She thinks I snitched on her so I could
replace her as head servant. That woman would do anything to get me
fired. Watch out, she’s not to be trusted.”

Bigger than their entire house in Bracigliano,
the bedroom had a bed, dresser, and nightstand for both Giovanna
and her mother. While Anna went to the children’s rooms, she
unpacked her bag. Everything emphasized her family’s poverty. Her
handmade clothes filled only the corner of one of the ten drawers
in the ornate dresser. Her one hand-me-down dress looked like an
abandoned orphan in the huge walk-in closet. Fortunately she’d be
provided a uniform to wear at work.

Later that evening the children arrived home
from a visit with their grandparents. She assisted the shiny-eyed
twelve-year-old Lucretia with robust red hair and an infectious
smile prepare for bed. Anna helped her small and frail
eight-year-old sister, Livia, put on her nightgown.

“You’re working here all summer?” Lucretia
asked.

“Si, I’m helping my mother with you and
your sister.”

“Have you met my brother yet?”

“I met him this afternoon,” she said. “Why do
you ask?”

“Most girls think he’s handsome. Do you?”

“You ask too many questions,” Giovanna said,
smiling. “It’s time for you to go to sleep.”

Later that night, she looked out of her bedroom
window admiring the full moon glinting off the Gulf of Gaeta. Down
on the tile rooftop terrace below stood Lorenzo. He glanced up and
smiled.

Should I wave? Her heart pounded. He’s
so handsome and unlike any of the peasant boys at home. Should I
smile back?

She decided to pretend that she hadn’t seen him
and left the window. Approaching the bed, she became conscious of
the sound of rustling feathers and squawking behind her.

“Look, a dove just landed in the window,” her
mother said. “Isn’t that strange? It seems like the bird is trying
to tell us something.”

“Mama, I think I know why the bird is here. God
sent this beautiful creature to deliver a blessing.”

“Blessed Mother, help me! Now my daughter
understands the language of birds,” Anna said, raising one eyebrow
to the heavens. “What’s the bird saying to you?”

“The dove is the symbol of a wedding. Something
nice is coming,” Giovanna said. “I’m going to marry a rich man and
live in a beautiful villa. I’ll have servants to put away all my
expensive clothes from Rome and Paris.”

“Remember your place in life,” Anna demanded.
“Stop dreaming.”

“I’m not. I’ll wear a white gown. The
relationship will be pure and honest.”

“You’re crazy,” Anna said. “Where are you going
to find a rich man who’d marry a peasant girl?”

“I have someone in mind,” Giovanna whispered to
herself. Her dreams as soft as the clouds, she drifted off to sleep
with fresh linens and fluffy pillows surrounding her.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

Giovanna stretched in bed drinking in the
coolness of the early morning breeze blowing in from the window.
Eager to begin her first day, she already had her eyes open when
her mother sat on the edge of the bed.

“Ready to start work?” Anna asked, smoothing the
hair off her face and singing a lullaby.

“Si,” Giovanna said. “Why can’t we live
in a villa like this?”

“Sopportanto lei croce. It’s our cross to
bear,” Anna said. “It’s the life we’ve been given. There’s nothing
we can do.”

“Mama, that’s not true. How can you…?”

“Basta! Enough, there’s no time to argue.
We must go downstairs.”

“But…”

“Get dressed now. Adesso.

Giovanna dressed in her new black uniform with
white trim and matching hat. Admiring herself in the mirror and
feeling like a princess, she ran her fingers over the crisp, clean
material. She had never worn such fine clothing. They hurried down
the circular marble stairway to the kitchen to learn the day’s
agenda. Their first chore would be grocery shopping. Since neither
she or her mother could read nor write, Julietta read off the long
list.

Giovanna sensed the hostility between her mother
and the head servant. It seemed as if Julietta wished her mother
would forget something so she could scream at her. They reminded
her of two alley cats ready to do battle over a scrap of food.

As the first ray of dawn appeared, they walked
to the stables where a small carriage with two horses awaited
them.

“Mama, how do you remember everything?” Giovanna
asked on the ten-minute trip to the mercato. “I’ve already
forgotten half the list.”

“Experience,” her mother answered and then
laughed. “And fear. Would you want to face Signora Rossi or
Julietta if we ordered the wrong food?”

They pulled up first at the l’erbivendolo
to order vegetables, then at the macelleria for meat and the
latteria for milk and cheese. At the last stop, they ordered fruit
from the fruitivendolo.

“I promise that I’ll deliver the fruit later
this morning,” the young storekeeper said, ogling Giovanna. He
handed her a basket of figs that she devoured on the trip back to
the villa.

They hurried up the stairs to wake up Lucretia
and Livia.

“Signora Rossi follows the same
schedule,” Anna warned. “The children must be up everyday at
7:00am. The routine never changes, and there’s no excuse for being
late. Capisci?”

After getting the girls dressed, Giovanna and
Anna knelt with the children around Lucretia’s bed to recite the
morning prayers. Giovanna smiled as the child thanked the Virgin
Mary for everything from a fig tree to the birds flying
outside.

The girls paraded down the hall to
Signora Rossi’s bedroom, halted at her door, and
stood like soldiers waiting for an inspection. Anna rapped on the
ornate oak door and then stepped behind the children.
Signora Rossi’s personal servant swung the door
open.

“Buon giorno, mia figlia,” Signora
Rossi barked out a good morning to the girls.

“Buon giorno, Madre Rossi,”
recited Lucretia and Livia in unison. With trained precision, they
bowed their heads and curtsied.

Giovanna gasped as she took in the majestic
surroundings. The red and black marble covered not only the floor
but the walls as well. A huge, four-poster bed sat solidly in the
middle of the room surrounded by black and red silk veils. The far
wall opened to a balcony providing a spectacular view of the gulf
water.

After concluding the morning ritual, the
children marched down to the dining room to eat breakfast. The
cooks prepared l’uovo sbattuto, warm milk with an egg
scrambled in it, and zuppa di latte, warm milk with chunks
of bread dropped in it and eaten with a spoon.

Giovanna placed a bowl of figs on the table.
Lorenzo sat alone in the adjoining dining room wearing a blue silk
shirt with the top two buttons open, showing off his chest. When he
finished his meal, he strutted over like a male peacock to his
sisters’ table

“Giovanna, you look beautiful today,” he
whispered in her ear as he brushed past her. “I can’t wait to see
you again and kiss you.” His warm breath caressed her neck, and
then he disappeared.

How dare he? She froze. And in front of my
mother and his little sisters. She clenched the bowl of fruit
and glanced around the room, expecting to meet the disapproving
glare of her mother. But Anna concentrated on cleaning up a spill
while the girls chattered like squirrels. A smile played on her
lips as she pushed her hair behind the ear Lorenzo had whispered
into. I can’t wait to see you again.

“Hurry,” reminded her mother. “We’ve got to be
at the stables in fifteen minutes.”

She rushed to her room to switch into a
one-piece half-leg bathing suit. On her way to the stable, she
stopped by the kitchen and grabbed a basket of sandwiches and fruit
carrying it to the large black and red carriage. The four horses
whinnied and stamped their hoofs as everyone boarded for the
twenty-minute ride to the beach.

Each child jumped into the clear, blue water
with its white, smooth stones. Giovanna sat on a ledge of the dark,
brown cliff watching Lucretia and Livia swim and splash each other.
They sang their favorite song, “Vedo mare quando e bello. I
see the sea when it’s beautiful,” over and over.

Sunbathing on a nearby flat rock, she stretched
out like a cat enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin. Sensing
a presence next to her, she looked up hoping to see Lorenzo.

“Giovanna, help me feed the girls.”

“Okay, Mama,” she said, looking away to hide the
disappointment in her eyes.

Returning to the villa for a lunch of fresh
fish, vegetables and fruit, Anna checked the watch she kept pinned
to her bosom. “Naptime,” she declared, clapping her hands to gain
the children’s attention.

“I’m not tired,” Lucretia whined.

“Can’t we play games outside?” Livia asked. “Or
sit quietly inside?”

They looked like lost puppies with their sad,
brown eyes. She wondered what harm could come of allowing them a
little more time to play.

“In your rooms now!” commanded Anna. “No more
talk.”

The two sisters simultaneously stuck out their
lower lips and marched off to their rooms.

“They’re cute and stubborn, but we have a
schedule to follow,” Anna explained. “You’ll learn not to change
your mind when they pout.”

The servants did not work from 1:00pm to 5:00pm
everyday because of sonno di pomeriggio, the sleep of the
afternoon. Giovanna returned to her room and drifted into a deep
sleep. Shaken awake by her mother, she walked drowsily into the
girls’ room to wake them. But, upon entering their room, she caught
them playing in the casa della bambola, an extravagant
dollhouse set-up in an adjoining bedroom.

“Please don’t tell anyone we weren’t in our beds
asleep,” Lucretia pleaded. “I don’t want to get yelled at.”

“I won’t say anything this time, but it better
not happen again.”

“Grazie, it won’t,” said Lucretia with a
twinkle in her eye. “I’m telling my brother about your kindness. I
think you’ll like him.”

For the rest of the afternoon, she supervised
the girls playing tennis on the black-surfaced court. She had no
idea how to play, but after observing the girls, the only rule
seemed to be bouncing the white ball and hitting it as far out of
bounds as possible.

Afterwards, she and her mother helped bathe and
dress the children for dinner. Her hands lingered on the soft silk
of Lucretia’s imported Parisian dress as she slipped it over the
girl’s head. Someday, I’ll be wearing the finest clothing that
money can buy from Paris and Rome.

“Remember,” Anna reviewed a few rules of
etiquette before dinner. “No elbows on the table, keep your arms
down, and never move the chair once you sit down.” Her experienced
fingers moved swiftly to lace up Livia’s shoe.

“The cooks have prepared fish and pasta tonight.
Remember, don’t cut the fish with a knife and always use a fork.
And twirl your pasta on to the spoon with your fork. I don’t want
to see anybody sucking up long strands of spaghetti.”

The children nodded their heads, as they did
every evening after the same lecture.

“Lucretia, your mother wants you to eat in the
main dining room tonight. You’re almost thirteen years old, and
it’s time to start eating with the grown-ups. Keep in mind, never
interrupt an adult when they’re talking,” reminded Anna. “If they
ask you a question, then you can answer it. That’s the only time
you talk.”

Giovanna took the children for a walk after
dinner. While strolling down the driveway, she asked Lucretia, “Why
aren’t there any mosquitoes?”

“That’s easy,” Lucretia joked, displaying a
smile that showed off her dimples. “My mother hates mosquitoes. She
doesn’t allow them near the villa.”

“Tonight Signora Rossi wants to say the
rosary before they go to sleep,” Anna said after dark, as the
children readied for bed. “Giovanna, take the girls to her
room.”

Dressed in a high-neck nightgown, Signora
Rossi snapped her fingers and motioned the children to sit at her
feet. A life-size statue of the Virgin Mary stood next to the
prudish family matriarch.

I bet she doesn’t get a hair out of place even
when she sleeps.

Lucretia yawned halfway through the rosary
spoken in Latin.

“How dare you yawn while we pray?”
Signora Rossi screeched, swatting her face with the back of
her hand. “And right next to the Virgin Mary. Have you no respect
for me? For God?”

Lucretia bit her lower lip to fight back the
flood of tears.

Why is Signora Rossi so mean to her
children? Giovanna thought. If I lived in a beautiful
house and had more money than I could spend, I’d be happy all the
time. And I’d never treat my children like that!

One afternoon, she and her mother took the
two-horse carriage to the beach. Giovanna floated lazily in the
calm water and drifted off to sleep. Taken aback by the sensation
of something grabbing her feet, she jumped up not knowing what to
expect.

Lorenzo popped up beside her, flashed a smile,
and overturned her tube.

Upside down and tangled in the tube, Giovanna
coughed and gasped for air. He took hold of her until she could
catch her breath. The closeness of his body created stirrings
inside her that she’d never experienced.

“Are you all right? I didn’t mean to hurt you,”
he said, concern showing in his blue eyes.

“Mannaggia a te!” she shouted. “Is that
how you impress the girls? Try to drown them? You’re a
jackass!”

Nonetheless, she longed to stroke his cheek and
assure him that she was unharmed.

“Can you ever forgive me? I made a mistake. You
look beautiful in the water. You have the face of a goddess. And
your tanned body? Mamma mia!”

She blushed at the compliment. He grabbed her
hand and started to pull her face closer to his. She looked into
his eyes and guessed what he had in mind. With his back to the
shore, Lorenzo couldn’t see Anna swimming toward them.

“You want to kiss me, don’t you?” She bent down
till her lips lingered less than an inch from his.

Lorenzo nodded in eagerness and moved in for the
kiss.

“It’s too bad that my mother’s right behind
you.” Giovanna jerked back her head at the last instant.

“What a tease. You expect me to believe you?” he
asked but blinked with surprise when he turned to see Anna.

“Now we’re even. Don’t ever try that again.”

“Molto lieto.” He laughed at her attempt
at revenge. “It’s been a pleasure, Giovanna. Until we meet
again.”

“Wipe that silly smile off your face,” Anna
said, as he swam back to shore. “He’s nothing but trouble. He’s
screwed every signorina around here and wants to add you to
his list.”

“You’re wrong about him,” she defended. “He
likes me a lot. You just don’t want me to be happy.”

“Happy? What does happy have to do with life?
You’re a peasant. Remember that.”

Why am I always wrong? She gathered up their
belongings and rode back in silence to the villa. She’s a
thickheaded fool. When I marry Lorenzo and live in a beautiful
villa, then she’ll see that I’m right.

One afternoon, Giovanna happened upon the key to
the formal living room used only for dinner parties. She scanned
the area for adults then unlocked the door and slithered in.
Holding her head high and nodding to imaginary dignitaries, she
took slow, deliberate steps across the room and perched herself on
the gaudiest chair,

“Come here now,” she ordered. “Bring me a cup of
hot tea, then comb my hair. I haven’t got all day. Lorenzo will be
home soon.”

A noise behind her brought the charade to a
halt. She turned slowly knowing trouble loomed behind her.

“Would you like lemon with your tea, Countess,”
her mother responded with a mock curtsy and then jerked her
daughter from the chair. “How can you be so stupid? You’re not
wealthy now, and you never will be. You’ve got your family, food to
eat, and a roof over your head. That’s all you need. Be thankful
for that.”

“What’s wrong with wanting more?” she asked,
puffed up with righteous anger.

“Wanting more may get us fired,” Anna warned,
“especially if what you want includes Lorenzo.” She grabbed her
daughter’s cheeks, pulling Giovanna’s face into her. “Leave him
alone. Our family will be disgraced. Now let’s get out of here
before Signora Rossi or Julietta catch us.”

“Lorenzo said he saw you at the beach today,”
Lucretia said that evening as Giovanna helped the girls get ready
for bed. “He thinks you’re beautiful.”

“He does?” Giovanna said, her heated face
broadcasting her feelings. “Did he also tell you that he almost
drowned me?”

“No, but he wants you to meet him at the stables
tonight. He has something important to tell you. At least, that’s
what he said, but he probably wants to kiss you."

“That’s enough of that kind of talk,” she said.
“Go to bed.”

“Good night,” said Lucretia. “Will you meet him
later? I have to know.”

She wanted to say no and tried to shake off
the erotic images dancing in her head. Closing her eyes, she could
practically feel Lorenzo’s lips on hers. She imagined him fondling
her breasts while she caressed his chest underneath the imported
silk shirt.

“I’ll think about it,” Giovanna said, unable
to suppress her lingering smile.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

“I’m not sleepy yet, Mama,” Giovanna told her
mother that evening, the thought of a clandestine meeting sending a
shiver through her body. “I’m going for a walk.”

“You come back early,” Anna reminded. “I don’t
want you oversleeping in the morning.”

As she headed for the stables, her stomach
churned. It reminded her when, as a little girl, she’d sneak a
biscotti after her mother told her she couldn’t have one.
The same exciting sensation magnified a hundred times. The stable
stood empty except for the horses. She paced up and down the stalls
imagining her mother behind each bale of hay. Every muscle in her
body tensed when footsteps echoed on the cobblestone and a shadowy
figure appeared in the doorway.

“Giovanna, mi amore?”

Relaxed, she stepped out from her hiding place
behind the hay and rushed into Lorenzo’s waiting arms. She loved
the feel of his strong arms around her and the soft, imported shirt
next to her hand-me-down clothes. You smell so good.

“Giovanna, you’re the most beautiful woman in
the world,” he said, cupping her face in his hands. “I’m honored to
be in your presence. You’re so attractive in the moonlight.”

As their mouths moved closer, she admired his
rugged face and the sparkle in his eyes. When his lips touched
hers, a tingling sensation sparked down to her toes. Passion filled
her as she returned the kiss.

“Un momento.” After a few minutes, she
pulled away as he tried to coax her down on the hay. “Slow down. I
enjoyed the kiss, but…”

“Why waste time?” Ignoring her, he tried to
continue the foreplay. “This is a night for love.”

“I want to get to know you first,” she said,
holding him at arm’s length uncertain of her feelings. Searching
her mind for some other topic than passion and desire, she asked,
“What happened to your father?”

“Why do you want to know that? All that matters
is that I crave your kisses and your body next to mine.” He tried
to kiss her again.

She resisted.

“Giovanna, you’re right,” he sighed. “Let’s get
to know each other first. My father died five years ago. He fell
off a boat during a storm in the strait of Messina. He went under
the water and never came up. They never found his body.”

“That’s horrible. I’m sorry. How did your family
get to be so rich?”

“My father worked as a ship captain for a
wealthy nobleman for many years. He paid my father well,” he
explained. “Now tell me about yourself? What’s Bracigliano
like?”

“It’s a small village surrounded by mountains.
There’s a church and a piazza in the middle of the town,”
she explained. “This is my first trip away ever.”

“I’ve traveled all over the world with my
family. Paris, Rome, London, you name it and I’ve been there,” he
interrupted. “When my father died, he left the family lots of
money.”

As he talked about his travels, she closed her
eyes. She imagined herself walking into the most expensive shops in
Rome and Paris and buying beautiful clothes. She’d be treated like
a queen. If she married Lorenzo, her dreams would come true. She
pulled closer to him and snuggled her head next to his chest.

“What about all your girlfriends? I heard you
had lots of lovers.”

“Yes, it’s true, but not anymore,” he said.
“You’re the first woman I’ve really loved. I wake up in the morning
thinking about you, and my last vision before I fall asleep is
you.”

He grabbed her and kissed her passionately. As
he gently laid her on top of a bale of hay, she envisioned their
fancy wedding and her beautiful gown. She never felt so safe and
secure. As he caressed the back of her neck and shoulders, her skin
tingled. He stroked her inner thighs, lifting her dress above her
waist. She gazed into his blue eyes, expecting to see the care he
revealed when he apologized for almost drowning her. What she saw
made her nauseous. Her body stiffened as his eyes roamed up and
down her body eagerly anticipating his conquest. The touch that had
excited her now repulsed her. She yanked his hand off her body and
bolted up.

“What’s wrong? Are you all right, my love?”

“You lying son-of-a-bitch!” Her hands shook as
she lashed out at him. “You don’t love me. What did you think?
You’d tell me how rich you are, and because I’m only a peasant, I’m
suppose to lie on my back, spread my legs and let you screw me?”
Her voice grew louder and shriller. “Don’t ever talk to me again.
You’re nothing but a bag of shit! Una merda fra merde!

She stormed out of the stables past a stunned
and speechless Lorenzo. When she arrived back to her room, she
crawled into her bed so as not to wake her mother. She didn’t want
to discuss this night from hell. As she sobbed quietly into her
pillow, she realized her mother’s wisdom. Lorenzo, what a
bastard!

Over the next two weeks, he pleaded for
forgiveness, but she ignored him. Sona una signora, non una
puttana. I’m a lady, not a whore. She breathed much easier when
he left for a visit to Rome. She feared that she couldn’t have kept
rejecting his advances. Maybe I acted a little too quickly when
I cussed him out. It wasn’t his fault entirely. I teased him, too.
Besides, if I don’t marry Lorenzo, how will I ever get
rich?

The next morning when she awakened the girls,
Lucretia bounced out of bed and darted down the hallway past her
mother’s bedroom to use the toilet.

“Who ran past my door a few minutes ago?”
Signora Rossi stomped to the door in a rage.

“I…I did, Mother,” Lucretia responded. “I had to
go to the bathroom real bad, and…”

“I thought so,” Lucretia’s mother interrupted.
“You know the rule. I don’t care about the reason. You will not be
allowed to eat with the adults for two months. Now, get out of my
sight, you bad, bad girl.”

Lucretia stormed out, tears streaming down her
face.

Giovanna followed the spunky twelve-year-old to
her room and held the child in her arms, stroking her reddish-brown
hair until she calmed down. “Are you okay?”

“She makes me so mad. I didn’t do anything
wrong. I just had to go to the bathroom,” Lucretia said. “Let’s go
next door after breakfast and get some figs.”

Giovanna smiled and nodded her head in approval.
The two shared a passion for fruit and could devour a basket in
minutes.

Later that afternoon, a knock at her bedroom
door startled her. When she opened it, there stood Lorenzo.

“Giovanna, I must talk to you. Please accept
this gift from Roma as a token of my love for you.”

She wanted to tell him to get lost, but when she
eyed the beautifully wrapped box, she snatched it from his hands
and slammed the door. She removed the gold and red wrapping paper
and the fresh red rose attached to the box. As she opened it, her
eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“I’ve never seen a most beautiful dress.”

As she carefully put it on, the gown felt so
silky and soft to her touch. Then she remembered slamming the door
in Lorenzo’s face. She opened it to run down the hall and thank
him, but he hadn’t moved.

“Thanks for the dress. It’s beautiful.”

“You’re bella! I miss you so much.
Please give me another chance?”

“I’ll think about it. I really will.
Ciao,” she said, closing the door. She took one more peek in
the mirror before reluctantly taking off the dress and hanging it
in the closet. It’s time to get back to work, but someday my closet
will be full of gorgeous gowns.

When Anna returned to the room at the day’s end,
she noticed the dress immediately.

“Look at that beautiful gown. I wonder who put
it in our closet? It must be a dress of Signora Rossi.”

Giovanna’s mind raced to put together a logical
explanation, but it came up empty. She looked at her mother and
decided to tell the truth.

“Lorenzo gave me the dress. Isn’t it
beautiful?”

“He bought you a dress?” Anna said, stunned.
“Why would he do that?”

“He loves me, and I love him.”

“You love him?” Anna’s confusion turned to
anger. “Just because he gives you a dress.”

“No, we’ve been meeting in the stables.”

“At the stable?” Anna interrupted. “You’re a
jackass! Has he screwed you yet?”

“Mannaggia a te. Trust me,” she
responded. “We kissed and then he tried to touch me, but I wouldn’t
let him.”

“I forbid you to see him again. If
Signora Rossi or Julietta finds out, you’ll be fired. Hide
the dress and don’t tell anybody that Lorenzo bought it for you.
Capisci?”

“Si, Mama.”

“Don’t you dare disobey me,” Anna said, shaking
her head in disgust. “If you do, I’ll send you back home.”

Lorenzo and Giovanna began meeting secretly in
the woods between the tennis courts and the rocky shoreline of the
Gulf of Gaeta.

“Giovanna, I love you with all my heart,”
Lorenzo declared under the shade of the trees. “What can I do to
convince you?” He then placed his hand under her chin and lifted
her face to meet his. “Just as I need air to breathe, I need your
love to live. I’m afraid to ask, but I have to know. Do you love
me?”

She had thought a lot about the relationship.
She did love him, more than she ever thought possible. She didn’t
care about his wealth. She loved him, not his money.

“Yes, I do love you,” she whispered. She liked
the sound of it. “Yes! Yes! I love you. I love you. Are you happy
now?”

Lorenzo smiled and drew her in close and kissed
her with tenderness.

After their embrace, she held his hands and
looked into his eyes. She saw love in those eyes, not lust. She
kissed him on each eye and asked, “What do we do now?”

“I’ll go to Bracigliano and ask your father for
your hand in marriage,” Lorenzo blurted out. “Then we’ll tell your
mother and mine. After that, we’ll plan our wedding.”

“I want a big, fancy wedding. We’ll have lots of
children and travel together all around the world.”

“I’ll be married to the most beautiful woman in
the world,” he said. “But I’m not looking forward to telling my
mother.”

“Your mother?” she asked, shuddering as if a
small spider crawled on her back. “I can’t imagine telling
Mama.”

“If it’s all right with you,” Lorenzo asked.
“Let’s wait awhile before we tell our parents. We better return to
the villa before someone notices us gone.”

Julietta, standing on the roof top terrace,
observed the lovers leaving the forest.

“Maybe I won’t send Giovanna to Messina with the
children. I must find out what they’re doing in the woods. After
all, that’s my job,” the head servant cackled to herself. “And I
love my work.”

 


 


 



Chapter 4

The strait of Messina lay like a sea of glass as
Domenico Mastroianni and his Uncle Pietro sailed across in the
flimsy, wooden sailing boat. Seventeen years old, he was reporting
to Sicily for his first tour of duty as a soldato. His
village perched high on the cliffs near Napoli, Italia
seemed farther away than the distance in miles.

Mt. Etna’s lava-covered slopes to the south
darkened the horizon. A thin wisp of smoke floated idly out of its
snow-capped peak reaching ten thousand feet into the heavens.

As the sun began to sink into the horizon
and the winds picked up, the small boat swayed with an increasing
rhythm. Domenico reached a hand to the rough wooden seat to steady
himself. Twenty miles long and only two miles long at its narrowest
points, the strait was notorious for navigational difficulties
during high winds.

The boat’s pilot glanced from one side of
the boat to the other as they traveled through the increasingly
choppy water. He swiped at the sweat on his brow with his hat as if
to wipe away the storm.

A gust flicked at his black wool jacket.
Domenico put his hands in his pocket to ward off the piercing wind.
Sensing impending danger, he pulled his capello off and
stuffed the good luck cap into his pocket. He felt naked without
it.

“The currents are rough, but I’ve made the
trip before,” Pietro advised as the crashing waves made it
difficult to stay on course. “There’s nothing to fear.”

The turbulent sea catapulted the boat out of
the water. The craft shot up as if a bomb had exploded beneath it.
Hanging in the air for what seemed like an eternity, the creaking
and groaning boat threatened to break into a thousand pieces.

His eyes widening in alarm, he waited for
the vessel to be smashed like an egg dropping off a table. He made
the sign of the cross, and then clutched the railing so hard that
his nails dug into the wood. As the boat crashed back down into the
raging waters, he ricocheted from one end of the boat to the
other.

“Tu sei pazz! You’re crazy!” he said, choking
on seawater and gasping for breath. “You say there’s nothing to
worry about? One minute I’m flying through the air and the next I’m
almost falling out of the boat.”

“I’ve never seen anything like that before,”
Pietro said. “Hold on tight. Your father will kill me if anything
happens to you.”

Numbed horror rushed through him as the dark
sea opened and seaweed spewed out ten feet into the air.

“Mamma mia! What happened?” he asked as the
hairs prickled on the back of his neck.

“I’ve heard that sometimes in rough weather,
the currents tear seaweed from the bottom,” Pietro explained,
stopping in mid-sentence as several glowing fish expelled from the
angry sea landed in the boat.

Bolting to one side to avoid the airborne
projectiles, they nearly capsized the boat. Unconscious of the
ankle-deep water on the boat’s bottom, they gawked in disbelief at
the phosphorescent fish with abnormal eyes flopping around the
deck.

“What are you doing?” the pilot screamed, his
lips pursed with suppressed fury. “Ti rompo le ginocchia.
Sit down or I’ll break your knees.”

They obeyed his command but sat as far from
the fish as possible.

“You’re not worth spit,” said the pilot, his
eyes shooting daggers. “The boat almost sank because of your stupid
actions. Get rid of the fish.”

No one moved. They stood paralyzed staring
at the glowing fish with atrophied eyes writhing on the floor.
Swallowing the bile in his throat, Domenico grabbed a bucket.
Surprisingly graceful for a man with such powerful shoulders and
small ankles, he captured the unwanted cargo in the bucket and
threw them overboard.

“Fish from hell,” he said. “The devil
himself.”

Using buckets, they quickly emptied the
water from the boat’s bottom. Finally able to relax, he put his
hands in his black wool jacket to ward off the bitter wind.

He looked over at his hard-nosed uncle, a
sergente in the Italian army, returning for his second tour of
duty. Small but fearless, Pietro never started a fight, but if
provoked, he had been known to thrash men twice his size.

A surge of relief slowed through him as the high
winds and treacherous seas left as quickly as they had come.

“I already miss Angelina,” he said. “Che
bella donna. She’s even more beautiful now that she’s pregnant.
Her face glows…”

“Enough! You act like a lovesick puppy,” Pietro
joked. “Just serve your mandatory two years in the army like a man.
Then you can return home to your precious wife.”

“My dogs miss me, too. I bet they’re sitting on
the front porch waiting for me.”

“So they can lick your ugly face.”

“Sta zitto! Be quiet!” he said. “Don’t
you miss your family?”

“Si, but after twelve years in the army,
I’m used to it,” Pietro answered. “I’d rather be a soldier than
picking vegetables.”

“Why would you want to leave? I want to live
and die in the same house I was born in, just like my father and
his before him.”

“The world is different now,” Pietro explained.
“There are no jobs at home.”

“If I have to be in the army then I want to
go to war with Austria,” he said. “Italy ruled the world during the
Roman Empire. Now we’re treated like dirt. When Austria took over
Bosnia, Italy should have received compensation. What did we
get? Niente! Nothing!”

“Ah, to be young again. Even though you’re tall
for an Italian and built like a bull, you’re not going to live
forever. Italians are lovers, not fighters,” his uncle said. “You
listen too much to that poet, D’Annunzio. There’s no glory in
war.”

“Bosnia belongs to Italy. Let’s take it
back.”

“During my first year in the military,” Pietro
said, remembering back to the war with Ethiopia in 1896. “I almost
burned to death in the Battle of Adua when the Ethiopians set the
grass on fire to flush out the wounded. I was left for dead. Shot
in the leg and with my clothes on fire, I barely crawled to safety.
I watched from a distance as the Ethiopians castrated thirty
soldiers. You’ll think differently when you have to bury a fallen
comrade.”

“You’re too old now,” he said. “Get Tittoni out
of office and put in someone with balls. He’s either a fool or he
helped Austria take over Bosnia.”

“Shut up, we’re almost there,” Pietro said. “Be
a good soldier first. Then you can complain about the politicians
in northern Italy.”

When the boat docked, Domenico kneeled and
kissed the ground. “Grazie, Dio! Thank you, God, for
protecting the boat!”

Strolling down the main thoroughfare, he enjoyed
the rows of stately brick and stone buildings along the Via
Garibaldi. Nearing the barracks, they mingled in a crowd that had
gathered under a vine-covered piazza. One man wearing a
capella alpino, a hat with a protruding feather, pounded out
a pulsating beat on the guitar, while a woman drove the crowd into
a dizzying frenzy with the sensual sounds of her tambourine. She
wore a sciosciara, a white dress with red, white, and green
stripes on the bottom to match the colors of the Italian flag.

“What’s the name of that dance?” he shouted,
trying to speak over the loud voices and throbbing music.

“The Tarantella. Tradition has it that the dance
is a cure for the poisonous bite of the tarantula spider,” Pietro
answered.

“Do we have to report to the barracks right
away?” he asked, admiring the classy suits and knee-high boots of
the men. “Divertianoci. Let’s have some fun and watch the
dancers.”

“Okay, I’ll get us a bottle of the local
wine.”

As he waited for his uncle to return,
Domenico took out his pouch of tobacco and rolling papers. He
rolled several cigarettes and lined them up neatly against the
wall. He inhaled deeply blowing smoke rings that drifted lazily
into the grapevines above.

When Pietro returned, they drank their wine and
watched the dancers.

“The vino is va bene, but
it’s not as good as from our grapevines.”

“No it’s not, but it’s cheap,” his uncle
answered. “Let’s join the party.”

“No, grazie,” he said, stepping
farther back from the swirling dancers. “You dance, I’ll
watch.”

“You pick up devilfish, but you’re afraid to
dance?” his uncle teased. “You’ve got no balls!”

“Shut up. You dance like a fool,” he said.
“Andiamo. “Let’s go to the barracks. I want to see where I’m
sleeping.”
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