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Chapter 1
 The Truffle Market in Alba, Italy

The heady aroma of white truffles filled the air in the cavernous marketplace. The sales floor was enclosed in a large makeshift tent which seemed to trap and accentuate the fragrance, but more likely it was simply the soulful scent of tartufo bianco, the little tuber memorialized in poems and culinary prayers around the world, that scented the air. The mouth-watering smell of this delectable condiment could send chefs into paroxysms of rapture, and cause diners to outspend their budgets.

“One thousand euros for half a kilo?” The man with the stubby beard behind the counter cast a cold glance at his customer. The merchant was tending a small collection of chalky knobs, clumps unearthed just hours earlier, fungi whose unremarkable appearance disguised the truffles' starring role in modern cuisine.

“E' ridicolo!” he exclaimed. “I wouldn't sell a half kilo of my truffles for less than two thousand euros!”

His neighbor, also tending a counter with dusty tartufi displayed like prized jewels in a glass case, chimed in.

“Si,” he said with a belly laugh. He considered the visitor, someone obviously not from Italy, and certainly not from Piedmont, where everyone knows the value of fine truffles. “These little gems are worth more than you know, but I can shave some off of this little one for that thousand euros you seem anxious to spend.”

The customer, properly chastised and spotted as an amateur among experts, blushed slightly, but he pointed to one of the smallest knobs in the second dealer's showcase.

“What does that weigh?” he asked uncomfortably.

The trifolào, or truffle hunter, hoisted the gnarly nugget between his thumb and forefinger, eyed it closely, then lowered it reverently onto a scale set along the side of the counter.

“About point-three kilo,” he proclaimed, with his right hand facing down, fingers spread and waving back and forth. “Maybe nine hundred euros. You want?”

The startled customer was clearly taken aback. He had chosen the smallest truffle in the case and still couldn't imagine paying such a large sum for it. He had tasted the tartufo bianco before at restaurants and was admittedly smitten by it, and he wanted to take some back to the U.S. to treat his friends. But he couldn't bring himself to spend $1,000 for something so small.

“Why is it so expensive, when I can have it in restaurants without feeling like I'm spending too much money.”

The two trifolài smiled at one another, but tried to explain to their new guest.

“Do you see those judges up there?” the second man asked, pointing to the raised dais where several men and women sat.

“Yes, I do,” answered the visitor, hesitantly.

“They are judges. They make sure that everything sold in this market is truly, and clearly, the white truffle of Piedmont, the most prized culinary treasure in all the world, tuber magnatum. The restaurants, well, they may slip in some truffles from other regions, or even some of the Perigord truffles from across the border.” He couldn't bring himself to say France, the source of black truffles, thought by most chefs as good, but not up to the quality of Italy's white truffle.

“And besides,” added the first merchant, “the restaurant only shaves a tiny portion onto your plate, once, twice with a shaver, so there's not so much to have.”

His counterpart was quick to add that truffles are so pungent that only a little is used in any case.

“In fact, even this tiny nugget of truffle here,” he declared as he raised the one from the scale, “is actually enough to serve four or five people, for several meals. On pasta, risotto, omelette…capisce?”

The visitor was impressed, but he couldn't part with 900 euros, no matter how much he liked his friends. He bade the merchants goodbye and meandered away, breathing deeply of the breath-taking aromas before sheepishly exiting the market altogether.







Chapter 2
 A Precious Gem

Nestled in the hills of the Piedmont, Alba is an ancient city with centuries of tradition. It is not a fortified city, like many of those towns in Tuscany where the Florentines and the Sienese were constantly at war. No, Alba has the charm of a cozy village-city without the international flair of those Renaissance capitals.

The people of Alba know their place, they know that tourists with their millions of dollars wouldn't make a detour to their pleasant little hamlet, but the Albese know something else and take great pride in it.

The greatest and most expensive Italian wines come from the hills that surround Alba. There is Barolo – called the King of Wines, and Barbaresco – the Prince of Wines. But these merely set the standard for the brilliance of Piedmontese viticulture. There are so many red wines made from the same nebbiolo grape, including Gattinara, Spanna, and Sizzano. Add to the list the great white wines of the Piedmont, like Arneis, Cortese, and a scattering of Pinot Grigio, and this tiny village of Alba could easily be crowned the seat of Italian wine royalty.

Of course, fabulous wine is always accompanied by equally fabulous food, and the Albese have also developed their own niche for food. Combining the seafood and olives from Liguria just to the south, the chefs in Piedmont added unique forms of pasta, beef, fresh produce, seafood from neighboring Liguria, and precious herbs to highlight the natural flavors of it all. From elegant restaurant dining rooms to pleasant home kitchens, the food of this region always delivered memorable meals.

And the Albese had one other thing that they were immensely proud of: truffles and the annual Truffle Festival that opened in late-September and carried on through the winter months until the harvest of the famed tuber magnatum had run its course.

Each year, crowds filled the streets of Alba in the days and weeks leading up to the festival. They were mostly European tourists - - for some reason the Americans hadn't truly embraced this culinary treasure yet. With its focus on truffles and the endless dishes that could be improved by including this ingredient, the festival was first and foremost a culinary event. But at the opening ceremonies, the Albese put on a Medieval show with costumed actors performing scenes from the Middle Ages, including grand parades, starving peasants, mock battles, even fake hangings. And there was the Palio degli Asini, or famed donkey race, fought with ferocity but a heavy dose of humor to determine which borgo, or neighborhood would reign for the year as the champions of the Festa del Tartufo. After the race, the Medieval actors and winners of the Palio marched through the city streets like a scene out of the 17th century, singing the praises of their heroic donkey and his intrepid rider.

The Albese knew they occupied a favored seat in Italy's wine, food, and cultural history. And they relished it.







Chapter 3
 Working the Vineyard in Sinalunga

Three hundred miles away, in a dusty field in Tuscany, Paolo straightened up and arched his back, then leaned on the rake he had been scraping across the hardened earth at his feet. He took off his weather-beaten Washington Nationals baseball cap, stained from sweat and dusty from . work, and fanned the muggy air to stir even a bit of breeze on his face.

It was mid-September, usually a time of some relief in the vineyard since the harvest was mostly completed, and Paolo was helping his father, Dito, clean the rows of vines to prepare them for their winter sleep. The pickers had moved on to other vineyard rows, and Dito had already arranged contracts to sell their grapes to surrounding wineries; that left father and son alone in the stillness of the vineyard to put everything in order for the period of hibernation that came with the chill winds of autumn.

Vineyards were places of magic in brightly colored wine brochures and travel posters, but the dell'Uco family knew them as places of work. Agriculture of any stripe could be hard, back-breaking work, an occupation that shared its destiny with the vagaries of the weather, and Paolo had grown into this family enterprise but still resisted letting it grow in his heart.

Dito had more years on him and more seasons in the vineyard. He had worked the fields for most of his adult life and, although the effort sometimes showed on his face, he never regretted it. His fruit would be bottled by other families who owned the wineries and Dito knew that these grapes would make fine wine.

Paolo yanked the hat back in place to shield his face from the sun and coughed a bit of dust from his throat. He was young and strong and he didn't intend to turn gray-haired and worn in this vineyard. The dell'Ucos would go on, but he had bigger thoughts, bigger dreams than filling the fermentation vats of the families who put their name on the bottles of wine.

Dito kept his head bent toward the ground and just kept raking the discarded grapes and random twigs and broken branches in the furrow between the rows of vines. Paolo looked at his father with a slight dose of pity, and he was immediately embarrassed by the emotion. Still, he wondered why his father would want to spend his years growing someone else's wine.

He studied his father's stocky figure, a body that seemed well designed for farm work. His legs and arms were short but muscled, his strong neck was darkened by years of working outside, and the lines on his face were like the rivulets of time, chronicling the mixture of good times and bad, but most of all they served as a badge of honor for a man who had never let up in the relentless labor of farming.

Paolo wished his father would make the wine that his fruit would yield in someone else's fattoria, an inelegant Italian word for “farm” that was commonly used to refer to wineries across this storied land.

“I'm a farmer, not a winemaker,” Dito always reminded him. Sometimes the declaration was made with chin held high, proud of his connection to the earth, but sometimes Dito's gaze dropped ever so slightly, the glitter of pride in his eyes a bit more subdued, enough that Paolo detected a note of sadness in his father's voice. Winemaking in Sinalunga, and the entire region of Tuscany around it, was a noble calling, an industry that is both science and art, and one that preserved a tradition of excellence that Italy promoted around the world. But in their little world between the vines here in Sinalunga, not far from Siena, Paolo sensed that winemaking was out of their reach. The vineyard provided a steady income, but not the riches that would be required to build a winery and establish a winemaking enterprise.

“It doesn't matter, anyway,” Paolo mumbled to himself. “I won't be here for long. I don't want to be here for long.”

Dito was now the one to stand and stretch his sore back, stealing a glance in the direction of his son and only child. They exchanged a brief look, but Paolo shied away from the glance so that his father would not see him standing idle, as he bent back over the rake and returned to the dusty business at hand.

Paolo passed his time dreaming about his plans. He began his campaign with his mother almost a month earlier, suggesting in an off-hand way that he might want to go to America. There are things to do there, he said, “Maybe I'll discover what I want to be in life.” Paolo was twenty-three years old, old enough to dream of a future different from the path his parents chose, yet young enough to let dreams override common sense.

At least that's how his mother, Catrina, put it the first time he raised the idea.

“America is a wonderful place,” she said, never looking up from the laundry she was folding, “or so we're told. But we have no family there and your father needs you. What would you do in America until this great day when you 'discover what you want to be?' ”

That put an end to the conversation, that day at least, but Catrina's words only convinced Paolo that he needed to think it through more thoroughly and come up with answers to the questions his mother would undoubtedly ask next time.

A few weeks later, Paolo was ready. He raised the subject again at dinner, daring to broach it in front of both parents. Dito didn't look up from his plate of pasta, and broke off mouthfuls of Catrina's freshly baked bread without raising his head to look at his son.

“I think I could go to America to visit, see New York and maybe Washington,” Paolo began tentatively, touching the Nationals cap that he had hung on the chair beside him, as if it were some kind of talisman. His father still didn't acknowledge the conversation, but Catrina responded.

“That sounds nice. What would you do there?”

“Maybe, first, I could just visit. Maybe I would discover that there was something I could do there. And, maybe I would find a job,” he replied, but his hesitation and string of 'maybes' proved that he still didn't have the answers.

The meal ended without Dito engaging the topic. When the food was eaten and the last glass of wine was poured, he stood and asked his son to bring the file on wine buyers in so he could look it over and plan next year's crop.







Chapter 4
 Roots in the Vineyard

By morning, most of the vineyard work had been completed, and Dito called Paolo out to the field, ostensibly to check the wires supporting the vines, and one last cut through the rows to make sure everything was in order. Paolo knew that his father would be back nearly every day, and he surmised that Dito's real purpose was more personal.

So when Dito and Paolo started out that morning for the vineyard, they loaded a few tools into the truck and drove the few miles to their farm. There was something oddly reassuring about the creaky old truck that Dito refused to replace. The suspension was nearly gone, and it took more than a single turn of the key to fire up the engine, especially as the air cooled in autumn, and for all his misgivings Paolo smiled at the spirited debate his father had with la macchina while man and machine battled for dominance.

They pulled up to the fringe of the vineyard and la macchina came to a stop, almost as if it was annoyed by the braking action. Dito pushed the door open and turned sideways before lowering himself to the ground, a reluctant submission to a sore back weakened by years of farm labor. Paolo had more energy but silently stepped out of the truck, not wanting to aggravate his father's condition by showcasing the vigor of youth.

The old man stepped between two rows of vines as if these were his true family. Shy of a smile, his face nevertheless lit up as if he was more at home here than anywhere else in his existence.

Through most of the summer, Dito's hands were his closest connection to the soil. He watched, dug into it, pulled a handful toward his face to sniff it, and from this communion was able to discern the mystical fate of the vines under his care. He tended these vines and the earth, using his hands to get a sense of how things were going. It was this tactile connection to the earth that Dito seemed to love the most, as if his hands were translating the meaning of the soil for him.

But after the harvest when the grapes were gone and the leaves were turning yellow and brown on the vine, Dito relied more on his eyes, and that day he stood at the head of one vineyard row and surveyed the leaves rustling in the breeze. He stared off into the distance as the row climbed a rise, then disappeared over the hill. Paolo noticed the change in his father at this time of year, and it seemed that Dito was looking beyond the vines, beyond even his own life, peering into the future and the past at the same time, using his imagination to meld the two into the seamless totality that was life for Italians.

Then, he stooped and lifted a handful of dried earth, and smiled. Someone unfamiliar with vineyard work would have thought the dusty handful to be proof of a barren plot of land. But grapevines produced the best wine when their roots had to dig deep to find water. “Like our people,” Dito sometimes said, “the best ones come from struggling to survive.”

He didn't have to repeat those words to Paolo that day; he just looked at his son. And Paolo realized that his father's glance was his first response to the son's plea to go to America.

After only a short time in the vineyard, they climbed into the truck and drove back to their home in Sinalunga. Italians cherish the extended family and live among relatives throughout their lives. This concept of communal living even extends to the neighbors and villagers around whom many Italians shape their lives. So, unlike American farmers who build a home in the middle of a vast farm, miles from the nearest neighbor, Italians live in villages that are, themselves, surrounded by farmland. Many of those who own and tend the fields live in these villages and walk or ride their trucks out to the farmland and vineyards in the day, returning to their neighbors, friends, and family in the village at night.

Arriving home, Dito put the tools away and Paolo dutifully spent his afternoon cleaning the large garage that doubled as a farmer's shed. Each man was left to think about what each knew was uppermost in his mind.

That evening, the three sat at the table for dinner. From her small but functional kitchen, Catrina produced meals that would headline restaurants in other countries. But even in rural Italy, such exalted flavors were the hallmark of local cuisine. Fresh ingredients and local produce were the key, as well as simple cooking techniques that neither baked the flavors out nor blanketed them with sauces. Catrina had grown up in the kitchen and learned her many skills from the woman who bore nine children, all hungry, and all expecting to feast on the memorable foods of their homeland.

Evening repasts, called cena in Italy, were eaten earlier in the countryside than in the cities. Farmers began their work early in the day and tired early in the evening so, unlike their urban cousins, they would have their final meal of the day around seven o'clock then drift into a well-deserved sleep by nine.

After the vegetables were eaten, platters of meat would arrive. Tuscan kitchens were renowned for the luscious meats and fowl that emerged from them, broiled, boiled, roasted, grilled, and sometimes simply salted and dried. That night, Catrina brought out a steaming roast of pork, surrounded by links of cinghiale sausage, a regional favorite made from the meat of the local wild boar. The aromas of rosemary, sage, and garlic rose from the platter and Dito poured another glass of wine as if to toast the feast.

Dito, Catrina, and Paolo ate in an unusual silence, unusual because Italians consider mealtime to be the happiest and most convivial of social interludes. But tonight all three knew they were thinking about growing things, both grapes and children, and about America.

“Why do you want to…” Dito began, but before he could finish the sentence Catrina knew was coming, she interrupted him.

“Paolo,” she said softly, and Dito immediately deferred to her. “When was the last time you saw Zia Rita?”

“Rita? Your sister?”

“Of course,” Catrina said, loading more meat onto Dito's plate to keep him out of the conversation for another minute. “How many aunt Ritas do you have?”

“It's been a couple of years, I guess,” Paolo replied. “Why?”

“Well, the grapes are in, and you're developing a bit of wanderlust, and I just thought that a trip to Genoa to visit your aunt might be just the right thing.”

It wasn't that Paolo was that close to his aunt Rita, but he hadn't been the Genoa, “the City of Ships,” since he was a young boy. He had learned more about it in recent years, and the city's reputation for ship-building and exploration, so maybe a few days – or more? – on Italy's Mediterranean coast might be exciting.

Dito continued chewing his dinner, but looked silently at his son, waiting for an answer, or at least some sign that Paolo was considering the idea. Dito didn't necessarily agree with Catrina's suggestion, he didn't even know it was coming, but he immediately understood its purpose, as a way to delay Paolo's broader ambition to travel.

“You could work in her restaurant,” Catrina said, to fill in the silence and keep them on topic. “What do you think?”

“Si,” Paolo conceded finally, “that would be a good idea. Papa, it's true the grapes are in. Do you need me here? I would only be gone a week, maybe two.”

Dito had already decided to agree, but hid that fact under a guise of nonchalance. Waiting just a few seconds for effect, and to establish that his approval was the only one that really mattered, Dito raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders, without stopping the mastication of the morsel of cinghiale sausage and without speaking any words. But with that gesture, he gave his consent.







Chapter 5
 Il Bar Spiriti

The clink of glasses and conversation filled the air with sound at the wine bar at Il Bar Spiriti in the central piazza of Sinalunga. The smell of fresh flowers mingled with the aromas of juniper and lavender leaves that stood tall in vases around the room, entwined with the unmistakable aroma of wine in all its forms. Paolo came here often to visit his friend, Dante, who worked the counter at Il Bar and served wine and small snacks to a clientele that was mostly local, with only a few tourists discovering this neat little hideaway in the outskirts of the town.

Everything about the wine bar was different from Paolo's environment at home. Instead of the quiet sounds of a rural farmhouse, Paolo could enjoy the vibrant nightlife at this popular watering hole. And tonight, he had exciting news to give his friend.

“I'm leaving for Genoa next week,” he began, thinking that this was less than a trip to America, but still better than working in the dusty expanse of a vineyard. “My aunt, Zia Rita, owns Ristorante Girasole and I thought I'd spend some time there, working in the restaurant and maybe spending my days on the beach.”

“Sounds good,” Dante said while drying and polishing some wine glasses behind the bar. He was tall and handsome, with a full head of wavy black hair, an athletic build, blue eyes, and a sculpted chin – a ladies' man – and he did little to cover for his enjoyment of this fact. Where Paolo was sensible and straightforward, Dante was flamboyant and imaginative. He saw the world as an opportunity to meet girls and have fun; Paolo imagined such a life but his rural upbringing kept him more grounded than his flashy friend.

“Maybe you'll need some help on the beach,” said Dante, setting one glass down and raising another. “Maybe the girls there will be too much for you,” he smiled and arched his eyebrows in the imagined pleasure.

“No, I'll be alright,” Paolo said. He didn't want to let on that the trip was arranged by his mother and that it wasn't really a vacation.

“I'll be there a week or two, just now before the weather cools off. Should be a nice break from this place.”

“What, you don't like Bar Spiriti?”

“Yes, I definitely like it here, and I like Sinalunga,” Paolo said with a slight hint of regret. “I meant home.” Paolo referred to his home with a flick of his head in the general direction of the dell'Uco farm that his family owned. “Genoa will be just what I need,” he added, musing silently that a trip to Genoa was more important for his experiment in severing ties than it was for transient pleasure.

Paolo swirled the wine in his glass, took a thoughtful sip, then peered at the glass again.

“Si, it's Chianti,” nodded Dante. “But can you guess from what estate?”

Paolo didn't like it when Dante played this game. He couldn't guess the provenance of the wine, his tastes were too simple for that. And he was sure that his friend couldn't either, but he played along.

“No. Where's it from?”

“An old estate named Castello di Gabbiano. They make a simple Chianti, a Chianti Classico, and a Chianti Classico Riserva. You have the Classico in your glass. Really something, huh?”

Paolo looked at him and said, “Yeah, but you wouldn't have known that if you weren't the one to pour the wine, right?”

Dante gave a sideways glance. He always tried to play the wine expert for the girls and the tourists, but there was no reason to try to fool his friend. He ended his brief glance with a playful smile, but otherwise didn't answer Paolo's question.

Instead, Dante's attention was drawn to two young women seated at the table right in front of his bar. They were trading stories in sotto voce, a muted voice, and looking his way. Dante didn't miss a chance to use his role as wine server in this establishment, and plied it often as an excuse to approach a table. He grabbed an open bottle of the Prosecco the ladies were drinking and swung into action.

“Un po di piu?” he asked.

“No, grazie, this glass was enough” said the one with auburn hair and green eyes. “Do you own this place?”

“Well, of course,” Dante stalled, while he tried to come up with the best way to describe his role at the establishment. “I am responsible for everything that goes on here. I choose the wines and set the prices, and I've come to be a fixture in this beautiful tasting room. People come from…”

“…everywhere to see you, right Dante?” The voice was that of the owner, Alessandra, who walked up behind him and had long ago become familiar with Dante's boasts and his way of usurping her true ownership of Il Bar Spiriti.

“Si, signora, of course they do. But it is because you have made Bar Spiriti the best place in Sinalunga for a thirsty person to visit.”

Both owner and employee exchanged slight smiles and Dante returned to his station while Alessandra poured more Prosecco into the ladies' flutes.

“Nicely done, Romeo,” chuckled Paolo.

“Why didn't you warn me she was there,” said Dante, only a little hurt but more perturbed that his romantic efforts had been thwarted.

“How? By throwing a cork at you? Or maybe this bottle,” Paolo said, hefting the half-emptied bottle of Chianti. He used the gesture for his own benefit, tipping the bottle to the side and pouring a glass of the wine while Alessandra's attention was elsewhere.

Dante pouted and leaned on the bar to await another opportunity. He picked up the drying towel, spun it from hand to hand, and watched Alessandra tend to “his” customers. He liked his boss and got along well enough, and she let him have a bit of freedom in her dining room. But only a bit.

Alessandra left the table and wagged a finger at him, but her smile revealed that she expected this behavior from Dante, and with his good looks and charm she probably assumed he added something to the atmosphere of the room anyway.

“So,” Dante said to Paolo, “you're going to Genoa in two days?”

“Si, on Friday. Why?”

“You've never worked anywhere but in your father's vineyard. Surely, sitting here drinking our wine hasn't taught you anything about working in a restaurant, and you can't expect Zia Rita to waste time teaching you.”

“What do you have in mind,” Paolo asked.

Dante threw the towel in Paolo's face and grinned.

“I have in mind that you learn something about waiting tables and pouring wine, right here, before you leave. You can help me tonight and tomorrow, and 'learn the ropes,' as they say in America.”

The reference stung a bit, because Paolo knew that he had once before described his true travel wishes to Dante, but he shrugged it off, swung the towel over his shoulder, and stepped off the stool. He turned immediately in the direction of the table with the two young women, but Dante cut him off.

“Sorry, amico, they've already been served,” and pointed his friend in the direction of the table with middle-aged parents and three school-aged children.







Chapter 6
 Modane, France

He paced the room distractedly, pulling his cell phone out of the jacket pocket to check for messages, then jammed it back in place, irritated that she hadn't called yet.

His face was stern and unwrinkled, his black hair combed straight back from his forehead, and he carried himself with the confident air of someone both experienced and street-smart. He reached up to scratch his cheek with his left hand, a hand with smooth unblemished skin, mismatched against his mottled right hand scarred from the fire that exploded in his fist on his last mission.

A plan to smuggle truffles was too far-fetched to believe. Which is exactly why he liked the idea so much, and why he believed the plot couldn't fail.

“It would work,” he concluded, “smuggling precious cargo.” He smiled at the mere thought of it.

It would take more than one person, but best not to involve more than himself and one other. He knew a most devious woman, one so treacherous that he had trouble trusting her himself. In fact, he didn't trust her. Criminals had a different notion of trust that wouldn't equate to what civilized society considered for the word.

“You rely on someone,” he thought to himself, “and reliance only lasts as long as the job does. Never trust.”

But he had to admit that his accomplice was scary by any measure.

They talked about the plan for weeks, considered every possible angle, listed every possible weakness. Soon, they were both convinced that it would work, even with all the fakes and counter-fakes that would be required.

“Don't worry,” she said, in a sonorous voice that seemed a pitch too low for a woman. “They'll never figure out what we're after until it's over.”

No killing, she said, as if to reassure him about a question he had never asked. In his past experience of working with her, he had heard lots of nasty stories but never got any hint that people had died at her command. Still, the cold, black look in her eyes unsettled him, and he had to wonder how much he didn't know.

“We're in it for the money,” he kept repeating, “that was clear. There's lots of money to be had from smuggling. And this – well, this will make us rich.”

There were a few complications, but he was sure they could iron them out. “We're in it for the money,” he said again. If she was willing, he would be too.

So they met in Modane one last time before going their separate ways. They ate and drank, he subconsciously raising the wine glass with his left hand to keep his blotchy right hand from view. They repeated every step of the process, until they had memorized their roles. Then she kissed him good night – it felt a bit perfunctory this time – and they parted.

She insisted on staying in separate hotels during this time in Modane. “We don't want anyone to be able to develop suspicions,” she said in her resonant voice. She could be very firm and, in this case, he knew she wouldn't reconsider.

Besides, he had things to do too. He had to arrange the truck, set up rendezvous points, talk to the people along the way they would need to work with, and find a truffle hunter who would not be smart enough to be suspicious.

“What about the police at the border? Should I bribe them?” he asked.

“No, you idiot. If you bribe them now, they'll have time to reconsider. We'll deal with them when the time comes.”

Her flare-ups were not that common, especially before a job began; she seemed to understand the importance of maintaining a respectful working relationship. But she would occasionally snap, as she had this time, and he accepted it. The steely glint in her eyes made him worry.







Chapter 7
 Time to Go

He woke up early the next morning. He could tell it was a combination of excitement and fear. Not fear in the usual sense. He had accepted difficult assignments before and survived, but every new exploit carried its own risks.

While he sat with his coffee in the hotel lobby that morning, it occurred to him that he was more afraid of her than of failing.

“We've worked together before,” he thought, “and I should feel at ease by now.” But there was something in her eye, in the way she looked over her shoulder at him that gave him the creeps.

“She said we couldn't meet.” It made sense, but he called her on the cell phone anyway to make sure they were ready to go.

“I am,” she said, “Are you?” An octave lower, full of questioning suspicion.

“Yes,” he assured her, taking slight umbrage at her undisguised doubt. And they hung up.

He was taking the car to the drop off location, then hitching a ride the rest of the way. She drove ahead in her own car. But that was fine with him. He didn't want to trust her with the details of the drop-off. As he thought that, he had to wonder whether he liked this task more because it would give him the slightest bit of power over her.

“Stupid,” he called myself after the thought. She would not have agreed to something that didn't keep her in command.

So they both started off, at different times and along different roads, both ending up in Alba later in the day.

They set up in the little town as the streets buzzed with the seasonal influx of tourists. He knew she had been going to Alba for a few days at a time for the last couple months. He knew she had a boyfriend there; she had to. That was part of the plan.
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