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  Montenegro




  On a gray-blue night illuminated by an infinity of stars and guided by a bright-red moon, the black Rolls-Royce Phantom drives at a respectable speed on the elegant path through acres of dark-green lawns and towering trees toward Montenegro. It’s too dark for Valentina Santa Cruz’s eyes to see the splendor of Montenegro. It is the coldest summer ever recorded, and Valentina accepts the chill in the air as she wrestles with doubt. In the back seat of the Phantom, trepidation creeps into her soul as she prepares to meet her new employer, Victor Montenegro.




  An hour before midnight, Valentina is escorted into the grand receiving hall of the sprawling mansion. Victor Montenegro walks down the two flights of stone stairs past tiered rows of huge, bare, arched windows flooded with moonlight. As Valentina watches him descend, she notices that his walking stick is tucked underneath his arm. He has strong, handsome features. Victor is elegantly dressed in a black tailored suit with a striped black-and-beige vest and matching tie. Valentina is glad she arrived dressed professionally in a black suit and red silk blouse.




  Craig Arquette had advised Valentina that his client Victor Montenegro, while eccentric, was professional and respectful. Craig had also told her that he had all the confidence in the world that Valentina would be fine under Mr. Montenegro’s employment.




  “I am Victor Montenegro. Ms. Santa Cruz, welcome,” Victor says, extending his hand. Valentina shakes his gloved hand, which holds hers firmly.




  “Thank you, Mr. Montenegro,” Valentina says, smiling. Victor returns her smile.




  “I am sorry for arriving at this hour.”




  “No need to apologize. I keep odd hours; I stay up very late,” Victor says. “I imagine your trip was tiring, and it is late. I will show you to your apartment.”




  “Apartment?” Valentina asks as the butler picks up her bags and follows them up the stone stairs.




  “Yes, it is like an apartment. You have a bedroom, living room, office, and private bathroom. As for meals my staff will take care of that as well as the housekeeping. I want you to feel at home,” Victor says.




  Victor unlocks her apartment door and hands her the key. “Have a good night, Ms. Santa Cruz. Tomorrow you’ll meet your young charge, and we will talk about your job. Is there anything I can get you?”




  “No, thank you, Mr. Montenegro.”




  “If there is anything you need, dial three, and it will ring the butler,” Victor says as the butler places her luggage in her bedroom.




  Victor smiles and departs. Her apartment is on the east side of the mansion, her living room and bedroom windows face the manicured backyard, which has a huge garden maze with a fountain in the center and flower gardens on each side of the maze. The grand scale and elegance of the estate could have been overwhelming, but Valentina feels sheltered in its sprawling size.




  [image: ]




  After brunch the next day, Valentina is informed that Mr. Montenegro and his nephew, Teo, are in the library. The door is open, and Valentina quietly enters. Victor is facing the door, and Teo is standing in front of his uncle at full attention. Victor’s hands are shuffling a deck of cards with poise and ease. After the mesmerizing shuffling, the cards slowly cascade from Victor’s right hand to his left, and in midstream the cards freeze in midair. Teo’s eyes are glued on the cards suspended between his uncle’s hands. Victor slowly glides his hands around the cards frozen in midair. Victor then stops his hands. The cards delicately dance and tumble in the air between Victor’s still hands. Valentina observes silently in awe. Victor then slides his hands sideways, and the cards suspended in the air between his hands also turn sideways. Then slowly the cards collect themselves against the palm of his left hand. Teo gives his uncle a hearty round of applause. Victor hands him the cards.




  “Good afternoon, Ms. Santa Cruz. Did you rest well?” Victor says, welcoming Valentina.




  “Yes, thank you. That was quite a card trick. I’ve never seen it,” Valentina says as she watches Teo inspect the deck for strings.




  “It’s an illusion,” Victor says.




  As Valentina’s eyes scan the deck in Teo’s investigating hands, Victor eyes’ study her over his dark, round glasses. Valentina is dressed professionally in a burgundy skirt and blazer that complement his burgundy tie. Teo’s attempt to duplicate his uncle’s trick is a disaster, and as he bends down to pick up the scattered cards he bemoans his failure. “I will never be as good as you, Uncle Monty.”




  “I could not do it at your age either. It requires years of practice,” Victor says.




  Victor is rare in his abilities as a magician and master illusionist. But most would argue that, while a talented magician and illusionist, his true gift is to intimately know everything about those around him while guarding his own privacy. A highly respected diplomat, his personal life is shrouded in mystery. What is not a mystery to Valentina is that his family wealth is built on gold, silver, steel, and his treasure of rare coins and precious stones scavenged during his lifelong hobby of locating sunken ships. Craig, Victor’s financial advisor, had once accompanied Victor on one of his treasure hunts. Craig told Valentina every exciting detail about that hunt. While finding a treasure can be exciting, Valentina, an anthropology aficionado, is more interested in excavating details of the lost souls who manned the doomed ship than its imperishable treasure.




  Valentina, on Craig’s insistence, took on the job as Teo’s teacher. Teo is a gifted student with a love for magic and an aptitude for mathematics. Teo’s parents died in a fire when Teo was three years old. Victor Montenegro, his only living relative, is his guardian.




  As Teo squares all the cards into a deck, Victor announces, “Son, Ms. Santa Cruz is your new teacher.”




  Teo hands the cards back to Victor, shakes Valentina’s hand, and says, “Pleased to meet you; you look like a nice teacher.”




  “Nice to meet you, Teo. I am very happy to have you as my student. How old are you, Teo?”




  “I am seven years old, Ms. Santa Cruz.”




  “Tomorrow you’ll begin your lessons with Ms. Santa Cruz. Now I need to talk to Ms. Santa Cruz; go play,” Victor says to Teo.




  “Yes, Uncle Monty. See you at dinner, Ms. Santa Cruz,” Teo says as he leaves the library.




  The burgundy drapes on the library’s four huge windows are closed. The dim light gives the library an intimate late-afternoon ambience. Victor’s dark glasses sit securely on his defined nose.




  “I suffer from migraine headaches. Light is a trigger, especially sunlight. During the day, I spend most of my time in my apartment and this library,” Victor says as he holds the chair for her.




  “I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Montenegro,” Valentina says as Victor takes a seat across from her.




  “Thank you. Fortunately for me, I am a night creature. I only require four hours of sleep. I sleep until around midmorning while Teo is in class. I conduct most of my business late in the afternoon and well into the night so I can accommodate the international committee,” Victor says.




  Valentina scans the built-in dark wood bookshelves that cover the octagonal library.




  “You have quite a library,” Valentina says, impressed.




  “Thank you,” Victor says.




  With his gold-encrusted wooden walking stick, Victor respectfully points toward a section of books on the bookshelf closest to the fireplace, which is framed by two massive, winged lions. “In anticipation of your arrival, I acquired sixty books on anthropology for your pleasure. Craig tells me it is a passion of yours,” Victor says.




  Victor’s gesture stuns Valentina. “That is very thoughtful of you, Mr. Montenegro. Thank you.”




  Victor takes a moment to appreciate the light in her eyes, and then, in a sincere tone, he says, “I want you to feel welcomed and at home. You come highly recommended by my trusted advisor. I want my nephew to have as stable and structured a life as possible. He lost his parents and then his teacher.”




  With compassion Valentina recalls Craig telling her that Teo’s teacher passed away. “I appreciate your welcoming me into your home and as your nephew’s teacher. I love children, and structure is also very important to me.”




  Victor gently sits his walking stick on the table. He removes his dark glasses, sits them next to his walking stick, looks at Valentina with firm but gentle eyes, and says, “You are welcome to make yourself at home throughout the estate. My apartment, which is on the other side of the mansion, is private. The only person that enters is Mrs. Walker.”




  Mrs. Walker, the head housekeeper, is a stoic older woman who takes her charge seriously and guards Victor’s apartment and maintains it. Victor’s hands and Mrs. Walker’s dutiful hands are the only hands that give life to what many in the house secretly refer to as “the tomb”—Victor’s apartment.




  Victor continues. “I sleep, think, and work in my apartment. It is important to me that it maintains an exclusive energy so that I can be productive and feel—” Victor pauses, smiles, and then says, “It is the only place in the mansion that I can call my own; as an international diplomat, I routinely receive into my home dignitaries of governments and churches from all around the world, and I need my private space, where I can feel like an individual.”




  “Of course I understand,” Valentina says.




  Valentina is a loner by nature and would rather have the company of the anthropology ghosts she studies, tracing them back to time immemorial. This is why, in part, she has accepted the teaching job at Montenegro, far away from the bustle city life on an estate that will keep out the noise of the present so that she can focus on the past—when she is not teaching her only student.




  “If you need me while I am in my apartment, you can call my cell, use the intercom, or send word with Mrs. Walker. Teo has never been in my apartment. Aside from my bed, it is not homey; it’s more like an office. I do my best to keep my work away from Teo so he can feel he lives in a home, not an embassy,” Victor says.




  Valentina finds Victor very interesting. She appreciates his independence and individuality. Valentina finds his work as a diplomat curious for a man who accumulates his wealth finding the treasures of doomed ships where souls perished. His track record for his finds is applauded, envied, and even suspect within the treasure-hunting community.




  Victor sits across from Valentina with a posture of security and confidence. Yet in his captivating eyes she sees a profoundness and emptiness. Valentina spends countless hours gazing into the painted portraits and photographed eyes of people who have passed centuries ago, trying to connect to their souls. In Victor’s eyes she sees the same mystery as those pictured eyes. Victor sits against the high-back leather seat with his arms relaxed on the armrests. His head is slightly tilted with a relaxed smile, and his enchanting eyes are on hers.




  “Also, there is an indoor Olympic-size pool that is locked. It is not for use; not even Mrs. Walker has permission to enter. You are very welcome to the rest of the estate. You have your apartment, but I encourage you to make use of the rest of the mansion. You’ll find the entertainment room, living rooms, halls, and parlors very welcoming. I want you to feel at home and breathe life into these ancient walls. The rest of the staff, whom you will meet shortly, make themselves at home, and it is my hope that you will too. There are two beautiful gardens and a garden maze. You are welcome to explore the estate on your own, or if you prefer my assistant, Mr. Escobar, can show you around,” Victor says in a warm tone.




  Valentina’s back is straight; her folded hands rest on the cool black mirrored table. The library’s low light would have bothered her if it were not for the warmth of the crackling fire in the huge fireplace. She scans the library’s catwalks and wrought-iron ladders ready to roll in any direction.




  “You are very welcome to the library and all the books. There are no hidden rooms or compartments. The fireplace is gated to keep Teo out. One cannot trust a live fire around curious children,” Victor says.




  The fact that the alluring library is void of secrets is surprising to Valentina. The built-in bookcases are constructed of dark, solid wood with space between them. There is a parade of stained-glass windows with maritime depictions, which rim the vaulted ceiling.




  “It is a wonderful library,” Valentina says.




  “Thank you; it is one of my favorite rooms in the mansion. Next door is the study where you will instruct Teo. Your predecessor arranged it so it would feel like a classroom; there is a blackboard, a suitable child’s desk for Teo, a huge table for arts and crafts, school supplies, and a monitor for educational videos. If there is anything else you need, please let Mr. Escobar know. It is important that Teo continues to be proficient in reading and writing. Teo excels in math and needs to be challenged. On Tuesdays and Fridays, his nanny takes Teo to the civic center for homeschool students to play sports, swimming, martial arts, and drama classes,” Victor informs Valentina.




  “Do you ride, Ms. Santa Cruz?” Victor asks, studying her.




  “Ride?”




  “Horses,” Victor says.




  “Yes, I do. I’ve been riding since I was a little girl.”




  “I will make sure that Mr. Escobar shows you to the stables. You are welcome to ride any of the horses, expect for Legend. Legend is my horse. I am the only one he will allow to ride him. He has thrown off just about everyone else; he is not a gentle animal. I rescued him. His previous owner was about to put him down because he stomped one of his handymen to death. Please stay away from him,” Victor says.




  A gentle knock on the door echoes through the library. “Montenegro staff is ready to meet you,” Victor says as he rises from his seat. Valentina stands up as Victor lifts his walking stick and places it under his arm. “After you, Ms. Santa Cruz,” Victor says, motioning toward the open library door.




  In the grand receiving hall, the staff is lined up to meet Valentina: Carlos Escobar, Victor’s assistant; Mr. Thompson, the butler; Mrs. Walker, the head housekeeper; Nancy Peterson, Teo’s nanny; Jules Simms, the driver; Monica, Liz, and Cindy, the servants; and Trinity Ruiz, the cook. Not present are Delia Summers, the nurse, and Nick Sans, the gardener, and his brothers, Joe and Frank, who take care of the stables.




  The staff warmly receives Valentina. Valentina appreciates their warm professionalism toward her. Valentina did not expect Montenegro’s staff to be older. All of them are in their sixth decade of life. Valentina, thirty-five years old, speculates that, by Mr. Montenegro’s appearance, he is no older than forty.




  As Victor and Valentina ascend the grand stone stairs, Victor kindly says, “Trinity Ruiz has an open-door policy to the kitchen. However, when present in the kitchen, she reserves the right to serve you. She feels no one else can present her culinary masterpieces as she can. You will find that she is a gifted cook. You are welcome to have breakfast and lunch with the staff in the small dining room next to the kitchen, or you can sit with Teo and his nanny in the paneled dining hall. Or have breakfast and lunch alone in your apartment, like I do. At dinner, I would like for you to dine with Teo and me in the paneled dining hall. For dinner his nanny enjoys dinning with the staff. Teo enjoys taking his snacks in the kitchen so he can watch Ms. Ruiz cook,” Victor says.




  Valentina smiles; she likes the warm, traditional, yet individualized meal routines. But she does find it odd that Victor would rather take his day meals in his apartment than sit down with Teo.




  Valentina takes the afternoon to get acquainted with the mansion that will be her home while she teaches Teo. The massive stone-and-marble twenty-thousand-square-foot Second Empire mansion was built in the city of Montenegro, California, in 1851 by Victor’s great-great-grandfather Cesar Montenegro, who also founded the city of Montenegro. Cesar Montenegro had made his money buying and investing in Mexican silver and California gold. The mansion’s seventeen-foot ceilings are lit by elegant nineteenth-century crystal and bronze light fixtures, the walls are adorned with gilded mirrors and exquisitely detailed carved moldings. Life-size historic and family paintings warm the stone-and-marble walls. The mansion has original period furnishings that belong to the Montenegros. The mansion is a time capsule devoid of the marvels of the twenty-first century. However, the entertainment room, formerly a small ballroom, is loaded with the high-tech marvels of the twenty-first century: desktops, Wi-Fi, big-screen television, a landline, and an assortment of handle gadgets and electronic arcade games. Valentina walks out onto the entertainment room’s marble balcony, and she stands in the middle of two marble statues, a woman and a man, planted on top of the elegant marble railing. Valentina follows their gaze, and her eyes fall on a grand neo-Gothic church built out of black lava stone. The church’s twin spires, which are 96.2 meters tall, caress the heavenly horizon. The church’s long nave is guarded by gargoyles that extend out between seven huge arched stained-glass windows. The church sits on a well-groomed green lawn dotted with circular gardens of colorful flowers, and at the side of the church is a large lily pond with ducks. The weeping willow and the trees dripping with feathery foliage are dwarfed by the church’s towering elegance, and the vibrant colors of the encompassing lawn and surrounding gardens heighten the black color of the lava-stone church. Valentina is spellbound by the magnificent church and its opulent surroundings.




  Late that afternoon, Valentina stands at the side of the church, basking in the setting sun’s golden rays. They penetrate the stained-glass windows on the west side of the church and filter through the stained-glass windows on the east side. The now pastel-colored rays wash over her.




  “Beautiful,” Victor says, standing behind her.




  “Good afternoon,” Valentina says, turning around to greet him. “Yes, it is very beautiful.”




  “I did not mean to sneak up on you. I like to take a stroll before dinner, and this is one of my favorite paths,” Victor says with a warm smile.




  Victor is dressed in a smoky gray suit and a gray tie and is wearing his circular sunglasses under a gray fedora. His walking stick stands tall next to him. Victor is not dressed for a stroll, Valentina thinks to herself, but for an eccentric dignitary always on call, he is well dressed. Valentina had been eager to visit the church, and she did not change out of her suit, but she had stopped long enough to exchange her pumps for low heels so she could dash to the beautiful church.




  “Well, we are dressed for church. Would you like to go inside?” Victor kindly asks.




  “Who built this church?” Valentina asks.




  “My great-great-grandfather Cesar Montenegro built the church, the town, and the mansion,” Victor answers.




  Valentina studies the dragon gargoyle that spews fire from its mouth. Looking at the gargoyle as well, Victor says, “Gargouille, the fire-breathing, long-necked dragon with bat-like wings. Saint Romanus delivered Rouen by subduing and capturing that creature with a crucifix. The monster was burned, its body cremated. But, tempered by its own fiery breath, his head and neck would not burn. Saint Romanus mounted his head on the walls of a recently built church to scare off evil spirits, thus the commencement of guarding gargoyles.”




  Victor follows Valentina into the heart of the church, removes his hat, and respectfully bows as Valentina, standing in front of him, makes the sign of the cross. The coolness and silence of the inner church comforts Valentina. The light of the setting sun floods through the stained-glass windows. The pastel rays color the black lava interior with soft hues of pink, purple, green, marigold, teal, and violet. Vases of colorful flowers on the small altars bring life into the quiet church. Looking at the fresh flowers, Valentina asks Victor, “How often is mass celebrated?”




  The flickering flames of the candles reflect off the circular dark glasses that conceal Victor’s eyes. Victor stands next to Valentina, devouring her profile with his hidden eyes as she admires the altar’s stained-glass windows. “The church is open to those that wish to commune with God and pray. We do not have a resident priest, as it is a private church, owned by me. But during the holidays Father Peter will celebrate mass here, perform weddings and baptisms,” Victor says.




  At the altar stands an eleven-foot fleur-de-lis wrought-iron cross. Valentina studies the beautiful centuries-old cross. With his gaze still fixed on Valentina’s profile, Victor says, “The fleur-de-lis cross is a family heirloom. It is here to replace the twelve-foot wooden family crucifix that was stolen over a hundred years ago. It is my hope that one day that crucifix will be returned to the altar.”




  “It is a beautiful cross,” Valentina says.




  “It is almost dinner, Ms. Santa Cruz. I do not want to make Teo wait,” Victor says.
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  The crackling of the fire in the fireplace and the dancing flames on the three huge candelabras welcome Victor, Valentina, and Teo into the long paneled dining room. As Teo bounces into his seat to the right of the head of the table, Victor holds the seat for Valentina on the left. Victor takes his seat at the head. Monica and Liz serve them steak, salad, and mashed potatoes. Teo smiles at his plate, his steak already cut, and he has an extra helping of mashed potatoes.




  “Mashed potatoes,” Teo says with hearty delight as the servants retreat to their own dinner in the kitchen.




  “You love mashed potatoes?” Valentina asks the smiling Teo.




  “Yes, Ms. Santa Cruz,” Teo says giddily and turns to Victor and he pleads, “May I please have some gravy, Uncle?”




  Victor lifts the porcelain gravy boat and holds it over Teo’s plate. Victor slowly removes his hand from the gravy boat’s handle. The gravy boat is now suspended in midair over Teo’s plate. Victor’s hand pushes against air two inches away from the gravy boat, the gravy boat tilts over and pours gravy onto Teo’s mashed potatoes as Valentina watches, stunned. Teo’s excited eyes watch as the suspended gravy boat tilts back upright and sails back into Victor’s waiting hand. Victor, holding up the gravy boat and smiling, asks Valentina, “Would you like some gravy on your potatoes?”




  “Yes, please, I would love some gravy.”




  Gravy pours down onto Valentina’s plate as Teo watches with giggling amusement. The gravy boat tilts back upright and sails into Victor’s hand, and he manually serves himself some gravy and then places it back onto the table.




  “That is amazing. How did you do that?” Valentina says.




  “A true magician never tells,” Teo says between bites.




  “Do not talk with your mouth full; it is poor manners, and you can choke,” Victor reminds Teo.




  Teo swallows his food then says, “Excuse me. Uncle Monty was offered a lot money to write a book to share his magic tricks, but he said no.”




  Despite sitting at a long, dark wooden dining table in a cavernous dining hall where a whisper would echo, Valentina feels the warm bond between Victor and Teo. And Victor’s welcoming energy toward her assures her that she made the right decision to come to Montenegro. After dessert Teo’s nanny enters the dining room.




  Teo sighs. “Can I stay up late, Uncle Monty?”




  “It is a school night. I want you to be your best tomorrow for your first day of instruction with Ms. Santa Cruz.”




  “Fine.” Teo exhales.




  “Tomorrow after you do your homework, we can go for a ride,” Victor says as Teo follows his nanny out of the dining hall.




  “Homework?” Valentina asks.




  Victor pours more wine into Valentina’s glass and says, “Yes, I want him to gripe about homework like any other child.”




  Valentina smiles and says, “The dinner was delicious.”




  “I hope you do not mind dining with us. The more warm bodies in this dining hall, the more livable it becomes. As for the menu, you are very welcome to give a list to Ms. Ruiz of what you would like to eat. While Teo and I are carnivores, you not need be.”




  “Thank you. Ms. Ruiz is an excellent cook, and I look forward to her dishes,” Valentina says as the butler enters to announce the arrival of a visitor.




  Dr. Mario Luque enters the dining room. Victor stands up to warmly greet the doctor as he removes his black homburg hat. Victor invites him to sit down, and the butler serves Dr. Luque a glass of wine.




  “Ms. Santa Cruz, this is our family doctor, Mario Luque,” Victor says.




  “Pleasure to meet you. I am Valentina Santa Cruz.” Valentina greets him from across the table.




  “Ms. Santa Cruz is Teo’s new teacher,” Victor informs Dr. Luque.




  Dr. Luque studies Valentina’s eyes as he greets her. “I am pleased to meet you. I hope you feel at home. Teo can use stability after suffering the loss of his parents and his last teacher.”




  “Ms. Santa Cruz dabbles in anthropology,” Victor says.




  “How very interesting, the science of humanity.”




  “While not one of his specialties, Dr. Luque has a good grasp on pathologies and knows his way around bones,” Victor says.




  “I am at your service,” Dr. Luque says.




  “Thank you, Doctor,” Valentina says.




  “I find it interesting that you study dead peoples’ articles, while Victor loves to salvage dead peoples’ articles. You both love living with the dead. The two of you will have a lot to talk about,” Dr. Luque says. He seems amused.




  While Valentina would not have put it in those words, she does finding it fascinating that she and Mr. Montenegro have something in common outside of Teo’s education.




  “Next summer I plan on joining a group of anthropologists and pathologists on a trip to Europe to see what we can further learn about the lives and deaths of those buried in the catacombs in Paris, and we are seeking permission to study the ancient Roman catacombs,” Valentina says excitedly.




  Dr. Luque discreetly studies Victor’s face as Valentina talks about her future trip to the catacombs. He can see in Victor’s eyes excitement and trepidation. Dr. Luque then looks at the fire that is crackling and swaying in the huge marble fireplace, and he hopes that Valentina’s stay is long and uneventful.




  “The Paris catacombs are a maze of obscure, narrow corridors and galleries of bones arranged in a romantic-macabre display, with poems, series of sentences, and religious texts written by once-alive hands that are now at rest. The poems, series of sentences, and religious texts keep the dead company and their memory alive. The persecuted Christian corpses of ancient Rome were spared being incinerated but were buried with their art. Their buried art is a well of history,” Victor says to the enthralled Valentina.




  “And saints are also at rest in the Roman catacombs,” Dr. Luque reminds Victor.




  “Saint Callixtus and Saint Sebastian,” Valentina confirms.




  “Saint Callixtus, patron saint of cemetery workers, and Saint Sabastian, declared patron of plague sufferers because of his reported cures of those afflicted with many diseases,” Victor adds.




  Dr. Luque lifts his glass of red wine, tilts it, and studies the color of the wine. “It will be a fascinating trip, Ms. Santa Cruz. Please bring back a lot of footage.”




  Dressed in pajamas and holding a deck of cards, Teo enters with his nanny.




  “Teo wants to say good night,” Ms. Peterson says, brushing his hair away from his eyes.




  “One more trick before bed, Uncle,” Teo asks as he hands Victor the deck of cards.




  Victor takes the cards and as he shuffles he asks Teo, “Do you have a request?”




  “Guess my card!” Teo says with an excited jump.




  Victor smiles at Valentina and Dr. Luque to excuse the interruption.




  As Victor dovetails the cards in midair he says to Nancy, “Have Mrs. Walker trim his hair.”




  Nancy nods as Valentina keeps her eyes on Victor’s magical hands. Dr. Luque admires a portrait of a woman on the wall.




  Victor fans out the cards in midair and directs Teo to pull out a card. Teo pulls out the card, and he holds it close to his chest.




  Victor directs Teo. “Show the card you selected to Ms. Santa Cruz.”




  Teo does as instructed, then places the card back into the deck. Victor shuffles the cards three more times and then steps back from the group. He cups the cards with both hands, and with a rush of wind the cards fly out of his hands and scatter in midair in front of Victor and freeze. All the cards are facing Victor except the card that Teo selected, the two of hearts, which is facing them. As Teo laughs and claps, Valentina, shocked in amazement, stands as still as the cards in midair. Victor then raises his palms at the sides of the cards and, using the air between his palms, he rotates the cards so that now only the two of hearts faces him. Valentina studies the suspended cards and sees it is a full deck. Dr. Luque studies Valentina as she claps. The cards collect themselves back into a deck, then Victor takes the deck and hands it back to his nephew saying, “Good night, Son.”




  Teo takes the cards, gives his uncle a hug, and says, “Good night, Uncle.” Teo fist bumps Dr. Luque and says good night to Valentina.




  While the trick amazed Valentina, she is surprised that Dr. Luque is not as affected by the trick as Teo and she are. Reading her mind, Dr. Luque says, “I have seen it a thousand times.”




  “Excuse me, I am going to retire to my apartment. It was a pleasure, Dr. Luque,” says Valentina.




  “Likewise. Good night.”




  “If there is anything you need, please do not hesitate to ring service,” Victor says with a smile.




  “That was another amazing trick; I enjoyed it,” Valentina says, still spellbound.




  “Thank you, Ms. Santa Cruz. Good night.”




  “Good night, Mr. Montenegro,” Valentina says.
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  From the balcony of her bedroom she can see the magnificent church outlined against the night sky. Valentina picks up a book that she borrowed from the Montenegro library and returns inside to sit down on the cozy bay window seat in her living room. She looks out the window and sees a bell tower at the horizon. “Montenegro has interesting treasures,” she says to herself as she admires the majestic Gothic bell tower. As she looks down to open the book, her eye catches what looks like a greenhouse outside her window. She opens the window, and she looks out. It is not a greenhouse, as she thought, but the Olympic-size pool encased in huge ornate windows that are fogged up and semicovered by the crawling periwinkle plant vinca minor. “The forbidden pool,” she says with a sigh as she closes the window and opens her book.
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  In the kitchen Teo enjoys his afternoon snack as he works on his homework while delighting in the warm, enticing aroma of Ms. Ruiz’s dinner preparations. Comfortable that Teo is busy with his homework in the company of his nanny and Ms. Ruiz, the cook, Valentina exits the kitchen with a glass of iced tea and heads toward the grand master stone staircase and her apartment to get ready for an afternoon stroll. As she approaches the stairs, she finds Mr. Thompson is waiting for her with packages that were delivered minutes earlier. With a hopeful smile, Valentina asks Mr. Thompson, “Are those packages for me?”




  “Yes, Ms. Santa Cruz. Should I take them up to your apartment?”




  “I will assist Ms. Santa Cruz. Please call Mr. Escobar and have him wait for me in the library,” Victor instructs as he walks down the stairs.




  “Good afternoon, Mr. Montenegro,” Valentina says as she watches the well-dressed and rested Victor walk down the stairs without his customary walking stick.




  “Good afternoon, Ms. Santa Cruz. I trust my nephew was a good student on his first day of class,” Victor says, walking up to her with a smile.




  “Yes, Mr. Montenegro.”




  Victor studies the fifteen square packages, each two and a half feet tall, lined up against the wainscoted wall. Victor picks up five under each arm, and Valentina picks up the last five and heads up the stairs as Victor follows her.




  “Identical square packages must be pictures from your archaeological trips,” Victor says with interest.




  Valentina stops on the grand stone stairs, turns to face him, and in a light tone she says as she holds her packages closer to her, “Some people find these quite creepy.” Valentina takes advantage of their close proximity to slightly brush her arm against his arm. “Do you get easily unnerved, Mr. Montenegro?”




  Victor gives her an assuring smile as he firmly says, “It must be over a hundred years since the last time I was unnerved, and I find nothing creepy.”




  Valentina gives him an approving smile and says, “I find nothing creepy either.”




  The overcast sky dims the light filtering into her living room. Victor confidently enters and with care places the packages he carries against the built-in bookshelves. Valentina puts hers on the long wooden coffee table. She sits down on the couch and invites Victor to sit next to her. Lovingly and with much care, she opens one of the packages and gently slides out the picture frame and hands it to Victor. Valentina has received varied responses to her work, from the very interested to the most dreaded. Valentina is astounded by the way Victor gazes at the gravestone rubbings with deep appreciation and awe. “This is beautiful, Ms. Santa Cruz,” Victor says. He seems enthralled as he continues to study the rubbing of a gravestone of a departed soul that has been at rest for over a century.




  “Some call it tombstone rubbing; others call it gravestone rubbing. Most people find the practice morbid. I feel that they cannot handle the intimacy of their own mortality,” Valentina says as she wonders on what side Victor stands on the practice.




  “Yes, I understand it can be intimidating. However, I embrace and respect mortality. The macabre is misunderstood by those who remove it from the light,” Victor says without hesitation.




  Valentina exhales; in him she feels a kindred spirit.




  “Each frame contains a rubbing of a different gravestone?” Victor asks with an approving smile.




  “Yes, it is an old family cemetery plot. The caregiver of the plot knows of my gravestone rubbing, and he asked that I rub all the gravestones, tombstones, footstones, and slab stones before they crumble,” Valentina informs him.




  “It is well done and handsomely displayed. The gray tone of the rubbing and the burgundy wood frame is very complimentary,” Victor says.




  “I had loaned them to a friend so she could display them in her café. Now she is featuring another artist,” Valentina says, delighted with Victor’s response to her gravestone rubbings.
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