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CIOVANNI VEI{CA

In the parish prjesi's couniry housc in Sania Margherita, $ev $'ere
rcciiing the holy rosarv after dinncr when they hearct a glnshot in the

The priest turned pale, the rosary sijli in his hand, .l1cl the woncn
made the sitn of the cross, pricknrg up their ears, rvhile the dogs n1d1c
courtyard barked iuriousll. Almost immediately another gu.shoi
returning fire thundered ihrough the glen below Rocca.

'lesus and Marl I fiihat on earth cou].t it be?'blrrted thc serlani girl
in the kitchen door'\ ,'ay.

'Quiet everyonel' exchnned the priest, (-hite as his nightc.p. 'I-et

He \^'ent over behind the h'indow shutter. Ihe dogs had quieted
do\,'r! and outside yorcould hear the lrlnd blo$'ing through the glen.
All of a sudden the barking stadec:l up a€lain, lolrdcr than before,
broken fitfrlllj, by the soun.:t of a rock striking thc doon

'Don't open itl Don't open it for nnyonel' thc pricst yclled, rumint
to get his carbine that hung o\.er the head of his bcd bclor, lhe cruci
fix. llis hands were trembling. Then ln the midst of thc din they heard
someoneoutside the main entrance yell,'Clpen up, FatherlTt's me, Sur
fareddlll'No sooner had the estate manager li!n1g on the ground floor
finally gonc out to quiet do\^'n $e dogs and unbolt the main door than
the field Buard Surfareddu came in, his facc grim and ihe shotgun still
\ rarm in his hand.

'What's wrong, Glippino? What happencd?' thc frightened priest

'What's wrong, You1. Lordship, is that rvhilc vou are sleeping and
restug, I'm risking life aI1.] limb goarding all your siuff,'answer€d
Surfarcddu.
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And he told thcm lvhat had happened, standingin the dooft'ay and
$\'aving back and forth in his usual way. He couldn't faII astee]r
becalrse of the hc;i, and had gone ro srand in thc doorl\ ay of rhc hr)t
for a moment, o\'cr ihere on thc liitle rerrace, r rhcn hc heard a sound
in thc glen rvherc the orchard was, a somd his cars alone kneq and
Bellina's, a mangy mongrel of skin and bones that stuck by his hcets.
They were knockhg down oranges and otler turit in the orchard. A
rustling solmd the wjnd doesrl't make, ihen silcnt spclls ,hilc rhev
filied !p their sacks. So he tjot the gltn standing beside the hur door,
that old fljntlo.k shottun with a lonS barrel and brass fittings thar he
had in his hand.

Ialk about desiinyl Becausc that r{-as the last night hc h'r1s supposed
to stay ai Santa Margh€rita. Hclrad given his noticc to the padsh p est
at Easter, both of them jn complere agreemenr. Al1d on rhe fir.st ofSep,
tember he ,as supposed to go to his nerr boss's cstate, the one in
Vizzini. Just thc datr beforc he had trrned in cach and every thinil to
thc p est.It was tlre last day in August, a pitch daik rlight \,vfthour any
stars. Belhra \^rni ahead of him, her nose to thc lvjnd, sitentlv, the watr
hc had tau€jht her. FIe walkcd along \-ery slowlt pickinS his feer up
high in the hav so you couldn't hear it rustlc. Every ten steps ihe dog
tumed to sec if he r{'as follolving her WhL'n rhcy goi io rhe gten he
soltly said to Bellina, 'Backl' He took coler bchnrd a large walnut rree.
Thcn he let out a bellol^','Hcy therel ...'

A bellor\,, Cocl help usl - the pr.iest was saying that gave you
goose bunps when you heard it come frorn Surfareddu, a man r4.ho
had committed more than one murder in his profession as field guard.
'Then,'rcplied Surfareddu,'then thev shot ai me poinfbl.r* booml
T-uckily I fircd back at the flash of thc rifle shot. There werc rlrree of
them, and I heard scrcamjng. co took h the orchard, berausc the man
I got must still be thcre.'

'Ohl What've,vou done, you scoundrell' exclaimed ihe pdest, while
the wornen screancd amont thcrnsclves. 'Nor{-the judgc and the
rotten lail'men arc ilohg to comc, and 1ou're leaving me in a

'Ihis is the th.nks I get, You. Lordship?' Surfareddu snappe.t.'U
thcy'd .aited to sical Irom vou aficr T'd left your sen'ice it was better
for me too. t $,ouldn't have had this other quarrel with thc la ,.'

'Clet off to thc Crilli's riSht nol\', and tell ge estate manager I senr
tou. Then tomorrow yorlll gct lvhai you nee.t But don't lci anvone
see you, for thc love of Godl No$, ihat it's pricklypear season, people
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coming a.d ilohg under the orangc trees in the orchard, l\'hile the
doctor and the towrl .cgistrar.went about rheir tasks in ftonr of Lhe
dead man laying on the emptysacks. Thenihev put the dining table in
the shade oI the orchard,because it tr as so hor, and rhe h'omen coaxed
the jtdge into eating a little something because itwas tetung late. The
senant girl roled up her sleeves: macaroni/ tasty dishes of all sorts,
ancl the women 'ent out of their way so rhat the table wofldn'r make
a bad impression on that occasion. Thc judge lickect his fin8ers. Then
the rcgisfrar pullel:l thc iablecloth back a bit from a corner and quickty
drei'trp ten lines for the statement, s,ith ihe rvitnesses'signaturcs an.t
eYcrlthing, while the judge had a cup of coffee made speciallv r-ith
thc coffee machinc, and the peasanis watrhed Irom afar, half hidden
among the orargc trees. Iinally, the paish priest w€nt perslrlally ro
gct a boitle of aged Moscardello that ifould have made a dcad rnan
dse. Meanwhile, they had buded the other one as best thev could
undcr ihe old, sick olive tfee. As hc left, thejudge accepted a buncir of
fbs,crs from thc women, !r'ho had h\-o beautifl baskets of chosen
fruit pui in tt1c saddlebags on ihe registrar's mule. And the parish
picst accompanicd fiem all the way io the end of the far.m's properiy.

The following day a Distdct nressenger came to sav that rhe judge
had lost his wntch kev in the orchard, and they should look for it care
ftilly because it certainly had to be there.

'I-et me havc iwo days'€mc, and we'l]find it,' the parish priest had
him rep\'. ltight avray he h'rotc to a friend in Caltagirone to have him
buy a watch-key a beautifu l gold kelr that cost him hvo o,?:.,r andhe
sent it to thc judf,saying,'ls tbis the .atch-key that you lost, Judge?'

'Tlis is it, yes, sn'he rcplied. The trial smooihly wcnt s 'ay, so
smoothh, thai 1860'/suddcrlly came abo11t, and Srrfarcddu rcturned to
'ork .1s a field guard aftcr Caribaldi was parcloicd, uniil tre got

himself ki]1ed, struck \rith stones in a scuffle with somc oiher field
guards ibout a certain rnafter conceming grazing pasturcs. Ard the
parish priest, rvhcncvcr he r{'ould bdng up rhe subjecr of all the things
thathappened that nighi aJrd gave him so nruch ro rake care of u d
say about the judge, back then, 'Hc was an honest nranl Beca$c
instead oflosingjust the r ratch ke\,, hc could ha\.e had me look for thc
u atch and chain too.'

In the orchard, under the old trce whcre ihe oli\.e thief is bulicd,
grow cabbaScs as big as the ireads of babcs
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NOTES

The on:a lvas a form of Sicilian curency, lalued at 12.75 Lire, a large sum

in thc mi.t 1800s.

P. orming lh€ first in dre chain of aciions to accomplish thc UniJicatiof

oi liab, Gadbaldi and his thotsdrl volmteers landed in Mdsala ir May

ot 1860, and laun.hed a revolttion against ihe Dling Bourbos, $']rc ultj
matcly abandoned Si.ily. In October of the sane year, followjng a

plcbiscite, the Kingdom of the Tiro Sicilies becam€ pari of thc Khgdom


