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To Marco and Dani

wherever you are.
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CHAPTER |

Marco

up, arco. aKe up, someonc was Sa iIl Oover and over a ain.
“WAKE M Wak ” d

I fought my way up through layers of sleep, part of me wanting to
respond to the urgent voice, but the part of me that didn’t want to do so won
the battle and once again I succumbed to sleep.

“Come on, babe, this isn’t like you.”

“Go away,” I heard myself saying, “and leave me alone, I wanta sleep
some more.”

“Marco d’Argenzio, get your ass out of that bed right now, or I’ll take
steps. You’re attending a birthday party for your children in a couple of
hours.”

“You attend it,” I said, “I’m gonna stay here in bed.”
“Okay, babe, you asked for it.”

There was blessed silence for a time; then something cold and liquid hit
me in the face, and I sat bolt upright, shaking the water out of my face and
hair.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I said.
“Taking steps, just like I promised.”
“I was gonna get up.”

“In this lifetime?” he said.

“In a bit.”

“No, you weren’t. You made that quite clear. What’s the matter with
you, anyhow? You’ve always been an early riser, and not only that, you
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usually wake up and hop out of bed ready for the day.”
“Everybody’s allowed to backslide once in a while, aren’t they?” I said.
“Backslide, yes, but this was more like a landslide.”
“That should be allowed too.”

“Maybe, but not on your sons’ birthday. The triplets are three today,
and we’ve got a party to attend.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Here, drink this, maybe it’ll get your juices flowing.”

A cup of steaming coffee was placed in my hand. “Crawl back into this
bed for a few minutes, and I’ll get both of our juices flowing.”

“No time for that right now. What’s the matter with you, anyway? Are
you sick?”

I had a flashback to the night before. “Oh, shit, now I remember.”
“Remember what?” he said.

“You went to sleep last night, but I tossed and turned for a bit. More
than a bit—quite a long time, actually.”

“Really,” Dani said, suddenly very serious, “that’s totally out of
character for you.”

“Yeah. Anyway, I got up, pulled on a robe, went to the den, and had a
couple of snifters of brandy.”

“And?”
“I crawled back in bed and slept like a baby,” I said.

“More like a comatose baby. Are you sure you had only a couple of
snifters?” he said.

“Geez, | wasn’t really counting, so I don’t know.”

“Marco,” Dani said, “we’ve been together nearly fifteen years, and this
is totally out of character for you. Is something wrong?”

“I don’t think so. I couldn’t sleep, so I had too much brandy.”

“Well, the two of us did polish off a fair amount of wine last night.
Maybe the brandy finished you off.”

“Yeah, I think it did.”
“Anyhow, get into the bathroom and take that coffee with you.”
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“Yes, Sir,” I said as I snapped to and saluted.

I went into the bathroom, took a sip of coffee, and stepped under a cold
spray of water. Somewhat revived by that, I changed the temperature to warm,
finished showering, and shaved. After I got dressed, I followed the smell of
food into the kitchen, where Lucia, our live-in nanny, had all three boys in
their high chairs and was supervising their breakfast.

“Something smells good,” I said.

“I decided to cook this morning,” Dani said. “Our usual bagels or cereal
won’t be enough to offset all the sweet stuff we’ll probably be eating later.”

“The coffee helped, but I need something solid.”

I kissed Marcus, Bernardo, and Giovanni in turn, then settled myself in
a chair at one end of the table. “Good morning, Lucia,” I said.

“Good morning, Conte Marco.”

“Are we back to that again? I don’t feel like conte anything, especially
this morning, and just because my uncle and his two children went over a cliff
in the mountains doesn’t change that fact.”

“I’m sorry, Cousin Marco,” she said.
“That’s much better.”

We weren’t actually cousins—given that she was descended from one
of my numerous half-brothers, Lucia was actually my great-niece, many times
removed. My father’s operatives had discovered a small group of his long-lost
descendants living in a remote village in Sicily, and Lucia was from that
village. She wanted to go to college, but her rather old-fashioned parents
hadn’t wanted her to live in a dormitory, so she came to live with us and act
as a nanny for the boys.

Lucia, having finished feeding the boys, lifted them out of their chairs,
placed them on the floor, and shooed them to their bedroom. Dani placed a
plate in front of me along with a glass of orange juice.

“Alone at last,” I said.

“Enjoy it while you can.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Want to tell me what kept you up last night?”

“As I may have told you over dinner, I had a pretty rotten day at the
hospital.”
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“Yeah, | remember,” he said, “but you’ve had rotten days before.”
“Then I had to sit in on a Council session.”

“S0?” he said.

“There were a lot of very long discussions.”

“So?”

“Babe, they don’t just discuss things, they talk them to death. They talk

about a topic until they’ve driven it into the ground, run a stake through its
heart, and decapitated it.”

“Surely it can’t be that bad,” he said

“Believe me, it is. I don’t know how Father stands it, and he’s been
sitting in those meetings longer than I care to think about.”

“What were they talking about?” he said.

“The main subject on the agenda last night revolved around whether or
not to issue more residency visas to foreigners.”

“That doesn’t sound too complicated,” he said.

“One would think. Of the twelve members of the Council, about a third
think the more people we have living and working here in the Duchy the
better, another third see new residents as taking jobs and food away from
existing residents, and the rest of them either don’t care or would prefer to
maintain the status quo just because it is the status quo.”

“So, what happened?” he said. “Did they make a decision?”

“Are you kidding? After an hour of circular discussions and positing the
same arguments over and over again, they finally agreed to table the proposal
until a later meeting.”

“No shit!”

“No shit. Anyway, you know Father expects me to stand in for him
while he’s on his honeymoon, and I have no doubt that he expects me to do so
on a permanent basis when he decides that it’s time for him to retire from the
scene. Knowing that, I lay in bed last night picturing endless decades of
interminable meetings.... It was a very depressing thought, and, unlike
counting sheep, it was not an inducement to sleep.”

That made him laugh.
“Babe,” I said, “it isn’t funny.”

“Of course it is, Marco, and self-pity doesn’t become you. In fact, it’s
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not even like you, so snap out of it.”
“I guess.”

“No question about it, it just ain’t you. Besides which, you’ve got a full
plate today. Your father, who just happens to be il Duca d’Aragoni, is
throwing a birthday bash for his three youngest grandchildren.”

“Dani,” I said, “in a little over twenty-four-hundred years, my father has
sired several hundred children, who have in turn produced thousands of
descendants of their own. Three more aren’t that big of a deal to him.”

“You’d never know that to hear him tell it. Besides, the triplets are the
sons of his youngest son.”

“Youngest for now... but not for long. Remember, he and Angelina are
getting married in June.”

“True, but they may not be able to have children right away. Don’t
forget the five-year gap between active phases.”

That was true. Father and his long-lived direct male descendants,
myself included, might well represent the next step in human evolution, but
Mother Nature gives and Mother Nature takes away. In simple terms, we only
have normal fertility for about six months every five years. Angelina, we had
determined, represented the female side of that next step, in that she only
became fertile in a similar timeframe.

“Yeah,” I said, “and time will tell.”
“In any case, the boys will get a kick out of it.”

“Speaking of the boys,” I said, “are you ever gonna give some serious
thought to having offspring of your own?”

“Babe, we’ve had this conversation countless times. My brothers are
breeding like rabbits, so the Rosati name isn’t gonna die out any time soon.
Besides which, I just don’t feel that particular urge. As far as I’'m concerned,
the triplets are as much mine as they are yours.”

“No argument there. Tell me again when we’re expected in the park?”

The complex of buildings in which we lived were adjacent to i/ Castello
d’Aragoni and were collectively referred to as il Castello, even though they
were several hundred years newer than the medieval castle nearby, which
tourists paid a modest fee to tour. The castle complex sat in several acres of
parkland and was in turn surrounded by walls, with the city of Aragoni spread
out beyond the walls on all sides.
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“The party starts at eleven, followed by a picnic-style lunch.”
“Have you checked the weather?” I said.

“It may be spring, but the mean elevation of the plateau of Aragoni is
four thousand feet, so it’1l be a bit cool.”

“I was thinking about rain, fool.”
“Oh, that. There’s a twenty percent chance of rain.”

At the appointed time, Dani and I (with Lucia’s help) gathered up the
tribe and carefully strapped a harness around each boy’s upper body before
we headed for the elevator. We were each carrying one of the boys, but when
we got to the main entrance of our building, we secured leashes to their
harnesses and allowed them to walk on their own, subject to the restraints of
the leash each of us held. Our building, one of three identical multi-story
structures, dated back a couple of hundred years. In addition to apartments,
the three buildings housed the administrative offices of the Aragoni Group
and all of its many subsidiaries. They stood side by side, somewhat to the rear
of il Castello d’Aragoni, the medieval castle—which was why the group of
buildings comprising the castle complex were collectively referred to as il
Castello. My father lived in a fourth and somewhat smaller building behind
the three. The particular area of the park we were heading for was about a
hundred yards from our building and contained a playground area for kids.
When we arrived, there were already a dozen or more rug rats on the swings
and slides and other equipment, so we unhooked the leashes and allowed the
boys to join the fun, monitored closely by Lucia.

As we stood watching the boys play, I looked around the park. Dani and
I had lived in Aragoni for more than four years and we still knew very few
people—mostly because we were away two, sometimes more, weekends
every month. We spent a weekend every month at my grandmother’s villa in
Tuscany, visiting with her and my mother. Another weekend was devoted to a
visit to Conti, where I, in my capacity as il Conte di Conti, had duties and
obligations. Once in a while my grandmother came to Conti for the weekend
when we were there, which spared us the obligation of a trip to Tuscany. I
was startled out of my reverie by a familiar voice.

“You look lost in thought, Squirt.”

“Hey, Gert,” I said. “You’re absolutely right—I was totally lost in
thought.”

Gertrude McClanahan had been persuaded at the time of the triplets’
birth to leave semi-retirement in Boston and take the job of head nurse at the
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hospital in Aragoni where I worked. She had begun calling me “Squirt”
during my residency at Mass General some years before.

“Deep thoughts?” she said.

“Hardly that. I was just reflecting on the fact that after four years, Dani
and I still don’t know very many people here.”

“How could you?” she said. “You’re gone so much, and when you’re
here you’re tied up with the kids. Kids do that to you, you know.”

“There speaks the voice of experience.”
“Damn straight. Been there, done that, as the young folks say.”

I spotted a familiar couple coming toward us and said, “Here comes the
instigator of all this merriment with his bride-to-be.”

“They make a nice couple,” Gert said.

“You don’t think the Duke is too old for her?” Dani said, joining the
conversation.

“For the man to be twenty or so years older isn’t always a bad thing,”
she said.

Gert, if only you knew. I wonder how you’d feel if you knew my father’s
true age?

“You think?” Dani said.
“Yes, I do,” she said.

“Hello, Father, Angelina,” I said. “I can’t remember whether or not
you’ve met our friend Mrs. McClanahan.”

“Ah, yes,” Father said, “the nurses’ supervisor at the hospital that you
recommended to Dr. Sanderson. Good to see you again. Mrs. McClanahan,
have you met my fiancée Angelina Decaminada.”

Introductions completed, we chatted until everyone was distracted by
the arrival of a couple of people wearing clown costumes and carrying
balloons. The children got so excited by that momentous event that further
conversation was impossible. Two hours later, Dani, Lucia, and I herded three
tired little boys back into our building and up to their room where, once in
bed, they were asleep in minutes.

“I don’t know about you guys,” I said as we looked at three sleeping
toddlers, “but I’'m ready for a nap myself.”

“Yeah,” Dani said. “Works for me.”
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“I have some studying to do,” Lucia said.
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(_HAPTER 2

Marco

THE day of the wedding was almost upon us, and the Duchy of Aragoni was
bustling with activity in preparation for the festivities. Members of Father’s
far-flung family were arriving from all over the world, and there were literally
no rooms at the inn—any inn. All of the vacant suites in the castle complex
were occupied, as were the spare bedrooms of most residents, and there were
“siamo al completo” signs in front of every hotel and bed-and-breakfast
facility in the city and surrounding countryside. The wedding was to take
place on Sunday, and a series of celebratory performances were to be held in
the new Concert Hall at the university.

The University of Aragoni was home to one of the most respected
music schools in Europe, and the new Concert Hall (actually a complex of
three venues of different sizes) had been completed last year. The principal
hall was also home to the largest pipe organ in Europe, and my father had
funded an additional set of trompettes en chamade, or horizontal trumpets, to
be installed in honor of his bride. They were officially named the Serafina
Trumpets after the name which appeared on her birth certificate.

Angelina had been raised as an orphan, and Father’s operatives had,
after a lengthy investigation, discovered that Angelina’s mother had changed
her birth name after she’d fled the village where she was living with her
husband—Iliterally in the middle of the night, taking her infant daughter with
her. Angelina and her mother had simply disappeared that night, and nobody,
including her husband, knew where she had gone. Her mother had been killed
in an accident when Angelina was about three years old. Her body had been
recently exhumed, and radiocarbon dating of the bones had proven her age to
have been approximately two hundred at the time of her death. This had been
our first real proof that Angelina’s female ancestors were, like the male
members of our family, long lived.
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On the Tuesday morning before the wedding, Sal, our assigned security
person and bodyguard, drove us to the airport to meet the Aragoni Group’s
US-based Gulfstream, which was carrying several members of the family to
Aragoni along with Dr. Thomas Foster and his partner Noah Webster. Tom
had performed the dedicatory recital on the new pipe organ the previous year,
and Noah, who was a bass/baritone, had presented a vocal recital in the
smaller hall. Father had been so taken by their performances that he had
engaged them to provide the music for the wedding, and both men were
scheduled to perform in concert as well. Tom and Noah had become friends
of ours and were staying with us. As usual, the jet taxied up to the hangar, was
towed into it, and the hangar doors were closed before anyone disembarked.
Several people, whom I didn’t recognize but to most of whom I was probably
related, exited the plane before the familiar faces of Tom and Noah appeared
in the doorway. When they reached the spot where we were standing, we
exchanged hugs.

“Gosh,” I said, “it’s so good to see you guys again.”
“Likewise,” Tom said.

“Yeah,” Noah said, “and he’s really looking forward to playing that
organ again.”

With Sal’s help, we got the SUV loaded with our guests’ bags and
headed back to town and the castle complex.

“What’s first on your agenda, Tom?” I said.
“A visit to the baths and a massage, if you please.”

“What a surprise,” Dani said. “We remember how much you guys
enjoyed the baths when you were here before.”

“Yeah,” Tom said, “where else can you go and find baths patterned
after the baths in ancient Rome?”

“We found it amazing,” Noah added, “and we’ve told a lot of people
about them.”

“I hope you told them that there were two baths,” I said, “one for
tourists, and another smaller facility for family and guests.”

“Absolutely,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Did you ever install a hot tub on your deck? You talked
about it.”

“You bet we did,” Noah said, “and we’re really enjoying it.”
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“I’ve got a copy of the official schedule for you, Tom,” I said, “and a
list of the times when you’ll have access to the organs at the concert hall and
at the cathedral. A lot of the concert hall times seem to be very late in the
evening.”

“That was by request,” Tom said. “Remember, I’'m doing the concert
for free in exchange for a specified amount of access to the organ and the hall
for recording sessions. There are fewer scheduling conflicts late in the
evening and less chance of being interrupted.”

“The world premiere recording of the organ that Tom made last year
has sold really well,” Noah said. “We’ve had to order more copies from the
company that manufactures the CDs.”

“I’ve been on your website,” I said, “and there are a lot of CDs listed on
it.”

“Yeah,” Tom said, “it took a while for sales to take off, but it’s become
a steady source of revenue for us.”

Sal pulled into the parking garage, dropped us off at the elevators, and a
few minutes later we were upstairs in our apartment. “You’re in the same
bedroom you were in last year, guys,” Dani said. “Do you want to unpack
before we go down to the baths?”

“Just give us a couple of minutes to change into fresh clothes,” Tom
said, “and we’ll be ready to go.”

When Tom and Noah emerged from their bedroom, I handed each of
them a plastic keycard. “Here you go,” I said. “You remember how things
work—you’ll need this to get in and out of the building, among other things.”

“Absolutely,” Tom said.

We went down to the baths and spent some time in the calidarium; then
while our guests took advantage of the massage services, we moved to the
tepidarium for a while. We timed things so that when we went to the showers
we met Tom and Noah there.

“Feel better?” I said.

“You know we do,” Tom said. “A hot soak and a massage should be
offered after every transatlantic flight.”

“Yeah,” Noah said. “By the way, is it just me or are the baths a lot more
crowded than they were last time we were here?”

“They’re more crowded,” I said. “Both the castle and the city are full of
guests from all over the world, and many of them are distant cousins.”
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Actually, given that I was the son of il Duca and many of the visitors
were his sons and grandsons many times removed, the relationship was
slightly different.

“No kidding?” Noah said.

“No kidding. This wedding is a big deal, and it’s given a lot of people
an excuse to have the sort of family gathering that only happens once every
generation or so. Dani and I have been to at least half a dozen State dinners in
the past ten days, and I’ve totally lost count of how many relatives I’ve met
for the first time.”

“You’re just upset because you have to attend those Council meetings,”
Dani said.

“Babe,” I said, “I’ll trade places with you in a heartbeat.”
“He doesn’t like meetings,” Dani said.

“Correction,” I said, “I don’t like interminable meetings, during which
things are discussed ad nauseam and decisions are seldom made.”

“Then why don’t you do something about it?”” Dani said.
“Like what?”

“Geez, I don’t know. Wait a minute, doesn’t the US Senate have some
sort of rule they can use to end debate?”” Dani said.

“Oh, yeah, it’s called ‘cloture’,” I said. “I’'m gonna have a talk with my
father about that.”

“Way to go, Marco,” Dani said. “Kick ass and bring ’em into the
twenty-first century.”

“Are you guys hungry?” I said.

“Hardly,” Tom said. “We were served a huge breakfast just before we
crossed the coastline of Europe.”

“T’ll second that,” Noah said.

“The concert hall is available until three o’clock if you want to go over
there now,” I said.

“You bet,” Tom said. “I can’t wait to get my hands on that new trumpet
stop.”

“By three, we’ll probably be ready for lunch,” Noah said.

“What are we waiting for?” Dani said.
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“You don’t have to go with us,” Tom said, “if you have other things to
do. I remember how to get there.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “We’ll go with you, wait until you’re settled, and
then go shopping or something. Also, I need to call someone over there to
have them meet us in the hall—they’ve assigned a different student to you this
time and I have a contact number for him.”

“What happened to the old one?” Noah said.

“He’s doing some graduate work in the States,” Tom said. “I get an
occasional e-mail from him, don’t you remember?”

“Yeah, now that you mention it.”

I made the call, then we headed to the elevators. Once we were out of
the building and waiting for the tram, we had a conversation about lunch.
“Any favorite places that you recall from your last visit?” I asked our guests.

“Not really,” Noah said, “they were all wonderful.”

“Yeah, and our favorite spot, which as you know is Poco, will be
jammed because it’s in the heart of the old quarter/tourist area.”

“What about that little Greek restaurant that Andreas and Nick took us
to last month?” Dani said. “It’s definitely not in the main tourist area.”

“Yeah, and as I recall, you guys like Greek food.”

“If it’s anything like the dinner that Nick cooked for us last time we
were here,” Tom said, “it’ll be just fine.”

“That’s settled, then,” I said. “Papa’s it is.”
“Papa’s?” Noah parroted.

“The full name of the restaurant is Miklos Papageorgiou,” Dani said,
“but the name is almost unpronounceable, so people refer to it as Papa’s.”

“Here comes the tram,” I said.

Both cars of the tram were full—standing room only. Fortunately it was
a short ride to the university, and we were soon at the concert hall stop. When
we walked up to the hall, Tom’s helper was waiting for us at the side door and
greeted him effusively. The guy was an organ major who had attended last
year’s concert and was more than a little bit in awe of Tom’s talent. He led us
into the hall and turned on the lights.

“I still can’t get over how much this concert hall resembles a Gothic
cathedral,” Noah said.
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“I think that was the intent of its designers,” I said. “Here in the Duchy,
most building materials, especially lumber, have to be imported. On the other
hand we have an unlimited supply of native stone in the surrounding
mountains, and the quarries have been active for some two thousand years.”

“The guy who helped me last year,” Tom said, “told me that the well-
known acoustics of stone buildings were a major influence, as well.”

Indeed, the building resembled a Gothic cathedral externally and, for
that matter, from the inside as well, the only difference being that the east end
of the structure contained a stage rather than a choir area and ambulatory.
Most of the organ pipes were highly visible as they were mounted in ornate
cases attached to the east end of the building. I turned to look at the gallery
organ, whose case surrounded and framed the windows high on the west wall.

“I guess that’s the new trumpet stop,” I said, pointing at a carefully
arranged bank of shiny gold pipes protruding from the gallery organ.

“Yes, Sir,” the student said. “The Serafina Trumpets operate on an
extremely high wind pressure, and they are really loud. Would you like to
hear them?”

“Sure,” I said.

He climbed on the bench, pushed a few buttons, pressed a single key on
one of the manuals, and a deep brassy sound filled the hall. Before that sound
had stopped reverberating in the room, he played a short fanfare.

“Oh, my God,” Dani said, “I think my goose bumps had goose bumps
of their own from that.”

The student slid off the bench, Tom took his place, and they began to
discuss what stops to use for what pieces. “I think that’s our cue to go,” I said.

“We’ll see you at three,” Noah said. “On the other hand, if you come
back around two thirty, Tom might be ready to give you a run-through of the
piece he composed for the dedication of the trumpets.”

“Then we’ll see you at two thirty,” I said.

We left the concert hall and took the tram to the central train station.
Then we spent an hour or so wandering around the old shopping district and
quickly found that the street that was set aside for pedestrians was literally
wall-to-wall people.

“Gonna be a lot of happy merchants when the festivities are over,” Dani
said while we sat at an outdoor café table and drank a glass of wine.

“No kidding. I guess that means our tenants won’t have a problem
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paying their rent this month.”

“Fool. They’ve never had a problem, and you know it. Investing in that
building was a smart move on your part.”

“I seem to recall hearing a certain amount of skepticism from you at the
time.”

“I just hadn’t thought it through, that’s all,” he said.

After I had inherited the title of il Conte di Conti a few years earlier, it
was discovered that one of the Conti Group’s managers had been stealing
from the business for years and had bribed the auditors in the process. We had
sued the auditing firm and won a huge settlement, most of which we had
reinvested in the business. I had withdrawn some of the surplus for my
personal use and had set up a holding company which purchased a couple of
commercial buildings. The rental income was being invested in other
properties.

“By the time we’re ready to retire, we’ll have more than enough rental
income to live pretty much as we like,” I said.

“Babe, we could do that now,” he said.

“Don’t forget we have three sons to raise. At some point, they’re gonna
need to be sent off to a good boarding school.”

“Yeah, and we haven’t really talked about that.”
“True,” I said, “and the best schools have waiting lists.”

“You could probably get them into your old school as, what’s the
term—‘legacy students’?”

“I was kind of thinking about Eton,” I said, “but it might not be a bad
idea for them to go to school in the States, and if they’re going to do that,
Groton is one of the best.”

“In either case, they’d be fluent in English by the time they’ve
finished.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, “we need to start using English at home
with them, at least part of the time.”

“Yeah, and I think Lucia is kind of eager to polish her English skills as
well.”

“The more languages they grow up speaking, the better off they’ll be,” I
said.
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“By the way, are we still gonna enroll in the next Etruscan language
course?”

“You bet.”

As far as the rest of the world knew, nobody had spoken Etruscan for
more than two millennia, and the last man known to have been able to read
the language was the Emperor Claudius. Father had grown up speaking
Etruscan because several members of his family were scholars, and it was
now regarded as the “secret” language of the family. Had I been raised in
Aragoni, I would have grown up speaking the language—the fact that I had
been born and raised in the States had prevented that from happening.

“Ready to go back to il Castello and check out a car?” I said.
“Sure. I just hope they’re not all taken.”

“Not to worry—I made a reservation.”

“When did you do that?” he said.

“The minute [ was handed Tom’s rehearsal schedule.”
“That’s my boy—thinking ahead.”

We walked back to the train station and caught the next tram headed
home. When we got to the castle complex, we went into the parking garage,
picked up the car, and drove back to the concert hall and parked. Inside the
hall, we found Tom deep in conversation with the organ student.

“You guys are just in time,” Noah said as we walked up to the console.
“Tom’s about a minute or two away from doing a complete run-through of his
Toccata and Fugue for Dueling Trumpets.”

“In that case,” I said, “we’ll settle down in the front row.”

Dani and I left the stage, went to the front row, and picked a pair of
seats which gave us a clear view of Tom’s hands and feet. To say that we
were blown away during the next fifteen minutes would be an understatement.
The toccata section of the piece was a bit subdued at first, and even my
untrained ear could tell that Tom was using it to demonstrate what I had
learned were nearly all of the reed stops in the organ. The toccata came to a
glorious climax, and then there was a brief pause. After the pause, a single
trumpet stop in the main organ was used to play a short theme. That theme
was echoed by a really loud trumpet stop from the gallery organ at the rear of
the hall, after which the duel began in earnest with each section of the organ
seemingly vying to outdo the other with variations on the theme. Of course
the new Serafina Trumpets won by simply overpowering the competition.
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When the last remnant of sound died, Dani and I applauded enthusiastically.

“Bravo, Tom,” I said when we were again on the stage, standing beside
the console.

“That was totally awesome,” Dani said.

“I think we’re ready for lunch,” Noah said, “just as soon as I gather up
all of this music.”

“I’ve invited Gianni to join us,” Tom said. “I trust that was okay.”

Gianni was the organ major who had been assigned to Tom. He was
also organist at St. Mary’s Anglican Cathedral in Aragoni.

“Absolutely,” I said. “Gianni, I hope you like Greek food because we’re
going to Papa’s.”

E3]

“I love Greek food, Signor Conte,” Gianni said, “and I'm well

acquainted with Papa’s.”
“We’re ready when you guys are,” | said.

“Give us a minute to unplug the console and roll it out of the way,”
Gianni said. “The symphony will be using the hall for the next several hours.”

We watched, fascinated, as Tom helped Gianni drape a quilted cover
over the console and bench, both of which were mounted on a low, rolling
platform. The cover had obviously been made to order because it fit like a
glove. Then Gianni knelt down, carefully unplugged some cables, and he and
Tom rolled the console off stage and into a compartment built into the side
wall. Gianni closed the double doors to the compartment and locked it.

“All right,” he said, “now she is safe.”
“She?” I parroted.

“I think of all consoles as she,” he said, “because back home, the organ
consoles in both of the churches where I have played can be temperamental
bitches.”

Tom laughed and said, “Having encountered a number of
temperamental consoles in the past, I can certainly relate to that.”

“Those cables you unplugged were pretty small,” Dani said,
“considering all the signals they must carry.”

His remark caused Gianni to smile politely and Tom to laugh outright.
“What’s so funny?” Dani said.

“In the old days before computers,” Tom said, “there would have been a
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cable as thick as a fire hose running from the wall to the console, which
contained a separate wire for each of the many thousands of pipes, along with
dozens of wires for controls and other things, and it couldn’t be unplugged;
and if one of those wires got broken somehow, fixing it was difficult. When
microchips came along, the controls became computerized and the signals
from the console to the organ travel over a single Ethernet cable.”

“That’s progress,” Gianni said.

Our guests thoroughly enjoyed eating at Papa’s. Tom and Noah
discussed the menu and, wanting to try everything, seemed to be at an
impasse until Dani stepped into the discussion. “Tom,” Dani said, “why don’t
you order one combination platter and Noah can order the other one? That
way, you’ll have at least five different dishes between you and you can share
them.”

“Works for me,” Noah said.
“Yeah,” Tom said, “let’s go for it.”

Over our meal, we learned that Gianni was from Buenos Aires, his
grandparents having emigrated from Italy to Argentina just before World War
II. “I’d never have guessed it,” I said. “’You speak Italian like a native.”

“We lived in a neighborhood that was mostly Italian,” he said, “and it
was my cradle language. I didn’t actually learn a lot of Spanish until I started
school.”

“There are a number of historic organs in Buenos Aires that bear the
name of Cavaillé-Coll, the famous nineteenth-century organ builder,” Tom
said, “have you played any of them?”

“Yeah,” Gianni said, “there are something like twenty of them, although
only one is considered to be pure Cavaillé-Coll—the others bear the prefix
Mutin, which is the name of the man who headed the company when they
were installed. To answer your question, yes, I’ve played two or three of
them, most of which were in pretty bad shape.”

“Tom has performed at Saint-Sulpice in Paris,” Noah said, “and they
have one of the best organs by that builder.”

That comment by Noah sent Tom and Gianni off on a jargon-filled
discussion of pipe organs that left the rest of us behind. Noah looked at Dani
and me, shrugged, and said, “This happens a lot when we’re on the road.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, “they’re enjoying themselves.”
“Yeah,” he said.
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We finished lunch and drove Gianni back to the University. Before he
got out of the car, he and Tom compared schedules and arranged to meet for
Tom’s next rehearsal. We arrived in our apartment just in time to help Lucia
supervise the triplets’ supper, so I said, “You’re on your own, guys. Dani and
I are gonna get domestic for a while. Then I’ve got to attend a meeting of the
Council, which will kill the rest of my evening.”

“Don’t worry about it, Marco,” Tom said. “We know where everything
18.”

“Yeah,” Noah said. “We’ll probably spend some time online catching
up with e-mail and things, go back to the baths for a soak, have a couple of
glasses of wine, and crash.”
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(_HAPTER 3

Marco

I TOOK a shower, dressed in a comfortable suit, and prepared to go to the
Council meeting. The boys were romping around in their room, so I took a
minute to give each of them a hug. Dani, who was sitting on the floor in the
middle of the room playing with them, looked up at me expectantly as I was
making the rounds.

“Don’t worry, babe,” I said, “you’ll get yours later.”
I bent down and kissed him. “Knock em dead, Conte Marco,” he said.
“Yeah. See you later.”

I took the elevator to a sub-basement level and walked down the wide
underground corridor to the adjacent building, which housed the
administrative offices for all of the various family enterprises as well as the
Council chambers. In the Council chambers, I took my seat at the head of the
long table and waited for the members to gather. In addition to governing the
affairs of the Duchy of Aragoni, the governing council was also responsible
for managing all of the far-flung business enterprises of the family. There
were twelve Council members, six of whom were sons of il Duca and
therefore my half-brothers, and six of whom were descendants of father’s
many sons, which made them my nephews to one degree or another. Their
ages ranged from a very young two hundred to one of my half-brothers who
was born shortly after the fall of Rome. While 1 was waiting for everyone’s
arrival, I set my laptop on the table in front of me, opened it, and ran a
fingertip across the touchpad to bring the device to life. After a moment or
two, it recognized the secure wireless network and connected to it. Father
arrived and carried his laptop to the other end of the table at about the same
time as the rest of the members began to trickle in. As the members settled in
their seats, the instant messaging program on my screen came to life.
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“Start the meeting whenever you 're ready,” Father sent.

He and I had come up with the idea of instant messaging back and forth
as a means of silent communication after the first Council session I had
chaired, and it had been a godsend. I looked at the printed agenda which had
been placed on the table in front of every chair and said, “Gentlemen, I think
it’s time to bring the meeting to order.” I waited for the group to quiet down
and continued. “Ramsey,” I said, “I believe you have a report for us on the
status of our extended family.” Ramsey Price was the father of Trevor Price,
who happened to be the first family member Dani and I had met when we
stepped off of Father’s Learjet on our arrival in the Duchy.

“Thank you, Marco,” Ramsey said, “that I do. I am pleased to report
that in the three years since Marco presented the family not only with triplets
but with a methodology for significantly increasing our birthrate, our numbers
have increased by several thousand—split almost equally between male and
female births, and pretty much evenly divided between family members here
in Aragoni and in various family enclaves around the world. Over two
thousand family members have had multiple births, and at least half that many
are looking forward to multiple births within the next few months. There is, of
course, a downside to this good news—which is that with such a rapid
increase in our numbers, the quarterly dividend that all family members and
their spouses or significant others receive will be somewhat reduced—at least
for a while.”

As a family member, I held a certain number of voting shares in the
family enterprises, and as a spouse or significant other, Dani had an equal
number of non-voting shares. The owners of both classes of stock received
quarterly dividends—in my case, from the moment I was born, and in Dani’s
case, from the moment we became a couple. This was true for all of Father’s
descendants.

Several members made appropriate comments, and I moved the meeting
along to the next item on the agenda, and the next, and the next, as various
members reported, sometimes at great length, on the many successes and
occasional failures of the family enterprises. Finally, we came to the proposal
that had been tabled and postponed at each of the three previous meetings,
and the usual talkathon began. I stood it as long as I could, then I sent a
message to Father.

“This has gone on long enough, so I'm going to put a stop to it.”
“Go forit,” he sent.

When the person speaking wound down, I took over. “Gentlemen,” I
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said, “we’ve been talking about this for nearly an hour, and nothing new has
been said since the first fifteen minutes of the discussion. For that matter,
there wasn’t anything said in the first fifteen minutes that wasn’t said when
we discussed this at the last meeting, and at the meeting before that, and at the
meeting before that. We need a mechanism which can be put in place to call a
halt to pointless debate.”

“What kind of mechanism?” Jason Randolph said.

“You’re from the United States,” I said. “Think about what your Senate
does when there has been more than enough debate.”

“You mean ‘cloture’?” he said.

“Just so, or something similar to it. We need a rule which, when
invoked, will bring matters to a head and force a vote.”

Twelve pairs of eyes immediately swiveled in the direction of the other
end of the table, so Father took the hint and stood up to speak.

“Conte Marco is absolutely correct,” Father said, using my inherited
title to make a point, “and that is one of the reasons why he will be standing in
for me when I go on my wedding trip next week. He is younger than the rest
of you and brings a fresh point of view to these discussions; on the other
hand, as a doctor, he is trained not to be rash or take unnecessary chances.
Several years ago he somewhat reluctantly took on the duties of il Conte di
Conti, rose to the occasion, and has managed the affairs of that family without
detracting from his duties at the hospital—which, I might add, is no less than I
would expect from a son of mine.

“This is the fourth time that this relatively minor proposal has been
discussed, and he is correct—nothing new has been said since we discussed it
the first time, so it is time we held a vote on this topic. Also, I want our
parliamentarian to come up with a procedure which can be used to cut off
debate when the topics of discussion neither threaten our national security nor
our livelihoods.”

Father sat down, and the minute he did, I seized the moment.
“Gentlemen,” I said, “it’s time to take a vote. All in favor of the proposal,
raise your hands.” Hands were raised and counted. “All opposed, likewise.”
Again hands were raised and counted. “The ‘nays’ have it, and the proposal is
defeated.”

The rest of the meeting was anticlimactic and ended on a much lighter
note. The final item on the agenda involved expanding the family operations
in Australia, and I found it fascinating. The member in overall charge of
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Pacific Rim operations presented a report suggesting that it was time to make
the Australian operations much more productive and profitable.

“We own both a sheep station and a cattle station in Australia,” he said,
“each of which is more than one million hectares in size, and can be made to
support a considerable population if we employ some of the farming
techniques with which we’ve been experimenting in South America for the
past few years. An operation encompassing one million hectares may sound
enormous to some of you, but by Australian standards they are somewhat
modest—there are several operations ‘down under’ which are twice that size
and larger. These properties may become important in the coming years if the
family continues to grow at the same rate it is growing at the moment.”

After considerable discussion, he was directed to prepare an in-depth
report detailing the costs and timetable involved. When the meeting ended, I
braced myself for some pithy comments from various Council members
concerning the bombshell I had dropped, but there were none. The consensus
of the group was summed up by Ramsey Price, who said, “We should have
done something like this decades ago.”

We had the usual post-meeting glass of wine, and then I excused
myself, saying, “If you don’t mind, we have guests and I need to get back to
my apartment.”

“I will walk with you as far as the corridor that leads to my building,”
Father said.

With that, he and I headed to the elevators, and when we reached the
underground corridor, he invited me to his apartment for a nightcap, guests
notwithstanding. In his library, we settled down with glasses of forty-year-old
port and talked about the meeting.

“I’m sorry if I put you on the spot earlier,” I said.
“Not to worry, you did just the sort of thing I had hoped you would do.”

“On another topic,” I said, “I’ve been meaning to ask you how the
search for Angelina’s family is coming.”

“I believe we are making progress,” he said. “Do you remember the
interview with the woman whose great-grandmother caused the fuss that
eventually drove Angelina’s mother to run away?”

When Father’s team had located the village in which Angelina was
born, they interviewed a middle-aged woman whose mother had been the
midwife at Angelina’s birth. She reported that her mother’s grandmother had
come to live with them a year or so later, and when the ninety-five-year-old
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woman had seen Angelina’s mother in the village square, she claimed to have
met her eighty years previously, claiming further that Angelina’s mother still
looked the same as she had looked all those years ago. The resulting
controversy had ultimately forced Angelina’s mother to flee in the middle of
the night, taking her infant daughter with her.

“Absolutely. How could I forget that?”
“We have located the village of the woman’s birth,” he said.
“Well done.”

“Exactly. Now that we know where she lived, we know where she saw
Angelina’s mother, and that narrows the search quite a bit. I am hoping that
by the time Angelina and I are back in the castle we may have some answers.”

“That would certainly make one heck of a wedding gift,” I said.

“Talking about Angelina’s mother,” he said, “I keep marveling at the
fact that she gave birth to Angelina when she was nearly two hundred years
old.”

“There’s a highly probable explanation for that,” I said.
“Really?”

“Yeah. Do you remember all of the publicity surrounding birth control
pills?”

“Which publicity?” he said.

“Let me start over. Birth control pills were effective and popular
because what they did was suppress ovulation in the female body. If no egg
was released, pregnancy couldn’t happen.”

“That much I remember,” he said. “What of it?”

“Some years later, women began having babies at a much later age than
formerly, and researchers eventually figured out why—that is, a typical
female is born with a certain number of eggs already present in her ovaries.
Suppress the release of eggs by taking the pill during her late teens and into
her twenties and you prolong her fertile period. So, after she stops taking the
pill, she begins to once again release eggs until she has released all that she is
capable of releasing.”

“And that applies to Angelina’s mother how?” he said.

“Think about an average female who is fertile from, say, age fifteen
until age forty—twenty-five years to make it easy to calculate. Twenty-five
years times twelve monthly cycles totals three hundred eggs. Now think about
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Angelina and her female forebears—they release perhaps six eggs every five
years—Iless, if they happen to get pregnant. If the same thing holds true for
them as for normal females, their six-month cycles every five years would
extend to two hundred and fifty years or so and beyond. That’s assuming that
Mother Nature hasn’t thrown a few extras in along with the other things that
make them different.”

“When you put it that way, it makes sense,” he said. “Still, I think she is
a little upset by the fact that she will only be able to give birth once every five
years.”

“Actually,” I said, “there may be a solution for that.”

“Really?”

“Ever hear of in vitro fertilization?”

“Yes, I have,” he said, “but the details elude me at the moment.”

“To put it simply, the woman’s eggs are harvested and then fertilized in
a laboratory environment. The resulting embryos can be frozen and later
implanted in the woman when pregnancy is desired.”

“And you think this procedure might allow Angelina and other women
like her to have a child every couple of years, should they wish it?”

“I don’t see why not, provided Mother Nature hasn’t thrown her any
curves. There’s just so much we don’t know.”

“Speaking of what we do not know,” Father said, “what is the latest on
Dani’s research?”

“He continues to plug away at it, but if you ask me, it’s a hopeless
task.”

“Why do you say that?” he said.

“All a gene does is cause the body to produce a particular type of
protein, usually only one. He’s looking at a combination of five known genes
with the added complication of two unique genes. The odds of figuring out
the precise amount of each protein needed are way beyond astronomical.”

“Then what, if anything, is the solution—if it becomes necessary to
extend a longer life to others?” he said.

“Gene therapy, perhaps,” I said. “I don’t know enough about it to go
into detail, but I think we’re going to have to get involved in it in some way.”

“Yes, but how?”
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“Isn’t Switzerland famous for its clinics? Clinics that use all manner of
unusual treatments, which promise all manner of exciting results?”

“Yes, but...,” he said.

“Maybe we could open a clinic in Switzerland offering the possibility
of extended life spans. Mind you, it would have to have a dozen or more
degrees of separation between the actual clinic and us, and it would be
years—decades, perhaps—before any results could be proven.”

“That is an interesting idea,” he said.

“Yeah, but at the moment it’s just an idea, and I’m just tired enough to
say that I’'m feeling the wine and the port. I think it’s time for me to go to
bed.”

“No argument there. Go get your rest, my boy, you have certainly
earned it this night.”

“By the way,” I said, “did you know that Dr. Foster has composed a
piece for the organ which will be given its premiere at the concert Friday?”

“Yes. I’ve seen a copy of the program, why?”

“Because Dani and I heard him play it earlier today, and all I can say is
that it’s gonna knock people’s socks off—it’s that amazing.”

“Frankly, I would expect nothing less from such a talented young man.”

“Tom told me that there are only three pipe organs in the world capable
of doing justice to the piece.”

“Really?” he said.

“Yes, Sir. The Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City has a
set of State Trumpets; Liverpool Cathedral in the UK has their Trumpets
Militaire; and now we have the Serafina Trumpets here in Aragoni.”

“What makes them so different?”” he said.

“Tom says it’s the fact that they operate at a very high wind pressure.
The average church organ operates on around five to seven inches of wind, as
such things are measured. The State Trumpets at St. John the Divine operate
on fifty inches of wind, as do the trumpets in Liverpool and here.”

“That is very interesting, but I thought you were going to bed.”
“Yes, Sir, [ am. Good night.”

I retraced my steps, took the elevator down, walked back to my
building, and took that elevator back up to our floor—wondering if anyone
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had ever seriously considered some sort of people-mover between the
buildings. The apartment was dark and extremely quiet when I unlocked the
door, so I went into the master suite, quietly undressed in the walk-in closet,
and crawled in bed with a sleeping Dani.

“That was a long meeting,” he said, coming to life next to me.
“Father invited me to his apartment for a nightcap.”
“And?” he said.

“Babe, it was a long meeting, and he and I had a long conversation. On
top of that, I’ve had a glass of wine and at least two glasses of port. Can I give
you the blow-by-blow account in the morning?”

“Sure.”

I rolled over on my side and pressed my naked body tightly against his.
“I thought you were tired,” he said.

“Babe, when have I ever been that tired?”
“When you were working double shifts as an intern?”” he said.
“That was a long time ago.”

I silenced further conversation by covering his mouth with mine.
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(_HAPTER 4

Marco

TOM and Noah assured us that they were both willing and able to fend for
themselves, so Dani and I went back to work the next morning. We did leave
the hospital at noon Friday so we could participate in the wedding rehearsal. I
was acting as best man, and Dani had been asked to give the bride away
because both of Angelina’s available male relatives—her adopted father and
her paternal grandfather—were too infirm to walk down the aisle with her.

The rehearsal went off without a hitch. Although the wedding was
being held in St. Mary’s Anglican Cathedral with the Dean of the Cathedral
officiating, a Roman Catholic priest would assist in the ceremony in deference
to the bride and her family. The rehearsal dinner, which was actually a late
luncheon, took place in the banquet room of the largest hotel in town, and the
wine flowed freely. At one point, Father said to Tom and Noah, who were
sitting opposite himself and Angelina, “You gentlemen don’t seem to be
enjoying the food and wine.”

“That’s not it at all, Sir,” Tom said. “I have a concert tomorrow
evening, and Noah will be on stage performing in his own concert this
evening—with me as his accompanist. We’ve learned the hard way not to
overindulge during the twenty-four hours preceding such events.”

“That’s true,” Noah said. “We’ll make up for it after the wedding.”
“How are your recording sessions coming, Tom?” I said.

“Couldn’t be better. By the time we fly back to Florida, I’'ll have
enough material for at least three new CDs, plus the live recording of the
concert tomorrow evening, which will be a two-CD set.”

“Don’t forget tomorrow morning,” Noah said.
“What happens tomorrow morning?”” Father said.
“I’m going to perform all of Maurice Durufle’s organ compositions for
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the faculty and students of the music school,” Tom said, “and we’re going to
make a live recording.”

“How long will that take?” I said.

“Durufle wasn’t a prolific composer,” Tom said. “He is known to have
spent months fine-tuning each work. His entire output can be listened to in
about three hours, and all of his organ works will fit on a single CD. At least
one musicologist has written that Durufle felt uneasy about having his works
published, for fear they would prove to be imperfect in some way. His Suite
for organ is widely regarded as one of the most difficult works to play in all
organ literature.”

“Marco,” Noah said, “will there be royalty at the wedding tomorrow?”

“Hardly,” I said. “Father’s title is Duke, which is as high as it gets
among the nobility. The only royal dukes are the ones married to royalty.”

“You mean like Queen Elizabeth’s husband?”” Noah said.

“Exactly. I think her children are probably dukes and duchesses of
something or other, which makes them royal dukes as well.”

“In addition to that,” Father said, “ordinary dukes, even though they
may be rich and powerful, do not consider themselves to be on the same level
as the royals, even in England.”

“But,” Noah persisted, “aren’t most of them related—at least in the
UK?”

“That does not change a thing,” Father said. “It is a matter of protocol,
and I am more than glad to say that I do not have to deal with any part of it.”

“You’re very quiet this afternoon, Angelina,” I said.

“It’s all an act,” she said. “Inside I’'m overflowing with joy. As you
know, I just graduated from the university, and I’m about to embark on a new
life—how could I not be excited?”

“Are you going to do any post-graduate work?”” Dani said.
“I’m thinking about it.”

“Do you think the other students will behave differently toward you
when you become the wife of i/ Duca?”

“I certainly hope not,” she said, “because going to class won’t be easy
for me if they do.”

On the way back to the castle, I said, “Tom, can anybody come to your
performance tomorrow morning?”’

“I don’t know about ‘anybody’,” he said, “but you and Dani are
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certainly welcome. I have to tell you, though, that some of what I’ll be
playing will be more to a musician’s taste than that of the general public.”

“What he’s trying to say,” Noah said, “is that some of the pieces aren’t
exactly crowd pleasers.”

“On the other hand,” Tom said, “the last two items on the program,
which are the ‘Prelude et Fugue sur le nom d’Alain’ and the Suite, definitely
fall into that category.”

“We’ll be there,” I said.

The concert hall complex consisted of three venues—the main hall, a
much smaller auditorium seating seven hundred, and a little theater which
seated about a hundred spectators around the stage. Noah’s performance that
evening was in the smaller auditorium, and we were there to cheer him on, as
were Father, Angelina, and a capacity crowd. We went backstage after the
performance and waited until the last of Noah’s fans and well-wishers
departed before escorting our guests back to our apartment, where we had a
nightcap in our den before we retired for the night. By eight the next morning,
Dani and I were finishing up a light breakfast and preparing to go to the
concert hall, Tom and Noah having left somewhat earlier. When we arrived at
the hall, there were only a handful of people present, so we settled down in a
pair of seats in the front row somewhat to the right of center so that we had a
side view of Tom’s hands and feet.

By the time Tom slid onto the bench and began to play, there were at
least two or three hundred people in the audience. As I looked around the hall,
I spotted a couple of students manning the recording equipment. Before Tom
began to play, Noah asked the audience to refrain from applause for a full
thirty seconds after each piece “so the wonderful reverberations in this hall
can be picked up by the microphones without being drowned out by the
applause.” Tom was right—the first few pieces were entirely too cerebral for
a non-musician to fully appreciate. The final two works, however, made up
for it. Afterward, Tom managed to gracefully extricate himself from all of the
well-wishers surrounding him, pleading a need to rest for the evening’s
performance.

When we got home, Tom and Noah immediately went downstairs to
take advantage of the baths. When they returned, they had a light lunch and
retired to their room for a long nap. Dani and I, with Lucia’s help, took the
boys to the playground just long enough for them to thoroughly wear
themselves out. When we finally went back upstairs, they went to bed without
a whimper, and we decided to visit the baths, which were even more crowded
than they had been a few days earlier—so much so that we had to share a
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dressing room. We saw a number of familiar faces seated around the
perimeter of the calidarium, as well as a few faces that I recognized from the
several state banquets we’d attended. Which of course meant that rather than
sit and soak as was our custom, we had to circulate and socialize a bit. When
we finally moved on to the tepidarium, we had the same problem—so we
made the best of it.

Dani summed it up after we had showered and were back in the privacy
of our dressing room: “Nothing like getting naked and socializing with a
hundred or more relatives.”

“Yeah,” I said, “sorry about that.”
“At least it’s a one-time thing.”
“Yeah, no more weddings in Father’s future.”

When we reached our apartment, the silence said it all—everyone was
still asleep. Naturally, we went straight to our bed, but we somehow never got
around to napping. Later, Tom and Noah appeared in the kitchen, while we
were dealing with the boys’ meal.

“You guys look well and truly rested,” I said.

“Yeah,” Noah said, stifling a yawn. “I think we well and truly are.”
“What’s your pleasure food-wise?”” Dani said.

“Anything, as long as it’s reasonably filling—and light,” Tom said.
“We were sort of planning on grilled chicken breasts and a vegetable or

ER]

two.
“Sounds perfect,” Noah said.

“I’1l get them started, Dani, while you finish feeding our hungry tribe,”
I said.

“Go for it,” Dani said.

We had a light supper with our guests and, when the time came, retired
to our respective bedrooms to prepare for the evening ahead. As he had done
the year before, Sal drove Tom and Noah to the concert hall an hour before
the performance, and by the time he returned with the car it was time for us to
leave. We entered the hall through the main entrance and made our way
through the crowd to the foot of the stairs. I handed our tickets to the man
behind the rope, who said, “Thank you, Signor Conte,” and admitted us. This
time we knew to wait in the anteroom when we arrived at the Ducal box—
when the new hall had been dedicated the year before, we had gone straight to
our seats until Father had invited us back into the anteroom for Champagne.
As before, a pair of champagne buckets beaded with condensation were
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sitting on a small side table, and I took a peek at the labels on the bottles they
contained.

“Clicquot Yellow Label,” I read. “Good choice.”

We settled down in a pair of chairs and waited for the rest of our party
to arrive, which they did a few minutes later. Father was once again wearing
what could best be described as a costume suitable for playing the lead role in
The Student Prince, and Angelina was on his arm.

She wore a simple but expensive gown. Even a person who didn’t know
much about fashion could tell that it was both elegant and classic. A simple
top with full ball gown skirt, it was made from a beautiful lace, the color of
which reminded me of old gold. The top was scalloped, sleeveless, and held
up by the thinnest of straps. Her dress shimmered in the light due to hundreds
of small rhinestones tastefully sewn into the lace. I later heard someone refer
to the rhinestones as Swarovski Crystals, adding, “Only the best for the
Duke’s future wife.” I couldn’t help but be impressed with the jewelry she
was wearing, which was expensive but tasteful and not done in a way to show
off. Her jewelry set done in twenty-eight-carat gold was an homage to nature.
Her necklace, earrings, and bracelets featured gold leaves with minuscule
diamonds set in between for just a little added sparkle.

Angelina caught me admiring her jewelry and couldn’t wait to tell me
about it—the jewelry maker was a discovery she and Father had made in the
old quarter. He was very much inspired by nature, and had made a mold of
actual leaves into which he later poured melted gold. She had actually seen it
being created and found the process fascinating. She also liked the idea of
promoting a local artisan.

With them was an elderly couple Dani and I hadn’t met but whom I
knew to be Angelina’s paternal grandparents, Signor and Signora Traverso.
Her grandfather walked with the use of two short aluminum canes, which
featured hand grips and ended with a sort of metal cuff or bracelet around
each wrist—they are known as forearm crutches. Father made the
introductions, then asked me to assist him in serving the Champagne. I tried
with limited success to make small talk with Angelina’s grandparents—
evidently they were somewhat overwhelmed by where they were and the
company they were keeping. Finally the lights flicked a couple of times,
indicating that the performance would soon begin, so we went from the
anteroom into the box itself and took our seats. Father and Angelina occupied
a pair of large and extremely comfortable-looking chairs in the front of the
box, and the rest of us took the four remaining chairs which, although slightly
smaller, were probably no less comfortable. Eventually, the house lights
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dimmed and Tom walked out onto the stage, trailed by Noah. He slid onto the
bench, made himself comfortable, and the performance began.

He played a varied program of organ works by a number of composers,
including Bach and Mozart. I particularly enjoyed hearing for the second time
that day the “Prelude et fugue sur le nom d’Alain,” which was a tribute to a
young organist/composer named Jehan Alain, who had been killed in the early
days of World War II. Before the Durufle piece, he played Alain’s most
famous work, entitled “Litanies,” which was interesting because the theme
from that work was picked up in the Durufle prelude that followed. The first
half of the program ended, as the program last year had done, with an
improvisation on a telephone number. This time, when Tom asked for a show
of hands, he selected an elderly lady to provide her telephone number. As
before, Noah stood in front of a large easel and converted the numbers to
notes as the woman recited them. Tom went back to the console, slid onto the
bench, and played each note in succession—doing so over and over again a
few times until the notes morphed into a tune. Then he took off with the tune
and ran with it for several minutes, turning it upside down and inside out with
variations. When it was over, the audience responded loudly and lengthily. He
was called back for a couple of bows before the house lights came on.

Father invited us to have more Champagne, so we returned to the
anteroom and did so. Angelina and her grandmother excused themselves to
visit the ladies’ room, and I asked her grandfather if he needed any assistance
in that area.

“Thank you for asking, Signor Conte,” he said, “but I still have the
bladder capacity of a young man, even if some other parts of my body don’t
work as well as they once did.”

Somehow, the simple act of offering assistance seemed to break the ice
with him, and he chatted amiably with Father, Dani, and myself until the
ladies returned. They had just enough time to finish their drinks before we got
the signal to return to our seats. When the house lights dimmed, Dr. Tristan
Ashton-Payne, head of the music school, walked onto the stage carrying a
microphone.

He publicly thanked i/ Duca for his generosity in funding the new
trumpets in honor of his bride-to-be and asked Father to stand and be
acknowledged. Mercifully, he refrained from doing the same thing to me—at
the dedicatory concert he had publicly thanked me for bringing Dr. Foster to
his attention, and I’d been forced to stand and be acknowledged—which
wasn’t my favorite thing to do.

“The first piece performed in the second half of this concert,” Tristan
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said, “will feature the first public performance of the new trumpets. Dr. Foster
will be assisted on the tympani by Signor Mario Garibaldi, who has just
graduated from the music school.”

He called Tom and Signor Garibaldi to the stage, shook their hands, and
exited stage left. Spotlights shone on the set of tympani (consisting of four
kettledrums and what looked like a pair of cymbals mounted on a stand), on
the organ console, and on the trumpet pipes protruding from the both ends of
the hall.

The first piece was “Fanfare for the Common Man” by the American
composer Aaron Copland. Tom slid onto the bench, Noah positioned himself
to Tom’s right, and the tympanist took a seat inside the semicircle of
kettledrums. Tom gave him an almost imperceptible nod, and he began to
play the slow and solemn opening drumbeats of the piece. When the first
simple trumpet notes sounded, they sent chills down my spine. When the
piece ended, I felt that it was truly amazing to contemplate how a little over
three minutes of relatively simple music could be so very effective. When the
last echo of the final note died, Tom slid off the bench, walked over to the
tympani, and shook hands solemnly with the young man before they left the
stage together. They shook hands again during the young man’s final curtain
call, and then Tom returned to the bench. For the next hour Tom played
pieces by various composers, including the one he’d composed in honor of the
new trumpets, all of which featured the trumpets in one way or another. The
performance of his own piece was, according to the program, its world
premiere. When it was over, the audience demanded encores, which Tom
graciously provided.

Father invited us to polish off the remaining Champagne while we
waited for the crowd to clear, so we sat, sipped, and visited with Angelina’s
grandparents. Signora Traverso was particularly effusive in her praise of the
music. “I have never heard anything quite so amazing,” she said, “and I
certainly didn’t know that pipe organs could sound so grand. The performer is
so young....”

“Dr. Foster has an amazing gift,” Father said, “and I truly believe that it
is a gift.”

“Tom would agree with you, Father,” I said. “He told me that the title
of his doctoral thesis was ‘Improvisation—art form or mere mechanics’, or
words to that effect.”

“Marco,” Father said, “be sure you tell Dr. Foster that he and his partner
are invited to my apartment for a late supper.”

“I’1l take care of it,” I said. “If you will excuse us, Dani and I will go
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backstage and accompany our guests back to the castle.”

“You boys run along,” Father said. “We will see you at the castle after a
while.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Dani and I made our way backstage, where we found Tom surrounded
by admirers, patiently talking to people and autographing their programs for
them. We stood by offering moral support until the last well-wisher had left
the area clutching his signed program.

“Ready to eat, guys?” I said.

“You bet we are,” Tom said, “right, Noah?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Then let’s get out of here,” I said. “Give me a minute to call Sal, and
the car will be at the side entrance by the time we get there.”

“Is your father going to have the same sort of feast he had last year?”
Tom said as we rode the elevator up to the ducal apartment.

“He hasn’t really confided in me,” I said, “but I wouldn’t be surprised,
especially given the occasion.”

We discovered, once we were inside the Ducal residence, that Father’s
people had outdone themselves. There were two long tables fairly groaning
under the weight of all manner of finger foods, sliced meats, cheese, sandwich
material, and salad. When Father spotted us, he took a utensil and tapped his
Champagne flute with it for attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said when the crowd quieted down, “I offer
a toast to tonight’s artist, Dr. Thomas Foster.”

It took us nearly two hours to eat and mingle, then politely extricate
ourselves from the people whom Father had invited, but we were finally able
to go back to the elevators, ride down to the passageway, and walk back to
our building.

“I’'m guessing that none of us need a nightcap,” I said as I locked the
apartment door behind us.

“Are you kidding?” Noah said. “I’ve already had more Champagne
tonight than I need.”

“Good night, all,” Tom said. “I’m just glad it’s an afternoon wedding.”

“You aren’t the only one,” I said. “See you guys in the morning.”
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(_HAPTER 5

Marco

DANI and T slept late Sunday morning, as did our guests, and Lucia somehow
managed to keep the boys much quieter than usual. We combined a late
breakfast with an early lunch and, dressed in our wedding finery, arrived at St.
Mary’s Anglican Cathedral with half an hour to spare. As cathedrals go, the
building wasn’t very impressive—it was basically a medium-sized Anglican
church which had been elevated to cathedral status in recent years. Despite its
proximity to and historic ties with Italy, Aragoni was not predominantly
Roman Catholic, primarily because there were so many residents from other
countries who had established churches to accommodate their own beliefs and
needs.

“Father, you’re going to outshine the bride,” I said when I walked into
the anteroom where he was waiting. He was decked out in an even fancier
version of what we referred to as his “Student Prince” outfit, complete with a
wide blue sash that ran across his chest at an angle.

“It is ridiculous, is it not?” Father said. “But the people of this country
are ‘my’ people, and it is what they expect to see. I consider it a small
sacrifice to make if it pleases my subjects.”

“That’s right,” 1 said. “I guess they really are your subjects, aren’t
they?”

“Not really, but that is how many of them perceive themselves, and you
know what they say.”

“Perception is reality.”
“Just so0,” he said.

The Dean of the Cathedral joined us, accompanied by the Roman
Catholic priest who was to assist in the ceremony. We sat quietly, listening to
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the music which filtered down the hall from the church proper. The music
stopped, and the Dean said, “Gentlemen, it’s time.”

Father and I dutifully followed the two clergymen down a short hallway
and into the sanctuary, where we stood as we had been instructed to do at the
rehearsal. The processional music began and the bridesmaids appeared at the
rear of the church and began to walk down the aisle. My heart skipped a beat
as I watched Dani escort Angelina down the aisle. His tuxedo fit him like a
glove, emphasizing his broad shoulders and narrow hips, and even after nearly
fifteen years it never ceased to amaze me that he was all mine.

The bride wore a gown with an enormous skirt—Iuckily the church had
a wide center aisle. The top was sleeveless, and she wore a lace jacket that
extended to just below the bust line. The top was very flattering—it was
gathered to fit her body's curves perfectly on the top, and then a large amount
of material was gathered at the hips, forming a swag of fabric which hung
down to right above her knees. What really caught the eye was the ornate
crystal broach at the top of the hip where the swag was attached. Her hair was
piled high with soft curls and finished off with a long sheer veil accented with
crystals.

Instead of choosing antique jewelry to wear, Angelina had elected to
once again promote her favorite jewelry artisan. His name was already being
mentioned in certain circles, and this set of jewelry would certainly add to his
reputation. Once again, the theme was taken from nature. Her necklace
consisted of a platinum vine accented with perfect white diamonds. Small
diamond-accented platinum vines hung from her ears and on her wrist, and a
narrow platinum and diamond vine headband shone in her hair. Rather than a
bouquet of flowers, she carried an ancient Bible and rosary.

Most weddings are mercifully brief, and this one was no exception.
Noah had sung an appropriate solo before the ceremony began, and he sang
another solo between two sections of the service. The Dean pronounced the
happy couple man and wife, they kissed, and the recessional began. While we
were waiting to be summoned for photographs, Dani and I walked over to the
organ console to talk to Tom. Noah was seated beside him on the bench, and
Gianni was standing beside the console carrying on a conversation with Tom
about organs.

“I guess this little organ with only three keyboards is quite a come-
down after performing on the largest pipe organ in Europe last night,” I said
to Tom.

“Not at all, Marco. This little organ is a genuine Father Willis organ—it
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dates back to the late nineteenth century and is an amazing instrument.”
“Father Willis?” I parroted.

“Henry Willis,” Tom said, “was the preeminent organ builder in
England during the last half of the nineteenth century. He was widely known
as ‘Father’ Willis because of his numerous contributions to the art of organ
building, and to differentiate him from his many descendants. He installed
organs all over the UK, Europe, and other places. The firm exists to this day,
although the fourth generation of his descendants sold the company a decade
ago or thereabouts.”

“Yeah,” Noah said, “the only genuine Father Willis organ in the United
States is in a little Episcopal church in my home town. It only has two
manuals, but Tom has played it several times and recorded a CD playing it.”

“Are you going to record this organ too?” Dani said.

“I’d love to do just that, if it could be arranged.”

“How much access time do you need?” I said.

“A couple of days would be nice. Three would be better.”

“I don’t think there’s very much scheduled in the sanctuary for the next
few days,” Gianni said, “other than a couple of early-morning masses.”

“We really don’t have to be home until Thursday evening,” Noah said.
“Then we’ll just have to make it happen, won’t we?” I said.

“If you need a sweetener,” Tom said, “to convince the church officials
to allow me the time in the building, I’1l donate a bunch of the CDs to them—
they can sell them in their gift shop.”

Our conversation ceased when Dani and I were summoned by the
photographer’s assistant. After everyone had posed for what seemed like
hundreds of pictures and the bride and groom retired to the castle to change
for the wedding feast, I took advantage of everyone’s momentary confusion
and asked Dean Breckinridge if I might have a word with him in private.

“Certainly, my boy,” he said. “Let’s pop into my office before someone
has an urgent need for my advice.”

As 1 followed the Dean out of the sanctuary, I waved at Tom and
Gianni, saying, “You, too, Dr. Foster and Gianni.”

“I’ll stay and help Noah gather up the music,” Dani said.

The Dean escorted us into his office and offered us seats. “What can |
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do for you, Conte Marco?” he said.

“Dr. Foster is quite taken with the cathedral’s pipe organ,” I said, “and
would like to arrange time on it for a few recording sessions.”

“Really? I didn’t realize our organ was that unique.”

“It’s a Father Willis organ, Sir,” Tom said, “and more to the point,
Gianni tells me that it’s never been modified. It has been renovated a few
times over the last hundred years or so, but nobody has made any tonal
changes to it.”

“Is that unusual?”’ the Dean said.

“Oh my, yes. Pipe organs can last for several hundred years with proper
maintenance. Unfortunately, tastes change, and sometimes the local organist
and/or music committees can’t resist the urge to significantly alter the sound
of the organ, or sometimes to just put their own stamp on it simply because
they can, so to speak. Then thirty or forty years later when it’s time to once
again perform major maintenance, the people in charge spend a considerable
amount of money restoring the instrument to its original specifications. To
find an historic organ with its original sound unchanged is significant.”

“How much time at the console do you need?” the Dean said.

Dean Breckinridge was a sharp negotiator, but so was Tom, and it only
took them a few minutes to strike a deal which gave Tom virtually unlimited
access to the organ for the next three days. The cathedral, for its part, would
receive a specific number of CDs for free and additional copies at a set price.

As we walked back to the sanctuary, I said, “You’ve cut this kind of
deal before, haven’t you, Tom?”

“Yeah. Several times,” he said.

“All I can say is ‘more power to you’, and if there’s anything Dani and I
can do to assist you, you have only to ask.”

“Thanks, Marco, but Noah and I have been down this path many times,
so we’ll get it handled.”

“Still,” I said, “if you need to get around, Sal or one of his people will
be at your disposal.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“If you guys ever come to Florida,” Noah said, “you’ll always have a
place to stay.”

“True,” Tom said, “and we’re only a couple of hours away from Disney
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World.”

“I’1l bear that in mind,” I said. “We just might take you up on that when
the boys are a few years older.”

The wedding feast was held under huge tents which had been set up in
the parkland around the castle. Several hundred guests, mostly family
members and a few officials from the city, had been invited to the sit-down
meal, and hundreds more came from the city just to wish il Duca and his bride
well—word having quickly spread that the drinks were free.

After a couple of hours, I said, “Dani, I’'m ready to go back to our
apartment. This is gonna go on for days.”

“Yeah, but we’ve got to stay at least until your father and Angelina
leave.”

“Damn, I hate it when you’re right,” I said.
“Relax, have another glass of Champagne, and go with the flow.”

“Go with the flow?” I parroted. “You sound like some sort of latter-day
hippie when you say things like that.”

“Come on,” he said, ignoring my jibe. “I just spotted Andreas and
Nick—Tlet’s go talk to them for a while.”

We visited with Andreas, Nick, and a few other people until a surge of
excitement in the crowd told us that the newlyweds were about to depart.
Dani and I quickly worked our way through the crowd to say farewell to
Father and Angelina, and as soon as they departed, so did we.

“I know what I need,” I said as we changed into shorts and polo shirts.
“A nice long soak?” he said.
“You bet.”

“Why don’t we take the boys with us, so Lucia can have the evening
off?” he said.

“We’ll have to take turns in the calidarium.’
“SO?”

“You’re on.”

>

The boys had been taught to swim almost before they could walk and
were very much at home in the water. We preferred that they swim in the
tepidarium, so one of us would supervise them in that pool while the other
enjoyed a soak in the calidarium. Dani and 1 would switch places every



PROGNOSIS: FOREVER 41

twenty or thirty minutes. When we arrived at the baths with the boys in tow,
we found our guests lounging in the tepidarium.

“Need any help?” Tom said.
“Well,” I said, “now that you mention it....”

Dani and I flipped a coin to see who went first; I lost, so I got the boys
situated in the fepidarium while Dani went to the warmest pool.

“Those little guys swim like fish,” Noah said as he watched the boys.

“Yeah,” I said, “they learned to swim almost before they could walk,
but we couldn’t bring them down here until recently.”

“Why not?” Tom said.

“Can’t run the risk of small children having an accident in the pool, so
we waited until they were well past the potty-training stage.”

“Where’d they learn to swim, then?” Noah said.

“There’s a health club attached to one of the other buildings—it has a
heated pool and a specified time for baby classes, during which the babies are
required to wear special ‘swim’ diapers.”

I settled back on the bench and watched the boys splashing around.
Both Tom and Noah seemed to be getting a kick out of playing with them in
the pool. “Ready for the hot water?” Dani asked from behind me.

“Is it that time already?”
“Just about, so go ahead. Looks like the boys are being taken care of.”
“Yeah.”

He took my place on the bench—which ran around the perimeter of the
pool and allowed you to sit back in the water and rest your head against the
edge of the pool—and I went over to the calidarium and sank gratefully into
the hot water, keeping an eye on one of the large clocks that were found on
each wall. When my time was up, I went back to where both Dani and our
guests were playing with the boys.

“I’m done,” I said.

“So are they,” Dani said. “I think by the time we get them showered,
dressed, and upstairs, they’ll be ready for food and bed.”

“Works for me.”

Actually, by the time we got back upstairs, fixed something for the boys
to eat, and put them to bed, we were pretty much ready for bed ourselves. We
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sat sipping glasses of wine with our guests until everyone was beginning to
nod and talk about calling it a night.

“We need to do one thing before we retire, Tom,” I said.
“What?” he said.

“Let’s go to the den, get on the computer, and look at a calendar—I
need to get your old departure date canceled and your new one worked into
the schedule.”

“I hadn’t even thought about that,” he said. “Will it be a problem?”

“I don’t think so. There’ll be a lot of flights out of here over the next
couple of days, but by Thursday things should be back to normal.”

Mission accomplished, we said good night to our guests and went to
take a peek at the boys, who were out cold. Lucia came home just as we were
going to bed.

“Is everything all right?” she said.

“Absolutely,” I said. “We wore them out in the baths, fed them, and put
them to bed.”
“Yeah,” Dani said, “you could have stayed out all night if you wanted
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to.

“You know I don’t do that,” she said, “I just visited some people I go to
school with.”

“I haven’t asked you this in a while,” I said, “but are there any young
men on the horizon?”

“Not now. I won’t have time for that until I finish my education.”
“Nothing wrong with having goals,” I said. “More power to you.”

Starting Monday morning, Tom and Noah went to the cathedral every
day just in time for the early mass to be finished and spent the rest of the day
in recording sessions. Before they left Wednesday morning, I asked Tom how
it was going.

“It goes,” he said, “but the final recording is going to require a lot of
editing.”

“Really?” I said. “You mean you don’t just sit down and play a piece
through while recording it?”

“If only that were possible. Sometimes outside noises intrude;
sometimes people intrude; and sometimes the playing doesn’t go as well as |
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would like. All of the above require that I start over, if not from the beginning
of the piece, at least from a point at which there is a natural break in the
music.”

“On top of that,” Noah said, “he’s already recorded most of the music
we brought with us on the big organ in the concert hall.”

“Yeah,” Tom said, “and that meant I had to pick the pieces for this
recording very carefully.”

“He’s even borrowed some music from the organ department at the
music school,” Noah said.

“Do you need to postpone your trip home?” I said.

“Not at all,” Tom said. “We’ll definitely wrap things up today. Besides,
Noah and I have choir practice tomorrow evening.”

And wrap it up they did. We took our guests to Poco Wednesday
evening for a late dinner, and Tom waxed enthusiastic about the recordings he
had made in just three days. “I’m glad everything went so well,” I said.

“Me too,” Tom said, “and you guys made it all possible.”

“Yeah,” Noah said, “this has been a great trip. What time is our flight in
the morning?”

“Early,” I said. “Very early. We’re gonna take you to the airport on our
way to work in the morning, and we’re going to work an hour early.”

“That’s what I thought,” Noah said. “We’ll have to pack before we go
to bed.”

“Let’s focus on enjoying the evening, babe,” Tom said.

“Yeah, let’s,” Noah said. “By the way, Marco, where did the Duke and
Angelina go for their honeymoon—that is, if it’s not a secret.”

“They’re at a villa on one of the Greek islands,” I said.
“For how long?”’

“Just a couple of weeks. After that, they’re going to slip back into
Aragoni as quietly as possible and spend two more weeks in our house on the
mountain. The original plan had been to tour Europe, but they finally decided
against doing that.”

“Yeah,” Dani said, “and that’s a huge secret. Nobody but us will know
they’re back, which will give them some quiet time together—as far as
anybody knows, they’re traveling.”
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“That’s cool,” Noah said.

“And necessary,” I said. “When Father is in residence in the castle, or
for that matter the Duchy, his time is almost never his own—there’s always
someone or something demanding his attention.”

“So who runs things in his absence?”” Tom said.

“The Council runs things,” 1 said, “and unfortunately, Father has
delegated me to chair it in his absence.”

“Marco’s favorite thing is sitting through long, boring Council
sessions,” Dani said.

“Stop talking,” I said, “or ’'m gonna eat your tiramisu for you.”

The next morning we took our guests to the airport and waited until the
plane was in the air before we went to work.
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CHAPTER O

Dani

MARCO and I watched the plane carrying our guests back to Florida until it
was out of sight.

“Time to go to work, babe,” Marco said.
“Yeah,” I said, “duty calls.”

The ever-present Sal dropped us off at the hospital entrance and asked if
we needed a ride home that evening. “We’ll take the tram, Sal,” Marco said.

“I’1 have someone drive me to the hospital so I can ride with you,” Sal
said.

“Are we back to that again?” Marco said.

“Not back to it, Conte Marco,” Sal said, “you can’t go back to
something you never left.”

“Well, if you’re gonna come back, you might as well plan to drive us
home.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sal said.

The rest of the week went smoothly, and we were looking forward to a
quiet weekend—not that we hadn’t enjoyed having Tom and Noah stay with
us—but it was not to be. Marco’s cell phone rang five minutes after we got
home from the hospital Friday.

“Hello,” Marco said. ... “Stefano, good to hear from you. What can I do
for you? ... Really? ... Eight o’clock? ... We’ll be there. Do I need to bring
anything with me? ... Thanks, see you in the morning.”

He closed the cell phone with a snap that told me he was annoyed, and I
looked a question at him. “That was Stefano,” he said.
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“So I gathered. Tell me again who he is.”

“Stefano Argenti is one of my numerous half-brothers—I think you’ve
met him a couple of times.”

“Probably. What did he want?”
“He’s running the investigation.”
“What investigation?” I said.

“The one that’s trying to locate Angelina’s family on her mother’s
side.”

“And? No, belay that. Just cut to the chase and tell me where we’re
going at eight tomorrow morning.”

“You don’t have to go anywhere,” he said, “if you don’t want to, but
I’'m going to the extreme south of Italy with the team.”

“Of course we will go,” I said. “Don’t be foolish.”
“Great.”

“Do we need to pack?” I said.

“Yes, we may have to spend the night near Catanzaro.”
“Where?” I said.

“Catanzaro—it’s the regional capital of Calabria, and has a population
of just under one hundred thousand. Picture the Italian boot—Calabria covers
the toe.”

“We can’t just fly into Catanzaro in the morning and fly home that
evening?”

“No,” he said. “Calabria is a very mountainous region, and our ultimate
destination is a few hours up in the mountains from the city.”

“Okay, overnight bags it is. What else can you tell me?”

“Not much. Stefano will brief us during the flight.”

“Just Stefano?” I said.

“Two members of his team will be waiting for us in Catanzaro.”
“How long will the flight be?”

“Between two and three hours from takeoff to landing—it’s less than a
thousand miles from here.”

“Isn’t this Lucia’s weekend off?” I said.
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“Shit. I forgot about that, and I’'m not about to ask her to change her
plans—she’s been too good about being tied down to our schedule.”

“I have a suggestion.”

“Are you gonna keep it a secret?” he said.

“Any reason why Gert can’t pinch-hit for Lucia?”

“Damn! Why didn’t I think of that? I’1l call her right now.”

He whipped out his cell phone and punched a few buttons. “Hi, Gert,”
he said. After listening for a moment, he said, “It was a nice event, wasn’t it?
... Listen, Gert, we need a favor. ...”

“She has no plans for the weekend, so she’ll be here by bedtime,” he
said when he had put the phone back in his pocket.

Lucia came through the front door with all three boys in tow, or, more
accurately, it looked as though they had her in tow, straining on their leashes
as they were. She turned them loose the minute she closed the door, and they
hurried over to where we were sitting.

“We’ll take care of feeding them, Lucia,” Marco said.
“Yeah,” I said, “you run along and enjoy your weekend.”

She went to her room, only to emerge a minute or two later carrying an
overnight bag. She called the boys over to say goodbye to them and departed.

“She was in a hurry,” I said.

“I think she and her girlfriends are going out with some other friends,”
Marco said.

“Yeah, and maybe she was afraid to hang around and get trapped
here—it certainly has happened before.”

“Yeah.”

“All right, guys,” I said to the boys in English, “who wants pizza for
dinner?”

A chorus of little voices answered, “Me.”

“Papa Marco will order it, and while we’re waiting for the pizza to get
here, I need all three of you in the bathroom right now.”

The three boys literally ran to their room, and by the time I caught up
with them, they were naked. The lure of pizza kept them from playing in the
tub as they usually did, and they were bathed, toweled dry, and dressed for
bed in a very short time.
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“Okay, guys,” I said, “let’s go back to the kitchen.”

Again the tribe rushed ahead of me, and by the time I reached the
kitchen table, they were already climbing into their respective highchairs.

“Pizza is a powerful motive, isn’t it?”” Marco said.
“Evidently.”

The sound of chimes announced someone at the door, and Marco went
to answer it. He returned a couple of minutes later with two boxes—one large
and one medium-sized. Between the two of us, we got slices of pizza on
plates and in front of the boys in minutes, then we poured them glasses of
juice. Once they were absorbed in the process of eating, we settled down to
enjoy our pizza along with some wine.

“Lucia must have worn them out in the park this afternoon,” I said.
“Yeah, they haven’t quite finished eating and they’re already nodding.”
“Good thing they’re already dressed for bed.”

“Yeah,” I said.

Using the washcloth I had brought with me from the bathroom, I
washed each boy’s face in turn, and Marco carried them to bed after I finished
the job. “Alone at last,” he said when he finally returned to the kitchen.

“Yeah. This has been a nice domestic evening, but it’s good to be
alone—at least until the door chimes ring again. I’ll be finished with the
cleanup in a minute or two.”

“And then what?” he said.

“I have one or two suggestions, but given that we don’t know precisely
what time Gert will arrive....”

“The security people downstairs will have to get her on the elevator.
They’1l let us know she’s on the way up,” he said.

“Let’s wait till we go to bed. We’ve got other things to do.”
“Yeabh, let’s go pack our bags.”

When Gert arrived a little after ten, Marco and I were on one of the
sofas in the living room—he was sitting at one end of it, and I was stretched
out across the sofa with my head in his lap. “I smell pizza,” Gert said the
minute she walked through the door.

“There’s some of it left, if you like,” Marco said. “It’s in the fridge, so
feel free to nuke it.”
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“Maybe tomorrow, if I feel the urge for a snack,” she said. “So, what’s
going on?”

“What’s going on,” Marco said, “is that my father is away on his
honeymoon, and I’ve been delegated to take his place on a family mission to
the south of Italy.”

“You don’t sound too happy about that.”
“He’s not,” I said.

“Why? I should think you’d be honored to stand in for your father,
Marco.”

“If it were just a mission, Gert, I’d agree with you, but it’s bigger than
that.”

“Really?”
“He’s setting me up to take his place when he retires.”
“S0?” she said.

“So! Geez, Gert, I'm just a simple doctor, and I don’t enjoy all the
rigmarole that goes with being il Duca.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” she said.
“Damn straight [ am.”

“Then all I can say is shame on you, Marco. As I understand the story,
your father could have abandoned your mother and her bastard son thirty-
some years ago when she refused to marry him. Instead, he saw to it that she
was taken care of, and that you were educated in some of the best schools in
the country. Am I getting through to you, Squirt?”

“Well,” Marco said, “when you put it like that....”
“Is there any other way to put it?” she said.

“Okay,” Marco said, “you’re right, but where does it say that I have to
like it?”

“Babe,” I said, “it doesn’t say that anywhere. You don’t have to like it,
but you do have to suck it up and deal with the situation. Your father has
never in thirty-some years asked anything of you, but he has made it clear that
he trusts you to do this for him.”

“Yeah,” Marco said. “Actually, he made a nice little speech at the last
Council meeting.”

“He did?”
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“Yeah.”
“Care to elaborate?” I said.

“I don’t remember his exact words—something to the effect that he was
putting me in charge because I had a fresh viewpoint, and because he saw
how I had taken charge of things when I inherited the title of il Conte di
Conti.”

“There you go,” Gert said. “That about says it all.”

“Yeah,” I said, “and you’re much too old to play the part of a teenaged
rebel.”

“Okay, guys. I surrender.”
“Good,” Gert said. “Now, what’s the schedule for this weekend?”

“We fly to Calabria at eight,” Marco said, “and we’ll be back sometime
Sunday afternoon or evening. Lucia will be home around eight Sunday night
to relieve you, if we’re not back by then.”

“Yeah,” 1 said, “and you know where everything is. Think you’re a
match for three little tigers?”

“Damn straight [ am,” she said.
“Good show,” Marco said.
“Good show?” I parroted.

“Sorry. I guess I’ve been hanging around Malcolm too much lately. He
claims that his English is getting rusty, so we’ve been speaking English
whenever we have a meeting.”

“How long has Dr. Sanderson lived in the Duchy?” Gert said.
“A little over thirty years,” Marco said. “Possibly more.”
“Does he ever go home to the UK?” she said.

“Not in a very long time. His siblings are in Canada and Australia, and
his wife was an only child.”

“Does he have children?” she said.

“He has a son who lives in South Africa.”
“Talk about a far-flung family,” I said.
“Yeah,” he said.

“I like Dr. Sanderson,” she said. “As hospital administrators go, he’s
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right up there among the best of them.”

“Yeah,” Marco said, “he is that. And he’s starting to talk about
retirement—that’s another one of my problems.”

“Why?” she said.
“Guess who he wants to take his place?” Marco said.
“And you don’t want that?” she said.

“Gert,” Marco said, “I spent more than a decade preparing to become a
doctor, not a paper-pusher.”

“And you can’t see yourself as an administrator?” she said.
“Maybe in twenty years, but not now.”

“Most young doctors would jump at the chance,” she said.
“Not this one.”

“Gert,” I said, changing the subject, “have you visited your family in
Italy lately?”

“I spent a long weekend with them a few weeks ago.”

“How are you and the gentleman you told us about getting along?”
Marco asked.

“We’re not—he found someone closer to home.”
“I’m sorry,” Marco said.

“Yeah,” she said. “Me too, but it’s ancient history. For your
information, a local gentleman has taken me to dinner a couple of times.”

“Way to go, Gert,” Marco said. “Do we know him?”

“Ever been in that little wine shop in the old quarter?”

“The one around the corner from our favorite restaurant?” I said.
“That’s the one. It’s his shop.”

“Is he a trim-looking man,” Marco asked, “sort of tall with a full head
of gray hair?”

“That’s him.”
“He’s waited on us more than once.”
“You should introduce yourselves,” she said.

“I tend to not do that when I’m out and about,” Marco said.
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“Why,” she asked.

“He prefers to be anonymous,” I said, “rather than be known as the son
of il Duca.”

“Yeah,” Marco said, “they tend to get a bit deferential when they find
out who I am—I get enough of that sort of thing when we’re in Conti.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” she said.

Marco and I were beginning to yawn. “Sorry, Gert,” Marco said, “but I
think it’s time Dani and I retired.”

“Yeah,” 1 said. “You know where everything is, and there’s a list of
what the boys eat posted on the fridge.”

“Don’t worry about me,” she said, “or the boys.”
“You’re on,” Marco said. “Good night.”

Marco and I were up in plenty of time the next morning to help
supervise the boys’ breakfast and still make it to the airport on time. His half-
brother was waiting for us in the little office inside the hangar where the
Gulfstream was kept. “Good morning, Marco,” Stefano said as we walked
over to where he was sitting.

“Hello, Stefano,” Marco said. “I believe you’ve met my partner Dr.
Rosati?”

“Once or twice, I think.”

While we shook hands I gave Stefano a quick once-over. “You
resemble Marco’s other brothers,” I said.

“Yes, I do,” he said. “Father’s looks and body type seem to be dominant
in all of us—it takes several generations for other characteristics to become
pronounced.”

“Characteristics like Trevor’s blond hair,” Marco said.
“Just so,” Stefano said. “Are you ready to fly?”
“Absolutely,” Marco said.

“Good. As soon as the pilot levels off at cruising altitude, I’1l bring you
up to date on things in Calabria.”

One of the pilots came over to where we were sitting and said, “We’re
ready to leave whenever you gentlemen are.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Stefano said.
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We followed him to the plane, boarded it, and waited for it to be towed
out of the hangar—ten minutes later we were in the air. Not too long after
that, the “fasten seat belts” sign was extinguished, and Stefano invited us to
join him at a small conference table in the rear of the cabin. When we were
seated, he opened his briefcase and spread a map out on the table.

“This is a topographical map of the Pollino Mountains,” Stefano said.
“They’re some distance from Catanzaro, but we’re limited by the availability
of airports with adequate runways.”

“We’re with you so far,” Marco said, “please continue.”

“It’s taken a lot of research,” Stefano said, “but we’ve located a number
of isolated villages in the region. These villages attracted our attention when
we learned that their populations were not only predominantly female, but the
power structure was definitely matriarchal.”

“Yeah,” Marco said, “that make sense, given what we know about
Angelina’s mother.”

“Just so,” Stefano said, “but we encountered a number of problems
when we attempted to make contact. The suspicion of outsiders is even more
deeply ingrained in the people of this region than it was in Sicily.”

“Now I know why your voice is so familiar,” I said. “You were
involved in locating and making contact with Pietro’s family.”

On his first visit to Aragoni, Marco and I had taken Luciano, who
managed Conti Group, to the baths with us. During that visit, Luciano, having
noticed that most of the men were absent foreskins, had asked Marco if
everyone in Aragoni was Jewish. Marco had explained that, along with the
lack of an appendix, it was an inherited birth anomaly shared by male
members of his family. Luciano then recalled that a friend of his in college
had similar anomalies, and Marco had arranged for Pietro to come to Aragoni
for a visit. Pietro was an orphan, and the Duke’s people had managed to
locate the village his father was from and establish contact with the residents,
including a meeting between Pietro and the father he’d never known.

“That was me,” he said. “I conducted the interview.”
“You still haven’t told me why I’m here,” Marco said.
“We’re hoping that these people will talk to you.”
“Talk to me? Why?”

“Because of your status as i/ Conte di Conti,” he said.

“Now I’'m totally confused,” Marco said. “What possible difference
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could that make?”

“As far as these people are concerned, we—that is, my team and I—
could be anyone. As I told you, they are deeply suspicious, and unlike our
visit to Sicily, I don’t have a ‘secret’ family language to throw at them. They
have been shown articles from two or three newspapers, which carried the
story of your elevation to that title, all of which included your picture. It is our
belief that when they meet you in person they will be convinced that you are
who you say you are.”

“Are you saying that someone has agreed to meet with Conte Marco?” 1
said.

“Indeed they have,” Stefano said.
“I have a question,” I said.
“Ask.”

“Whatever happened with the idea to write a letter to Contessa Clara,
the advice columnist?” I said.

In an attempt to draw out Angelina’s female relatives, we had discussed
writing an anonymous letter to the most widely read advice columnist in Italy.
The letter would say that the writer was an orphan who had some unusual
female-type problems and needed to find relatives who may have experienced
similar situations.

“A letter was very carefully composed and written,” Stefano said, “and
it appeared in many newspapers. There has been no response so far, but I still
believe it was a very good idea.”

“Let’s get back on track,” Marco said. “I have no idea what I should say
to these people when I meet with them.”

“That’s what we’re going to spend the next hour or so talking about,”
Stefano said

He wasn’t kidding. He spent the rest of the flight giving Marco an
intensive crash course in dealing with hostile and/or suspicious strangers and
didn’t stop talking until we were advised to return to our seats and buckle up.
When we disembarked from the plane, there was a Land Rover waiting for us.
Stefano introduced us to the driver; we loaded our overnight bags in the cargo
area and were whisked away from the airport.

“Marco,” Stefano said from the front seat, “if you have any questions
about what we discussed on the plane, it will take us at least three hours to get
to where we’re going.”
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“Four,” the driver said, “if you want to stop for lunch.”

“That will be fine,” Stefano said. “We’re not expected at the inn until
five or six.”

“Inn?” Marco parroted.

“We have rooms at an inn not too far from the villages in question. In
fact, it is the only public accommodation in the area.”

“And we go from there to one of the villages?”” Marco said.

“That won’t be necessary. A woman from each of the villages has been
persuaded to visit the inn in the hope that Conte Marco will grant them an
audience.”

“You’re kidding, right?”” Marco said.

“Not at all. One more thing, Marco, and this applies to you, Danilo, as
well.”

“What?” Marco said.
“When we get to the inn, there is a need for circumspection.”
“In what way?” I said.

“I'm sorry. I failed to make myself understood. We believe that the
mother of the innkeeper is closely involved with the people we have come to
see. She may even be related to them; we just don’t know for sure. In any
case, guard what you say carefully unless you are in the privacy of your own
room.”

“What about listening devices?” Marco said.

“All of our rooms will be swept at least once a day, so that will not be a
problem, and I don’t think these people are sophisticated enough to have
parabolic microphones pointed at your windows.”
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(_HAPTER 7/

Marco

WE ARRIVED at the “inn” a little before five, as it had taken much longer than
predicted to navigate the many sharp curves and switchbacks in the highway
through the mountains. It turned out to be more like a glorified bed-and-
breakfast establishment than an inn, and Dani and I were escorted to a decent-
sized room on the second floor. The room contained a pair of twin beds
pushed together in the middle of the room, in the manner typical of small
European hotels, and surprisingly, it was en suite.

““I suppose we’ve done better’,” Dani said, mimicking the aging actress
portrayed by Geraldine Page in Sweet Bird of Youth. “‘God knows, we’ve

%9

done worse’.

“Dani,” I said, “at least it’s clean and the beds look comfortable.” I sat
down on one of them to demonstrate.

“Sorry,” he said, “just thought a little bit of humor was needed... and

? 9

don’t you dare say ‘mighty little’.

“Just be glad you’re with me, kiddo. I think they gave good old Conte
Marco the best room in the house.”

“You think?” he said.

“Enough already. We need to put on some fresh clothes so we can go
downstairs and mingle.”

“Are you gonna wear your ermine and carry your scepter?” he said.
“Fool.”

“You should at least wear a suit.”

“Now that I agree with,” I said.

Showered, shaved, and dressed in business attire, Dani and I went



PROGNOSIS: FOREVER S7

downstairs to a sitting room which contained several comfortable-looking
sofas and chairs. Stefano was already there, as were our driver and two other
members of the team whom we did not know, which required introductions.
An attractive woman who appeared to be considerably south of her fortieth
birthday came into the room. Stefano stood, and we followed suit.

“Conte Marco,” Stefano said, “may I introduce our hostess, Maria
Jammalo.”

The woman actually managed a slight curtsy as we shook hands. “I am
sorry, Signor Conte,” she said, “that my son cannot be with us at the moment.
He actually runs the inn now that his father is dead, but he is in the kitchen
supervising the preparation of dinner for our guests.”

“Thank you, Signora,” I said. “I am certain that the meal will be worthy
of his efforts.”

Wine was offered, which we graciously accepted. After my first sip, |
looked at Dani and raised an eyebrow. He responded with a nod of agreement.

“This is very good,” I said.

“Thank you, Signor Conte,” she said. “Would you like to see the
label?”

“Please.”

I took a careful look at the now-empty bottle when it was proffered and
said, “Dani, do you have pencil and paper?”

“Give me a minute,” he said.
“Please make a note of this label when you find it.”

Our hostess looked pleased when I handed Dani the bottle. “This is very
nice, Signora,” I said. “Is it local?”

“Yes, it is,” she said. “The Greeks actually brought winemaking to this
region long before the Romans came, and we have a long history of producing
wine. Sadly, our wines do not enjoy the reputation they deserve.”

“Why is that?” I said.

“Our wines are not widely known. We lack the capability to distribute
them widely, and truth be told, our methods are not as modern or as
productive as they could be.”

“The Conti Group produces fine wine in several regions of Italy,” I
said, “and our people are very good at getting their wines to market. Perhaps
we could enter into a mutually beneficial arrangement with one or more of the
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local wineries.”
“That would be much appreciated,” she said.

“If you will provide me with names and contact information before we
leave tomorrow, I will see to it that the initial contacts are made.”

“Thank you, Signor Conte,” she said, “I will do just that.”

The front door of the inn opened and three women entered the room.
Suspecting they had come to meet with us, I stood, as did Stefano, Dani, and
the others. Our hostess introduced us to Nunzia Pancari, Concettina Pando,
and Filippa Fleno, the recognized leaders of the three nearest villages.
Another bottle of wine was opened and poured for the newcomers as they
settled down in the available chairs. The conversation wandered all over the
landscape until I thought we were never going to get to the point. Finally, one
of the three women asked the question.

“Signor Conte,” she said, “what is your interest in our small villages?”’

I looked around and asked, “Can we be overheard by anyone while
we’re talking in this room?”

“My son and one helper are in the kitchen,” our hostess said, “and
kitchens are very noisy, so I don’t think so.”

“We are looking for the family of this woman,” I said. Stefano handed
me several copies of the wedding photograph of Angelina’s parents, and I
passed them around the room.

“Who is she?” our hostess said.

“When she was married, she gave her name as Filomina Nuzzi from
Rome,” I said, “but those names cannot be verified.”

“What does that mean?” one of the women said.

“The name has been proven to be false, and since she died in an
accident more than twenty years ago, we are unable to interview her. All the
available evidence indicates that she was from this area of Italy.”

“And why are you so interested in this woman?” one of them said.
“Because her daughter just married my father,” Marco said.

Stefano again handed me a number of pictures—wedding pictures
showing Father and Angelina and the wedding party, which included Dani
and myself. I passed them around the group as before.

“And your father is?” one woman said.

“My father is Il Duca d’Aragoni, and his bride, whose name is



PROGNOSIS: FOREVER 59

Angelina, would like to know her family. She was raised as an orphan from
the age of three and doesn’t remember her mother.”

“If you will remember, Signora,” Stefano said, “the newspaper articles
we gave you mentioned the name of Conte Marco’s father.”

“That is true,” one woman said. “I had forgotten.”

Okay, Marco, it’s now or never. 1 took a deep breath and said, “My
father’s bride is particularly interested in finding female members of her
family because she has some unusual physical problems. It is her hope that
these problems are an inherited trait, and she can learn more about them from
family members.

“I am a doctor. I practice medicine in [’Ospedale d’Aragoni, and
Angelina consulted me about her problems last year. She wants very badly to
have children, but her monthly flows only occur during a six-month period
every five years. In addition, she has two birth anomalies—she was born
without an appendix and without a tiny portion of her external female
organs.”

I was watching the women as best I could, given that they were spread
around the room, and there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that I saw sparks of
recognition and interest. “Are you familiar with the term DNA?” I said.

Heads nodded.

“Angelina carries five genes that are by no means unique in the general
population, but, as far as we can learn, nowhere in the world do these five
genes appear in the same individuals—except for my father’s male relatives.
In addition, Angelina has two genes that are totally unique and cannot be
found anywhere. This led us to exhume her mother’s body and examine her
bones. She carried the same unique DNA as Angelina. Also, radiocarbon
dating of the bones indicated that Angelina’s mother was approximately two
hundred years old when she died.”

I paused to let all that information sink in, and I sensed considerable
interest around the room.

“You say that your father’s family have these same five genes?” one
woman said.

“Only the male members in a direct line of descent,” I said. “One more
thing, the male members of my father’s family also have two birth
anomalies—they are born without an appendix and without a prepuce.”

“Prepuce?” one of them parroted.
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“It’s the scientific term for foreskin,” I said. “There is another parallel
between my family and that of Angelina—we are only fertile for roughly six
months every five years.”

“How is it that your father was able to marry this young woman?” one
of them said. “Is he a widower?”

I looked at Stefano, and he nodded almost imperceptibly so I said, “My
father has outlived many wives during a lifetime that has spanned over two
thousand years.”

The collective intake of breath which occurred after I dropped that
bombshell was unmistakable, and the women made no attempt to conceal the
fact that they were exchanging glances and looks.

“Signor Conte,” one of them said, “the woman in the first wedding
picture you showed us is my daughter. She did not like life in these mountains
and ran away when she was young. Many of our children run away like that;
they see the outside world on television and it lures them out of these
mountains. My daughter returned to us after a few years, but a few years later
she left us again. This pattern continued until some thirty or so years ago
when she ran away one last time and was never heard from again. You say
she died in an accident?”

“She was living in a village near Trento and died in some sort of traffic
accident. Her daughter was two or three at the time, and a kindly couple
adopted her and raised her as their own.”

“Where was her husband, the baby’s father?” she said.

I told them the story that we had learned from the interviews,
concluding by saying, “The night before the village priest was scheduled to
exorcise the alleged evil spirits from Angelina’s mother, she ran away, taking
her infant daughter with her. Her husband eventually gave up searching for
her and moved away. Ultimately, he had the marriage annulled on grounds of
desertion and remarried.

“Signor Conte,” one of them said, “may I ask how old you are?”

“Certainly. I will be thirty-five on my next birthday, but this
gentleman”—I pointed at Stefano—*“is my half-brother, and he is somewhat
older.”

“That’s an understatement,” Stefano said. “I was born in the years
preceding the final collapse of Rome.”

“And where was your father born?” one of them said.
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“My father was born Marcus Claudius Sabinus,” I said, “which should
say something about his family history.”

“That it does,” our hostess, who had been quiet through the entire
conversation, said. “I was born shortly before Augustus became Emperor of
Rome. The name given me at birth was Servia Lartius Furia, and my
grandmother was from the same part of the Italian peninsula as your father.
Sadly, neither she nor my mother survived the fall of Rome.”

“I am very sorry to hear that,” I said. “My father has many tales to tell
regarding family members who did not survive those difficult times.”

“What exactly do you want from us?” she said.

“To begin with, Angelina would like to get to know her family,” I said.
“In addition, there are many male members of my father’s family who would
like very much to meet and possibly marry women whom they will not
outlive. In exchange, we can offer financial help with wine production and
other things the people in your villages might be in need of. It is our hope and
belief that when my father and his bride have children, their children—of both
sexes—will have long lives.”

“How can you know this?” our hostess said.

“We cannot know it, Signora, but all the available scientific evidence
suggests that it will be the case. Ask me that question again in a few years and
I will have a better answer, based on the DNA of their children. Actually, you
probably won’t have to wait that long—by her calculations, Angelina’s next
fertile period will be later this year.”

“And if it doesn’t coincide with her husband’s fertile period, what
then?” one of them said.

“As it happens, we are not exactly infertile all the time; we simply have
low sperm counts. There are ways to deal with that problem.”

“Are you, Signor Conte,” our hostess said, “one of those men who is
looking for a wife who will live as long as he does?”

“No, Signora, I am not. Dr. Rosati has been my friend, companion, and
partner for fifteen years, and I could ask for nothing else.”

“I thought so,” she said, “I have been studying your... how do you say
it, body language?”

“You are very observant,” I said.

“When I was young, same-sex pairings were not uncommon in Rome,
and my continued survival has required that I be extremely observant. I would
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like to meet your father. Can that be arranged?”’

“Absolutely,” I said, “just as soon as he and Angelina return from their
wedding trip.”

“Marco,” Stefano said, “that’s three weeks from now.”

“Not quite. When their time in the Greek Isles is up, Father and
Angelina are planning to slip quietly back into Aragoni and spend a couple of
undisturbed weeks in our house up on the mountain. I don’t think he would
consider a visit from our hostess and Angelina’s grandmother as an invasion
of privacy, and I’m certain that Angelina wouldn’t.”

“Good,” he said, “I’ll plan accordingly.”

“Please don’t tell anyone else where they’ll be. He doesn’t get many
opportunities for total privacy in the Duchy.”

“Marco, you have my word on that.”

A maid entered the room and announced that our dinner was ready, so
we followed our hostess and the other women into the dining room, where a
huge table was overflowing with food. The dinner conversation was of
necessity circumspect due to the presence of the maid, but we went back to
the sitting area and visited with our hostess and the other women for a while
after dinner.

During a lull in the conversation, I asked our hostess a question about
the survival of her family when Rome fell. “It was a difficult time for all
Romans,” she said, “and ten times more difficult for single women. Unless
she was a patrician, a woman without a husband or other male protector was
quite vulnerable. Many members of my family survived solely because my
grandmother arranged marriages for them with powerful men. Unfortunately,
not all of their husbands were smart enough to escape the chaos.”

“There was an item in the newspapers last year,” one of the women
said. “A letter to Contessa Clara from a woman claiming to have unusual
female problems. Were you people responsible for that?”

“Yes, Signora, we were,” I said.

“We discussed that letter for months, and came very close to responding
to it, but finally decided not to do so.”

An hour or so after dinner, the three women had to return to their
villages, but before they did so, arrangements for further contact and
conversations were made with the team members who were staying behind.
As soon as we finished breakfast the next morning, we boarded the Land
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Rover and headed back to the airport. We were all lost in thought as we
boarded the plane, and the silence wasn’t broken until we were at cruising
altitude.

“Stefano,” I said, “I can’t quite shake the feeling that things went too
smoothly and quickly last night. What do you think?”

“I’ve been through this sort of thing half a dozen times over several
decades,” he said, “and each one was a little different. The discussions can
drag out for days, or they can come to a head very quickly, as we saw last
night. In this case, I think the women were particularly receptive to an offer of
outside help for their economic problems, and that simple fact was driving
them.”

“I think I’1l wait until the rest of the team reports back to you before 1
contact Father,” I said.

“You can do that?” Stefano said.

“Fortunately, yes. Since I'm taking his place on the Council for a
month, I needed a way to make contact in an emergency. Although this
certainly doesn’t qualify as an emergency, it is high enough on his list of
priorities to rate a call.”

“I understand. The last time I stood in for Father on the Council the
telephone hadn’t been invented, so I had to rely on a fast messenger.”

“Have you ever served as Duke after Father retired?” I said.
“Twice.”

“Marco is afraid the Duke is going to ask him to do that in a few years,”
Dani said.

“Don’t worry about it, Marco,” Stefano said, “it’s not that bad.”

“I was surprised,” Dani said, “when Angelina’s grandmother and the
other women gave me bits of hair for testing.”

“Dani,” I said, “it was clear, very early in the evening, that the women
trusted us, especially when our hostess revealed the fact that she was sort of
the matriarch of the clan.”

“Yeah,” he said, “I did pick up on that, and I’ll do the DNA testing first
thing Monday morning.”

“I wonder,” I said, “if there are more females out there who are related
to that family, but don’t know it?”

“Yeah,” Dani said, “there could be more Angelinas out there waiting to
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be discovered.”
“Perhaps it’s time for another letter to Contessa Clara,” Stefano said.

“Why not?” I said. “The women with whom we just met read it and
considered responding. A young woman who doesn’t know anything about
her origins might just answer.”

When the plane was safely in its hangar in Aragoni and we were
gathering our bags, I said, “We haven’t had lunch, Stefano. Would you care to
join us somewhere in town?”

“Yeah,” Dani said, “once we get back to our place, the babysitter will
leave and we won’t be going anywhere.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Stefano said. “Ever been to Poco?”
“It’s one of our favorite places,” I said.

We killed an hour over lunch and arrived at our door just in time to
assist Gert in getting the boys settled down for a nap. Gert was delighted that
we had gotten home so much earlier than expected. “My friend called earlier,”
she said, “and we’re going out to dinner later.”

“Way to go, Gert,” I said.
“Everyone needs a social life,” Dani said.

We thanked Gert profusely and walked her to the door, after which we
took advantage of the silence in the apartment to have a little lie-down
ourselves. Two days later, | was sitting at my desk when I got a phone call
from Dani. “The DNA results are in,” he said without preamble.

“And?” | said.

“Concettina Pando is definitely Angelina’s grandmother. I matched her
DNA against that of both Angelina and her mother, and there’s no doubt.”

“And?”
“How did you know there was an ‘and’?” he said.
“This is me you’re talking to, babe. I can sense it.”

“Yeah, there’s an and. Our hostess at the inn, Maria Jammalo, is
definitely an ancestor of the other three women and, therefore, an ancestor of
Angelina as well.”

“Well done, Dani. I’ll call Stefano right now and tell him.”
“Do I get a reward?” he said.

“Ask me that question this evening when we’re alone.”
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“Count on it.”

05
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(_HAPTER 8

Marco

ARMED with the DNA confirmation from Dani and additional data that
Stefano’s team had obtained in Calabria, I went into the den and settled down
at my desk Thursday evening after the Council meeting to call my father on
his satellite phone. It took a minute or two for him to answer.

“Hello, Marco,” he said.

“Good evening, Father. I trust all is well on your island.”
“Absolutely. Has something important happened?”’

“I think you could say that.”

I spent the next several minutes telling him in some detail about our trip
to Calabria and subsequent events. “That is extremely good news,” he said.

“Two of the women want to meet you, and Stefano is going to make it
happen while you’re at our house—one of them is Angelina’s grandmother.”

“Very good,” he said. “Just give us a couple of days’ notice.”

“I’m sure he will.”

“Is there anything else I need to know about?”

“No, Sir,” I said.

“Thank you, Marco. You have done well—Angelina will be delighted.”
“Are you going to tell her now or spring it on her when it happens?”

“I am not sure—that will require some thought.”

“Good night, Father.”

“Goodbye, Marco, and thank you again.”
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“I take it the Duke was pleased with your news,” Dani said from the
other desk, where he was using his laptop.

“You could say that.”

“You seem more energized than you usually do after a Council
meeting,” he said.

“Believe it or not, tonight’s meeting went fairly quickly, probably
because there were no long-winded debates about anything.”

“Does that happen often?”” he said.

“I’m told that it does—I just haven’t seen it happen until now.”
“Are we still going to Conti this weekend?” he said.

“Sure. Why wouldn’t we?”

“Aren’t we gonna be there when the ladies from Calabria visit the Duke
and Angelina?”

“You bet, but that probably won’t happen for a couple of weeks. Father
and Angelina aren’t due back until Sunday or Monday, and I’m sure Stefano
will allow some time for them to get settled in before springing such
important visitors on them.”

“Yeah. By the way, you did send that contact information to Luciano,
didn’t you?” he said.

Luciano Neri was the grandson of my grandmother’s brother, which
made him my second cousin. When I inherited the title and the responsibilities
that came with it, I had hired him to run things—he had a degree in
Accounting and a Master’s in Business Administration, and with him firmly
in control of the Conti Group, I could get by with a monthly appearance at il
Castello di Conti. At the time he was hired, Luciano had just gone through a
painful divorce, but, as we later learned, he played on both teams and was
currently involved with a man.

“I did it Monday. He may well have set things in motion by now,” I
said.

“We haven’t seen him socially in a while. Are he and Izzy still an
item?”

“As far as [ know. Ask him yourself when we get there.”
“I will,” he said.

“At least we won’t have to go to Siena for a while—Grandmother will
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be in Conti this weekend.”
“Oh, yeah, I forgot you’d heard from her.”

When we landed on the airstrip at Conti Saturday morning, Giuseppe
was waiting for us with an SUV large enough to accommodate Dani, myself,
and three toddlers—and Grandmother was with him.

“Look,” Dani said to the boys, “la Contessa is waiting for us with
Giuseppe.”

My grandfather had been il Conte di Conti, and as his widow,
Grandmother would be known as la Contessa for the rest of her life. I had not
met her—had not, in fact, even known that she was alive—until Dani and 1
had traveled to Italy after I finished my residency, but in the years since, we
had grown quite fond of her. As soon as their feet were firmly planted on the
concrete taxiway, the boys spotted Grandmother and began to pull us toward
her. When we reached where she and Giuseppe were standing by the SUV, I
handed Giuseppe the leash I was holding (Dani had the other two), so that I
could give Grandmother a hug.

“You’re looking well, Grandmother,” I said. And so she was. She was
fairly tall for an Italian woman of her generation, very thin, and carried herself
rather rigidly with an air of authority. As usual, she was dressed rather
elegantly in black and wore a minimum of jewelry and makeup—her silver
hair was worn in a chignon.

“Thank you, Marco. I get by. Hello, Dani, and look at these three boys,
they are growing like the weeds in my garden.”

“Conte Marco,” Giuseppe asked, “are there any bags?”

“Only the one rolling behind me, plus my briefcase and laptop carrying
case,” I said. “They’re just inside the door of the plane.”

He retrieved the bags, and the door of the plane was quickly closed. As
soon as we had moved far enough away for safety, the plane taxied back to
the runway and was evidently cleared for takeoff, because it was out of sight
in minutes.

“Someone’s in a hurry,” Giuseppe said.

“There are four people on board,” I said, “who have an urgent need to
be in Rome.”

“Shall we go?” he said.

Giuseppe helped Grandmother into the passenger seat next to him while
Dani and I got the boys secured in kiddie seats in the third row, then we
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settled down for the ride into Conti. Conti hadn’t had an airport until Luciano
discovered an abandoned World War II airstrip in the middle of our
vineyards. The runways were solid concrete, and it hadn’t been practical to
pull them up after the war, so rehabilitating them had not been a major
expense. He had persuaded a number of charter companies to include Conti
on their itineraries when they conducted tours of the wine-growing regions of
Italy, and merchants in the town were delighted with the influx of tourists.

When we were under way, I said, “Grandmother, how is Mama doing?”

“The same as always. Some days she is almost herself, other days she is
in her own world.”

My father had been traveling around Italy incognito when he met my
mother during a stay in Conti. To make a long story short, they had an intense
romance and she became pregnant. Without telling him what she was going to
do, she told her father that she wanted to get married and why. He flew into
an absolute rage, and within hours she was drugged and on an airplane to the
United States. Once there, while still coming out from under the drugs, she
was forcibly married to a man my grandfather knew. This man asserted his
marital rights frequently and violently until a neighbor helped her seek refuge
in a shelter for battered women. By the time my father’s detectives located
her, she had already begun to descend into a state of delusion, i.e., she
withdrew into her own little world where it was safe—and stayed there.

It took less than five minutes for us to arrive at the entrance to il
Castello di Conti, which sat on a hill overlooking the town. Italian castles can
be more or less classified into two groups—they either resemble the medieval
castles of England and France, or they appear to be slightly more recent and
of a vaguely Mediterranean design. Il Castello di Conti fell into the latter
group and consisted of a quadrangle surrounding an interior courtyard. We
drove through the open gates into the courtyard and pulled up at the entrance,
where the young woman who would be responsible for the boys was waiting
for us. Giuseppe accompanied us upstairs to the apartment reserved for
whoever held the title of Conte di Conti and saw us safely inside.

“I’ll go put the car away, Marco,” he said. “Is there anything else you’ll
need me for?”

“Thank you, Giuseppe,” I said, “but I don’t think so.”

When the door closed behind Giuseppe, Dani said, “Why don’t you go
see Luciano and take care of business? Your grandmother and I will stay here
with the tribe.”

“Lunch will be served in my apartment at one,” Grandmother said.
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“Then Luciano and I will see you there at one.”

I walked to the wing of the building that housed the administrative
offices for the Conti Group, where I found Luciano at his desk studying a
stack of reports. Luciano was four or five years older than me, about my
height, and had a headful of naturally curly black hair—he was also extremely
good-looking. He rose, walked around the desk, and greeted me European-
style.

“Marco,” he said, “you’re looking well.”
“Yeah. All that hard work and clean living will do it for anyone.”

“Have a seat and I’ll bring you up to date. There are one or two things
that weren’t in the last report I sent you, and I’ve got a proposal for you to
look at as well.”

It took nearly an hour for him to walk me through the detailed reports of
the various subsidiaries of the Conti Group, whose assets included, among
other things, vineyards and olive groves in various parts of Italy, along with a
couple of wineries and an olive oil factory.

“Before I forget,” I said when he had finished, “have our people had
any luck with those wine producers down in Calabria?”

“Absolutely... and that brings me to the proposal that I have for you.”
“I’m all ears,” I said.

“We’ve generated a considerable surplus over the past two years, and |
want to use most of it to purchase a wine wholesaler.”

“Tell me about it.”

“They’re based in Rome, well-established within the industry, and they
already have exclusive rights to distribute several popular labels. More to the
point, the price is right.”

“Why?” I said.

“The founder of the company died somewhat unexpectedly, and there
were no plans in place for keeping the business going. There are three heirs,
and all they want is to take the money and run.”

He handed me a document, saying, “Here’s a quick one-page summary.
If you want more information, I’ve got a file drawer full of it.”

I quickly scanned the proffered document.

“Having exclusive rights to distribute a number of labels from Calabria
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will expand the portfolio of this company very nicely,” he said.
“Do it,” I said.
“Just like that?” he said.

“You know me, Luciano—I tend to make up my mind fairly quickly. If
the reality is half as good as the proposal, we should do very well.”

“Do you think your new contacts in Calabria can get us in the door with
other wine producers down there?” he said.

“I should think so, as long as they think we’re treating them right. As it
happens, Angelina’s closest relative will be coming to Aragoni to meet her
sometime during the next two weeks. As I understand it, she’ll be escorted by
a cousin, and the cousin is sort of the unofficial leader of the region. If you
can fly up on short notice, I might be able to arrange a meeting.”

“I can do that; just let me know when it’s been arranged.”

“Count on it. Is there anything else? My watch tells me that it’s time to
have lunch with Grandmother.”

“No, that about wraps it up,” he said.

He secured the office, and we went to the wing where Grandmother’s
apartment was located. Dani was in her sitting room talking to Father Rinaldo,
the local parish priest, when we got there. Grandmother summoned us to the
dining table while I was shaking hands with the priest.

When Father Rinaldo finished saying grace, I said, “I guess the boys are
sound asleep.”

“Out cold,” Dani said, “and as soon as they’re up and about, we’re
going to take them into town and walk around the square a few times.”

“We did that the last time we were here.”

“True,” he said, “but you know how important it is to the townspeople
to see the future Conte in their midst from time to time.”

“I take your point. I’ll call Giuseppe and tell him we do need him this
afternoon.”

“Been there, done that,” he said.

Two hours later, we were strolling around the square in Conti making
polite remarks in response to the many people who chose to stop and
comment on the triplets. As we walked down a street which ended at the
square, I noticed something new. “It looks like Signor Burato has enlarged the
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hotel a bit,” I said.

“Marco,” Dani said, “adding a few tables outdoors under umbrellas is
hardly enlarging the building.”

“Don’t be a smarty; you know very well that what I meant to say was
he’s enlarged his business.”

“True,” he said.

We selected one of the tables and sat down. When the waitress
appeared, we ordered wine for ourselves and fruit juice for the boys, and
when she returned with our drinks, our host was with her. “Signora Contessa,
Signor Conte, and Dr. Rosati,” he said. “You honor my poor establishment
with your presence.”

“Business must be good, Signor Burato,” I said. “You have expanded it
a little.”

“Business is very good. The tourists who come to see the wine country
have discovered that Conti has other things to offer besides vineyards.”

“I’'m very glad to hear that,” I said. “If the town prospers, it is good for
everyone.”

“So true. Tell me, which one of these little boys will be our Conte one
day?”

“Marcus is the oldest,” I said, patting Marcus on the head.

“He is a fine-looking little boy,” the hotelier said, “but you are still a
young man, so [ won’t live to see our next Conte assume the title.”

“Nor shall 1,” Grandmother said, “but I am content to know that there
will be someone to follow in Marco’s footsteps.”

“Signor Burato,” Dani said, changing the subject, “have you sold all of
the wine from il Castello’s cellars?”

“Indeed I have, and I wish there were more of it. My friend in Rome
recently told me that all the bottles he acquired have been sold as well.”

While exploring the castle, Dani had discovered a treasure trove of
valuable wine in a subcellar. Many previous holders of the title had consumed
and/or collected fine wine, although my great-grandfather was the last Conte
to have added to the collection. Sale of the wine had paid for the renovations
to the castle which we made prior to opening it for tours.

“I’m sorry,” Dani said, “but there isn’t anything left in that cellar. Well,
other than the bottles of bad wine that the tourists buy as souvenirs of il
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Castello di Conti.”

“I find that amazing,” the hotelier said. “A guest in the hotel recently
showed me her souvenir bottle and told me how pleased she was to have been
able to purchase it.”

“Tourists will buy anything,” I said.

By the time we finished our wine, the boys were getting restless, so we
decided to walk back to where Giuseppe had parked the SUV. Back at the
castle we took them to the small play area that had been installed for use by
children of people who were touring the castle.

“After all this excitement,” Dani said, “the boys will sleep well
tonight.”

“And early,” I said.
“You think?”

“Speaking of sleep,” Grandmother said, “if you boys will excuse me, |
think I will go take a nap.”

“You’ve certainly earned it,” I said. “Thank you for helping us with the
boys.”

We stayed in the playground until the boys were obviously getting tired,
then we herded them back inside the castle and up to our apartment. Luciano
joined us for dinner in the town that evening, but Grandmother said she was
too tired to go with us. We boarded the plane Sunday morning and were back
home in time for lunch.
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(_HAPTER Y

Dani

THE following Sunday morning, Marco and I went to the airport with Stefano
to meet the plane carrying our visitors from Calabria. Maria Jammalo, who
had been our hostess at the inn, was the first to descend the steps, and she was
followed quickly by Angelina’s grandmother, Concettina Pando. They looked
at their surroundings with some bewilderment. “Where are we?” Maria
Jammalo said.

“Inside a hangar,” Stefano said. “The plane was towed inside and the
doors have been closed. We started doing that for security reasons back
during the War and never stopped.”

“Welcome to Aragoni, ladies,” Marco said. “This is Salvatore Alberti,
who is in charge of our security.”

“I thought Aragoni was a peaceful country,” Maria said.

“It is,” Marco said, “but shortly after I inherited the title of il Conte di
Conti, there was an attempt made on my life. We’ve been very careful ever
since that time.”

Sal had been stowing our visitors’ bags in the van and said, “We’re
ready to leave any time you are, Conte Marco.”

“Thank you, Sal,” Marco said. “If you ladies will board the van, we
have a short drive up the mountain to our house.”

As we drove up the mountain, the women seemed to be quite taken by
the view.

“Have either of you visited the Alps before?” I said.
“I have only seen them from a distance,” Maria said.

“I’ve never been outside of Calabria,” Concettina said.
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Sal turned off the highway and stopped at our gate. “You haven’t
changed the code, have you, Conte Marco?” he asked.

“Not without telling you,” Marco said.

Sal punched the keypad; the gate opened and we proceeded up the
defile to the house. When the women saw the full extent of the waterfall
beside the house, they were appreciative of the spectacle.

“Are we expected?” Maria said.

“The Duke, Marco’s father, knows we are coming,” I said, “but
Angelina does not—it’s to be a surprise for her.”

Sal pulled up under the portico at the side of the house, and we got out
of the van. Marco hurried ahead of the group and rang the doorbell. The Duke
opened the door and led us into the living room, where Angelina was sitting
on one of the sofas. “Marco, Dani, what a surprise,” she said. “And you’ve
brought visitors with you.”

“Hello, Angelina,” Marco said. “I believe you know my brother
Stefano?”

“Certainly,” she said.

“And these ladies are from Calabria. Father, Angelina, may I present
Maria Jammalo and Concettina Pando.”

Hands were shaken and greetings exchanged.
“Father,” Marco said, “is Sal being taken care of?”
“Yes, my security man will take care of him.”
“Thank you.”

Angelina was examining the two women curiously. “I’m sorry,” she
said, “I’m a poor hostess. Won’t you have a seat?”

When everyone was seated, the Duke said, “May we offer you folks
something to drink? A glass of wine, perhaps?”

We all said yes, and a bottle and glasses were produced. Over her wine
glass, Angelina was still looking closely at both women, but in particular at
Concettina.

“I keep thinking that you look familiar,” Angelina said, “but I can’t
figure out why. Excuse me just a minute.”

She left the room and returned a couple of minutes later carrying a
framed photograph, which she handed to Concettina. “This is a picture of my
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mother on her wedding day, and she sort of looks like you.”
“That’s because she was my daughter,” Concettina said.
“Your daughter? That would make you....”
“Your grandmother.”

“My grandmother! Oh, my goodness, I can hardly believe it.” She
looked at Maria and said, “Are you a relative, also, Signora?”

“I am also your grandmother many generations removed,” Maria said.

Angelina was beside herself with joy. “This is the best wedding present
I could possibly have, and I don’t even know who to thank.”

“Angelina,” the Duke said, “we have had people working on the
mystery of your mother’s family for a long time. If you want someone to
thank, thank Stefano.”

“Don’t look at me,” Stefano said. “Marco is the one who convinced
these ladies to talk to us.”

“Well, thank... thank you all,” Angelina said. “Thank you from the
bottom of my heart. Come, Grandmother, let’s go out onto the terrace, and
you can tell me about my mother—I was only three when she died, and I
don’t remember anything about her.”

She took her grandmother by the hand and led her from the room.

The Duke looked at Maria and said, “May I ask where you are from,
Signora?”

“Did Conte Marco not tell you?” she said.
“Only in general terms.”

She responded in a language that was somehow familiar but not
familiar, and both the Duke and Stefano replied in the same language.

“Whoa!” Marco said. “What language are you speaking? It sounds
oddly familiar, but ’'m only getting a few words here and there.”

“That is because you studied Ecclesiastical Latin in college, my boy,”
his father said, “and we are speaking Latin as it was spoken in Rome—
Classical Latin, if you will. The only people who study that language today
are scholars who study the works of Cicero and Virgil as they were written.”

2

“That’s interesting,” Marco said, “and before your conversation
continues, may I change the subject briefly?”

“Of course.”
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“Signora,” he said, “are your people satisfied with the assistance the
Conti Group has been providing them?”

“Yes, indeed. They have been very helpful.”

“I mentioned it because the Conti Group is going to purchase the wine
distributorship involved, and my Managing Director would like to meet you,
if that is your wish.”

“Certainly,” she said. “When, and where?”

“He will either come see you here in Aragoni, or you may stop by Conti
on your way back to Calabria.”

“If he comes here, Marco,” the Duke said, “Angelina will have more
time with her family.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Marco said. “Luciano is prepared to fly
into Aragoni literally on a moment’s notice.”

“He sounds anxious,” the Duke said.

“He senses opportunity; wine from Calabria is not widely distributed,
and he wants to get to market first and with the best.”

Our conversation was interrupted when two men entered the room—Sal
and a man I did not immediately recognize. “Pardon the intrusion, Signor
Duca,” the man said, “but Salvatore has urgent news for Conte Marco.”

“What is it, Sal?”” Marco said.

“I just received a call from Giuseppe,” Sal said. “Word has reached
Conti that Signor Nepote has escaped from custody.”

“Who?” Marco said.
“The one you have been referring to as Signor Piedmont Winery.”
“Do you know how and when this happened?” Marco said.

“It happened two or three days ago, Conte Marco. The story we have
been told is that the man was being transferred from one prison to another
when he escaped. It is believed that he had help from the outside and that
some of his criminal friends may have been involved.”

“I want someone in il Castello with the children immediately,” Marco
said, “and you’d better tell the guy who replaced you in Siena to be extra
vigilant.”

“It is being done as we speak, and I have notified the security people at
the hospital as well.”
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“Thank you, Sal.”
Sal nodded and left the room.

“I do not know if the animosity of this man and his friends extends to
me,” the Duke said to the other man, “but I think extra vigilance may be
required.”

“We already have guards at the borders, airport, and train station,
checking everyone who tries to leave the Duchy against the man’s picture,”
the man said.

“Thank you,” Father said.

When the man had withdrawn, I noticed a puzzled look on Maria’s face.
“When Marco inherited the title of Conte di Conti,” I said, “he called a
meeting of the managers of the various family businesses, and he announced,
among other things, that the annual audit would be conducted by a new firm.
One of the men at the meeting was particularly unhappy with that
announcement, and we subsequently learned that he had stolen hundreds of
thousands of euros over a long period of years.”

“He got away with it,” Marco said, “because he had bribed the old
auditing firm. He also had criminal connections. He was eventually sentenced
to a long prison term, and we sued the auditors to recover most of the money.”

“You left out the part where he or his henchmen blew up my Learjet,”
the Duke said, “thinking that you were on it.”

“Yeah,” Marco said. “We had attended a performance at La Scala and
decided on the spur of the moment to take the train back to Aragoni.”

“And we’ve tended to be careful about security ever since,” I said.
“I can certainly understand why,” Maria said.

Angelina and her grandmother came back into the living room. “I’'m
sorry,” she said, “but I became so excited about meeting my grandmother that
I forgot to see about lunch.”

“It has been handled,” the Duke said. “In anticipation of this visit, |
gave the cook her instructions earlier today.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ve been learning that I have half-sisters,
aunts, nieces, and nephews, and it’s a bit overwhelming for someone who
grew up thinking she had no family at all.”

“You have your paternal grandparents,” the Duke said.

“I know, but somehow it’s just not the same, and I can’t wait to go to
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Calabria and meet some of them.”

“Angelina,” the Duke said, “I have been away from the Council for
almost a month already. I am not at all certain that I can take another trip right
now.”

“Can’t Marco stand in for you a little longer? You told me he was doing
a wonderful job.”

“That would be up to Marco,” the Duke said, “and whether or not he
can stand another week of Council meetings.”

“I don’t mind, Father,” Marco said, “especially now that I have the
ability to cut off debate when it gets out of hand.”

“On the other hand,” the Duke said, “given the heightened threat to
your safety, it might not be advisable for you to escort Angelina to Calabria.”

“What heightened threat?”” Angelina said.

The Duke explained what had happened.

“Oh, my goodness,” she said, “that’s terrible.”
“Yeah,” Marco said, “it is that, but we’ll deal with it.”

“My dear,” the Duke said, “I think you should show our guests to their
rooms so they can freshen up before lunch if they like.”

“Oh,” she said, “I’ve gotten so carried away with meeting my
grandmother that I’ve totally forgotten my manners. This house actually
belongs to Marco and Dani, so I really don’t know which rooms to use.”

“Any room upstairs will be fine,” Marco said.

“I haven’t told you how much I’ve enjoyed being in this house, Marco,”
she said, “and Marcus is going to build us one just like it—only bigger.”

“Bigger?” he parroted.
“Yes, bigger,” she said, “because I want to fill it with children.”
“Have you selected a site, Father?”” Marco said.

“It will probably be built on top of the ridge behind this house,” the
Duke said, “but I want to show Angelina some other sites before we make a
final decision.”

“Marco,” I said, “why don’t you and I get the ladies’ bags from the
foyer and carry them upstairs?”’

“Good idea.”
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We retrieved the bags from the foyer and carried them upstairs to the
guest rooms with Angelina and the two women following. “These are the best
rooms,” Marco said, “because they’re on the side of the house where the
waterfall is loudest.”

“Thank you for both of us,” Maria said.

“Lunch should be ready by the time you are,” Angelina said. “We’ll
wait for you in the living room.”

We had a lively conversation over our lunch, and then Angelina popped
a question. “Marco,” she asked, “when can I start taking fertility drugs?”

“Off the top of my head,” Marco said, “not until your active period
begins. However, I’m an internist, not a specialist, so I’ll need to make a few
inquiries.”

“Why would you want to take fertility drugs?” Concettina said.

“Because it is very unlikely that my husband and I will be in our active
periods at the same time, and that will ensure a greater chance of pregnancy,”
Angelina said.

“And a greater chance of multiple births,” Marco said. “Don’t leave that
out of the equation.”

“I hope I have four or five babies at the same time,” she said. “The
woman who bore your triplets had no problems, correct?”

“So we were told at the time.”
“That’s settled, then,” she said.

The look on the Duke’s face told me that the matter was anything but
settled. After lunch, Stefano, Marco, and I excused ourselves and thanked the
Duke and Angelina for lunch.

“If you are going back down the mountain,” the Duke said, “I think you
need a lead car in light of the news that Salvatore just brought us.”

“But we don’t have another car with us,” Marco said.
“Wait twenty minutes and you will.”

The Duke removed a sat phone from his pocket and walked out of the
room, pushing buttons as he went. When he returned to the room, he said, “It
is arranged. All you need to do is wait.”

There was no arguing with the Duke when he was using that tone of
voice, so we visited with Angelina’s guests while we waited. Almost exactly
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twenty minutes later, the door chimes rang and the Duke went to the door.
“All right, gentlemen,” he said when he returned, “a lead car and a follow car
are waiting in the driveway.”

We went outside, got into the van, and Sal drove us back down the
mountain, following the lead car. Sal and Stefano occupied the front seat of
the van, I was sitting directly behind Sal, and Marco was to my right behind
Stefano. About halfway down the mountain, we came to one of the several
tunnels that burrowed through ridges. It was a fairly long tunnel, and as we
approached the other end we saw a construction barricade and a yellow
blinking light. The lead car was in the process of going around the barricade.

“I don’t remember any road repairs taking place here earlier,” Sal said,
“besides which, it’s Sunday.”

“Sal,” Stefano yelled, “it’s an ambush—step on the gas.”

Sal did as instructed and approached the barricade at a fairly high speed,
swerving into the left-hand lane to avoid the barricade. As we emerged from
the tunnel, I saw motion in the bushes to the left; then I heard the sound of
gunfire, followed by an explosion, and the world went black.
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CHarTER 10

Marco

I BECAME aware of several dull pains in various parts of my body long before
I became cognizant of my surroundings. Then there was the sensation of a
bright light shining in my eye. I tried to close it, but I couldn’t do so because
my eye was being held open. The light went away, and it finally dawned on
me that [ was lying on a gurney in the trauma center at the hospital; I tried to
sit up, which was a big mistake, because the room began to spin and
everything seemed to hurt.

“Looks like he’s coming around,” a voice said.
“Go get the security guy,” a second voice said.
“What happened?” | managed to croak.

“There was an explosion,” voice one said, “the security people will tell
you about it.”

“Am 1 all right? Everything is sort of hazy, and I feel like I'm
wandering through a fog.”

“You have a slight concussion, and an assortment of bruises,
contusions, and cuts,” voice two said, “but other than that, yes.”

“What about the others?”
“Others?” voice one said.
“Dr. Rosati, Stefano Argenti, and our driver, Salvatore Alberti.”

“They’re around here somewhere,” voice two said, “but I don’t have
any information at the moment.”

“Any reason why I can’t go find out for myself?”

“I don’t see why not,” voice one said, “provided you can stand up
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without falling over, but you’d look kind of silly running around the trauma
center naked.”

“My clothes?”

“They were cut off you, which is standard procedure, as you should
know, Dr. d’Argenzio.”

“I have a set of street clothes upstairs in my locker,” I said.

“Which somebody will fetch for you in good time. Now lie still and let
me check your vitals.”

I submitted meekly while they poked, prodded, and probed. 4 doctor
gets a taste of his own medicine, and it isn’t a whole lot of fun.

“Let’s see if you can stand up now,” voice one said.

I started to sit up with an assist from someone behind me. With a few
moans and groans, I slid around until I was sitting sideways on the gurney
with my feet dangling.

“So far so good,” voice two said. “How do you feel? Any dizziness?”
“Not at the moment. I’m going to try to stand up now,” I said.

With a little assistance, | managed to slide off the gurney and stand
upright, leaving the sheet behind me in the process. “We’re kind of busy right
now, Dr. d’Argenzio,” voice two said, “and nobody has time to go to your
locker. Would you settle for a set of scrubs?”

“You bet.”
“Back in a minute.”

The scrubs were brought to me, and a man entered the cubicle as I was
pulling them on. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place the face.

“Ah, Conte Marco,” he said, “you are looking somewhat better than you
did the last time I saw you.”

“And that was?”
“After the gun battle,” he said.
“Gun battle?”

“Sorry, let me begin again. I’'m your father’s security chief, Modesto
Lanzano.”

“Yes, of course,” I said. “I remember you now. You’ll have to forgive
me—they say I suffered a mild concussion.”
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“Yes, I know,” he said.

“Is there somewhere we can talk? I want to know what happened, and
more important, how everyone else fared.”

“There’s nobody in the doctor’s lounge,” voice two said, “and I’m sure
you know where it is.”

“Absolutely. But first, what about the contents of my pockets? Are they
in the usual spot on the shelf under the gurney?”

“Just a minute.”

A small plastic bag containing my wallet, keys, and cell phone was
handed to me.

“Thanks, Dr. Jacobi,” I said.
“You finally remembered my name. That’s a good sign.”

“Yeah, I guess it is. Tell me, who’s in charge of the trauma center at the
moment?” I said.

“Dr. Zaccaro.”

“Thanks, I’ll track him down to find out how my friends are doing.
Follow me, Modesto—I’ll lead you to the lounge just as soon as we find Dr.
Zaccaro.”

Finding Dr. Zaccaro wasn’t a problem, as he was standing outside the
adjacent cubicle. “Marco,” he asked when he spotted me, “are you
recovered?”

“So they tell me, but I’'m more interested in knowing about the other
members of my party, starting with Dr. Rosati.”

“Dr. Rosati is in surgery at the moment,” he said. “He sustained some
injuries to his lower back and elsewhere, and you can see his chart whenever
you like. I can’t tell you a lot more, other than to say they weren’t life-
threatening. Stefano Argenti suffered much the same injuries as yourself, and
he is still in one of the cubicles. Salvatore Alberti suffered at least two
gunshot wounds, and last I heard he was in recovery.”

“So, Dani bore the brunt of it,” I said.

“Yes, Conte Marco,” Modesto said. “One of the villains opened fire on
the driver and another one tossed a bomb under the van—fortunately a very
small bomb. It exploded under and just to the rear of Dr. Rosati’s seat.”

“And the gun battle?” I said.
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“Everyone in the lead car and the following car attacked the villains,
and I’'m sorry to say that two of them got away.”

“Did any of them survive?” I said.

“Sadly, no, except for the ones who fled.”

“Sadly?” Dr. Zaccaro parroted.

“Signor Doctor,” Modesto said, “dead men cannot be questioned.”
“Ah.”

“Thank you, Dr. Zaccaro,” I said. “Let’s go to that lounge, Modesto. |
want to hear everything—in detail.”

Stefano caught up with us in the lounge. He, too, was wearing scrubs,
and he was anything but a happy camper. “Are you all right?”” he said.

“I’m about as all right as you look,” I said. “Have you seen yourself in a
mirror?”

“Not yet,” he said.

“Modesto was about to tell me what happened. The last thing I
remember clearly was hearing you yell ‘ambush’. Modesto, you have our
undivided attention.”

He proceeded to give us a blow-by-blow account of what had happened
at the entrance to the tunnel. “Damn,” I said when he had finished, “we’re
lucky to be alive.”

“For sure,” Stefano said. “I’m glad your father insisted on calling for
more cars after he learned of the threat.”

“Indeed.”

I'm gonna have to be damn careful when I discuss this. Because
Modesto is family. Stefano could easily have slipped and said “our” father,
which would have been awkward had someone been listening—on the other
hand, Stefano has been dealing with secrecy for hundreds of years, so it’s
probably automatic for him. I hate all this secrecy, even though I understand
the reason for it.

“Unless you guys have something else,” I said, “I’m going to go up to
the surgery waiting area.”

“I’ll go with you,” Modesto said.
“So will I,” Stefano said.

They followed me down the hall to the elevators and up to the waiting
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area. “Stefano,” I said when I had settled in a comfortable chair, “you might
as well go on about your business. There’s nothing to do now but wait.”

“Is there someone I can call for you?” he said.

“Not really... wait a minute, yes, there is. You know Andreas, don’t
you?”

“Our Andreas, the masseur?”

“The same,” I said. “He and his partner Nick are probably the closest
friends Dani and I have in the Duchy.”

“I’ll give him a call.”

“Modesto,” I said, “did the police find anything at the scene?”
“Just the barricades, but no sign of any survivors.”

“How many roads lead all the way down off that mountain?” I said.

“Three, and blockades were set up on all of them within minutes of my
call. If there were more than two of them, they’ve either vanished into thin air

2

or....
“Or?”
“They’re hiding somewhere on the mountain,” he said.
“Geez, that must cover a lot of territory.”
“Indeed.”

“I hope you sent some additional people to our house on the mountain,”
I said.

“Yes, I have. The Duke’s honeymoon is over now that there are half a
dozen guards around the place.”

“Thank you, Modesto.”

I was so lost in the situation that it barely registered when both of them
left. I don’t know how much time went by before it dawned on me that there
was a presence in front of me, but when it finally sank in, I looked up and saw
Gert standing there, so I stood up. “Gert,” I said, “what are you doing here on
a Sunday?”

“Where else would I be when one of my floor supervisors calls me to
let me know for whom they’re preparing a bed in the ICU? How is he?”

“In surgery is all [ know at this point.”

Seeing the genuine concern on her familiar face somehow allowed my



PROGNOSIS: FOREVER 87

self-control to break, and before I knew it, I was in her arms, sobbing. She
stood quietly until my outburst had run its course, then disengaged herself
from my grasp and stepped back a pace. “Okay, Squirt,” she said, “now that
you’ve got that out of your system, it’s time to get your stiff upper lip back in
place before anyone else shows up. In fact, why don’t you slip into that
restroom across the hall and make yourself presentable?”

“Yeah, you’re right. Thanks, Gert.”

I went into the restroom, which was thankfully empty, and washed my
face as best I could; then I took advantage of the facilities, washed my hands,
and went back to the waiting area.

“That’s better,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you lose control
of yourself like that—you’re usually extremely stoic.”

Before I could reply, I spotted a nurse approaching us. “Dr.
d’Argenzio,” she said, “we have a Signor Alberti in ICU Ward 2, and he
insists on speaking to you before we do anything else for him.”

“Go ahead,” Gert said, “I’ll wait here and keep you posted if I learn
anything.”

“Thanks.”

I followed the nurse down the hall and into the ICU area, which
consisted of a pair of two-bed wards. In the nearest ward, Sal was in the bed
nearest the window, one shoulder swathed in bandages. “Hey, Sal,” I said,
“how are you feeling?”

“Like shit.”

“They said you wanted to see me.”

“I just wanted to say that I’'m sorry, Marco.”
“Sorry!” I said. “For what? You saved our lives.”

“Maybe, but I should have seen it coming... I should have had more
men with us... I should have....”

I silenced him with a finger to his lips. “Sal, you’ve got to stop beating
up on yourself. Nobody, least of all you, could have expected the bad guys to
set up something like that so quickly.”

“If you say so.”
“I do say so. Sal, is there anybody you want us to call?”

“Thanks, but someone in the emergency room called my girlfriend.
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She’s down in Milan visiting her family right now.”

“Is that the good-looking redhead you introduced us to last month?” I
said.

“Yeah. Oh, shit. I forgot to ask. How are Stefano and Dani?”

“Stefano escaped with bruises and scrapes, but Dani is still in surgery.”
“I’m so sorry,” he said.

“Sal, we just took that little side trip, so there’s no need to do it again.”
“Yeah.”

“I think they’re waiting to give you something for the pain, so I’ll get
out of here for now.”

I went back to the waiting area, settled down in the same chair, and
looked a question at Gert. “Sorry, Squirt, I haven’t heard a thing.”

“God, this waiting is maddening, isn’t it?” I said.
“Now you know how the families of your patients feel.”
“Gert, I’m an internist—I don’t do surgery.”

“Perhaps not, but you do order tests and surgical procedures, all of
which require various degrees of waiting.”

“Yeah.”

The sound of footsteps told us that more than one person was
approaching from the direction of the operating rooms, so we were standing in
anticipation when a surgeon clad in scrubs appeared. Malcolm was with him.

Oh, shit! If they 've summoned Malcolm to break the news, it must really
be bad.

“Malcolm,” I said, “what brings you here? Did they call you in to give
me some bad news?”

“I’m sorry, Marco,” he said, “but that’s pretty much the case.” He
turned to the surgeon and said, “Doctor, I believe that’s your cue.”

“It is definitely serious, Dr. d’Argenzio,” the surgeon said. “Both of Dr.
Rosati’s kidneys were damaged, one of them so severely that it isn’t likely to
ever function again.”

“And the other one?” I said.

“The other kidney sustained some damage, but it will be a while before
we know how well it’s functioning.”
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“The bottom line, Marco,” Malcolm said, “is that with one non-
functioning kidney and the other not performing adequately, if Danilo is to
have anything resembling a normal life he will need a kidney transplant.”

I sat down in the chair to take that bit of information in.

“Dr. Rosati is young and in extremely good physical condition,” the
surgeon said, “but we won’t know for certain for a few weeks if the one
kidney will start to function adequately.”

“Meanwhile,” Malcolm said, “I’m going to start the necessary
paperwork to get him on the transplant waiting list.”

“And,” I said, “if a transplant is to happen, we fly in a surgeon from
Geneva, correct?”

“Just so,” Malcolm said. “I’ve been trying for years to convince the
powers-that-be to start a medical school at the university and make this a
teaching hospital, but nobody pays attention.”

“I can see where being a teaching hospital would enable us to attract
any number of top specialists,” I said.

“True,” he said, “but we’re getting off track. Suffice it to say that if a
transplant happens, we can make it happen right here.”

“Thank you, gentlemen,” I said. “Is he still in recovery?”

“Yes,” the surgeon said. “They’ll summon you to the ICU the minute
he’s transferred there.”

“Thank you.”

The surgeon left, and Malcolm finally registered Gert’s presence.
“Hello, Mrs. McClanahan,” he said, “sorry to see you under such sad
circumstances.”

They began to carry on a conversation, and I tuned them out—my mind
was overwhelmed with visions of multiple futures, depending upon the
outcome of Dani’s medical problems. Stop it, I finally admonished myself. He
will come through this—eventually—so hang onto that thought for dear life.

“Hey, Marco.” Someone’s voice broke into my reverie, so I looked in
the direction of the sounds.

“Hello, Andreas,” I said. “Thanks for coming. Where’s Nick?”

“He’s at home, preparing a Greek meal to take your mind off of things.
I’m supposed to bring you home with me later.”
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“Tell him I appreciate the thought, but I can’t leave the hospital right
now, and given the current situation, the security people won’t like it if I start
running around the Duchy.”

“Who said anything about right now, Squirt?” Gert said. “Sooner or
later you’ve got to eat, and I know how much you like Greek food.”

“Not to worry, Marco,” Andreas said, “we’ll bring Nick’s creations here
or to il Castello if needed.”

“I’'m sorry, Andreas,” I said, “do you know Mrs. McClanahan? Dani
and I knew her in Boston, and she’s been the supervisor of nursing here at the
hospital for several years now. Gert, this is Andreas. He’s a distant cousin of
mine.”

“I think we met once when she was with you at Papa’s,” Andreas said.

“Good afternoon, Andreas,” Malcolm said after Andreas and Gert had
exchanged greetings. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“That’s not my fault, Dr. Sanderson. You know where to find me.”

“That I do, and I’'m long overdue for a session under your talented
hands.”

We chatted for a minute or two, and Malcolm said, “If you folks will
excuse me, [’ve got some paperwork to take care of.”

“How’s the patient?” Andreas asked when Malcolm had disappeared
down the hallway.

“He’s in recovery, and I’'m waiting for him to be transferred to the ICU
so I can see him.”

I filled him in on the details of Dani’s injuries. “Oh, Marco,” he said,
suddenly very serious, “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

I had gotten uncomfortable in the chair I was using and was now sitting
with my back to the elevators. I heard the warning ding of an elevator door
opening and saw a change in Andreas’s body language a few moments later.
This caused me to look around just in time to see Father and Trevor walking
in our direction. I stood facing them, and when Father opened his arms, I
willingly embraced him.

“Marco, my boy,” he said. “I cannot tell you how distressed I was to
hear about the attack.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Trevor extended his hand and made an appropriate remark. “Thanks,
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Trevor,” 1 said. “I don’t believe you know our nursing supervisor, Mrs.
McClanahan.”

“No, I don’t, but I’ve heard good things about her.”
“Gert,” I said, “this is Trevor Price, one of my many cousins.”

“Sit back down, Marco,” Father said, “before you fall down—you look
worn out.”

I sat, as did Father and Trevor after they shook hands with Andreas.
“How is he?” Father said.

I told them what I knew.

“Damn,” Trevor said, “that’s terrible.”

“Father,” I said, “is everything all right at the house?”

“Absolutely. Angelina is still beside herself with joy over the finding of
her relatives. She sends you her love and says she will pray for Dani.”

“What’s the status of the investigation, if you know?”

“The police have determined that there was another vehicle at the site in
which at least two men escaped.”

“That’s not good.”

“Not to worry—we will catch them,” he said. “Strangers stand out in a
small country such as ours.”

“Yeah, but we don’t know what they look like.”

“Do not be too sure about that,” he said. “One of them is almost
certainly the man who escaped from prison. He strikes me as just the sort of
man who would want to witness his revenge being carried out.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but one thing bothers me about this whole incident.”
“What would that be?”

“An attack such as the one today would surely have involved planning
that must have taken many days. If our villain only escaped two or three days
ago, the people involved must have been planning this for a long time, so we
aren’t necessarily talking about men who have only arrived in-country in the
last two or three days.”

“That is an interesting observation,” Father said, “and I will pass it
along to the relevant authority.”

“Oh, shit,” I said, “I need to call Lucia and tell her not to expect us.”
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“It has been taken care of,” Father said.

“Thank you.”

“How do you feel?” he said.

“Numb.”

“That is understandable under the circumstances.”

Gert touched me on the shoulder, and when I looked in her direction I
saw that she was pointing toward the hallway. “I think someone wants your
attention,” she said, “but is reluctant to intrude on your conversation with the
Duke.”

I stood and walked over to where the nurse was standing. “Have you
news?” I said.

“Yes, Doctor,” she said. “He’s in ICU Ward 2.”
“Is he awake?”
“Not yet, but it won’t be long.”

I followed her down the hallway and into the same ward I had just left,
where a quick glance told me that Sal was out cold. Dani was in the bed next
to him, and I walked over to it and looked at the man I loved; the man with
whom I had spent every night of my life for nearly fifteen years. It was not a
pretty sight, what with tubes and wires running in all directions from his body.
I sat in the chair beside the bed, took hold of the hand that didn’t have tubes
attached, and kissed it. Then, still holding Dani’s hand against my mouth, I
leaned forward, pressed my forehead against the mattress, and prayed harder
than [ had ever in my life prayed.
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CHarTer 11

Dani

AS I began to regain some semblance of consciousness, my mind was awash
with images—images of people bending over me; people asking me stupid
questions; images of.... Oh, my God. Where the fuck am I? 1 opened an
exploratory eye and saw a ceiling painted a neutral color; then I opened the
other eye and rolled both eyes experimentally.

Shit! I'm in a hospital bed. Are all of those tubes and wires coming out
of me? I hurt all over. My left hand has things taped to it, but why can’t 1
move my right hand? There’s something wet touching it, and I hear
mumbling. I wiggled my fingers to see if they worked, and the wetness went
away. Then I saw Marco sitting beside the bed.

“You’re awake!” he said.
“More or less, I think.”

Was that my voice? It sounded more like a croak, and why does my
throat hurt?

“You sound hoarse,” he said. “Want some water?”
“Please.”

A straw was inserted between my lips, and I sucked greedily on it for a
minute. “Enough,” I said.

“Okay.”

“My throat hurts,” I said.

“That’s because you’ve had surgery, and you were intubated.”
“Surgery?”

“They had to dig a bunch of stuff out of your lower back and repair



94 ETIENNE

some damage.”

“What happened? I remember somebody yelling ‘ambush’, and after
that, nothing.”

“They were waiting for us at the end of the tunnel. Sal took a couple of
bullets, then they threw a bomb under the van. Apparently it landed under the
rear compartment just behind your seat and ahead of the wheels, so you bore
the brunt of the damage. Stefano and I mostly got cuts and bruises and mild
concussions out of it.”

“Where’s Sal?” I said.

“You’re in the ICU, and he’s in the bed next to you—out cold at the
moment.”

“Surgery for what?” I said.

“I just told you—they had to dig a bunch of stuff out of your lower back
and repair some damage.”

“Damage to what?” I said.

“Your kidneys.”

“Shit. How bad is it?”

“One of them isn’t functioning, but the other one is limping along.”
“Limping along?” I parroted.

“Babe, there’s no easy way to say this.”

“Just open your mouth and say it, then,” I said.

“If the one kidney doesn’t get up to speed, you’ll certainly need dialysis
and eventually a transplant.”

“Shit.”

“You asked for the truth.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Babe, people can live for years with dialysis.”

“Sure, they can,” I said.

“Enough of that. You need to look on the bright side.”
“Is there one?”

“You’re alive, the rest of your body is okay except for a few cuts and
bruises here and there, and there are a lot of people who love you and are
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pulling for you. Some of us even need you—desperately.”
“I see we’re awake,” a nurse said from behind Marco.
“More or less,” I said.
“And how are we feeling?”
“I don’t know about you, but I feel like shit.”

“As soon as I check your vital signs, I’ll show you how to self-
administer your pain medication,” she said.

“Sounds good to me.”

She busied herself doing what nurses do, and I focused on Marco. “You
don’t look so hot yourself, Marco,” I said.

“No kidding? You should see the other guy.”

“Yeah, what about the other guy or guys?” I said.
“There was a gun battle, and they’re all tango uniform.”
“Tango uniform?” he parroted.

“It’s a military term and means that they’re tits up.”
“Tits up.... Oh, I get it. All of them?” I said.

“Well, two of them are. We believe that an additional two men escaped
in a vehicle, but Father’s people are scouring the country looking for them.”

The nurse’s voice interrupted us. “You can’t come in here. Only one
visitor at a time— Oh, Mrs. McClanahan... I didn’t recognize you in casual
clothes.”

“Yeah,” Marco quipped, “she cleans up real good, doesn’t she?”
“Watch it, Squirt,” Gert said. “You’re not too big to spank.”

The nurse’s face registered the fact that she wasn’t accustomed to good-
natured repartee between doctors and nursing supervisors, so I said, “Don’t
mind them, Signora, they’ve known each other for years.”

“That we have,” Gert said. “How are you, Dani?”
“I’ve been better. Can’t remember ever having been worse.”

“I should think. Well, you’ve been around hospitals long enough to
know the drill—just lie back, follow orders, and everything will be all right.”

“Oh, sure it will,” I said.

“Maintain that attitude and it might not,” she said. “Attitude is a critical
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component in healing.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”

I heard footsteps, and the nurse opened her mouth again to admonish
someone; then her eyes grew wide and her posture straightened. The Duke
walked up to the bedside. “Hello, Dani,” he said. “Are they taking good care
of you?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“I am very glad to hear it, and I want you to know that my people have
been instructed to keep at it until they find the people who did this.”

“That’s good to know,” I said.
“Marco,” the Duke said, “you need to go home and get some rest.”

“I will, Father,” he said, “as soon as I’'m satisfied that Dani has
everything he needs.”

“For your information,” the Duke said, “I have authorized the purchase
of a number of automobiles with light armor. Better late than never, as they

2

say.
“Really?”” Marco said.

“Yes. We have been toying with the notion for years, and I think the
time has come to act. How is Salvatore?”

“I haven’t seen his chart, Father, but based on what I was told, he will
recover fully—his main problem will involve getting rid of the guilt he feels.
He somehow has the idea that he failed in his job.”

“Time will take care of that,” the Duke said.
“Yes, Sir.”

“Regrettably, I must go now—as you know, we have guests. Mrs.
McClanahan, can I rely upon you to make this stubborn young man go home
after a while?”

“Yes, Sir,” Gert said, “you certainly can.”

The Duke turned and left the room as quickly as he’d arrived.
“He doesn’t waste words, does he?” Gert said.

“No, Ma’am,” Marco said.

The nurse showed me how to use the device that controlled the
morphine (or whatever it was) drip, gave me a pill to take, and left the room.
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“What was that pill?” I said.

“Most likely a sedative,” Gert said.

“Good. I think I’d like to sleep now.”

“That’s our cue, Squirt,” Gert said, and she pulled Marco to his feet.

He leaned over the bed and kissed me thoroughly. “See you in the
morning,” he said.

“Love you,” I said.
“Me too, you.”

They left, and I pushed the button and surrendered to sleep.
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(CHAPTER 12

Marco

I ALLOWED Gert to lead me from the room. “Marco,” she said, using a tone I
recognized all too well, “there isn’t a damn thing you can do here. He’ll
probably sleep through the night, and you owe it to yourself and to him to go
home and do the same.”

Andreas and Modesto stood as Gert and [ walked into the waiting area.
“How is he?” Andreas said.

“In the process of being sedated for the evening,” I said.

“Good. Are you ready to go home with me and have some Greek food?
You’re invited as well, Mrs. McClanahan.”

“That’s up to you, Modesto,” I said. “Do you think it’s safe to go back
up the mountain right now?”

“It’s probably a good deal safer now than it was a few hours ago,” he
said. “I’ll have someone drive you to Signor Loukades’s home, and after
dinner he’ll bring Mrs. McClanahan back here, then take you to the castle.”

“I don’t have a problem with that. Gert?”
“That’ll work,” she said.

Modesto made a quick call on his cell phone, and by the time we were
at the entrance to the emergency room, a car and driver were waiting for us.
He gave the driver some instructions, and Gert and I got into the car.

“Can we drop you off at your car, Andreas?” I asked through the open
window.

“No need, Marco. It’s right over there, three cars down.”

When we arrived at Andreas’s house, he invited the driver to come
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inside and eat with us. Nick served us out on the terrace in front of their great
room, and we sat, eating wonderful Greek food and enjoying the view,
interspersed with some conversation. The somewhat mixed company didn’t
allow for intimate conversation, but that was fine with me, and I made
conversation with the driver both as a diversion for myself and to make him
feel less like an outsider.

Eventually, I said, “This has been great, Andreas, and your food, Nick,
was beyond good. That being said, I’ve had a very long day, and I think it’s
time to go home and crawl into my bed.”

“Yeah,” Gert said. “I’m older than the rest of you, and I need my beauty
sleep. Are you going to work in the morning, Marco?”

“Why not? There’s nothing to be gained—or accomplished—by sitting
around fretting and worrying.”

“That’s the attitude,” she said.

Everyone thanked Andreas and Nick for the food, and we got in the car
and headed back to the hospital. In the parking lot, the driver waited until Gert
was safely in her car before heading to the castle. When we got to the parking
garage, he drove up to the elevator, got out, and opened the door. “Shall I ride
up with you?” he said.

“I don’t think so. I ought to be safe here in il Castello.”

I had hoped to get to the master bedroom without being drawn into a
long conversation with Lucia, but it was not to be, for she appeared two
minutes after I unlocked the door. So I poured a glass of wine, sat down in a
comfortable chair, and answered her questions as fully and completely as I
could. Then I pleaded exhaustion and said that [ had a couple of e-mails to
send before I retired. In the den, I sat down at my laptop and sent an e-mail to
Luciano, bringing him up to date. Then I sent him a second e-mail, with a
copy to my father, telling him that Maria Jammalo from Calabria would love
to talk to him if he could get to Aragoni in the next couple of days. Finally, I
refilled my wineglass and went to the master bedroom. Before I undressed for
bed, I called Grandmother to bring her up to date. The last call I made was to
Gert.

“Hey, Gert,” I said.
“You should be in bed, Squirt.”

“Working on it. Listen, I have a question that you are uniquely qualified
to answer.”
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“Me?”
“You’re an Italian from the North End of Boston, right?”
“You know I am,” she said.

“You know that Dani’s family pretty much disowned him years ago,
right?”

“Yeah.”

“So, in light of that, and considering the seriousness of his injuries,
should I give them a telephone call as a courtesy?”

“It’s certainly more than they deserve,” she said.
“No argument there, but I sense hesitation.”
“On the other hand,” she said, “they are his parents.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Maybe I'll call Father first and find out if
the Gulfstream that’s based in the States is going to be available in the next
few days—an offer of a free trip might be an inducement to them.”

“That’s a good idea, Marco. A nice little bribe might induce them to do
the right thing. Refresh my memory—have you met them?”

“Oh, yeah. He introduced me as his boyfriend a couple of years after we
met—I had just graduated from college at the time and he was halfway
through.”

“And?”

“There was a lot of yelling, screaming, and crying, and things got said
that are better left unsaid—not by us, but by them. These people are
traditional Roman Catholics to the core.”

“Why don’t you give it a shot anyway?” she said.
“Yeah, nothing ventured.... Thanks, Gert. See you tomorrow.”
“Good night, Squirt.”

I composed a long e-mail to Father, sent it to him, and waited fifteen
minutes. Then I called to see if he had received it, which he had.

“I will have the schedule back to you in a few minutes,” he said, “and
for what it is worth, you are doing the right thing.”

“Yes, Sir. That’s what I try to do. My best to your bride and her new
family.”

“Marco, you have no idea how much this has meant to her.”
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“Father, 1 have an inkling. Remember, before I met la Contessa—my
grandmother—you and Mama were all I had.”

“True enough. Good night, Marco.”
“Good night, Father.”

While I was waiting for Father’s e-mail and before I undressed for bed,
I had a sudden urge to look in on the boys. So I walked barefoot into their
room and stood looking at them for a few moments. I had never planned on
having children and had in fact been somewhat ambivalent about the idea. In
the end, I had been persuaded that Conti needed an heir, so I did what was
expected of me under the circumstances. Now, three years later, I was
beginning to realize how much it really meant to me. From the boys’ room I
went back to the master bedroom, stripped for bed, and pulled on a robe. I
carried my glass into the den, sat down at my laptop, and opened the e-mail
program. Father was as good as his word—the schedule was waiting for me,
and I sent it to the printer. I looked up the telephone number in Boston and
was seconds from dialing it when I had what I thought was a splendid idea:
Let’s keep this contact at one degree of removal from myself and Dani. With
that in mind, I composed an e-mail and sent it. Then I looked up a different
number in Boston and called William and Henry Lane, who were not only
first cousins and partners in life but were also partners in their own law firm.
They had been classmates of mine during my years at Groton. The telephone
on the other end of the call was answered almost on the first ring.

“Hello.”

“Hello, William,” I said, “Marco d’Argenzio here.”
“Marco. Fancy hearing from you.”

“Did you get the e-mail I just sent you?” I said.

“Sorry, we just walked in the door, and I haven’t been on the
computer—give me a minute.”

“When you have it, put Henry on the phone with you.”
“Sure,” he said.

A minute or two later, Henry came on the line. “Hey, Marco. That’s
terrible news.”

“Yes, it is. I'm still having a hard time getting my mind wrapped
around the whole thing.”

“To answer the question in your e-mail,” William said, “we’ll be more
than happy to make contact for you. In fact, it’s early enough here that we can
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make the call after dinner.”

“Fine. The offer stands as written, but their acceptance absolutely must
be conditioned on an understanding that they will be here on sufferance.”

“We understand perfectly,” Henry said.
“I don’t even know if Dani’s parents have valid passports.”

“I think there are procedures in place for compassionate trips, or words
to that effect,” William said. “Don’t worry about it, we’ll take care of it.”

“Okay, guys, and thanks. Be sure to send me a bill.”

“Damn, Marco,” William said, “just when you had us thinking we were
doing a good deed, you have to go and spoil it.”

“All right, don’t send me a bill, okay?”

“That’s better. We’ll let you know—probably by this time tomorrow.”
“Thanks, guys.”

“Give our best to Dani.”

“Will do,” I said.

After the call ended, I looked at the clock and decided that it wasn’t too
late to call Grandmother again. She was surprised to hear from me a second
time, but when I told her what I wanted to do, she didn’t hesitate for one
moment.

“Of course I will, Marco,” she said. “Just let me know when.”

“You’ll know as soon as I do, and thank you, Grandmother. Thank you
very much.”

I went to bed, knowing that I had set the wheels in motion for what
might well turn out to be a very good thing indeed—if it didn’t blow up in my
face.
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(CHAPTER 13

Dani

HoOW does anyone manage to sleep in a hospital unless they re drugged out of
their mind? 1 drifted in and out of sleep all night long, but it seemed that every
time I finally went to sleep someone found an urgent reason to, if not
deliberately wake me, at least do something to me, for me, or nearby me that
had the same effect. When I finally came to, around six, I think it must have
been, the first thing [ saw was Sal sitting on the edge of the adjacent bed—
looking straight at me.

“Good morning, Sal,” I said.

“Good morning. How are you?”

“I’ve been better. Yourself?”

“Getting there,” he said. “Dani, I’m so sorry about what happened.”

“Whoa!” I said. “Stop right there with that nonsense. By all accounts
you saved our lives.”

“I can’t imagine how.”

“Because when Stefano yelled, ‘Step on it’, or whatever it was he
said—I’m a little fuzzy about that at the moment—you stepped on it.”

“I should have done more,” he said.

“Listen to me, Sal. You did more than anyone could have reasonably
been expected to do, okay?”

“Well....”
“Well, nothing.”

A doctor came into the ward, followed by a nurse, and our conversation
ceased. I eyed the doctor hopefully, but his interest was focused on Sal, and I
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heard him tell Sal that he would be moved to a regular room later today and
probably sent home in a couple of days.

“That was good news, wasn’t it?”’ I said after the doctor left.
“Yeah, I guess so.”

“You guess. Does that mean you like it here?”

“Not hardly,” he said.

“Count your blessings, then. I was a little out of it last night, but don’t
you have a really beautiful girlfriend who rushed back from Milan or
someplace because she’s eager to take care of you?”

“Yeah, I guess.”
“I wouldn’t let her hear that lack of enthusiasm. What’s the problem?”’

“She wants to move in with me and ultimately get married, and she will
definitely use the care-giving as leverage,” he said.

“Ah, I see. She hears wedding bells, and you still want to sort of play
the field, as they say in America.”

“Something like that.”

“Well then, Sal, old buddy, you’re on your own with that little problem.
I don’t give advice to the lovelorn.”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Good morning, glory,” Marco said from the doorway. “You’re looking
a tad better today. Hello, Sal.”

He walked over and stood between the beds for a moment, talking to
both of us; then he went around to the other side of my bed, took my hand,
and sat down.

“You’re early aren’t you?” I said.
“I wanted to be here when your surgeon made his rounds.”
“Everything all right at home?” I said.

“Yeah, but we have three little boys who don’t understand why Papa
Dani wasn’t at the breakfast table this morning, not to mention that our bed
seemed awfully empty last night. I was trying to remember the last time we
were apart for a night, but I don’t think we ever have been, have we?”

“Not that I can recall,” I said.

“Good morning, Dr. d’Argenzio,” a voice said from the doorway, “and
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how is the patient today?”
“I thought it was your job to tell me how [ am,” I said.
“Testy,” the surgeon said, “that’s a good sign.”

He checked my vitals and asked Marco to prop up first one side of me
and then the other so he could check my incisions. “Looking good,” he said,
“if I do say so myself. I think we can probably move you to a private room
tomorrow.”

“What about going home?” I said.

“Ask me that question in a couple of days, and I’ll have an answer for

ER]

you.
“If that’s as good as it gets...,” I said.

“It is. Just keep on following orders and you’ll get through this with
flying colors.”

“Thanks, I think.”
“Is he always this surly, Marco?” the surgeon said.
“Truthfully, no.”

The surgeon smiled at that and left the room. Marco stood in
preparation for doing the same thing. “Gotta make my own rounds, babe,” he
said. He gave me a quick kiss, said, “See you later,” and left.

Sal, who had been lying quietly in his bed through all this, said, “How
long have you and Marco been together?”’

“Not quite fifteen years.”
“And in all that time, you’ve never been apart overnight?”’

“If we have, I don’t remember it; evidently Marco’s memory is the
same.”

“I can’t imagine sleeping with the same person for fifteen months, let
alone fifteen years,” he said.

“Sal, when you meet the right person, trust me, you’ll feel differently.”

Gert marched into the room, all official-looking in her tailored suit.
“Good morning, Dani,” she said. “How goes it?”

“It goes,” I said, “except I have a question.”
“Ask.”
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“How the hell does any patient manage to sleep in a hospital?” I said.

“That’s what all those wonderful drugs are supposed to ensure. Did you
have a bad night?”

“Gert, every time I drifted off to sleep, someone found an urgent need
to come in here and do something that woke me up.”

“Did you ask for a pill around eleven?” she said.
“No. Should I have?”

“Absolutely. I’ll make a note on your chart telling somebody to remind
you that you have that option.”

“Bless you, Gert.”

“What did your doctor say?” she said.
I told her.

“That sounds encouraging.”

“It sort of confused me at the time,” I said, “but I’ll accept your
professional opinion.”

“Damn straight.”
She looked at Sal and said, “Don’t I know you?”

“You should, Gert,” 1 said. “You’ve met Sal. He was Marco’s
bodyguard in Siena before he moved to Aragoni to do the same thing.”

“Sorry, Sal,” she said. “I didn’t recognize you without your clothes.”

Sal, who had tossed his sheets to one side and whose hospital gown had
ridden halfway up his torso, hastily pulled the sheet back over his body.

“Sorry,” she said, “did I embarrass you? In any case, whatever you’re
hiding under there, I assure you I’ve seen more than one like it—seen one,
seen them all. Do you need anything?”

“No, Ma’am.”

“Then I’ll see you guys later. I need to get busy.”

“Bye, Gert,” I said.

“I like her,” Sal said when she was out the door and out of earshot.

“Yeah, so do we. She’s a character and has become a really good friend.
Marco knew her when she was a floor supervisor at Massachusetts General
Hospital in Boston. I worked there, too, and had seen her around but didn’t
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really know her at that time.”

A nurse came to gave me some more pills, and I sort of lost track of
time until an orderly and an aide came to move Sal to a regular room. “Bye,
Sal,” I said as they wheeled him out the door. “I’ll miss you.”

Marco stopped by shortly after that. “I thought you’d be here at
lunchtime,” I said.

“Sorry, but I worked through lunch because I’ve got to go to the
airport.”

GGWhy?,’

“To meet Luciano and escort him up to the house—he’s meeting with
Maria Jammalo from Calabria this evening.”

“Is he gonna stay there or in our apartment?”

“He’ll stay in the apartment overnight—I think he wants to use the
baths. I’ll bring him by to say hello on the way to the airport in the morning.”

“Busy, busy, busy,” I said.
“Yeah.”
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(CHAPTER 14

Marco

MODESTO and I were waiting in the hangar when the Gulfstream was
wheeled in. “Hi, Luciano,” I said the minute his feet touched the hangar floor.
“Ready to go?”

“You bet, Marco.”
“Do you have luggage?”
“Just this overnight bag,” he said.

When we got to the house, I introduced Luciano to Maria Jammalo and
started to excuse myself.

“Marco,” Luciano said, “why don’t you sit in on our conversation?”

“Thanks, Luciano, but when you speak for the Conti Group, you speak
for me. However, I’ll sit in on part of your meeting if you like; then I have a
few urgent matters to discuss with my father.”

“Okay,” he said. “Where shall we go to talk?”
“The den is comfortable. Follow me.”

I led them into the den and listened to their conversation, adding only
an occasional item here and there. Finally, I excused myself to go consult
Father and left the den. I found him on the terrace talking to Modesto;
Angelina and her grandmother were at the other end of the terrace, apparently
deep in conversation.

“Have you heard from your friends in Boston?” Father said.

“Not yet. I don’t really expect to hear from them until later this
evening.”

“If your plan works, you will have done a very good thing.”

“The operative word, Father, is ‘if*.”
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“Just so,” he said.

Modesto had a quizzical look on his face, so I explained what we were
talking about.

“And his parents haven’t spoken to him in all these years?” Modesto
said.

“Not a single word. He used to contrive to ‘accidentally’ run into his
grandmother when she was out and about on Saturday afternoons, and she
would allow him to buy her lunch when he did. On the other hand, she would
never make an actual appointment to meet him.”

“Holy Mother Church has much to answer for,” Father said.
“Amen to that,” I said.

“How is Dani?” Father said.

“Getting better. Tired of the hospital.”

“I suppose that is a good sign. What about his kidney function?”

“It’s much too early to tell. All we can do at this point is hope, but I'm
very much afraid that he will ultimately be faced with long-term dialysis, or
the need for a transplant. Malcolm has already started the paperwork for the
latter.”

“How is the meeting going?” Father said, nodding in the direction from
which I had just come.

“Well, I think. Luciano and Maria seem to have hit it off.”

“I am glad to hear that. | have certainly enjoyed talking to someone who
remembers Rome as she was.”

“You should write about your experiences of Rome and other things,” I
said. “Perhaps even publish some anonymous memoirs or something like
that.”

“Actually, in a way, I have done just that over the years.”
“Really?” I said.

“Absolutely. As soon as we were established here, | began to dictate
both my impressions of things that were happening and my recollections of
things that had happened.”

“Dictate? To whom?”

“To whoever was available that could write both legibly and quickly. I
still do it, only these days I do my own writing, using a computer. All of those
writings are safely secured in the archives.”
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“I’d love to read them someday,” I said.

“And you may, just as soon as you master Etruscan—that is the
language in which they are written. When computers became widely
available, one of our people created a set of symbols and a keyboard overlay
for those of us who use and/or teach Etruscan to others.”

“I’ll take you up on that one of these days.”

Eventually, Luciano and Maria emerged from the house onto the
terrace. “Judging by the smiles on both of your faces,” I said, “it must have
been a fruitful meeting.”

“You could say that,” Luciano said.
“Yes, you could,” Maria said.

“I’ve got to get busy and find someone to run the new business,” he
said.

“That’s right,” I said, “the former owner was also the manager.”
“True, and his children want no part of it—they just want the cash.”
“Handle it, Luciano, handle it.”

“I’ve already got feelers out. Perhaps by the time I get back to Conti I’
have a few nibbles.”

“I guess you’re ready to go to the castle,” I said.
“That I am. I can hear the baths calling.”

“Baths?” Maria parroted. “Oh, yes, you actually have Roman-style
baths here, do you not?”

“That we do,” I said, “with one major difference.”
“What is that?” she said.

“In Rome, men and women didn’t use the baths at the same time—here,
they do. And they’re a huge tourist attraction.”

“You should try them,” Father said.
“Could I?” she said.

“By all means,” I said.

“When?”

“Right now, if you like. Come with us. From the look of things, the
other ladies won’t even know you’ve gone.”

“Go ahead,” Father said. “Modesto will have one of his people take you
there and bring you back when you’re through.”
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“What do I need to take with me?” she said.
“Nothing at all—everything you need is already there.”
“Then what are we waiting for?” she said.

So we went back down the mountain and to the castle complex. When
we stepped through the door, Maria was overwhelmed. “It really is like the
paintings I have seen of the baths in Rome,” she said, “but on a smaller
scale.”

Good thinking, Maria. I suppose when you ve lived that long you reach
a point at which you automatically tailor what you say to fit the audience.

“Absolutely,” I said, and I pointed, “the dressing rooms are over there.”

From our respective dressing rooms, we went to the calidarium and
soaked in the hot water for a while. Eventually, Luciano excused himself to
go have a massage, leaving Maria and me alone.

“It 1s difficult to remember when it is safe to talk and when it is not
safe,” she said.

“This is true. I find it easier to simply avoid certain subjects unless there
are only family members present.”

“And Luciano is not family, yes?”

“Actually, he is family... but on my mother’s side. He’s the grandson of
my maternal grandmother’s brother and, therefore, my cousin.”

“And you trust him completely?” she said.

“With everything concerning the business, yes—but not with this. We
never talk about certain subjects to outsiders, unless they are spouses or
significant others.”

“And the spouses and significant others are never indiscreet?”

“No, they are not—probably because we are extremely careful in our
choice of mates.” And with a little help from a friendly hypnotist, but I don’t
think she needs to know that right now. “Actually, now that I think of it,
Father told me that some of the spouses of family members don’t know the
truth.”

“That sounds complicated.”

“Yes, it is,” I said, “but it’s a small price to pay for being able to live in
the real world.”

“As opposed to living in a remote and isolated area such as ours?”

“No offense, but yes.”
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“None taken. We have done what was necessary to survive,” she said.
“Have you ever told a husband or a son the truth about you?”

“Only once. My mother and grandmother advised against it, but when I
was young and foolish, I once tried to tell a husband about me, and things got
very bad. Ultimately, I had to flee to another part of what is now Italy.”

“That’s very sad.”

“Yes it 1s, but as I said, we do what we 