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To Nonno Domenico, in whose footsteps I learned to make wine










Prologue

It took a long time for him to reach this decision. Standing now, as he was, hands resting on the stone wall around this loggia, “his porch,” peering out at the vines his grandfather had tended for so many years. “How will they fare?” he asked the wind that tickled his nose and rustled the leaves of grapevines heavy with fruit. “How will the vines prosper without Nonno Filippo to talk to them?”

The breeze brought the scent of evening flowers, sagebrush, and roasted meat to his nose. Could it be from as far away as Siena, lit now by the flickering lights of sunset, or from as close as the grill at the outdoor patio where his grape pickers gathered at this time of year? Or could the scent be stirred by his memories, a beckoning to his youth, a reminder of what life was like before he left this storied land?

The decision. It would become the most important moment of his life, but it took a lifetime of moments to reach it. After a childhood in the wine country of Italy, he had grown up in America, adopted its culture and accepted its passions, but he never forgot the passions of the Old World. He never forgot the lessons he learned from his grandfather, his nonno, as the Italians say, whose mastery of wine was itself a mastery of life.

The decision. It didn't involve only him, Phil Trantino, the heir to the family's wine estate. It involved everyone related by blood or sweat to the land that bore this fruit.

The decision. He knew from the beginning what it would be. Shaking his head at this moment, staring out at the vines, he accepted his fate. Then he smiled, because this was what he was born for.





The Way It Was

“Another?”

The single word was all I heard, but I awoke from my daydream at the sound. A waiter was standing next to the table, expressionless, but ready to take my order for another drink. The first Campari and soda had gone down well, and my thoughts at the moment seemed to beg for another glass of the soothing elixir.

“Yes,” was all I said. I wasn't in the mood for conversation, but neither was the waiter. He walked away and let me return to my reminiscences.

I turned my attention to the blackness beyond the window of the airport snack bar. It was all a bit surreal now, recalling the years I'd spent working the vines and making the wines at Castello dei Trantini with my grandfather. He was dead now, the victim of a foolish accident at our family winery in Tuscany, and I was waiting for a plane that would take me home to Italy, to his funeral, to the empty rooms that once were filled with his laughter.

Although I had not lived at the Castello dei Trantini since I was a boy, my memories of it were clear. I could easily conjure up the morning mist over the vines, the blustery breezes that danced across the rolling hills of the estate, even the smell of the rosemary and sagebrush that lined the roads leading up to the Castello. But if, as some people say, the aromas of youth are with us always, I will always be able to imagine the scents of the vineyard and winery that occupied my early years.

It had always been so peaceful at our winery, the sort of peace that reminds you of how pure life can be in this world. My parents were living in one wing of the Castello when I was born, and even after taking up housekeeping in our own home nearby, my days were still filled with activities at Nonno Filippo's side. At the Castello life was adorned with long, lingering meals, weekly tastings, vineyard talk, and animated discourses about food and wine, all taking place under the medieval tapestries with scenes of grape trodding and winemaking that hung from the stone walls embracing the roaring fireplace.

In the flicker of candlelight, Nonno Filippo would wax poetic about this or that vintage. My father would argue about his choice of wines, others would take sides, or just be satisfied with devouring the wondrous meals that were served every night. Arms would wave, toasts would be made to settle a point, and by the end of the repast, everyone would be sure he had won the argument. Each would go off to bed, simply happy at the closeness of the family, the comfort to be had from eating and drinking well, and the inscrutable pleasures of life in Tuscany.

For us, wine was life. It was the substance of our being, and I expected to grow into the business and take over operation of Castello dei Trantini when I was of age.

Blinking away the memories, I came back to the present and saw that a figure had appeared in the window's reflection. When I turned, I saw that the waiter had approached. He could have just left the drink, but this time he seemed like he wanted to say something. Perhaps he noticed my melancholy mood. But I still didn't want to have a chat with a perfect stranger, so I just took the drink and turned back toward the window.

Sipping lightly at the rim of the glass, I let the sweet bitterness of the Campari coat my throat. It was the signature drink of Italy, and at that moment, I understood better than ever why Italian working men often quaffed just such an aperitif to fortify their spirits when sad, mad, or confused.

Settling back into my reverie, my thoughts focused on the days in the vineyard. I lived at the Castello dei Trantini until I was twelve and I remember well the return trips I made with my parents after our emigration to America, how I always looked forward to running between the long rows of grapevines and playing hide and seek in the winery. Even the aromas that waft up from the neck of a newly opened bottle of wine remind me of the childhood pleasures of growing up in so idyllic an environment. I'm older now, but the serenity of those times makes it hard to picture my grandfather being pushed out a window that overlooked the estate.

But, wait, I said it was an accident, didn't I? Perhaps I should start at the beginning.

The vineyards and winery at the Castello dei Trantini have been in my family for generations. My nonno, Filippo Trantino, inherited them from his nonno forty-five years ago, and he continued to produce fine wines in the quiet tradition of his ancestors. The estate represented an entire world to him and his extended family, but I had always felt a strong, personal connection to the vines and wines, and this bonded me even more closely to Nonno Filippo.

In fact, I had always considered him my best friend. When I was young, I would follow him about the winery all day, mimicking his actions — and cut a distinguished figure for doing so. When chastising an employee for a particular mistake in the winemaking process, he had a habit of standing with his hands clasped behind his back. S,o I assumed the same posture, standing at his side during the scolding, and would always elicit grins or outright chuckles from the worker being admonished. This would inevitably draw Nonno Filippo's attention, and his own amusement at the mimicry would terminate the session or have it degenerate into one of laughter and much joking about who was really the boss.

I learned grape growing and winemaking from Nonno Filippo during those walks around the vineyards and winery, and I learned the history of the Trantino family as well. He told me how his grandfather, Vito Trantino had started Castello dei Trantini many years ago, and how it had passed on to grandsons rather than sons. In Italy, the first son is named after the father's father, so every man's namesake is his firstborn grandson. Vito Trantino liked the significance of this naming sequence and decided that the winery would pass on through grandsons. As it turned out, his namesake was killed in an automobile accident, and Filippo, my grandfather, inherited the estate.

As a child, I would awake early each day and rush out to the fields to join in the chores of the day. The Tuscan sun shone brightly almost all the time and the summer weather was warm and soothing. Working in a field of vines is like other farming, laborious and sweaty, but being outside among those who were committed to their work made it easy for a young boy to be happy. And knowing that something as divine as wine would result always seemed to soothe the aching muscles.

Working in the vineyard offered its own excitement for a youngster, with no prodding necessary from parents to earn one's keep. So, I became a fixture in the annual cycle of the vines, learning to prune in winter, dress the rows in spring, nurture the fruit through the growing season, then pick the clusters of swollen grapes in fall. Making the wine was my greatest thrill, circling between the massive tanks and winemaking equipment while breathing in the heady fumes in the cool damp of the winery. And I was not deprived of my chance to sample the finished product, since Italians believe that wine is life, and even children should be brought up to respect and enjoy it.

Perched on the crest of a hill, with its long lines of grapevines stretching out in orderly rows down the slopes, and flanked by grey-green olive trees, the Castello dei Trantini is a place of extreme beauty, one you would expect to see depicted in the bright colors of some brochure inviting rich tourists to travel to Italy. In daylight, the burnt orange color of the stone walls stands in equal contrast to the green carpet below and the velvety blue sky above.

As the sun set, drawing the light down like a curtain, the lights of nearby Siena would blink on in the distance. This was a cue for me, even as a young boy, to go down the mountain and watch the sun set between the ramparts on the western side of the castle. As the last flames of sunlight were extinguished over the horizon, and the cool evening air swept in, I could hear soft music wafting up from the workers' houses along the crest of the lower hill. This became a solid memory for me, the bedrock of my life in Tuscany, and recalling it always made me feel closer to the land and to the Castello dei Trantini.

My parents, Paolo and Lina Trantino, decided to emigrate to the United States many years ago. My father had grown up in the Castello, the second son of Nonno Filippo, and as a young man he met my mother at the university in Florence. After their marriage they remained in Tuscany, and initially they lived in a wing of the family's castle. But as their children were coming into the world, my mother insisted that they live a discrete distance from the Castello to ensure a life of their own, so we moved into our own apartment in nearby Castelnuovo Berardenga.

After nearly fifteen years of marriage, they decided it was time to explore the opportunities that America had to offer. Their departure was ensured when my father was able to land a lucrative job as an engineer in Maryland through contacts of the family. So, at an age when I was not still a child and not yet a man, I was forced to leave my homeland and become an American.

I remember well standing beside the taxi that would take us away from the Castello dei Trantini. My parents were bidding final farewells to our family who had gathered for the occasion. My younger brother was already ensconced in the car.

I waited until everyone else was aboard to make my goodbyes to Nonno Filippo. I was already as tall as my grandfather. I looked into his eyes just as tears began to gather on his lower eyelashes. It was a quiet though wrenching goodbye, neither of us knowing how well we'd fare thousands of miles apart, but Nonno Filippo wanted to keep the momentum of our departure. After a brief hug and one last rustle of my hair, he pushed me toward the car and toward my life in America.

I learned quickly to enjoy my new country, but at the time I was dead set against it. America stood for the thing that kept me from Italy, from the pastoral lands of Tuscany, from the wine heritage that I had already come to embrace. I knew then that in the succeeding years, my rampaging down the rows of vines would be reserved for those precious trips “home” my parents could afford.

On each return, I would resume my shadowing of Nonno Filippo, but increasingly with an interest in learning the trade rather than being a cute — though juvenile — obstruction to the process.

My father had continued making home wine after moving to the United States, but commercial production was out of the question in our new home. Still, he preferred the wine he could make to the wines he could buy. As he always said: “If you make good wine, you'll have lots of friends.”

As I got older, I considered moving back to the Castello and working for my grandfather many times. He made it clear that he wanted me to, but by the time I was old enough to make such a decision, I had made high school and college friends in Maryland and I felt that I was too established — and too American — to leave. Thoughts of Tuscany and the Castello were burned into my brain, but the jolt of relocation seemed a bit too difficult. In any case, I was sure that if I left it in the “past” part of my brain, I would get over the loss of it.

Then one day I received a call from my cousin, Santo, with the news that our grandfather had died in a freak accident at the Castello. His body was found in the morning hours but appeared to have fallen from a window the night before. Santo was calm on the phone, but still showed signs of nervousness that I couldn't quite put into context, and I hung up feeling lost and alone.

The news came with such suddenness that I couldn't contain my grief. Nonno Filippo was seventy-four years old, but his work kept him as healthy as a man of fifty. Of course, good health doesn't protect a man from accidents, but the prospect of his death was so remote that his sudden disappearance was impossible to grasp.





Recalling the Fall

In a family gathering that night, we spoke of Nonno Filippo and his life at the Castello.

“He was the cornerstone of that estate,” my father said grandly.

My mother had great love and respect for Nonno Filippo but had spent relatively few years in close contact with him. She didn't work in the vineyard as I had and, despite her sense of loss that evening, I still knew that my grandfather's passing would have the most lasting effect on me. My brother, Mike, or Michele to the family, was unhappy but not distraught.

“It'll never be the same,” my father intoned. “The Castello dei Trantini was his and his alone.”

“But it belongs to all of the family,” my mother said while clearing the dinner plates and wine glasses. “Nonno Filippo was only the guardian of the estate,” she added, even while still acknowledging that he was the proprietor of record.

“Yes, yes,” my father replied, brushing away her comment with some impatience. “But without my father, the wine would never have progressed as it did all these years.”

Throughout dinner, our conversation centered on the somber news of Nonno's death, no one raised the matter of inheritance. Of course, my father and mother knew that the estate was destined to fall to me, but no one brought it up.

We talked about attending the funeral. My father couldn't return home due a persistent medical condition, and my mother wanted to stay behind to care for him. Someone had to watch the bookstore we owned, so my brother volunteered to remain in Maryland. This would ensure that I, as the obvious family representative, would be able to travel to Tuscany to represent the American branch of the Trantino clan.

“What do we know about this accident,” my father pressed.

I was the one Santo called but he relayed only the essential information to me, so I couldn't tell my father much other than that Nonno Filippo had apparently fallen out of the window of the second floor. That the police had investigated and determined that this occurred in the early evening and the evidence indicated a tragic accident, without any indications of foul play.

It was later, once I was in Italy, that I first heard the details of the accident. Santo and his sister Rita took me aside at the cemetery. Children of my father's older brother, Santo and Rita had not grown up in the Castello, but loved it dearly, nonetheless. Santo worked at the Castello, managing the accounting matters and Rita sometimes helped him out. They weren't there at the time of the accident but had gathered all of the information to share with me.

“Remember the tasting table in the room, Filippo?” Santo asked me.

Certainly I did. That room was Nonno Filippo's wine library, and he spent many evenings there tasting different blends of wines from bottles standing majestically on a large, ornately carved, mahogany table. That was his favorite part of the day, and he spent it in his favorite part of the house. The wine library's walls were dark, heavy wood panels with exquisite carvings lining the edges of each panel.

There were two large windows on one wall, with low sills and two grand panels of glass that could be swung outward to open the windows to the fresh air. These were the source of most of the light, but a chandelier in the middle of the ceiling provided other, softer light, which could be turned up when Nonno Filippo needed more for the tasting. A tray with a dozen clean glasses always sat next to another smaller tray with a simple corkscrew, linen napkins, and a magnifying glass. A spit bucket stood near the edge of the table.

The only chairs in the room were placed around its perimeter, since chairs were seldom used during a tasting. In fact, Nonno Filippo was the only one who used this room, except on the rare occasion that he would invite the estate's winemaker or one of the family members to join him.

As children there were many times we — the cousins — spied on Nonno Filippo as he sipped wines in that hallowed room. He always seemed to be in another world, and it was clear he was as content as any man could ever be. Just as the furnishings of the wine library reflected his reverence for the activities conducted there, so did Nonno Filippo's appearance. He always dressed for these tastings as if he were attending a formal event. It was a ritual that he celebrated each afternoon, and it required ceremony.

“Well, close your eyes and picture him in that room,” Rita suggested.

“What would he be doing?” was Santo's next question.

“He would be standing at the table, comparing the wines, and occasionally sipping from one of the glasses.”

“What else?” Santo pried.

“Well,” I continued, “then he would walk around the table to look again at the bottles on the other side. That table was too big to use from just one side, you know.”

“Yes, we know, Filippo,” Rita said, revealing some impatience in her voice. “What else?”

“When he found a wine that he particularly enjoyed, and one that he would enjoy drinking instead of spitting out like those on which he was taking notes, he would pour some into a glass and walk toward the window that overlooked the di Rosa vineyards.” With my eyes closed the image was so real that I could see the smallest detail of my grandfather's appearance and behavior.

“Then he would stand there with his left hand behind his back, and the stem of the glass squeezed between the thumb and first two fingers of the right hand. He would look out the window, and occasionally take a sip from the glass, never taking his eyes off his cherished vines that stretched out into the distance.”

“Exactly,” Santo concluded, though I couldn't yet understand what he was driving at.

“What would he do then, Filippo?” Rita asked.

“Well, he would sip the wine until he had drained the contents of the glass, then he would turn and walk back to the table. He would place the glass there among the bottles…” and then with a nostalgic smile I added, “I remember how he would always empty all of the glasses into a silver bucket so no one could guess which wine he had deemed good enough to actually drink. As if anyone ever snooped around to find out.”

“I did once,” Santo remarked, recalling a grandfather seen through a child's eyes. And then suddenly serious, “What if I told you that Nonno Filippo's glass was found on the windowsill, and that there were still a couple ounces of wine in it?”

I didn't know how to answer, but I felt that this was not important information. Obviously, if he had accidentally fallen out the window, it should not be surprising to find artifacts of his final moments there. I told Santo this.

“Yes, but did you ever see him set the glass on the windowsill?” Santo asked.

“No, I guess I didn't. He did have a habit of always holding onto the glass until the last drop of liquid was drained from it. But what is this supposed to mean?”

“And what about this idea of his falling,” Rita chimed in.

“I really don't enjoy conjuring up images of my grandfather's fatal fall, but if you insist…”

“We do,” said Santo.

“Alright, I suppose he leaned out the window — and I remind you that he did that occasionally to inspect the work being done below — and perhaps leaned too far. Lost his balance and fell out of the window.”

“The police found the fabric of his trousers to be snagged, as if it had caught on the edge of the stones lining the window,” Santo said, and added coolly, “in the back of his trousers.”

“And if he had merely fallen accidentally, how would he have had time to set the glass neatly on the sill?” Rita reminded me.

It was peculiar. The bit about the trousers convinced me that he had fallen backwards out the window, but he never turned away from the view until he had finished the wine. And the wine glass — still with some wine in it — was on the windowsill as if he had set it down in mid-thought, and I knew of no thought that Nonno Filippo considered more important than another sip of wine.

 

“Well, then what are you saying?” I asked.

“That he was pushed out the window,” Rita said triumphantly.

“Why would anyone want to push him out the window?” I asked incredulously. “You can't even make a good argument that he had any enemies. All the employees loved him, the other winemakers of Tuscany respected him, his merchants always said he asked too little for his wines. He was roundly liked by everyone he came into contact with. Who would push such a man out the window?”

“We don't know,” Santo responded, looking down at the ground, “but we were hoping that you would help us find out.”

“Santo, I loved the man more than anyone,” I said, almost pleading for logic, “but you are making some very wild assumptions about the nature of a man's death, declaring the coroner's report to be in error, and launching into an investigation of a crime that probably never occurred.”

“It did occur,” Rita said with an eerie confidence. “We are certain that Nonno Filippo was murdered. We don't know why yet, but we will find out.” Then more timidly, “And we want you to help us. For our sake, but also for your own, because when the murder is proven, you will never forgive yourself for not having helped to identify the man who did it.”

“Or woman,” I added, my Americanism showing through.

“No,” Santo replied quietly, “we know it was a man.”

“What?” I said, startled that there was evidence not yet related.





Settling in Again

We continued this discussion on our ride back to the Castello. But, once there, our conversation was cut short by the stream of visitors who wanted to pay their respects to the fallen giant. The great room of the Castello, where the Trantino family had hosted so many celebrations with wine, food, and great cheer, seemed hollow that day, even with crowds of well-wishers murmuring their condolences to members of the family.

I greeted each of them with a perfunctory smile as they entered through the massive stone archway leading to the main part of the Castello, passing each visitor along to my cousins and other relatives, but I recognized few of the sad and sullen faces that came before me. I knew they were friends and acquaintances, as well as an ample showing of business relations who had bought and sold wines from the Castello dei Trantini over the years. The rest of the Trantino family seemed to know them well and I soon tired of the parade and wanted to sneak off to a quieter place to think.

Near the end of that very long day, I decided to gather up my belongings in the guest suite at the far end of the residential part of the castle and move to the foreman's house nearby. It was a sturdy stone building overlooking the vineyards once occupied by the man responsible for the care and upkeep of the vineyards. He lived there with his family, in a house given freely by the lord of the Trantino clan, and it was his as long as he worked at the winery. But, in time, the vineyard manager decided to move into another home near the town of Pianella. The stone villa stood empty for a while, but I had claimed it as my own during previous visits to the Castello dei Trantini, and I planned to do so again this time.

I got a ride to the villa from one of the vineyard workers. The little stone home stood on a level clearing at the top of a hill overlooking the olive trees and grapevines. On the horizon to the south, Siena sprawled across the hills in the distance, while the forests of our estate crowded in from all other directions. The prized cinghiale roamed through those trees and the hunt for them each autumn was a time of great camaraderie and challenge, rewarded with succulent aromas of roasting meat over an outdoor fire.

I stepped out of the car and paused only briefly to take in the scene around me, then carried my luggage up the stone steps to the covered portico at the top. This loggia offered a spectacular view and, before entering the villa itself, I had to stop again and savor the vista. Memories flooded past me from all the years spent in the embrace of this property, and I gazed out at the pastoral wonder of it all. I was supremely happy with my feet planted on Trantino land, so happy that even the tragedy that brought me here this time was not enough to squelch my pleasure.

I slipped in through the wooden door happy to be there, but I wanted to get unpacked and settled quickly so I could return to the loggia — this time with glass and bottle in hand — and pass the cool evening hours with some liquid refreshment. So, I went straight to the back of the villa where I would find the bedroom I always occupied on these visits. The villa had three bedrooms, if you didn't count the small one in the upstairs loft, two bathrooms, and a small but functional kitchen. The main room included a couch, several easy chairs, a desk and a fireplace. Off to one side of the room was a table and chairs that served as the dining area. All in all, it was far too much room for me to fill, but I was the villa's most frequent guest and so I considered it my own.

I hung as many of the shirts and jackets as I could in the cramped armoire in the bedroom, then wandered through the main room in search of the pile of books I usually left behind whenever I returned to the States. Picking up one volume that I had started but not finished, I trod into the kitchen to see if there was anything there I could eat. There would always be wine in the cabinet beside the desk, so I didn't need to search too hard for a bottle of Castello dei Trantini Chianti Classico.

I opened the door to the refrigerator and was stunned to see it filled nearly to capacity. There was cheese, milk, fruit, a large bowl of olives, and several hunks of salame. I also found fresh loaves of bread and cans of coffee and other snacks in the cabinet above. When I looked over at the cutting board, I saw a note neatly penned in rural Italian script:

“Signor Filippo: Welcome home. I knew you would end up here instead of at the Castello, so I did a little shopping for you. There should be plenty food for a couple of days and by then I'll check in on you and see what else is needed.” It was signed Elisabetta, one of my grandfather's favorite employees and someone who had always taken a maternal interest in my welfare.

I loaded a platter with a generous sampling of the goods Elisabetta had stocked, then added a knife and napkin, and grabbed a simple glass tumbler from the cabinet. Except for formal tastings, I was accustomed to drinking my wine out of plain glasses, a throwback to the instincts for simple living I had preserved from my grandfather's teaching, and delivered those things to the table on the loggia before returning to the main room for a bottle of wine.

I inspected the cabinet carefully, noting ruefully that there were only about a dozen bottles there and making a mental note to get more wine the next day. It wasn't the quantity that interested me so much it was the selection. I often drank Trantini wines, but Tuscany had so much to offer and I wanted to have more styles and types of wine at my disposal during my sojourn. As I considered this and pulled one particular Chianti from the shelf, I wondered how long this visit would last.

I didn't plan to stay at the Castello for more than a week, but the news from Santo and Rita — or should I say their speculation — made me curious, and I was struggling to decide how much time I could spend in Italy to investigate it. Since I arrived in late summer and the vines were pregnant with grapes, staying on awhile would also allow me to enjoy the harvest, the most romantic time of the year in wine country. I would consider the idea over a bottle of wine, I thought with a satisfied grin, and strode out to the loggia with my newfound treasure.





Dinner with Cousins

“So, then, how do you know that it was a man?” I began. Santo and Rita had agreed to meet me for dinner the following evening at Carlino d'Oro, a local restaurant in San Regolo, a tiny hamlet at the base of the hill on which the Castello dei Trantini stood. We wanted to get away from the Castello for a night, yet we couldn't get away from the subject.

Santo went on to explain that muddy footprints, the size of a man's shoe, were found on the carpet leading to, and around, the table in Nonno Filippo's tasting library. The police dismissed this as evidence, insisting that the weather had been bad, and even the winery helper who arranged the bottles on the table could have tracked in the mud. The tracks to the window were easily explained as those of the same person, since Nonno Filippo always liked to have the window opened for him before he entered the room. But we knew that cleanliness in that room was one of our grandfather's absolute demands, since dirt and organic particles would carry an inevitable aroma and would taint the smell of the wines. Anyone allowed entry to the room would have known not to be wearing muddy shoes.

“Okay, so we know that someone was in the room with Nonno, or before he arrived, and was wearing dirty work boots. Other than ignoring the rules of the house about cleanliness, what does that prove?” I asked.

“First of all, it proves that it was a man,” noted Rita. I decided to accept her notion, in spite of the fact that a more liberated person might wonder whether a woman could also wear work boots. I had to admit, silently, that in this country, in this region, Rita was probably right.

The wine was already on our table and the liter of nondescript house red was already down to a half-liter when the food began to arrive. The Carlino's walnut ravioli with sage butter is a local favorite, and I couldn't wait to bring my memory of the dish back to life on my palate. “Just as I remember,” I thought in silence, as the earthy flavors of the walnut filling mingled with the luscious textures and flavors of butter scented with fresh sage. The dish was topped with a few fried leaves of the sage plant, crisp and salty, and I had to close my eyes at the sheer wonder of it all.

Italian food anywhere has always transported me back to my favorite meals in my homeland. “It was simply delicious,” I told my American friends, and although most agreed that Italian food was the preferred cuisine in the New World, many of my friends misunderstood the double meaning of my summary.

Italian food was delicious, but its flavors owed their success to the simplicity of the dishes. Herbs, vegetables, and fruits had to be the freshest available, and meats were cleaned and cured by centuries-old methods that didn't allow for variation. Italian cooks weren't interested in fads or food that had to be deconstructed before the diner could partake. Italian cooks also weren't tempted to douse their creations in heavy sauces or accompany them with side orders of “baby this” and “baby that.” Italian food was honest and forthright. Simply delicious.

As I emerged from my reverie, I saw that Santo and Rita were staring at me. They weren't privy to my silent musings and probably wouldn't have understood why I found it so amazing to encounter fabulous food. In Italy, they lived with it all the time and, although few Italians would agree to leave it behind, they all seemed to take the largess for granted.

There was also bread on the table — many types of bread that crowded the basket. There was olive-scented focaccia, onion and rosemary Tuscan loaves, peppery rolls that fit in nicely with the red wine and succulent aromas that attended every dish, and even some rolls that seemed almost American in appearance. The difference here was that everything came right out of Carlino d'Oro's oven, and the bread was still piping hot.

“It proves it was a man,” I replied to Rita, “but nothing more than a sloppy man. What more do you have?”

“Let's look at this a different way,” Santo interjected. “Let's ask the questions as if we believed there was some foul play.” Santo had always liked intrigue, and I feared that he would insist on infusing the recent events with some mystery to satisfy his hunger. But I also had to smile a bit at his Italian-accented use of that very American phrase, “foul play,” drawing out the vowels to emphasize the drama.

“The rules about cleanliness apply to the winery and the Castello,” Santo began. “The wine needs an absolutely clean environment, and all the employees know this. The fact that there was some mud on the floor in Nonno's tasting library suggests that if it was a field worker who tracked in the mud that person must have been so distracted, that he wouldn't have stopped to think about removing his shoes at the entrance to the Castello itself. If he came into the tasting library before Nonno arrived, it would only have been to vandalize something, or poison the wine.”
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