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Prologue

The sun beat down on the hills. Count Cosimo Parigi wiped his brow as he stood looking down on the town of San Stefano in Umbria. The familiar grey stone turrets, left by the Normans, and the red terracotta-tile roofs shimmered in the haze of the baking glare. It was August, and anyone with any sense had left town. The cool water of the azure Mediterranean sea and the light breeze on the lakes to the North called the Italians to their annual vacanze. This year, more than ever, most people had left. The war had just ground to a halt and a defeated (or ‘liberated’, depending on which propaganda you bought) Italy was picking itself up from the dust. It was time to recoup, to snatch at the strands of a normal life.

For most people, that was, but not for him.

Cosimo felt no lethargy, no exhaustion. He was driven, and he had a vision. He looked out at the rolling hills and forests and he wanted to ride through them. Brand new railway tracks that would glitter under the burning sun. An engine for Italy, to bring it out from the ashes of war.

He was a second son, which meant he was an irrelevance. The faded old palazzo of the Parigi family, mounted on the crest of a hill overlooking San Stefano, was going to pass to his brother Giuseppe, il Principe Giuseppe Parigi. Giuseppe was the heir, and that was  set in stone. He would inherit the farmland that no longer offered riches, the meagre rents of the cottages they owned, the crumbling palace. Cosimo was expected to live in a small house somewhere on the estate, to assist with the farming, and generally to keep his head down.

But he had no interest in being forgotten, like other second and third sons before him. Cosimo wanted more, and he had an idea how to get it.

His parents and brother had not approved when he told them. Here he was, dressed in the overalls of a peasant, working with his hands in the August sun. He was surveying the land, taking samples of the soil, imagining a new, better route for the railway that had been smashed into useless smithereens by the Royal Air Force. When construction of the railway was done, he, Cosimo, would turn to the roads. All across Italy people still travelled by horse, or donkey and cart.

This was unacceptable in 1946. It was a new world, and Italy had to be fit for it. Cosimo was already talking to bankers in the ravaged city of Milano. He was drawing up his plans, he was going to do his part.

His future was as glorious as the landscape before him.

 

Cosimo Parigi had drive and intelligence. He also had a good idea. Railway executives and state bureaucrats called him ‘il typhoon’ - the hurricane. He blew through meetings, objections, and regulations. By 1950, Parigi Railways had been established, and it was thriving.

His parents died in 1951. They had never approved of what their younger son was doing. Trade! For a Conte di Parigi! It was unthinkable. But their natural laziness, and their desire to enjoy la dolce vita in their last years, had kept them silent. The old Prince wanted only to tend to his vines and taste the first pressings from his olive trees.  Young people like his son did crazy things, Madonn’. But he would grow up and get over it.

Cosimo wept for his mother when she died, and again for his father when, unwilling to endure life without her, he followed her to the family crypt in less than a month. His sorrow was lessened, though, because of his parents’ advanced years, because his company was racing ahead, and because he had a new bride on whom to bestow his sudden wealth. Donna Lucia di Parenti was the daughter of another noble family, and marrying her was the one thing Cosimo did that Giuseppe, the new Principe, approved of.

‘Congratulations, my dear brother,’ he said to Cosimo in the rich, plummy tones he affected when speaking as the head of the family. Archbishop Fanti had just united Cosimo with his new Contessa in the chapel of the Palazzo, beneath the gaze of the busts of his ancestors, and the angels and saints carved in glorious Renaissance marble. Cosimo actually would have preferred another venue, a church in Rome, perhaps even St Peter’s - nothing was good enough for his Lucia - but Giuseppe had insisted they be married from the Palazzo, and Cosimo had given way. In a matter like this one, it did not hurt. Family tradition, and all that.

‘Thank you, Giuseppe,’ Cosimo said. He smiled at Maria, Giuseppe’s meek little wife, who was cradling Roberto, the new heir, in her arms. ‘The little one is quiet today, it must be a good omen.’

Giuseppe looked at his sleeping son. ‘You also will have children.’

‘We hope so.’

‘And may your first child be a boy,’ Giuseppe said solemnly.

‘Thank you,’ Cosimo acknowledged, trying to suppress the thought that Giuseppe really could sound like a pompous ass sometimes.

‘When the honeymoon is over, call upon me at the Palazzo. We have much to discuss,’ Giuseppe told his brother.

‘I will,’ Cosimo promised, although he had no intention of keeping his word. Parigi Railways was about to become Parigi Transportation. He was taking over a cement-mixing and laying company. New autostrade  were planned across the peninsula, and Cosimo was going to be a part of it. After the honeymoon, he would be flying to Switzerland for discussions with a consortium of investors . . .

 

Giuseppe sat brooding in the dusty halls of his once-spectacular home. The years rolled by pretty much as they had always done; some years the wine harvest was excellent, and he could repair a roof or two, other years it had blight or drought and he was out firing workers and raising rents. The Parigi estate was, under his stewardship, much as it had been for generations beforehand.

He resented it bitterly.

Cosimo, the little upstart, had founded a firm using  his family name. He was making billions of lire a year. He had modern cars, an estate, an old, but beautifully restored villa outside of Rome. But was he, Giuseppe, not the elder brother? That money should be his.

He spoke of it incessantly to the Principessa.

‘What belongs to the House of Parigi belongs to the Principe, cara,’ Giuseppe told her. And Maria nodded her head and continued to embroider, for that was her hobby, and she had long since got out of the habit of listening to her husband.

But he had an audience. Four-year-old Roberto was playing with his toy wooden train while his father spoke, and the words sunk in. Consequently he grew up loathing his upstart uncle Cosimo. Over and over, his  father would lift the boy on to his knee and tell him of his inheritance.

‘You are to be Prince of the Parigi,’ Giuseppe told his son. ‘All this is yours. You must never lose the rights of the family.’

Roberto nodded gravely. He worshipped his father. That is, until that spring day, when he was six years old . . .

 

‘Is the Count prepared?’ Giuseppe asked of the nanny. She bobbed a curtsey.

‘Si, Principe.’

‘Very good,’ Giuseppe said, regarding his son as she placed him on the back seat of the Bugatti. The little Count Roberto was bundled up against the slight March wind; a true Italian, he was ultra-sensitive to cold. Maria was in the hospital with suspected tuberculosis, and Giuseppe had bills mounting. He did not trust his son to be alone with peasants, and he had decided to take him with him on this vital errand.

Roberto bounced up and down with pleasure as his father slid the car into gear and out of the courtyard of the Palazzo, down the ancient, windy road that led into San Stefano. From there, they would take a new road, one Parigi Enterprises, as the company was now called, had helped build, to their destination.

‘Where are we going, Papa?’ he asked.

‘To see your uncle Cosimo,’ Giuseppe said.

‘Why, Papa?’

‘I have very important business, Roberto. Now you will be a good boy when we arrive, won’t you? You will go and play with some toys.’

‘I will,’ Roberto lied. He had no intention of missing this. His beloved father was about to set Uncle Cosimo straight, and Roberto couldn’t wait to hear him do it.
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Little Roberto stepped out of the car and regarded his uncle’s house as his father took his hand.

‘What do you think, Roberto? It is very pretty, no?’ Giuseppe asked him. ‘Of course, it is not as fine as the Palazzo.’

‘No, Papa,’ Roberto agreed solemnly, even though he was lying. He was taking in Uncle Cosimo’s villa, and he thought he had never seen anything so fine. The building was old, with glorious ochre walls and sprays of climbing roses, white and yellow, but it was not crumbling like their palace; the tiled roof was new and perfect, the drive was gravelled, the stables perfect, like something out of the magazines his mother read. Roberto saw new and better cars in the garage; fountains which were working, not lined with moss; gardens which were professionally tended, lawns which were neatly clipped.

Roberto was a young boy, but he knew instinctively that the villa was worth five times as much as the wreck they lived in. How fine that his father was here to demand their family rights! His father was the elder brother. Roberto examined the house with a covetous eye. He would like to play here. One day, his father said, the whole estate would be his.

‘Come along,’ his father said, tugging Roberto out of his reverie.

They walked towards the door, which was opened by a butler in uniform, but before he could say anything Cosimo had run out to meet them.

‘Giuseppe! Caro.’ He kissed his brother warmly on both cheeks, hugging him. ‘And Roberto. How big you have grown.’ Roberto hung close to his father, but Uncle Cosimo bent down and gave him a solemn handshake, which he liked. ‘Are you thirsty? Would you like a lemonade? We have Coca-Cola and chocolate biscuits.’

Roberto’s mouth watered. They never had American Coca-Cola at the Palazzo. But already he was starting to  feel resentful towards his uncle. He wanted to wait until Uncle Cosimo had given his father his due as head of the family, then he would drink his Coca-Cola.

‘No thank you, I am not thirsty.’

‘Maybe later, then. But come in, come in.’

Cosimo led them through a wide corridor hung with artwork and lined with antique Roman busts into a large kitchen filled with modern appliances.

‘We can talk here, Giuseppe. Roberto, would you like to go and play in the nursery?’

Roberto looked at Papa, who nodded.

‘Yes, Uncle Cosimo.’

‘I will send for the nurse,’ Cosimo said. ‘Our Luigi is only two, and he’s napping right now, but we have many toys for bigger boys.’

‘I do not want the nurse, Uncle Cosimo,’ said Roberto. ‘I like to play by myself without my nurse.’

Cosimo laughed and ruffled Roberto’s hair. ‘He’s independent, Giuseppe! Very well, she will just show you to the playroom.’

A nanny in a blue pinafore materialised and whisked Roberto away. He saw his uncle Cosimo close the kitchen door behind him.

 

The nursery was splendid, Roberto thought jealously. His infant cousin Luigi, who was sleeping - good, because Roberto had no interest in seeing him - was lying in a bedroom several rooms away and the nurse told him to play freely, because he would not wake his cousin up.

‘Thank you,’ Roberto said gravely, ‘you may go.’

The nurse stared at him but left without saying anything, closing the door. Roberto wanted to run back down the corridor and listen at the kitchen door, but he decided to wait a few minutes, to be sure the servant woman was not hovering . . .
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‘But, Giuseppe!’ Cosimo struggled with his amazement. His brother was stuffy and pompous and stuck in the ways that had kept the Parigi fortune declining for the last two hundred years, but he loved him and did not want to hurt him. Laughing at him would be the absolute worst thing he could do. ‘I have made this money, myself, and you and Father did not approve.’

The Prince shrugged. ‘We were wrong, and I see that now. But the fact remains, you must cede control of the majority of the company to me, as is only right and proper. I am the—’

 

Outside the door, Roberto smiled fiercely. He pressed his little ear to the keyhole, keeping the other open for the nanny or other intruders. Now his papa was telling Uncle Cosimo!

 

‘—head of the family?’ Cosimo’s patience snapped. ‘Madonna!’ He shook his head and crossed himself, regretting the outburst. ‘You have a title, dear brother, one I care nothing for and never wanted. The world is changing. I am not a feudal vassal! I owe you nothing, nothing! You amaze me. You do no stroke of work, then arrive and demand . . . demand my estate, the estate of my son? You live in the twentieth century! Are you insane?’

Giuseppe scowled. ‘You refuse to do your duty, then?’

‘By not finding work, selling off the dead wood, revitalising the Palazzo, perhaps you have failed to do yours.’ That hit home, and Cosimo saw the hurt on his big brother’s face. He clasped him by the shoulder. ‘Ah, come now. We must not fight. You have your way and I have mine. You need money?’

‘I need nothing. I am owed . . .’

Cosimo cut him off. ‘Let us end this now. You have no legal recourse, or you would already be in the courts.’

This was true; they both knew it, and Giuseppe’s face clouded with frustration. ‘I have a duty to you, of course,’ Cosimo went on, ‘one of love . . . tell me what you need, and I will provide you with an allowance.’

Giuseppe hesitated, surprised. ‘You will?’

‘I will. Do you think I would let my brother and nephew want for anything? Let us fix the Palazzo together. But I will draw up the budget,’ he added hastily, ‘and I will take a look at your books, and send you an allowance for your family.’

Giuseppe struggled now. He wanted that money so badly he could taste it. But his pride was still there.

‘I cannot have some stranger look at the fortunes of the Parigi,’ he said stiffly.

Cosimo sighed. ‘I will do it myself, brother. I am a Parigi too.’

Giuseppe weakened and fell. His brother was disarming him. He had expected blackmail and shame to work; he had not expected this kindness. For all his arrogant hauteur, Giuseppe Parigi was fundamentally lazy. He wanted an independent income, preferably one he controlled . . . but he would take one somebody else controlled if need be. Unexpectedly, a blissful future arose before him; he would live as should an Italian nobleman, and he would not work, and the Palazzo would be heated, restored, warm like this place, with no more rain leaking through the rotting roof beams . . .

‘Cosimo.’ He moved forward and embraced his upstart brother. ‘You have a good heart, fratello. I accept . . .’

 

Roberto was already stumbling down the corridor towards the nursery, tears in his eyes. He brushed them away and gulped down air. His papa had done nothing, had let Uncle Cosimo run all over him. He hated his father, hated Uncle Cosimo . . .

He barrelled into the nursery and saw the nurse there looking for him.

‘Did you get lost? Were you looking for the bathroom?’

‘No,’ Roberto muttered.

She was carrying a tray with a big ice-frosted glass full of black Coca-Cola, with ice cubes chinking enticingly. ‘Maybe you are ready for this now, little Conte?’

Roberto looked at the Coca-Cola. He could not resist. He took it, but he burned with shame.

‘Thank you,’ he mumbled.

‘You miss Papa, no? But he is coming back soon,’ said the nurse.

Roberto turned to the wall so she would not see his red eyes. He drank the Coca-Cola. It was delicious.

‘Leave me alone,’ he said.

She withdrew, thinking he was a little brat. Roberto cared nothing for her feelings. She was just a servant maid. He wondered what he would say to his papa on the way home. Probably nothing.

Papa! He despised him . . .

 

Luigi never forgot the first time he saw Mozel.

She was running through the market square in Cortona when Luigi saw her. It was difficult not to. She was clad in green, black and silver, and her full skirts trailed behind her like her black hair. She was also clutching a string of sausages, and she was hurtling towards him, screaming curses at her pursuers.

Luigi laughed and took them in: a fat butcher, waving his knife and bellowing curses of his own, followed by his assistant, a child, equally tubby, crying for his father.  Madonna, but she was a beauty. Her cheekbones were high and haughty, her hair curly and luxuriant, and she had an incredible figure that the loose gypsy clothing did not completely hide.

Well, of course, Luigi thought, I am a fine upstanding citizen of the Republic and must do my duty. He sidestepped swiftly into the path of the oncoming female who crashed into him, spitting and squealing and trying to get away, but Luigi had her by the arms in his strong grip. He was seventeen, and brawny like his father.

‘Grazie,’ the butcher huffed. ‘Thank you, my friend. You have caught the witch. Filthy gypsy witch!’ he yelled at her.

The wildcat in Luigi’s arms struggled and snarled in Romansh, baring her teeth.

The butcher took a wary step back.

‘You hold her, my friend, and I will fetch the police. A night in the cells should cool her off. Thievery,’ he said malevolently, ‘is a very serious matter. As for you, I will give you a discount on a nice side of lamb. Very good with salt and rosemary.’

Luigi said seriously, ‘Come now, you do not wish to have the young woman arrested?’

The butcher’s face turned sour. ‘You do not see those sausages? The magistrates have had enough of the gypsy filth, stealing everywhere, polluting the town . . . basta!’

‘These sausages? Fine-looking sausages,’ Luigi admitted. He took out his wallet and slowly extracted a hundred-thousand-lire note. ‘Does this cover them, do you think?’

The butcher made to snatch the money, greedily, but Luigi held it out of reach. ‘And it also covers the entire unfortunate incident, no?’

The man hesitated, hovering between covetousness and loathing. ‘Who are you, Signore?’

‘I am Count Luigi Parigi,’ Luigi said.

The butcher blinked in surprise. ‘Scusi, Don Parigi,’ he said, taking the money and withdrawing, followed by his now bawling child.

Luigi looked at his prisoner. Up close she was even more sensational. As well as the cheeks and hair there were full red lips, a slender nose, and the most amazing, incredible pale grey eyes, almost silver, like a wolf’s, shaded by long, dark lashes. Mesmerised, he let his grip slacken. She instantly wrenched herself free and strode away from him, in a flounce of skirts and a jangle of her coin necklace.

‘Wait,’ Luigi barked.

She spun around to face him. ‘You want something,  gajo? A gypsy blessing? For saving me?’

He didn’t like her tone.

‘Maybe a kiss,’ Luigi said.

The woman rolled her eyes. ‘The gaje think we are all for sale. I am an honest woman.’

Luigi laughed. ‘The butcher does not think so, Signorina.’

‘That fat fool,’ she said contemptuously.

‘Tell me your name,’ he said.

‘I know yours.’ The wolf-eyes narrowed. ‘Count Luigi Parigi. It rhymes.’

‘What were my parents thinking?’ he responded, and for the first time she smiled. Her whole face lit up, and Count Luigi, sole son and heir of Count Cosimo Parigi and one of the richest men in Tuscany, fell hopelessly, finally, and without any possibility of reprieve, in love with her.

‘My name is Mozel,’ she said.

‘That’s a strange name.’

‘Not to my people,’ she said confidently. ‘It means “blackcurrant”.’

‘You are very beautiful,’ Luigi said.

‘That’s true,’ Mozel agreed, tossing her hair and laughing.

‘Let me buy you lunch,’ he said.

Mozel agreed. Her father would not like it, of course,  but her father was not here. And after all, she had gotten away with the sausages.

 

Roberto never forgot the instant he laid eyes on Mozel.

It was the crowning moment of his humiliations. His father had died early, of a heart attack. Roberto’s mourning had not been very deep. He had despised his father ever since, as a child, he had heard him crawl to accept Cosimo’s handouts. Ever since that day, his father had taken the handouts from the junior branch of the family. The Principe and Principessa had lived quietly, in comfort, with every modern convenience in their restored palazzo, but as far as Roberto was concerned, they had lived as slaves.

He had vowed revenge. But he was cleverer than his father. Roberto was not going to bluster in and challenge his enemies until he was able to defeat them.

He had embraced his weeping uncle Cosimo at the funeral.

‘I’m so sorry, caro.’ Cosimo hugged him close. ‘Nothing can ever replace the loss of your papa.’

‘Nothing!’ Roberto said, weeping himself. ‘But at least I have you, Uncle. I want to come and work at Parigi Enterprises, to be close to the family.’

‘My boy,’ Cosimo had said, smiling through the tears, astonished, ‘that is wonderful. It will be wonderful to have you close.’

 

Close he had become. Roberto, the latest Prince of the Parigi, had set himself to learn anything and everything about the company. Not the business; he was not interested in that. Instead, Roberto noted who the smart managers and consultants were. That was the extent of success, hiring smart people. His interest was in seeing who was paid off, how the bribes worked, who was close to whom, who were the people Cosimo Parigi trusted.  Roberto had a grave charm to him that rendered him a favourite in the boardroom. And he took special care to get close to his cousin Luigi.

Roberto believed that risks should only be taken when necessary. His uncle had contracted hepatitis C after an operation for a skiing accident in an unsanitary mountain hospital, and his health was shaky. Luigi was a playboy, a daredevil who enjoyed not merely skiing, but tearing through the winding hills on his motorino, hang-gliding like Sean Connery in James Bond - there was even one occasion when he jumped from an aeroplane with a parachute. Cosimo’s wife was unable to have any more children . . . well . . . Roberto was the beloved nephew. There would be no need to rock the boat.

But then there was that day in May when everything changed, when Roberto’s long-lusted-for inheritance was snatched from under his nose. Luigi came home with tales of a woman, not of a noble Italian family, not even a foreigner of good breeding . . . but a gypsy.

The woman was barely a person. Gypsies were lower than the lowest Italian peasant, they were witches and dirty thieves.

Roberto had enjoyed a good laugh.

‘Luigi! That’s funny.’

His cousin’s eyes flashed with that headstrong spark. ‘I am not joking, Roberto.’

‘Not joking! But you must be. It would be a misalliance . . . your blood . . .’

‘My blood is hot,’ Luigi grinned, ‘that’s all that matters, don’t you think? It’s the Seventies, bro. She’s something else, too. Smart . . . sexy . . . just wait until you see her. You’ll forget all about that antiquated shit . . .’

Roberto had gritted his teeth, smiled, and said, ‘Of course.’
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When he was introduced to Mozel, he hated her. Hated her wild beauty. Hated her fearless spirit. She called him ‘Roberto’ at once, never ‘Principe’, not even the first time.

‘I expect you found it hard to adjust?’ he’d asked her pointedly, as the family sat by the fire in the drawing room of Cosimo’s town house in Rome.

‘No, Roberto. My people are used to adjusting,’ she said. ‘Bi-lacio raklo.’

He suspected that was an insult in her barbarous tongue from the way her eyes danced.

‘Will you wait to have children?’

‘No. I want as many as possible,’ Mozel purred. ‘Luigi must have heirs.’

Her wild white eyes bored into his. Witch, Roberto thought, wretched witch. She made him want to squirm and wash himself. So now, the fortune due to him would be in the hands not just of his juniors, but of half-breed gypsies.

It would not be. He was more than a match for the wild-eyed little tramp his foolish cousin intended to marry.

‘That sounds wonderful,’ Roberto assured her. ‘You bring the wedding date forward. That way you can get started right away.’

Luigi gave him a grateful wink. It was good to have his cousin change his mind. Theirs was a tight, close family; he wanted nothing to alter that.

 

The wedding was appalling. Roberto had to stand there in the pews of Santa Maria in Ara Coeli in Rome, the traditional and romantic church at the top of the Campidoglio, watching his cousin, a count of the Parigi, unite himself to gypsy scum. The shame of it almost made him feel faint as he stood there in his morning suit,  with a crisp red rose as a boutonnière, and realised he was sharing the pew with members of her dirty unwashed tribe, her family. Contessa Mozel Parigi! It was not to be borne. And Uncle Cosimo actually approved. The man had no honour at all. Maybe my grandmother deceived my grandfather, Roberto thought, taking comfort in the idea. That would mean that Cosimo and Luigi were not Parigis at all.

The gypsy wench wore red. Red! It was their tradition, she had told him, the bride wears red to symbolise her virginity. And so she stood there in the church in a huge silken gown, as open and full and red as the poppies scattered across the Roman forum, carrying a bouquet of ivory roses, and wearing a wreath of them in her long, dark hair.

She was beautiful. She was sexy. He wanted her.

And she knew it, too, the little minx, with her laughing eyes flickering over him as he watched her hungrily when the family were together. She called him names in her strange pidgin language, and muttered to herself when he passed her by. Witch things, Roberto thought. How he hated her, and hated Luigi for tainting the family name and honour.

But Roberto had a remedy. He had made his plans. It only remained to put them into effect.

 

Cosimo lived long enough to see Mozel full with child, but he died before she gave birth. Luigi was inconsolable, and Roberto managed to put on a decent show of grief for his cousin, now his boss, sole owner of the Parigi fortune. Uncle Cosimo left it all to his son, nothing to speak of to Roberto, the Principe - not even a small minority stake. Instead, his will had contained an emotional letter of love, saying that he had thought of Roberto as another son, and which Roberto had thrown into the fire.

Bullshit. Another son would have been given an inheritance.

Cosimo gave Roberto a trifling amount of money, barely enough to buy a new villa with, and some useless personal items such as paintings. So what? Roberto was not interested in them. He was interested in the Parigi fortune, but once again he had been left to be dependent on the junior branch.

 

‘You must snap out of this,’ Roberto said to Luigi one night, as his cousin burst into a fresh round of tears. ‘It is not good for you, not what your father would want.’

‘He’s right, carissimo,’ Mozel said, stroking her husband’s hair. ‘Cosimo would not want you to be weeping when the baby comes.’

A flicker of light crossed Luigi’s face. He reached out to stroke his wife’s swollen belly.

‘When will he be born?’

‘I told you yesterday. A month.’ She laughed. ‘You ask me every day! And besides, it is a girl.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I know. I can feel it,’ she said, mysteriously.

‘You should not sit in this gloomy room,’ Roberto insisted. ‘Besides, Rome is so dirty these days. The smoke, the pollution . . . It isn’t good for babies. And the  motorini speeding everywhere, what if they knock Mozel down?’

Luigi looked alarmed and brushed the tears away. ‘That’s a good point, Roberto.’

‘Your child should be born in the country, in the woods.’

Mozel’s face lit up. She hated and mistrusted Roberto. She knew exactly what he thought of her. But she was a daughter of the country and the woods.

‘He’s right, Luigi . . .’

‘I have that hunting cabin in Umbria. Near the town  of San Clemente, which has a wonderful hospital, very modern. An excellent maternity ward, with doctors from America.’ This was true; Roberto knew that would be the first thing they would investigate. It was one of the best hospitals in Italy. ‘And the cabin . . . it’s actually a lodge. Very luxurious, with three bedrooms, a library, a pool room, and an indoor swimming pool, heated.’ He looked at the Contessa. ‘Swimming is excellent exercise for the heavily pregnant, dear Mozel; you know what your doctor said.’

She looked down, she truly was as fat as a cow; Mozel longed to move, safely, of course. Roberto knew it. In fact his workmen had only finished with the pool last month.

‘If you want my advice, Luigi, you will take three months off. A month with Mozel, to be in the countryside, and finish your mourning, and then a little time with your child once he is born.’

‘She,’ Mozel said.

‘He, she. What does it matter as long as the baby arrives safely, and in good clean air, too?’

They both nodded their agreement. Fools.

‘But who will run the company?’ Luigi protested. ‘We have contracts to fulfil, mergers on the way, acquisitions . . .’

‘You’re no good to Parigi in this state,’ Roberto said reasonably. ‘And your first-born will only arrive once. Are you going to miss the first months for work?’

‘He’s absolutely right,’ Mozel said.

‘I can take care of the Dulon merger. We have very capable men running the company, Luigi. Between us we’ll manage for a few months without you.’

Mozel looked at her husband longingly, and Luigi agreed at once. He could never resist any plea from those intense, pale eyes.
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Roberto was cunning. He knew Mozel was suspicious, and he made sure her fears were allayed. He invited their friends to stay in the lodge, and he remained in Milan while the couple enjoyed the country air, and while Luigi went hunting wild boar, his favourite pastime.

Luigi was intensely grateful, but Roberto brushed his thanks aside.

‘It is the least I can do for my dear cousin,’ Roberto said. ‘After all, we are family.’

Mozel was surprised to find the hospital was just as Roberto had promised. It had American doctors and British nurses, and catered mostly to wealthy foreigners who did not care for Italy’s friendly, broken-down state care. Her husband’s arrogant cousin had also arranged for specialists to visit her weekly at the lodge, so she could be examined in comfort and privacy. Soon she relaxed, and did not worry when he came to visit, even when he disappeared with Luigi in the woods. Each night they came home again, and her friends came and went, and she felt safe.

The American doctors gave her another cause for joy, too, something that distracted her from her instinctual caution.

She was not about to have one child. She was going to have three.

 

Roberto rejoiced loudly and publicly. He threw a party in company headquarters the day his cousin’s babies were born - three girls, ha! Three children and not a boy amongst them. He shut the entire corporation for a day, giving every employee a long weekend. He filled Mozel’s bright new hospital room with flowers; he had a magnum of champagne delivered to his brother along with a box of Cuban cigars; and he offered the use of the Palazzo for the christening.

‘But when are you coming to see the babies?’ Luigi asked him on the end of the phone.

‘I must just finish up some business, then I will come to the lodge. I can’t wait to hold them,’ Roberto said. ‘How adorable.’

‘They are adorable,’ said his sappy cousin, voice full of foolish doting pride. ‘They are the most beautiful children ever born!’

‘I bet they are,’ Roberto said. ‘And the mother?’

‘Mozel is doing wonderfully.’

‘I will arrange the christening, Luigi. Let me take care of everything.’

‘I can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done for us, I feel like a new man,’ Luigi said gratefully.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Roberto said softly. ‘I’m family.’

 

Roberto took a few days to return to San Stefano and start some very public preparations for a grand christening. The cake was ordered, balloons and banners were bought, the Archbishop was booked; Roberto showed himself around town, passing out cigars, receiving congratulations, and ordering from as many suppliers as he could. The town took note of the unusual good humour of the Principe di Parigi. As he had intended.

And then, finally, all was ready.

 

When Roberto arrived at the lodge, he was all smiles. Mozel, already back to her normal size three weeks after the birth, greeted him warmly, as if he were truly Luigi’s brother. She was wearing a blue dress that picked out the glossy raven hue of her hair, and he thought how delicious she looked, and how much he would enjoy finally having her.

Mozel was wasted on a limp noodle like Luigi, Roberto decided. Of course, he would never have married her, but she would be good to fuck. He imagined  all that wild passion squirming underneath him. Before he wiped out the stain of herself and her gypsy brats for good.

Roberto cuddled the babies. They were ugly little pink morsels with blue eyes and scraps of dark fluff on their heads. He felt no compunction at the thought of what he was going to do to them. They would never know a thing. At this age, they were hardly people. Magnanimously, he decided to smother them with a pillow before the flames took them.

‘Aren’t they amazing,’ he cooed, and Mozel leaned over to retrieve them, smiling at him. Her heavy breasts brushed against his forearm in her thin silky blue dress, and Roberto stiffened pleasurably, and thought that she wanted him.

That night, after the happy parents had retired to sleep, Roberto poured the gasoline and accelerant he had kept in an outhouse into all the channels he had dug for them. A pity to waste such a magnificent little holiday villa, yes, but he was insured to the hilt; he could always plan another . . .

 

In the morning, Roberto ensured that he would not be interrupted. He waited for the postman to come, and the maid to leave, tipping her handsomely. Then, accommodatingly, Luigi himself suggested they head into the woods to shoot a few boar, maybe even a stag or two . . .

It was like - what did the Americans say? - taking candy from a baby, Roberto decided, as he stood twelve metres behind Luigi, taking careful aim at his cousin and firing.

Luigi crumpled to the ground in a slither of clothes and flesh. His own gun dropped harmlessly from his hand, and blood gushed from his head as he collapsed on the forest floor, branches and twigs cracking under the weight of his body.

Roberto walked off, not even looking back. This forest was full of animals, wild boar in particular, which would take care of his cousin’s remains. He had hunted in it many times by himself, and many times with Luigi; the Count never suspected for an instant that Roberto was a danger. When death came, Roberto told himself smugly as he headed back to the house, Luigi had not known a thing. He was now in heaven. Or hell. Roberto didn’t care much either way.

His crotch hardened as he emerged from the thick, green dark of the forest and walked into the house. What would Mozel feel, that treacherous gypsy slut, whose sex had stolen his cousin’s wits and let all the world see a Parigi united with a gypsy woman? She would be afraid, and he was looking forward to that. But would she be wet and hot when she was taken by a real man? Despite herself? That tramp . . . of course she would . . . she would love it . . .

Roberto’s anger and hatred mixed with his lust. He strode past the patio, through the open doors of the living room. He was hard as a diamond now. Through into the kitchen, and then to the family room, where Mozel would be sitting with her brats . . .

There she was. She had a child at the breast. The sight of them, usually large but now even more swollen with milk, turned him on so much it hurt. For a second, Roberto just stood over her, staring, his shotgun in his hand.

She knew immediately.

Of course, he thought triumphantly; she is a witch, after all.

Mozel said nothing but snatched at the phone and started to dial for help.

‘There is no tone,’ Roberto said. ‘The line has been cut.’

‘Why?’ she screamed. ‘Why?’

He shrugged and moved towards her. ‘I am a prince of the Parigi, befana slut. Put the child down.’

‘No!’ she shrieked, and started to run. But Roberto raised his shotgun and pointed it at the other babies.

‘Unless you want me to blow their brains out, you will do exactly as I say.’

She stopped dead. ‘Yes,’ she said numbly. ‘Yes. Yes.’ She laid her baby gently down on the couch, where it started to squall with fury, because its lunch had been interrupted. Roberto found the sound annoying.

‘Walk into the bedroom,’ he said, ‘and strip your clothes off, slut.’

Mozel obeyed him, trembling, and went into the bedroom. She would fight. Maybe she could get away. Her mind was thinking only of one thing, to save her children, Luigi’s children. She would mourn him later . . .

Roberto stood before her, shotgun pointed at her breasts. She was a slight, skinny little thing; he had ninety pounds on her. He was lean and muscled, his body reflecting the discipline of his life.

‘Slowly,’ he said, enjoying himself. She obeyed him. She slowly removed her clothing, letting the dress slither to the floor, her tits already out of the bra, they were magnificent, the tiny white silk panties peeled off and she was absolutely nude. Roberto, his hard-on full to bursting, shoved her roughly back on to the bed, tugged his pants half-down, and mounted her.

Mozel shrieked and tried to struggle, but he had her fast. Roberto raped her savagely, thrusting deep. She scratched at his face and tore it with her nails, so he slapped her, hard, on the head.

That was a mistake. He was stronger than her, and she blacked out, which stopped her struggling, and shrieking, and now he was fucking a limp body. No fun. He cursed and shook her awake.

‘My children,’ she groaned, ‘spare my babies!’

‘Of course I’m not going to,’ Roberto said, grinning and thrusting. ‘Let some gypsy take what is mine, inherit what is mine? You and your filthy line die tonight, witch.’

She looked up at him, with those grey wolf-eyes. She stopped struggling, and started to move with his rhythm. Roberto was shocked, then he smirked. She  was enjoying it. He knew she would. She could not resist . . .

And then, looking directly into his eyes, Mozel loudly and clearly pronounced a curse on him, a curse that seemed to go on and on, speaking the words in her barbaric language, until he wanted to throttle her.

Roberto felt his belly crisp with fear. Inside the witch, his hard-on shrivelled and died. He felt himself become limp and small, and slip out of her. Enraged and red-faced, he lifted his hand to strike her again, to beat all the life out of her . . .

‘Wait!’

Her voice was strangely calm. Despite himself, Roberto Parigi hesitated.

‘You can break the curse,’ Mozel said calmly, ‘if you spare my infants, Roberto. Then it will not come upon you.’

He hesitated. The spell . . . the spell . . . he did not like it.

‘It is impossible,’ he said, reaching for her throat.

Mozel spoke fast, the words tumbling out of her. ‘No! Not impossible. Give them to churches, leave them on doorsteps, who will know? Separate them. Nobody will know, they are Italian girls . . .’

‘They have your eyes, witch,’ he snarled. ‘All would know them!’

‘Their eyes are blue,’ she pleaded, ‘blue!’

Roberto felt his limpness flop against his clothes. His  rage and frustration burst, and he screamed ‘Silence!’ and moved forwards, choking her until she stopped breathing and lay dead and quiet on the bed, unable to torment him with more of her words and spells.

He sat there for a few minutes, panting. Now both Luigi and Mozel were dead. Calm, calm, Roberto, he told himself. Relax . . . don’t let the slut get to you.

But she had, he knew she had.

When he said ‘witch’, Roberto Parigi believed it. Modern times did not mean modern attitudes, not in this land of long memories, where superstition was a way of life. The look in the gypsy slut’s eyes as she spoke that curse . . .

Dimly, he heard the sound of crying from the other room. He stumbled back in there, zipping himself up. There were the two in their cots and the third on the couch.

Curiously, Roberto gazed into the small eyes of the squalling one. Yes, the slut had spoken the truth. They looked like ordinary Italian brats, with dark hair, blue eyes, olive skins . . .

He picked up a cushion from the couch and stood over the screaming one. But then he hesitated.

Fuck it, Roberto thought. Nobody will ever know, and I will break my curse . . .

He scooped the three children up and carried them out to his Rolls-Royce, laying them in the back seat.

Then he walked back to the start of the first trough he had laid and filled with gasoline, struck a match, then tossed it in.

Within a few seconds the entire building was ablaze. Channels of fuel were laid all through the house, and it was a wooden structure. Within an hour, nothing would be left but that brand-new pool.

Prince Roberto Parigi turned the key in his ignition and started to drive up the winding road that led into the  hills, with the three little contessas screaming annoyingly in the back of his car.

 

Roberto thought he had arranged things perfectly. He had cultivated some connections in the Cosa Nostra, low-level men with no morals and a fierce love of money. He had also made sure he kept his own band of thugs on the Parigi payroll; ‘security’, of course, but not for the company, for himself.

His connections already had a racket going in the sale of children. Infants were highly sought after in Europe and America, and parents were prepared to pay for them. Roberto was cautious; he instructed that each child should go to a different orphanage, and that no fee should be charged to adopt them. He didn’t want anything getting in the way, he wanted the gypsy brats dispersed around the globe, far from each other, and far from himself.

It was done smoothly and with a minimum of fuss. A place was found in England for one girl, and, in America, Brooklyn for a second and LA for a third. Fly-by-night operations that charged heavy ‘expenses’ for the most part, washed a little money, and closed down when the Feds came looking.

The Prince expected reports on who chose the brats, and he got them. He was expecting there to be a delay; they were only females, after all, and who would want one of those, given a choice? But the girls went fast, and pleasingly so, to the kinds of families he had hand-selected; boring, ordinary people with enough to raise a child, who were neither especially poor nor exceptionally rich. An Italian worker from New York, a middle-class English couple, and a lawyer from Los Angeles.

After that, he forgot about his tiny cousins. They were gone from the picture, removed from being a threat,  from taking the inheritance that was so rightfully his.

And he had done right by them, he thought self-righteously. They were alive, which was more than the children of a witch deserved to be.

Prince Roberto Parigi busied himself with a very public funeral, mourning the tragic loss of the new family he had been so close to. He had a service in the Cathedral in San Stefano, and the Archbishop remarked in his sermon how he had been looking forward to performing a baptism, and instead here he was, presiding over a funeral . . .

Roberto, last of the Parigis, wept bitterly, and was inconsolable. He mourned all that year, never removing his black suit, and refusing to dine out. He even wept as his cousin Luigi’s will was read, making him the default heir of the entire Parigi fortune: the houses, the apartments, the villas, the cars, the private jet, and, of course, all the stock of Parigi Enterprises.

His first act as Chief Executive was to rename the company. It was now to be known as Venda Incorporated. He did not wish the ancient name of Parigi to be tainted with trade. Roberto was happy to take charge of all the money, but he regarded the means of obtaining it as beneath him. Murder was acceptable; working for a living was not.

People wondered about the name. ‘I just like the way it sounds,’ Roberto told them.

In fact, it stood for vendetta. His private joke.

Roberto moved back to the Palazzo after installing some very competent men to run his business affairs. He poached the brightest talent from America, even some executives from Japan, where an incredible revolution was taking place in business. Venda was known for paying huge salaries and bonuses; Roberto knew that the  Capos made the organisation.

His judgement was sound. He grew richer and more  powerful as the years rolled by, and he did not have to lift a finger for it. As a prince, his job was to be social, to attend the masked balls of Venice, to play in the casinos of Monte Carlo, to restore the glamour and lustre of the House of Parigi that his uncle and cousin had tarnished.

The gypsy brats were no longer a danger, and they faded from his mind.
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