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			1.

			THE MAN PULLED a chair from a small outdoor table and sat down. He stared out at the busy port of the Italian island of Ischia, watching as fishermen unloaded their morning catch and tour boat crews washed and scrubbed upper and lower decks, anticipating yet another busy day in what was proving to be a busy summer season. A young waiter walked over to the table and smiled at the man. “The pastries are still in the oven,” he said. “Should be out in a few minutes. But the coffee is fresh and ready to pour.”

			“Coffee’s all I need,” the man said. “Double espresso. Stronger the better.”

			“Sounds like you’re in need of a wake-up call,” the young waiter said, still holding the smile.

			The man turned his attention away from the port and glared at the young waiter, his eyes the color of stone. “I’m in need of a coffee,” he said. “Nothing more.”

			“I didn’t mean to offend you,” the young waiter said, losing the smile. “I was merely trying to make conversation.”

			“That’s something else I don’t need or want,” the man said. “Just bring the coffee.”

			The young waiter rushed toward the entrance of the café while the man reached a thick hand into the side pocket of his white jacket and pulled out a butane lighter and a small cigar. He sat back, popped open the lighter, and watched as the flame flickered across the front and sides of the cigar. He then put the cigar to his mouth, lit the rich, charcoal-colored tobacco, and let the thin lines of smoke filter up around his face.

			He was in his late forties, with an angular and handsome face marred only by a thin scar just below his lower lip. He wore loose-fitting clothes—a designer jacket over a black crewneck shirt, light gray cargo pants, and black sandals—though not loose enough to fully hide the muscular chest and forearms resting beneath them. But they did hide the revolvers holstered on each hip.

			His name was Maurizio Carnale, and he had come to Ischia not for the thermal waters nor for the great beaches, the abundant sunshine, or the top-tier restaurants.

			Maurizio Carnale had come to Ischia for only one purpose. To kill a man. And when it came to the art of murder, there were few better to be found in all of Europe than the man sitting at an outdoor café on a quiet summer morning waiting impatiently for a double espresso.

		

	
		
			2.

			NONNA MARIA SAT in a wicker chair, a warm cup of espresso resting on a side table, two of her granddaughters sitting on soft pillows at her feet. She was dressed in widow’s black as she had been every day since the death of her husband, Gabriel, many years ago; and her thick white hair was folded in a bun held in place by a handful of long, thick pins.

			“Nonna, tell us the story of the Greek giant who made Ischia from a large rock,” the older of the two granddaughters, Isabella, said.

			“I’ve told you that story many times, little one,” Nonna Maria said. “You should know it better than I do by now.”

			“I do know the story, Nonna,” Isabella said. “And I’ve tried to tell it to Concetta, but she doesn’t believe me, and she asks too many questions. And I don’t know the answers to all of them. Not like you.”

			Nonna Maria rested a hand on top of Concetta’s head and smiled down at the dark-haired eight-year-old. “It’s not a story to be believed,” she said. “It’s a story to be passed down. From me to you and to Isabella. And then, one day, many years from now, from you to your own children and grandchildren. That’s what makes it a special story.”

			Concetta rested her head against one of Nonna Maria’s legs. She was two weeks shy of her ninth birthday and was as curious as a kitten. “Did your mother tell you the story when you were my age?” she asked.

			“She did,” Nonna Maria said. “Many times. And I loved hearing her tell it. She was a great storyteller, my mother, and listening to her, sitting as close to her as you are to me, made me feel as if we were the only two people in the world and that she was letting me in on a secret only the two of us would share.”

			“You see,” Isabella said to her sister, “I told you it was a special story. But when I say it, you pretend not to listen.”

			“You don’t tell stories the way Nonna does,” Concetta said. “You make them sound silly. Nonna makes them sound real.”

			“You know what makes a good story sound even better?” Nonna Maria asked, pushing her wicker chair back and heading toward the kitchen.

			“What?” Concetta asked.

			“A cup of hot cocoa and two slices of fresh bread with Nutella,” Nonna Maria said.

			Nonna Maria believed, as did many her age living on the island, that a hot drink was the ideal way to keep a body cool on a warm summer day.

			“I like the story already, Nonna,” Concetta said. “And you haven’t even told it to us yet.”

		

	
		
			3.

			“THE GREEK GOD Zeus was angry,” Nonna Maria said. She was pacing around her kitchen table, Isabella and Concetta sitting on wooden chairs, two empty cups and two small plates tinged with crumbs and smears of Nutella resting by their elbows. “A giant had come down from the mountains and demanded three pots of gold he said belonged to him. If Zeus refused, the giant would cause the ocean to rise and kill the people who lived close to the shore.”

			“What did the giant look like?” Concetta asked.

			Nonna Maria stopped pacing and looked at her granddaughter. “He was bigger than the tallest building you’ve ever seen,” she said. “And strong enough to pull a dozen trees from the ground with one hand. His skin was green and lined with scars. His eyes were the size of plates and the color of mud. He had a loud and fierce voice, and his words were filled with anger. Throughout the land he was feared by everyone who crossed his path. Everyone but Zeus.”

			“Why wasn’t Zeus scared of him?” Concetta asked.

			“Zeus was the ruler of the land, and he had sworn to protect his people against any enemy,” Nonna Maria said. “He had fought in many wars and defeated all who stood in his way. He was more than a Greek god. He was a warrior.”

			“Was he strong enough to beat the giant?” Concetta asked.

			“Stop asking questions,” Isabella said, “and let Nonna tell us the story.”

			Nonna Maria rested a hand on Concetta’s shoulder and smiled. “It’s good to ask questions, Isabella,” she said. “You’ve heard me tell the story many times before. This is the first time Concetta is hearing it from me. She doesn’t know the tale as well as you do. Be patient with your sister.”

			“Did you ask your mother many questions when she first told you the story, Nonna?” Concetta asked.

			Isabella shook her head and cupped her face with both hands. “It never ends,” she said.

			“I asked my mother many questions, Concetta,” Nonna Maria said. “My mother was a patient woman, and she answered every one. But much like Isabella, she probably wished I had asked fewer. In time, as I heard the story over and over, I learned to listen more and save my questions for when she finished telling the tale. And I have no doubt you will one day do the same.”

			“So, did Zeus and the giant get into a fight?” Concetta asked.

			“Yes, they did,” Nonna Maria said. “It was a battle that went on for several days. Neither the giant nor the god was willing to surrender. They fought on land and then moved to the sea, the waves in their wake so large they crashed against the highest mountains. Houses trembled, people of the towns ran for any shelter they could find, animals scattered into the hills.”

			“Did they fight with their hands, or did they have weapons?” Concetta asked.

			“Both,” Nonna Maria said. “The giant tossed large rocks and boulders at Zeus and the god would send bolts of lightning from his fingers into the chest and back of the giant. The force would buckle his legs, but with the courage of a lion and the strength of a bull, he would shake off the pain and charge Zeus, looking to drag the god down into the depths of the ocean.”

			“But a god can’t lose a fight, Nonna,” Isabella said. “No matter how big or strong his opponent.”

			“Anyone can lose a fight, Isabella,” Nonna Maria said. “Even a god can be brought down.”

			“So, Zeus lost to the giant?” Concetta asked.

			Nonna Maria looked at both her granddaughters and shook her head. “No,” she said. “Not this time. Zeus came roaring up out of the deep water and with all the strength he had, he brought the giant to his knees. He rained blows on the giant, slammed boulders on top of his back, and pulled trees from the earth and smashed them over his head. The attack lasted for three days, and then the giant finally fell face down to the ground, defeated.”

			“Was he still alive?” Concetta asked.

			Nonna Maria nodded. “The fight had been taken out of him,” she said, “but he lived. And now it was left to the god to punish him.”

			“Did he send the giant to prison?” Concetta asked.

			“No,” Nonna Maria said. “Zeus knew no prison could hold such a powerful man. Instead, Zeus lifted the giant onto his back and carried him across the oceans and the seas until he reached these shores. Then he brought him to the very bottom of the bay and held him in place, his back, neck, legs, and head squeezed into the soft dirt. Zeus then reached for the largest boulder he could find and rested it on top of the giant’s chest. And there the giant stayed, buried under that boulder for two hundred years.”

			“And that’s how Zeus killed him?” Concetta asked.

			“This giant couldn’t be killed,” Nonna Maria said. “He could only be stopped. After living under the waters of the bay for two centuries, with that massive boulder on top of his chest, the giant began to move. He woke from his deep sleep and regained his strength. He then wrapped his hands around the boulder and squeezed the rock as hard as any rock could be squeezed. Slowly, over long periods of time, large pieces of the boulder came up to the surface and one by one they formed an island. This island. The island of Ischia.”

			“The giant made Ischia?” Concetta said. Her voice was filled with excitement and her eyes were opened wide in surprise, with the unspoken beauty of a child being told a story that amazes.

			“He did,” Nonna Maria said. “Over many years, the giant molded the large boulder. He began with the highest point—Mount Epomeo—and worked his way toward Forio and Serrara Fontana until he finally stopped at Ischia Ponte and the castle.”

			“And was he able to free himself from the boulder?” Concetta asked.

			“No, he wasn’t,” Nonna Maria said. “He still lives under the waters of our bay. Even with all the pieces of the boulder he used to make the island, it was still too heavy for him to lift it off his body.”

			“There are places on the island that are named after the giant,” Isabella said. “To let us know where he is, and which parts of him we are walking on. Isn’t that right, Nonna?”

			“Panza, which as you know means stomach, is one place,” Nonna Maria said. “That’s on one end of the island, and Testaccio, which means head, is on the other side. And remember the earthquake we had here a few summers ago?”

			Isabella and Concetta both nodded. “Did he make that happen, Nonna?” Isabella asked.

			“You see, you have questions too, and you’ve heard the story a lot more times than I have,” Concetta said to her sister.

			“This is a part I didn’t know,” Isabella said. “Nonna never told me.”

			“He might have, but he probably didn’t mean for an earthquake to happen,” Nonna Maria said. “He was trying to get the rest of the boulder off his body. That caused the land above him to shake and some of the houses to collapse.”

			“So, the giant is not our friend,” Isabella said.

			“He wants to be free, Isabella,” Nonna Maria said. “Like everyone else. And in his attempt to free himself, he left us with a beautiful island.”

			“I really wish I could visit him, Nonna,” Concetta said. “He must be so lonely after all these years. He built our island, but he never got to see it.”

			“I’m sure he can see it, little one,” Nonna Maria said. “Even from the bottom of the bay.”

			“But he won’t ever be able to go home again,” Isabella said. “Back to Greece. Back to his family. He’ll always be here. Buried under the island.”

			“He is home,” Nonna Maria said. “He built this island with his own hands out of a rock that was meant to keep him a prisoner for eternity. It belongs as much to him as it does to the people who have lived and died here over many years. The giant doesn’t need to go back to Greece. There is no longer a place for him there. And any family he might have had has been gone for a good many years. We are his family now.”

		

	
		
			4.

			ISCHIA IS HOME to sixty-five thousand year-round residents, living within six boroughs that make up the eighteen-square-mile island. In the winter months, the residents can walk the streets in relative tranquility, and navigate the roads without concerns that tourist traffic will keep them from meeting with nearby friends and relatives.

			The island was first discovered by Greek colonists centuries ago. The thermal mineral waters of the island are believed to heal conditions ranging from arthritic pains to gout to kidney and liver disease. Michelangelo was so taken with the medicinal powers of Ischia he built a home on the island. Roman generals, Julius Caesar among them, came to Ischia to mend battle wounds. In the 1950s, Truman Capote came to write and enjoy the views of the Bay of Naples from the windows of his rented villa and set a short story on the island.

			As the centuries passed, Ischia became a summer gathering place for Italian movie stars and an assortment of counts and countesses. They were soon followed by a contingent of American movie stars, from Burt Lancaster to Jack Lemmon and the director Billy Wilder. The latter two were so smitten with Ischia, they filmed Avanti!, a 1972 feature film, on the island.

			If any two celebrities can be credited for turning Ischia into a tourist destination, it would be Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor.

			In 1962, the two fell in love while filming Cleopatra on the island. They began what was considered a scandalous affair, bringing paparazzi to the island by the boatload. “The photos were printed in every magazine and newspaper in the world,” Roberto Affini would tell any tourist who asked how Ischia became such a popular destination. He would stand behind the counter of his children’s clothing store, fold his arms, and recall the years he was a young man working a struggling business. “The photos got the attention of developers. Not long after that, hotels began to be built, new restaurants opened, and tour buses and cabs replaced the horse carriages that lined the port.”

			For decades it was Northern Italians, British, Australians, and Germans who flocked to the hotels and beaches. For a few summers, they were joined by Russian tourists, and then came the Americans.

			The influx has had its downside as well. “As I get older, I miss the quiet years more and more,” Nonna Maria would tell her nephew and doctor, Agostino. “We didn’t seem to need as much back then. And what little we had, we took the time to enjoy. I don’t know, nephew. Maybe it’s my age catching up with me. But I miss those simpler times.”

			“Your age will never catch up with you, Zia,” Agostino said. “I have patients decades younger, and they would have trouble keeping up with you. But you’re not wrong. Simpler times are often better times.”

			“The island I know will always be part of me,” Nonna Maria said. “That’s one thing progress can’t take away. I have my coffee. My wine. My friends. My family. And my memories. I can’t think of anything else I need.”

		

	
		
			5.

			IL PRESIDENTE LIT an unfiltered MS cigarette and inhaled, keeping the wet tip in his mouth. He stood with his back to a shuttered door, hidden away from the cluster of passing tourists and congested traffic. He ignored the blaring horn of the incoming hydrofoil, its two decks crammed with passengers and luggage, yet one more sign that the summer season was running at full throttle. Il Presidente tilted his head slightly, continuing to ignore the noise and bustle around him, and focused his gaze on the man sitting in a café sipping a cup of coffee and smoking a thin cigar, staring out at the activity surrounding him.

			Il Presidente didn’t know the man, had never laid eyes on Maurizio Carnale prior to this early morning, but he understood all too well why such a man had come to Ischia. There was a time when Il Presidente was such a man himself, hired to bring harm to another. He had spent decades working in the shadows, emerging from the darkness his profession required only to inflict pain, and only when he was hired to do so.

			He had returned to Ischia and for far too many years lived a life of isolation and loneliness in a one-room apartment on the very edge of the harbor. It was a dilapidated hovel that was oven hot in the summer months and drenched in dampness during the bleak winter months. He was a desolate man destined to die much as he had lived—forgotten and dismissed by all.

			All except for Nonna Maria.

			Two seasons ago, Nonna Maria asked for Il Presidente’s help, to free a friend from trouble. In return, she gave Il Presidente a place to live—the first floor of her two-story white stone house, a home that Nonna Maria had lived in since she married her beloved late husband, Gabriel, decades ago.

			In return for room and meals, Il Presidente helped Nonna Maria with work around the house, tended the garden, and served as a valuable protector in the event she ever ran into more trouble than she could handle as she went about her work to help her friends.

			After many years of darkness, after the shunning and shaming, Il Presidente finally had a home.

			He finally had a family.

			And he would do all he could to protect his family from harm.

		

	
		
			6.

			IL PRESIDENTE PULLED back a chair and sat across from Maurizio Carnale. He sat with his back to the port activity, his massive frame blocking Carnale’s view of the nearby boats and shielding him from the rising rays of the sun. Carnale eased the cigar from his mouth and blew a stream of smoke toward Il Presidente. “Did it look to you like I wanted company?” he asked in a low, hoarse voice, rubbed raw by the steady barrage of cigars.

			Il Presidente shrugged. “Not really,” he said. “And that’s not the reason I sat down. If you were looking for company, I wouldn’t be the one you’d want sitting here. But I do need to talk to you. Five minutes of your time, if that.”

			“I was going to get a second cup of coffee,” Carnale said. “If you’re buying, then I’ll listen. For five minutes.”

			Il Presidente caught the eye of a passing waiter and signaled for another round. “I don’t usually see men in your line of work here on the island,” he said.

			Maurizio Carnale smiled. “And what kind of work is it you think I do?” he asked.

			“The kind where you do someone else’s bidding,” Il Presidente said. “The kind where you agree that in return for an envelope filled with euros, someone will die. And it doesn’t matter to you who that someone is.”

			“Whether that’s true or not, I don’t see how it’s of any concern to you,” Carnale said. He sat back, watching as the young waiter rested a fresh cup of coffee in front of him, placing the empty one in the center of a small tray.

			“It’s a concern only if the someone you wish to harm is someone I know,” Il Presidente said. “Someone I care about.”

			“You have the look of a man who doesn’t care about anyone,” Carnale said. “The look of a man who once worked the same profession you claim I now work.”

			Il Presidente nodded. “We all have a certain look, the way we move, the way we carry ourselves,” he said. “It’s a look that’s hard to hide. In my case, it worked to my benefit not to. People had made up their minds about me even before I stepped into my former life. And, in your case, I spotted the look the minute I saw you walk off the hydrofoil.”

			“Then you, more than anyone else, should understand I can’t back away,” Carnale said. “Once a job is accepted, it must be seen through to the end. Now, if the target is someone close to you, well, that is not my doing. As you know, we don’t choose our targets. They are chosen for us.”

			“You’re new to this island,” Il Presidente said. “So you’re not familiar with its ways and habits. News here is not spread from reading a newspaper or watching someone on television. It’s spread quietly from one ear to another. It spreads even faster if it’s about someone they know who might be in danger.”

			“And who do they think that someone might be?” Carnale asked.

			Il Presidente smiled. “Keep in mind that up to this point it’s only gossip,” he said. “But you’re from the North and I don’t need to be told you didn’t come here for the thermal treatments. Which means you are here either to bring harm to someone or help draw attention away from the one hired to complete the job.”

			“And you base all this on some street gossip you picked up?” Carnale asked.

			Il Presidente nodded. “Street gossip here on the island,” he said. “I put a bit of weight to that talk, but not much. But if the talk comes from Naples, then I give it more attention.”

			“You still haven’t told me who you think I’m here to harm,” Carnale said.

			“I know whoever hired you in the North would have no reason to send you after a local,” Il Presidente said. “But the head of the carabinieri stationed in Ischia comes from your end of the country. My understanding is, he was an active cop when he was stationed there, and he put a big dent in one of the crews. That, to me, would mean someone is eager to see him brought down.”

			“Let’s pretend all that is true,” Carnale said. “Why would a man like you care whether a carabiniere goes down or not?”

			“That’s my business,” Il Presidente said. “What I came here to tell you is that on this job you need to concern yourself with more than just the assigned target. You will need to go up against me as well.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Carnale said. “But if getting the job done means taking your life, then I have no problem with that.”

			“Then we understand each other,” Il Presidente said. “And you don’t need me to tell you the risk you face going after the target.”

			“It wouldn’t be the first time a carabiniere was marked,” Carnale said. “It’s happened a number of times in the past.”

			“If you manage to succeed, your reputation as well as your fee will grow beyond what it already is,” Il Presidente said. “That’s one side of the coin.”

			“And the other?”

			“The other side is a much darker one,” Il Presidente said. “You will be a hunted man, not just in Italy, but anywhere you go in Europe. Unlike the ones who work their trade in our world, those with badges never forget to bring down or bring in the man who killed one of their own. Even if you’re lucky enough to live, hide from their gaze for a year, maybe two, they will never give up the hunt. And once you’re caught, they will toss you inside a hole and leave you there to die. They will call it a prison sentence. But you and I both know it will be nothing less than a death sentence.”

			“If I was afraid of the risks, I wouldn’t have taken the job,” Carnale said. “You know that as well as I do. Are you sitting there ready to tell me you’ve never taken on a job that brought with it great risks?”

			“I was never asked to do what you’ve been asked,” Il Presidente said. “Whether you’re the primary or a decoy doesn’t matter. You will be judged guilty one way or the other.”

			“Maybe you weren’t given a job like this one because the bosses didn’t think you were as dangerous as you like to pretend you were,” Carnale said with a slight smile, placing the cigar back into the corner of his mouth. “That is, if the talk you heard both here and in Naples is even close to the truth.”

			“I was as dangerous as I needed to be,” Il Presidente said. “And as dangerous as anyone you’ve been up against. I want to leave you with one final thought, and it is one you should burn into memory.”

			“Can’t wait to hear it,” Carnale said with a shrug.

			“I will be working against you on this,” Il Presidente said. “The carabinieri captain is friends with someone I am close to. Someone I owe my life to. If she were injured in any way, you will not need to fear a long prison sentence or anyone with a badge. It is me you will need to fear. It is me who will bring an end to your life.”

			Il Presidente stared at Carnale for a few moments. He then eased out of his chair, stood, pulled a twenty-euro bill from the front pocket of his dark jeans, and tossed it on the table. “Enjoy the coffee,” he said.

			He turned and quietly and slowly disappeared into the crowds now filling the area around the port.

		

	
		
			7.

			NONNA MARIA WAITED as the young woman pulled out a hard-backed chair and sat across from her, a nervous smile crossing her lips. She poured espresso into a cup and slid it across the wooden dining room table. The young woman nodded her thanks. “My grandfather always told me the strongest cup of coffee he ever had was sitting at this very table,” the young woman said.

			Nonna Maria nodded. “Paolino was one of my husband’s best friends,” she said. “The two shared many a meal together, and nothing completes a good meal better than a strong cup of coffee. I was sorry to hear of his death.”

			“I got to spend a great deal of time with him,” the young woman said. “He was alone at the end and needed looking after. With both my mother and Nonna gone, he had no one.”

			“He had you, Rita,” Nonna Maria said. “And that was all he wanted or needed. You want the ones you love the most around you during those final months. It’s a comfort knowing they are there.”

			“He talked about many things during that time,” Rita said. “About his life, his travels, his friends. But most of all he spoke to me about a secret he had kept to himself for all these years. He wanted me to know. He needed me to know. It was something he wanted me to have. Something that had been kept hidden for many decades. He said I would need a great deal of help to find it and that I should come to see you. That you would be the one to help me.”

			“I’ve known you since you were an infant in your mother’s arms,” Nonna Maria said. “If I can help in any way, then I will.”

			Rita sipped her coffee and smiled. “That’s exactly what Nonno told me you would say,” she said. “He told me you can always be counted on to help a friend.”

			“Does the help you need require you to share Paolino’s secret with me?” Nonna Maria asked.

			“I’m afraid it does, Nonna Maria,” Rita said. “And it’s a secret that comes with a long history attached to it. And some danger.”

			Nonna Maria pushed back her chair, stood, and walked into the kitchen. “If you’re going to share a secret,” she said, “it’s best to do it with food. I baked an apple pie earlier today and it should have cooled down enough by now for you to have a slice to go along with your second cup of coffee.”

			“I don’t mean to be a bother to you, Nonna Maria,” Rita said. “But you are the only one I trust with the secret my grandfather passed on to me.”

			“Having a friend eat and drink at my table is never a bother,” Nonna Maria said. “Only a pleasure.”

			Nonna Maria stepped back into the dining room and rested a plate filled with a large slice of apple pie in front of Rita. She handed her a folded napkin and a fork and then poured her a second cup of coffee. She sat down across from Rita and watched as she cut into the pie and enjoyed her first taste. “I’ve always heard people talk about how great a cook you are,” Rita said. “And they’re right in what they say. This pie is the best I’ve ever had.”

			“There’s no secret to it,” Nonna Maria said. “All you need is time and a good stove. That’s something most old women on this island have.”

			Rita smiled at Nonna Maria, cutting free another sliver of pie. She was in her late twenties, slender, with shoulder-length dark hair and caramel-colored skin, browned by many summers spent under the hot Ischia sun. She had an easy manner about her, eyes filled with youthful curiosity and a contagious smile. She reminded Nonna Maria of her mother, Felice, who died when Rita was not yet ten years old. She briefly flashed on the night she sat by Felice’s bedside, holding a cool cloth to her friend’s forehead, dreading the moment when she would take her last breath.

			Nonna Maria waited until Rita had finished eating the pie and drinking the coffee. “The rest of the pie I’ll pack for you to take home,” she said to Rita. “The sugar I put in my coffee is the only sweet thing I can have these days.”

			“Thank you,” Rita said. “I’ll share it with my neighbor, Raffaella. As you know, she was a big help to us during the months my grandfather was bedridden.”

			“Now, tell me how I can help you,” Nonna Maria said.

			“You know about the caves on the island,” Rita said, putting down her fork and sliding her coffee cup to the side. “And how they were used down the years. Nonno said as far back as when the Nazis occupied the island during World War II.”

			“Goes back even further than the Nazis,” Nonna Maria said. “When the Moors occupied Ischia for over two hundred years, they would use the caves to store the wine they made from our grapes. And before them, the Greeks would use them to keep their grains and flour fresh.”

			“And in the nineteen-seventies until the mid-nineties, the cigarette boat bandits, the ones who moved contraband cigarettes, wine, and whiskey from Naples to sell to the locals used to hide both their money and goods in the caves,” Rita said. “And it was also a safe haven to keep their boats away from the Coast Guard and the carabinieri who were always in search of them.”

			“Those cigarette boats were much too fast for the ones used by the Coast Guard and the carabinieri,” Nonna Maria said. “I would see them from the Lido racing along the shoreline. They would begin their runs around sundown and not stop until the first light of morning.”

			“My grandfather knew the caves very well,” Rita said. “He knew about the secret ways to get in and out. He knew the history, passed down to him by his father as it had been passed to him by his own. He had been going in and out of them since he was a boy, swimming to most of them from his father’s fishing boat.”

			“He told you these stories while you nursed him during his illness?” Nonna Maria asked.

			Rita nodded. “He loved talking about it,” she said. “His eyes would light up like a little boy’s as he told the tales of the great fortunes he had heard were hidden there. Of the battles that were fought within the passageways. And of the bodies that had been left behind, never to be discovered.”

			“And then he told you a story that involved him,” Nonna Maria said, “and now has been passed down to you.”

			“Yes, Nonna Maria,” Rita said. She spoke with a slight tremble in her voice. “He told me there was a treasure hidden within the walls of the caves. A lost treasure. And that treasure belonged to him and would now belong to me.”

			“Did he tell you what it was?” Nonna Maria asked. “And in which of the caves it was hidden?”

			Rita shook her head. “He was planning to,” she said. “But his mind would wander, the medicine would tire him, and he often repeated stories he had already told me. He died before he could tell me what was hidden and where it could be found.”

			Nonna Maria sat in silence for several moments. She glanced up, past Rita, and looked at the framed photo of her beloved husband, Gabriel. They had loved each other from the moment they met, on a side street in Ischia Ponte, and that love had only grown in their decades together, raising a large family through good times and bad. She lost him to a form of cancer she had never heard of and had worn the widow’s black every day since. But in her mind, in her very soul, and within the walls of the two-story stone house they had lived in since their wedding day, he was still very much a part of her life. To Nonna Maria he was where he always had been—in her heart.

			“Do you have any idea of what it could be?” Nonna Maria asked.

			“No,” Rita said. “But after the funeral, as I was going through his belongings, I think I found something that might be of help.”

			“What did you find?” Nonna Maria asked.

			Rita reached into a pocket of her yellow sundress and took out a folded and worn sheet of paper. She peeled it open slowly and rested it on the center of the table.

			Nonna Maria glanced down at the sheet of paper. There were pen and pencil markings scrawled across the page, the
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