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As a midwife working in the tenements of turn-of-the-century New York, Sarah Brandt has witnessed joy and misery, birth and death. Now Sarah suffers the heartbreak of losing a patient-but not from natural causes. Called to attend a birth in Little Italy, Sarah finds an anxious family - Young Nainsi Ruocco's baby is being born too early. But when he proves to be a fat, lusty lad, their concern turns to fury - the child was obviously conceived before the girl and her husband had even met. The next morning, Sarah to check on the new mother, and finds Nainsi dead in her bed. Soon the mystery has inflamed the tensions between the Italian and Irish immigrants, and Detective Sergeant Frank Malloy must find out the truth before a full-scale street war develops.
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Sarah Brandt was just clearing away the luncheon dishes when she heard someone ringing her front doorbell. She felt a small stab of disappointment, and when she looked down at the little girl helping her carry dishes to the sink, she saw that disappointment mirrored in her brown eyes. They�d both been looking forward to a quiet afternoon playing with baby dolls, but now a real baby�s arrival was probably going to ruin those plans.
�Should I get it, Mrs. Brandt?� Maeve asked. Maeve worked as a nursemaid for the child Sarah had begun to think of as her daughter.
�No, I�ll go. You two can finish up here,� she said, taking off her apron. Sarah smiled down at little Aggie, who made a disgusted face. She knew a knock at the door most often meant Sarah had to go off to help deliver someone�s baby.
Aggie didn�t like it, but she also couldn�t stop Sarah from going. Sarah had explained many times that it was how she earned her living and paid for their food and clothes and home.
Sarah dropped a kiss on Aggie�s silken head and then hurried to answer the persistent ringing of the bell. As she�d suspected, a young man stood at the door, looking anxious.
�Mrs. Brandt, can you come? The baby, he�s coming soon.�
�Mr. Ruocco, isn�t it?� Sarah asked, recognizing him as one of the three handsome brothers she remembered. �From Mama�s Restaurant.�
�Yes, that�s right,� he confirmed. Mama�s was one of the most popular restaurants in Little Italy. Sarah had enjoyed many fine meals there. �I�m Joe. Can you come? Right away?�
�Of course. I�ll just need a few minutes to get ready.
Please, have a seat,� she offered, inviting him into the front room that served as her office.
He didn�t sit down, though. They never did. Instead he stood shifting his weight from one foot to the other, rest-lessly, as if his constant motion would hurry her along.
With practiced ease, Sarah checked her medical bag�the one that had belonged to her late husband, Dr. Tom�to make sure all her necessary supplies were packed. Then she went and changed into her working clothes, the dark skirt and jacket that didn�t show the stains. Mr. Ruocco helped her with her cape and offered to carry her bag for her.
When Sarah called out that she was leaving, Aggie came running for a good-bye kiss and to give Sarah another pout, just to let her know how much she�d be missed. Even after she and Mr. Ruocco had made their exit, Aggie ran to the front window and pressed her nose against the glass to give Sarah one last wave.
Sarah waved back, her heart so full of love she thought it might burst. Aggie had brought so much joy into her life since she�d found her several months ago at the Prodigal Son Mission on Mulberry Street. Still, Sarah couldn�t help worrying. The child had only spoken twice since the day she�d turned up on the mission doorstep. The first time was to call out a warning to save Sarah�s life, and the other was when Sarah had overheard her telling young Brian Malloy that her real name was Catherine. Aggie must have thought that was safe to do, since Brian was deaf. Sarah hadn�t yet had the courage to admit she knew Aggie�s secret. She�d been hoping Aggie would choose to speak on her own before she had to do so, but she was beginning to think that wouldn�t happen.
Mr. Ruocco set a brisk pace, and Sarah had to ask him to slow down a bit to accommodate her.
He apologized profusely. �It�s just that Mama said to hurry.�
�Is it your wife having the baby?� Sarah asked. �Isn�t her name Maria?�
�Yes, Maria, but no, she is not the one. It�s Antonio . . .
his wife.�
�Antonio?� she echoed in surprise. She�d thought him just a boy, too young to be married already and now with a baby on the way. �Isn�t he the youngest?�
�No, Valentina is the youngest. �Tonio is the youngest boy, though.�
�Oh, yes.� She�d forgotten about the girl. Valentina didn�t spend much time in the restaurant. The Italians kept a close watch on their daughters.
They�d come to the corner, so they had no more opportunity for conversation as Mr. Ruocco helped her dodge horses and wagons and piles of manure in the death-defying process of crossing the street to arrive safely at the other side. Each intersection provided the same challenge, and with Mr. Ruocco practically running in between each one, Sarah learned nothing new about the family or their situation.
At last they saw the weathered red awning that shaded the front of Mama�s Restaurant on Hester Street. Because it was too late for lunch and too early for dinner, no hungry customers stood in line, waiting for a table. Instead, the other two Ruocco brothers sat forlornly on the stoop, smoking cigarettes and looking as useless as men usually did when a woman was giving birth.
�This must be the proud papa,� Sarah guessed, smiling at the younger man.
They both jumped to their feet, and Sarah saw she�d been right in remembering Antonio as little more than a boy. He couldn�t be twenty yet, and the expression in his eyes was pure terror. �You�re the midwife?� he asked almost desperately.
�That�s right, and I�m sure everything will be fine,� Sarah assured him.
�It�s too soon. The baby is coming too soon,� he informed her.
She glanced at Joe, wondering why he hadn�t mentioned this to her, but he avoided her gaze. �Get out of the way, so she can go inside and get to work,� Joe said gruffly, and the two men parted instantly to make way.
Sarah noted as she passed that the other brother also looked worried, even if he wasn�t as terrified as Antonio.
�Mama!� Joe called as they entered. �Mrs. Brandt is here!�
The dining room was deserted except for two old men in the corner, drinking grappa and arguing. The checked tablecloths had been swept off and straightened from the lunch service and readied for the evening meals that would be served here. In the afternoon sunlight, the room looked like something from the Old World, with its plaster columns where ivy climbed and draped along the ceiling, and the paintings of the beautiful hills of Italy.
Joe turned to Sarah. �Come, I�ll take you upstairs.�
Like many business owners, the Ruocco family lived above their restaurant. As Joe led her toward the back of the dining room, a small woman burst through the kitchen door and came bustling toward them.
�Grazie, Mrs. Brandt,� she said, drying her hands on her apron as she came. �You are good to come so quick.� Patrizia Ruocco was a legend in Little Italy. Fifteen years ago she�d come to America with her three small boys, not speaking a word of English, and against all odds, she�d built a successful business. �You, Giuseppe, go with your brothers,� she said, waving a hand at Joe as if he were a pesky fly. �Give me bag,� she added, taking Sarah�s medical bag from him before he turned to go. He seemed almost grateful to escape.
�Upstairs, please,� Mrs. Ruocco said, leading the way to a door in the corner of the room. Patrizia Ruocco stood less than five feet tall, but hard work had made her strong. She carried Sarah�s medical bag as if it were filled with feathers, and she climbed the stairs without even losing her breath.
Once her hair had been jet black and probably her best feature, but now it was streaked with gray. Her body was rounded and womanly�still firm even in middle age�but oddly, she gave no impression of softness. Perhaps it was her dark eyes, which seemed as if they could cut right into a person�s soul.
The stairs were narrow and twisted around, designed to take up as little space as possible in the house. Two flights up, Mrs. Ruocco opened another door into a hallway. Sarah could see that several bedrooms with neatly made beds and spotlessly scrubbed floors opened onto it. She could also hear moaning.
Mrs. Ruocco stopped and turned back to face Sarah.
�The baby, he come too soon,� she told Sarah gravely. �This Irish trash . . .� She caught herself, and her face tightened as she tried to control a fierce anger. �This Irish girl Antonio bring to us,� she continued deliberately, �she is dropping my grandson too soon.�
�How much too soon?� Sarah asked, remembering her rash promise to Antonio that everything would be fine.
�They are married only . . . not six months,� Mrs. Ruocco said, the admission a vile taste in her mouth. �The baby was started before they marry, but not long before. A month, maybe two.�
Sarah nodded. A month, or even a few weeks, could make such a difference�the difference between life and death for the infant. She�d know when she talked to the mother if they had those weeks or not. �Sometimes babies who are only a couple of weeks early don�t live,� Sarah warned her.
�If this one is two whole months early��
�I will do anything for the baby to live,� Mrs. Ruocco told her fiercely. �I will pay anything you ask. I want my grandson.�
If force of will could give the baby life, this one would live to be a hundred. �I�ll do the best I can, but God is the one who decides these things, not me,� Sarah reminded her.
�He better decide my grandson lives,� Mrs. Ruocco hissed before turning and leading Sarah down the hall.
As they approached the last door on the right, the moaning grew louder and a female voice cried out. �It�s coming again! Mary, Mother of God, make it stop!� The last word ended in a shriek of agony.
Mrs. Ruocco set Sarah�s bag on a chair just inside the door and hurried over to the bed where a girl even younger than Antonio lay, wailing like a banshee. Before Sarah could guess what she had in mind, Mrs. Ruocco drew back her hand and slapped the girl soundly across the face.
The wail ceased instantly, and the girl gaped at her in shock, holding a hand to her burning cheek.
�Stop screaming,� Mrs. Ruocco ordered her. �You disturb your husband.�
The girl blinked stupidly, but she didn�t utter another sound.
Mrs. Ruocco turned to the other woman in the room, whom Sarah hadn�t yet noticed. She recognized her as Maria Ruocco, Joe�s wife.
�Mrs. Brandt, she here,� Mrs. Ruocco told Maria. �Do what she say. If she need anything, get.�
�Yes, Mama,� Maria replied calmly. If the sight of her mother-in-law slapping her sister-in-law had alarmed her, she gave no indication.
Mrs. Ruocco turned back to Sarah, who still stood trans-fixed in the doorway. �If you must choose, save baby.�
The girl on the bed gasped but quickly covered her mouth when Mrs. Ruocco turned that razor-sharp gaze toward her again. Satisfied the girl was adequately intimidated, she nodded and took her leave, ushering Sarah into the room and closing the door behind her.
Sarah took a deep breath and somehow managed a smile she hoped was reassuring. �I�m Sarah Brandt,� she told the girl. �What�s your name?�
�Nainsi O�Hara,� she replied in a whisper, then quickly shook her head. �I mean Ruocco. Nainsi Ruocco.�
Irish trash, Mrs. Ruocco had called her. She was certainly Irish, with her reddish hair and smattering of freckles. She was probably pretty under better circumstances, and Sarah doubted she was older than fifteen.
�Well, Nainsi, can you answer a few questions for me?
Honestly, because I need to know the truth so I can help you.�
The girl glanced at Maria, who nodded permission. �All right,� she said reluctantly, still rubbing her cheek.
�When did . . . when did your baby get started?�
Again the girl glanced at Maria, and this time a flush rose up her neck and colored the cheek that wasn�t already red from the slap. �I . . . August,� she said. She�d be embarrassed by that, of course, since she hadn�t been married in August.
Sarah�s heart sank, but she didn�t allow Nainsi or Maria to see her dismay. She went to the washstand and washed her hands thoroughly in the warm water someone had re-cently carried up, drying them on a crisply ironed linen towel. Then she opened her medical bag and got out the pocket watch that had belonged to her late husband. She handed it to Maria.
�Would you keep track of how often the pains come? It�s probably been about four or five minutes since the last one.�
Maria took the watch carefully and nodded. �They are still far apart,� she reported. �Maybe ten minutes.�
�Thank you,� Sarah said, relieved to know she�d have a little time. �Nainsi, I�d like to examine you. It�s so long before your baby is due that maybe you aren�t really in labor at all. Lots of women have false labor pains.�
�Her water broke,� Maria reported solemnly.
This time Sarah knew there was no hope. The baby would be born, no matter what. �How long ago?�
�About an hour. That�s when we sent Joe for you.�
�Another one�s coming,� Nainsi announced, holding the bulge of her stomach with both hands. �Make it stop! It hurts so much!� she cried, biting her lip against the scream that threatened.
Sarah laid her own hands over Nainsi�s stomach to feel the strength of the contraction. It was strong enough to qualify as real labor, but certainly not the forceful contractions that would come later. Like most of the young girls Sarah had delivered, Nainsi didn�t tolerate pain very well and lacked the self-discipline to deal with it. They were in for a long evening. The thought had no sooner formed in her mind than Sarah noticed something very interesting about Nainsi�s baby.
As the contraction eased, Nainsi fell back on the bed, pant-ing. �Don�t let me die,� she begged. �Please don�t let me die!�
�Don�t be stupid,� Maria snapped. �You will not die.�
�She said to let me die!� Nainsi whined, obviously referring to Mrs. Ruocco. �She wants me to die!�
�She was just reminding me of the Catholic doctrine to save the child first if a choice must be made,� Sarah said to soothe her fears. �That�s not going to happen to you, though, so you don�t have to be afraid. Try to rest now. You�ll need your strength later.�
Nainsi looked skeptical, and Sarah couldn�t blame her for doubting. She apparently wasn�t a cherished member of the family.
Sarah began preparing the room. Someone had already covered the bed with an oilcloth and a clean sheet. Sarah ordered some hot water and more clean towels to keep Maria busy. When Maria was gone to fetch them, Sarah finished fluffing the pillows to make Nainsi more comfortable and said, �I�d like to check your stomach again, to make sure the baby is in the right position.�
�How can you tell that?� the girl asked, her eyes wide.
�I can feel his head,� Sarah said as she began to knead the mound of Nainsi�s stomach, tracing the outline of the baby�s body. �You can tell a lot of things by just feeling.�
�Is it?� Nainsi asked when Sarah was finished. �Is it in the right position? I knew a lady whose baby wasn�t, and they had to cut it out of her. She . . . she died.� The girl shivered with dread.
�It�s in the right position,� Sarah assured her. �And it seems awfully big, too.�
Nainsi�s hands went protectively to her stomach again.
�Does it? Does that mean it�s too big to come out?�
�No, it should come out just fine. I mean it seems big for only seven months.� In fact, it seemed big even for nine months, Sarah thought, but she didn�t say it.
Nainsi was a sturdy girl, and from what Sarah could tell, she was carrying low and all around instead of straight out in front. Depending on how they carried, some women hardly looked pregnant even when they were full term. If Nainsi had lied and the baby wasn�t early, perhaps it would have a chance.
�Nainsi, could your baby have gotten started earlier than August?� Sarah asked.
Nainsi looked up at her, and for the first time Sarah saw a hint that she might be more clever than she�d seemed. �It could�ve, but it didn�t,� she informed Sarah with a hint of satisfaction.
Before Sarah could ask what that meant, Nainsi�s eyes widened as another contraction began, and Maria returned with an armload of towels. After that, the contractions came in earnest. Sarah gave Nainsi a towel to bite on so she wouldn�t scream and draw Mrs. Ruocco�s wrath again. Maria helped Sarah support the girl when the time came to start pushing, and just as the sun was setting, Sarah delivered her of a strapping baby boy.
He wasn�t the biggest baby Sarah had ever delivered, but he was certainly one of the biggest. His body was rounded and padded with the fat that forms during the last month of development. His cheeks were full, his chin double, and his head was covered with coal-black hair. He let out a wail to match the one his mother had given earlier as soon as the cool air of the room touched his wet skin. So much for Sarah�s fear that he wouldn�t be able to breathe. That was the problem that killed so many infants born before their time. But this baby wasn�t early at all.
�It�s a boy,� Maria said happily, showing the first real emotion Sarah had seen. She had towels ready to dry him off, and Sarah handed the baby to her.
As Maria took the baby and cradled him, Sarah couldn�t help thinking she looked almost beautiful as the joy lit her face. Under ordinary circumstances, no one would consider Maria Ruocco beautiful. If anything, she was plain, her face round and nondescript. Her figure was squat and would probably run to fat later in life, just as the dark fuzz above her upper lip would eventually become a mustache. Her hair was thick and dark, but it grew low on her forehead, and she wore it parted in the middle and pulled straight back, a style that only emphasized how plain her face was.
�Is it over?� Nainsi asked weakly. So far she�d shown no interest in the baby, only relief that she was rid of it.
�Almost,� Sarah said. A few minutes later, Sarah had her cleaned up and resting comfortably in a clean nightdress.
�Would you like to hold your baby now?�
Nainsi frowned slightly. �I guess. I don�t know much about babies.�
�You�ll learn,� Sarah assured her.
Maria had washed the baby and wrapped him in a blanket that had obviously been purchased for his arrival. Maria had quieted him down, and he now lay peacefully in her arms, staring up at her face in fascination. As it dried, his hair had begun to curl. Sarah thought of the handsome Ruocco boys and their glistening black curls.
�You should try to nurse the baby right away,� Sarah said. �It will help you recover more quickly.�
Nainsi frowned again, looking askance at the bundle in Maria�s arms. �Do I have to?�
�Of course you have to,� Maria said sharply. �You are his mother.� Even still, she surrendered the child with obvious reluctance. Perhaps she was thinking how eager she would be to nurse her own child. Sarah knew how anxious Maria had been for a baby when she�d first married Joe. That was five years ago, and she still had yet to conceive. She�d consulted with Sarah several times, and Sarah had given her every scientific and old wives� remedy she knew, but to no avail. Not for the first time, Sarah questioned the ways of the world where women like Maria were barren, and girls like Nainsi had babies they didn�t want.
�I�ll go tell everyone,� Maria said when Nainsi had settled the baby in her arms. �It�s dinner, our busiest time, but they�ll want to know. I should be helping them, too, now that the baby is here.�
�Let Valentina help,� Nainsi said nastily. �She never does anything but sit on her skinny bottom and complain.�
Maria�s lips tightened, but she swallowed whatever reply she might have made. She�d probably gotten good at that with a mother-in-law like Patrizia, Sarah thought. �I will send Mama up to see the baby,� she said instead, knowing that would have more effect on Nainsi than anything else she could have said.
The girl�s face flamed, but Maria was gone before she could respond.
�Let me show you how to feed the baby,� Sarah said to distract her.
Nainsi showed no enthusiasm for the process, but the baby�s instincts prevailed and soon he was latched on and sucking vigorously. Nainsi looked down at him doubtfully.
�I don�t think I have any milk.�
�It hasn�t come in yet. That takes a few days.�
�What if it doesn�t, though? What if I don�t have any at all?�
�You will,� Sarah assured her.
�Some women don�t. I�ve heard the old biddies talking.
Can�t I feed him with a bottle instead?�
�It�s not very good for the baby,� Sarah warned her.
�Sometimes they even get sick.� And die, Sarah thought, but she didn�t say it.
�She wouldn�t like it if it got sick, would she?� Nainsi asked.
Before Sarah could think of an appropriate reply, they heard the stairway door open and the sound of footsteps hurrying down the hall. Mrs. Ruocco appeared in the doorway, and this time she was breathless.
�Maria say he is alive,� she said in wonder.
�Yes, he�s just fine,� Sarah said.
She said something softly in Italian that might have been a prayer and crossed herself, then went the bed where Nainsi was still nursing the baby.
Someone had come along behind Patrizia, more slowly, and now he reached the doorway, too. Antonio looked no less apprehensive than he had when she�d seen him downstairs.
�You�ve got a healthy son,� Sarah told him.
He gave no indication he�d heard her. He was staring at the girl in the bed.
Mrs. Ruocco leaned over and whipped open the blanket covering the child. He was too engrossed in suckling to even notice, but everyone else saw how Patrizia reared back in shock at the sight of the chubby, pink, obviously full-term infant.
She turned accusingly to Sarah. �He is not too early.�
Sarah drew a deep breath, choosing her words carefully.
�He�s healthy and strong. Your grandson will live,� she added, reminding the woman that that had been her wish.
Mrs. Ruocco glared down at Nainsi, who had taken a sudden maternal interest in her son. She tucked the blanket carefully back over his bare legs and actually cooed at him.
Then she lifted her gaze to her mother-in-law with an odd defiance, as if to ask what she intended to do now.
Mrs. Ruocco turned to Antonio, who didn�t seem to have understood the meaning of any of what had happened. She asked him something angrily in Italian, and he answered her defensively.
�What are you saying about me?� Nainsi demanded.
�Talk in English so I can understand!�
If Sarah had thought Mrs. Ruocco�s gaze intimidating before, it was positively murderous now. �I ask when was the first time he go under your skirt,� she said between gritted teeth.
Nainsi�s cheeks burned scarlet, but she looked over at Antonio. �And what did you tell her?�
�August,� he said, still not certain what it meant. �You should be glad the baby isn�t sick,� he told his mother plaintively.
�He not sick because you not make him in August,� the woman said fiercely. �And if you did not, who did?�
�What are you saying?� Antonio asked. �That this isn�t my baby?�
�Yes, that is what I say,� Mrs. Ruocco informed him.
�She�s crazy!� Nainsi insisted. �You�re my husband. This is your baby!�
The baby had lost his grip on Nainsi�s breast, and he started to cry in protest. No one paid any attention, least of all his mother.
�Don�t listen to her!� Nainsi pleaded. �She hates me because I�m Irish. She�d say anything to turn you against me!�
Sarah thought that might well be true, but in this case, she had to agree with the older woman, who was shouting at Antonio in Italian again. He started shouting back, and they both began waving their hands to emphasize their points. Sarah couldn�t understand a word, but she knew exactly what they were talking about. Mrs. Ruocco was jab-bing her finger into his chest, and he was throwing his hands in the air to indicate he was as puzzled about the situation as she was.
Between the shouting and the baby wailing, no one heard Maria coming until she stepped in between the two and pushed them apart. �Stop yelling! You�re making the baby cry!�
For the first time they seemed to notice it was crying.
Maria gave them both a look of disgust and strode over and snatched the baby from Nainsi�s limp grasp. Maria started to bounce him and make soothing sounds, but he continued to scream.
�He�s hungry,� Sarah said. �He won�t stop until he gets something to eat.�
�I�ll get him something from the kitchen,� Antonio offered, earning a scornful look from every woman in the room.
Mrs. Ruocco glared at Nainsi. �Feed the bastard, you whore.�
Maria gasped in shock. �Mama, what are you saying?�
Her nerves fraying from the baby�s cries, Sarah took him from Maria and gave him back to Nainsi, forcing her to offer him her breast again. The baby�s cries ceased instantly, leaving the room in silence except for the happy sounds of suckling.
Maria was still gaping at Mrs. Ruocco. �Mama?�
�I know it,� the woman said angrily. �Antonio, he just a boy. He not know what to do. She must show him.�
Antonio flushed scarlet, revealing the truth of his mother�s theory, and he shot Nainsi a glance that could�ve curdled her milk.
�She is whore,� Mrs. Ruocco continued. �She try get husband and home for her bastard. She trick Antonio. She trick whole family!�
�No, Mama,� Maria insisted. �You can�t know that. Look at the baby. He looks just like Antonio!�
Newborn babies seldom resembled anything more closely than an elderly man who�d lost his hair and his teeth.
This one did, at least, have the black curly hair of the Ruocco family, but beyond that, any resemblance would be entirely in the eye of the beholder.
�Look at baby, Maria,� Mrs. Ruocco said, pointing an accusing finger. �Is he sick, like baby born too soon?�
Maria looked at the baby, her face reflecting her refusal to accept the truth. �We are lucky, Mama. God has blessed us by making him strong enough to live. That�s what you wanted, isn�t it?� she reminded her.
�I want my grandson to live,� Mrs. Ruocco corrected her.
�This baby, he nothing to me.�
�You can�t be sure,� Maria argued desperately. �Mrs.
Brandt, tell her! She can�t know for sure!�
This was what Sarah had dreaded. If she confirmed the truth she knew, she would condemn Nainsi and her baby to abandonment and perhaps even death. A woman with a newborn would fare poorly on the streets, and few families would welcome a daughter back home after such a scandal, if Nainsi even had a family. But if Sarah lied, she would be doing an injustice to Antonio and his entire family. She thought of King Solomon with the sword, ready to cut the baby in two. If only she had his wisdom, and if only one of her choices were the right one.
�Look at her,� Mrs. Ruocco said, gesturing at Sarah.
�She know truth, but she cannot say. She want protect baby. Look at baby. He too big and too fat. Count to nine, Maria. Nine month was June. Antonio did not know this whore in June.�
Tears stood in Maria�s eyes, and she looked at Sarah, silently pleading for her to deny it. Sarah still couldn�t bring herself to say the words, but she gave Maria the slightest nod.
Maria�s face crumpled, and Nainsi howled in fury. �You can�t believe her!� she cried to Antonio. �Mama is paying her. She�ll say anything to get her money! You know this is your baby. Come and look at him, and you�ll see!�
But Antonio was already shaking his head. He�d obeyed his mother all of his life, and he wasn�t going to defy her now. He turned and fled the room.
�Come back here!� Nainsi shrieked hysterically. Then she turned to Mrs. Ruocco. �This is your grandson. You have to believe me! He promised!�
This time it was Maria who slapped her into silence. The baby, who had drifted off to sleep, startled and then settled down again into sweet oblivion.
�That husband of yours almost knocked me down the stairs,� a new voice said a few moments later, and Sarah looked up to see a buxom Irishwoman in the doorway. Her faded orangey hair and the curve of her face made her an older version of Nainsi. �What�s the fuss about, anyway?�
she asked of no one in particular, seemingly unaware of the tension in the room. Then she saw the infant cradled in Nainsi�s arms. �Ah, and that would be my grandson, would it?� she asked, a smile breaking across her worn face. �What a handsome lad, and look at all that hair.�
Nainsi gaped at her for a long moment and said,
�Mommy.� Then she burst into tears.
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Sarah would always remember the next few minutes as a blur of angry hands gesturing and lots of incoherent shouting. Nainsi blurted out the accusations the Ruoccos had made against her, and Mrs. O�Hara rose to her daughter�s defense, or at least her voice did. The two older women started screaming invectives at each other in a variety of languages while Nainsi sobbed and Maria wept silently.
Sarah took the sleeping baby from his mother, marveling for the thousandth time how infants could sleep through anything. She laid him gently in the cradle that had been lovingly prepared for him, probably by Mrs. Ruocco herself, and wondered what would become of him. At least Nainsi had a mother. Judging by Mrs. O�Hara�s clean but well-mended clothes and her work-roughened hands, she might have a difficult time taking not only her daughter but the baby back into her care�but at least there was a chance they wouldn�t end up on the street.
When the din had died down to a manageable level, Sarah said, �Excuse me,� startling everyone into silence.
When she had their full attention, she continued. �This is an unfortunate situation, I know, but Nainsi and the baby need some peace and quiet and some rest.�
Mrs. Ruocco looked at the girl in disgust. �We will not bother her anymore. I want her out of my house, her and her bastard!�
�You dago cow!� Mrs. O�Hara cried. �You�d put her out five minutes after she birthed your grandchild?�
�That bastard is no my grandchild!� Mrs. Ruocco replied indignantly.
�Mrs. Ruocco,� Sarah said as calmly and reasonably as she could. �Nainsi and the baby shouldn�t be moved tonight. I know you�re angry right now, but if anything happened to either of them, especially that innocent baby who has done nothing to deserve it, you�d regret it for the rest of your life.�
Sarah wasn�t sure if this were true or not, but she hoped Mrs. Ruocco would be willing to assume the finer feelings Sarah had assigned to her.
For a moment, she feared she�d misjudged her, but then Maria said, �Please, Mama. What will people think if we put her out tonight? I�ll look after them until . . . until they�re strong enough to go.� Her voice broke on a sob, and she looked longingly down at the baby, sleeping angelically in his cradle.
Mrs. Ruocco muttered something in Italian and threw up her hands in disgust. �Do what you want, Maria, but I do not want to see this one�s face again. When Mrs. Brandt say, they must go. Both of them.�
Maria�s shoulders sagged with relief. �Grazie, Mama.�
�Yeah, thanks for being so generous,� Mrs. O�Hara echoed acidly. �You�ll regret this, you�ll see. My girl ain�t no liar, and your boy don�t get out of his responsibility so easy. They was married in the church, for life.�
Mrs. Ruocco ignored her. �Mrs. Brandt, I am sorry you see this. It is not right. Come downstairs. You will eat before you go. I will fix you special meal.�
�Oh, that really isn�t necessary,� Sarah said politely, longing for the peace and quiet of her own home with her own tiny family. But then her stomach growled audibly.
�You will eat,� Mrs. Ruocco decreed, and left the room.
No one spoke until they heard the stairway door close behind her. Then Mrs. O�Hara turned back to Nainsi.
�You stupid cow!� she snapped. �I told you them dagos is nothing but trouble! I guess you think you can come back home with me and I�ll take care of you and your baby.�
Now that her mother-in-law was gone, Nainsi�s confidence returned. She drew herself up and smoothed the covers across her lap. �Don�t worry about that. I won�t be needing any help from you.�
�You got some other plans I don�t know about?� Mrs.
O�Hara scoffed.
�No, I�m staying right here,� Nainsi said.
�How you figure that?� her mother asked in amazement.
�She won�t throw me out. You�ll see,� Nainsi replied smugly.
�Stupid, stupid cow,� Mrs. O�Hara lamented. �Didn�t you hear a word she said?�
�I heard every word, but she didn�t hear any from me.
She will, though, and then you�ll see. Now I�m tired. You can go along home, Mommy, so I can get some rest.�
�Who�s gonna look out for you if I leave?� Mrs. O�Hara asked in disgust. �Nobody here�s got any love for you.�
�Maria will look after me, won�t you, Maria.� Nainsi seemed to take great delight in the prospect of having her sister-in-law waiting on her, although Sarah couldn�t imagine Maria would treat her very kindly.
�Yes,� Maria confirmed mildly. �I will take good care of her and the baby. Tomorrow, you come back when she is feeling better and the baby is awake.�
�And be sure and tell Brigit I had my baby and that he�s a boy,� Nainsi said. �Go to her flat and leave her a note so she�ll see it as soon as she gets home. I want her to tell all my friends. Don�t forget!�
Mrs. O�Hara nodded absently. She didn�t look happy, but she didn�t argue about leaving. Sarah was sure she found the prospect of spending any more time in the Ruocco house thoroughly distasteful. She walked over to get a last look at the baby. �Sure looks like a little dago, don�t he?� she remarked.
No one replied.
Mrs. O�Hara sighed. �I�ll be back to see you tomorrow, girl. If you know what�s good for you, you�ll keep your mouth shut, and not make things any worse. I wouldn�t put it past this bunch to slit your throat for you.�
Nainsi just smiled serenely as she watched her mother walk away.
Sarah slept poorly that night. She kept thinking about the innocent little baby and wondering what would become of him. Obviously, Nainsi couldn�t hope for help from the baby�s real father, or she would never have seduced Antonio into marrying her in the first place. She wasn�t the first girl to have done such a thing, and she might even have gotten away with it if her baby had been small or sickly. Or even if she�d married a man with no mother to catch her out and expose her lie. But she hadn�t, and now she was going to have to suffer for failing to plan more carefully.
Finally giving up on sleep, she got out of bed before dawn and made herself some breakfast. Maeve and Aggie were still sleeping soundly. Sarah decided she�d make her usual follow-up visit to the new mother first thing and then be back in time to enjoy the whole morning with the girls.
Hunched against the morning chill, Sarah made her way over to Little Italy. In earlier times, she would have taken a Hansom cab, but now she had to economize to provide for her new family. Even at this early hour, the streets and sidewalks were alive with traffic as people went to work or to shop. Housewives bartered with pushcart vendors over the price of their wares while draymen shouted at their horses as they fought their way through the crowded streets to deliver their loads.
Mama�s Restaurant wasn�t open yet, but the family would already be up and about, shopping for fresh vegetables at the market and making the noodles and sauce they would serve later. Sarah hoped Nainsi and the baby had rested better than she had, and she wondered how long she could de-lay Nainsi�s departure from the Ruoccos� home.
The front door of the restaurant was locked, so Sarah knocked. She could hear movement inside, and soon Lorenzo, the middle brother, opened the door. He held a broom in one hand, and for a moment he didn�t recognize her.
�I�m here to see Nainsi and the baby,� Sarah said, knowing he wouldn�t be happy at the reminder of the family crisis.
�Oh, yes, please come in,� he said, stepping aside. He wasn�t quite as appealing as his brothers, she noticed. Joe had the winning smile and charming manner. Antonio was boyish and sweet. This brother was too mature to be boyish and too serious to be charming. Or maybe he simply wasn�t very happy that she was here.
He�d just closed the door behind her when they heard a scream. It was the first in a series that continued, scream after scream after scream, as he raced to the stairway door, Sarah at his heels. Someone else was behind her, but she didn�t stop to see who. Fighting her skirts on the narrow staircase, she nearly fell more than once. Gratefully, she flung herself through the open door on the third floor through which Lorenzo had disappeared.
Just as she�d feared, the screams were coming from Nainsi�s room. Lorenzo reached the doorway first, but he stopped dead. Sarah tried to see what was going on, and when he wouldn�t move, she shoved him aside and pushed her way in.
The screams were coming from a slender young girl who stood just inside the door, paralyzed by what she saw on the bed. She just kept screaming and screaming with each new breath until Sarah took her by the shoulders and turned her around, shoving her into Lorenzo Ruocco�s arms.
�Valentina!� he cried, wrapping his arms around her.
�What is it?�
She made a strangled sound and began to sob.
Meanwhile, Sarah had seen the reason for her terror. Nainsi lay still on the bed, her eyes open wide and unseeing, her face a ghastly gray. Sarah knew before she even touched her that she was cold and a long time dead. Still, she checked her pulse just to make sure. The body was already beginning to stiffen.
�Is she . . . dead?� Maria asked, peering wide-eyed around her brother-in-law�s shoulder.
�I�m afraid so,� Sarah said.
Valentina smothered another anguished cry against her brother�s chest, and Maria stared in horror, crossing herself.
Then she also pushed her way past them into the room.
�She died from having the baby?� she asked Sarah, staring mesmerized at Nainsi�s body, which looked like a doll that had been tossed carelessly aside. Her arms lay outstretched, as if she�d just flung herself down on the bed. Her legs were under the bedclothes, but the covers were slightly rumpled, as if she�d been tossing in her sleep.
Before Sarah could answer, Maria suddenly realized her responsibilities. �Lorenzo, get Valentina out of here, and go find Mama. She already left for the market, but she�ll be back soon.�
�Come along, Valentina,� Lorenzo said gently.
�The baby was crying,� the girl whimpered. �He was crying so long, I went to see what was the matter.�
Both Sarah and Maria looked down at the cradle at the same time. The baby lay still, sobbing almost soundlessly, his little face scarlet and his dark hair damp and bedraggled.
As Valentina had said, he�d been crying for a very long time, and now he lay exhausted, barely able to make a sound.
Maria scooped him up into her arms.
�He�s soaking wet,� Maria said in dismay. �Poor bambino.�
�It�s all right,� Lorenzo was assuring Valentina. �Let�s go downstairs.�
�But why did she die?� Valentina asked plaintively as she let her brother lead her away.
�The baby is hungry,� Maria said with an edge of desperation in her voice as she tried to soothe him. �What can we do?�
�We�ll have to get some bottles and milk,� Sarah said.
�Can we send someone for them?�
�Yes, Lorenzo will go, if you tell him what we need.�
�I�ll make the baby a sugar teat in the meantime, and we�ll give him a little water. He�s probably dehydrated.�
Maria�s eyes widened again. �Does that mean he will die?�
�Oh, no, it just means he needs some liquid.� She grabbed up a handful of diapers and a clean blanket from the dressing table and started to usher Maria out of the room. Then she stopped, remembering the girl lying dead. Quickly, she went back and pulled the covers over Nainsi�s ashen face.
Maria stood in the doorway, cradling the baby and watching with glistening eyes. Sarah gently guided her out into the hallway, closing the door behind them. No one would disturb Nainsi�s body, Sarah was sure. No one in this house had wanted to be near her even when she was alive.
Downstairs they found Valentina sitting at the kitchen table, her eyes red and her face white. Lorenzo was trying to get her to sip some brandy. The large room where meals for a hundred could easily be prepared was redolent of garlic and onions and a dozen magnificent spices that made Sarah�s mouth water even though she�d eaten only an hour earlier.
Maria told Lorenzo to go out and get the things Sarah wrote down that they would need for the baby. Then she changed the boy while Sarah made a sugar teat by wrapping a spoonful of sugar in a clean cloth and tying it off with string to make a ghost-shaped object. Then she wet the ghost�s head and gave it to the baby to suck. It wasn�t what he wanted, but it was wet and tasted good, so he kept after it. The apprehension in Maria�s eyes began to fade.
�He will be all right?� she asked.
Sarah didn�t want to make any rash promises. �He won�t die from this, if that�s what you mean, and he seems to be very healthy and strong. Feeding a baby with bottles is dangerous, though. Sometimes they do fine, and other times . . .
Other times, they don�t.�
He wouldn�t be Maria�s problem anyway, Sarah couldn�t help thinking, but she didn�t bother to say it. She was too grateful that someone here cared about him.
�He�d be better off dead,� Valentina said with an air of authority.
Maria and Sarah gaped at her.
�Well, he would,� she insisted righteously, the color returning to her cheeks. �His mother�s dead, and he doesn�t have anybody to take care of him.�
�You are a wicked girl,� Maria told her angrily.
�I don�t care what you think,� Valentina said with a haughty toss of her long, dark braids. �I don�t care what anybody thinks. I never wanted that nasty little baby around here anyway, or his mother either. Nainsi O�Hara thought she was better than us, just because we�re Italian, but she was only dirty Shanty Irish. She never had a new dress in her life, and she had to work in a factory before she married Antonio. She should�ve been grateful when he brought her here, but she wasn�t. She was mean to him and to all of us.�
�Valentina, have a little respect for the dead,� Maria said wearily.
�Why? She never had any respect for me.�
�You don�t deserve any,� Maria snapped. �Go away and leave us alone.�
With a sniff, Valentina rose and left the room.
Maria sighed. �I�m sorry. She is just a child, and she is very spoiled. Because she�s the baby and the only girl.�
�Of course,� Sarah said politely and started some water to boil in preparation for the supplies Lorenzo would bring.
When Lorenzo returned, Sarah warmed some of the milk and prepared a bottle. Maria offered it, and the baby took to it right away. He gulped down almost all of the milk before falling into an exhausted sleep in Maria�s arms.
�He is so beautiful,� Maria marveled, gazing down at him lovingly, like an adoring Madonna.
Sarah took the bottle so Maria would have both hands free to cradle him, and once again she considered how unfair life was. If only Maria had given birth to this boy, he would have been welcomed and adored.
�I should put him to bed so he can rest,� Maria said after a few moments.
�We�ll need his cradle,� Sarah said and watched Maria�s face fall as they both remembered where his cradle was and what had happened in that room.
Maria looked over to the corner where Lorenzo had with-drawn after returning from the store with the baby bottles.
He sat, forearms resting on his knees, watching Maria and the baby intently.
A silent communication passed between him and Maria, an understanding that surpassed words. �I will go,� he said, as if responding to a spoken request. Still, he rose reluctantly, unable to conceal his aversion to returning to the room where Nainsi�s body lay.
Sarah didn�t want to return either, but she needed to see the body again. She was anxious to discover the cause of Nainsi�s death. It was too soon for childbed fever to have developed, and the girl hadn�t been ill at all last night when Sarah left. A hemorrhage was a possibility, but she hadn�t had a chance to check for that. Sarah was mystified, and she needed to know she hadn�t missed anything that could have caused Nainsi�s death. If Sarah had been responsible . . .
�I�ll go with you,� Sarah said.
Surprise registered on Lorenzo�s face, but she also saw relief. �There�s no need,� he said perfunctorily.
�No, not at all,� Maria confirmed, her own distaste evident.
�Yes, there is,� Sarah replied, and started out of the room before either of them could protest again.
Lorenzo followed her up the stairs this time, and both of them walked more slowly than they had earlier. No one was screaming, and they felt no urgency. Sarah didn�t wait for Lorenzo. She opened the door and went on in, steeling herself against the horror of such a tragic death. Not letting herself look at Nainsi�s body, she quickly gathered the rest of the baby things she saw stacked neatly on the dresser and placed them in the cradle.
She heard Lorenzo�s footsteps stop just outside the doorway. When Sarah looked up, he was watching her, also carefully avoiding looking at the bed.
�Go ahead and take it downstairs,� Sarah said, indicating the cradle.
Still without so much as a glance at the dead girl, he quickly came in, picked up the cradle, and made his way out again. Sarah had expected him to bolt, but he hesitated when he realized Sarah wasn�t going with him.
�Are you coming?� he asked.
�In a minute. I just have to . . . I have to check something,� she said, managing a reassuring smile. She was getting very good at that.
�I�ll stay then,� he said, even though she could see he hated the thought.
�No, Maria needs the cradle. Go ahead. I�ll be fine. I�m a nurse,� she reminded him with another smile. �I�m used to death.�
It was a lie, of course. She�d never get used to it, but he believed her. Or at least he pretended to and left.
Sarah began her examination, gingerly drawing back the covers to reveal the entire body. She found no pool of blood to indicate the girl had hemorrhaged. An infection wouldn�t have had time to work yet, and she�d seen no signs to indicate any kind of distress at all yesterday. Sometimes people just died, Sarah knew, but this death was simply too convenient. No one in this house had liked Nainsi even before they�d discovered how she�d tricked Antonio. Mrs. O�Hara had reminded them last night that Catholic marriages could not be easily dissolved. Antonio could have thrown Nainsi and the baby out, but divorce wasn�t an option, even if the baby wasn�t his, so he�d never be able to remarry without being banned from the church.
Sarah started to examine the body more closely, looking for any signs of violence. She noticed that one of Nainsi�s fingernails was torn, the jagged end not completely ripped off.
Gooseflesh rose on Sarah�s arms. Fingernails didn�t easily tear like that. She looked at Nainsi�s vacant eyes, still staring at nothing, and this time she saw something she had missed before. Red dots, like pinpricks in the whites of her eyes and on her face, too. Sarah wasn�t sure what that meant, but she�d never seen dots like that on a woman who�d died in childbirth. Carefully, Sarah closed the girl�s eyes.
She was so engrossed in her work, she hadn�t noticed the sounds of someone coming down the hall until she heard a howl of anguish that made her jump. Mrs. O�Hara stood in the doorway, paralyzed with horror as Lorenzo had been this morning.
�No, no, no,� she kept saying, over and over, as she stared at the body. �Not my Nainsi, it can�t be my Nainsi,� she insisted as the tears pooled in her eyes. �She�s all I�ve got, the only one left. Not my Nainsi!�
Sarah hurried to comfort her, helping her to one of the chairs Sarah and Maria had brought in for themselves yesterday while they�d been waiting for the baby to arrive. �I�m so sorry, Mrs. O�Hara,� she murmured, hating the meaningless phrase but having nothing else to offer.
Still in shock, Mrs. O�Hara continued to stare. �That bitch told me she was dead, but I thought she was lying. They�re devils, those dagos. They�ll say anything.� She drew a ragged breath. �I told Nainsi not to get mixed up with them, but she wouldn�t listen. She never listens.� Her voice broke on a sob, but she fought the tears, clinging to her anger. �What happened to her?� she demanded of Sarah. �She was fine last night!�
�I don�t know,� Sarah admitted.
�Was it the baby? My sister died in childbirth,� Mrs.
O�Hara remembered. �She wouldn�t stop bleeding.�
�That wasn�t it. She didn�t bleed any more than normal.
She didn�t seem to be sick, either.�
�So it wasn�t childbed fever?�
Sarah hesitated. She knew nothing for certain except that she couldn�t explain Nainsi�s death and she�d seen several things to make her suspicious. �Mrs. O�Hara, I don�t see anything that would have caused her death.�
The older woman�s face darkened with fury. �I knew it.
They killed her, didn�t they? How did they do it? And which one was it?�
�I told you, I don�t know how she died,� Sarah repeated.
They both looked up at the sound of footsteps in the hallway. Mrs. O�Hara rose to her feet as Patrizia Ruocco appeared in the doorway. Maria was right behind her. Like everyone else, Mrs. Ruocco stopped in the doorway to stare at the body.
�She is dead,� she said without a trace of emotion.
�And you killed her,� Mrs. O�Hara said.
Mrs. Ruocco looked at her as if she were a maniac. �I did not even know she was dead.�
�You and your brood! She was fine last night, and now she�s dead. Somebody here killed her.�
�Siete pazzeschi! She die from the baby. Women die from babies every day.�
�She says Nainsi didn�t die from the baby!� Mrs. O�Hara insisted, gesturing toward Sarah.
Mrs. Ruocco fixed her razor-sharp gaze on Sarah, silently daring her to repeat such a vile accusation to her face.
�I just said I don�t know why she died,� Sarah hastily explained. �It could have been from childbirth, but I�ve never had a patient die like this before.�
�This is crazy. You are all crazy!� Maria insisted, pushing her way past her mother-in-law into the room. �And why is she lying here like this? No respect!� She grabbed the edge of the covers Sarah had drawn back and jerked them over the dead girl, covering her face.
The violent action knocked several pillows to the floor, and Sarah mechanically bent to pick them up. As she did, she saw something that stopped her breath�a reddish smear on one of the pillowcases. Blood? It could have come from the birth, but Sarah was certain she�d changed all the linen on the bed last night.
As casually as she could, she turned the pillow over before placing it back on the bed, so the smear didn�t show.
She didn�t know what it meant, but if it was connected with Nainsi�s death and someone here had killed her, it might disappear.
�Mrs. Brandt,� Mrs. Ruocco said angrily, �this girl die from baby. What else could she die from?�
�It could be murder!� Mrs. O�Hara cried. �She was murdered, and one of you dagos killed her!�
�You are just upset,� Maria said in an attempt to soothe her. �Did you look at her? She has no marks on her, no bruises or blood. How could she have been murdered?�
This stopped Mrs. O�Hara for a moment, and she looked at Sarah helplessly. But Sarah had no answers, not yet anyway. She also didn�t want to incur Patrizia Ruocco�s wrath, because if she felt her family was in danger, she�d stop at nothing to protect them. Nainsi�s body might just disappear along with any chance of learning the truth.
�I�m sorry. I know this is upsetting to everyone, but if she died from something to do with the birth, something I�ve never seen before or a mistake I made, I need to know. A doctor could tell for sure how she died,� she said. �Just to ease Mrs. O�Hara�s mind and my conscience.�
�A doctor?� Mrs. Ruocco scoffed. �And who will pay for a doctor? Will you pay for him, you Irish pig?� she asked Mrs.
O�Hara.
�Yes, I will, you dago cow!� she replied. �And I�ll see all of you hanged for what you did to my girl!�
Mrs. Ruocco muttered something in Italian. �Get a doctor then. Just get this . . .� She gestured wildly toward the bed. �. . . this thing out of my house!�
Mrs. O�Hara made an outraged sound and started screaming profanity at Mrs. Ruocco, who haughtily turned her back and walked away. Mrs. O�Hara followed her, threatening to bring down every punishment under heaven upon her daughter�s killer.
When their voices died away as they descended the stairs, Sarah turned back to Maria, who looked absolutely terrified. �What will happen?� she asked in a whisper.
Sarah went to her, taking her icy hands. �Nothing, if Nainsi died in childbirth,� Sarah said, not wanting to upset Maria any more than necessary.
�I mean the baby,� Maria said, apparently not believing for a moment that Nainsi might have been murdered. �What will happen to the baby?�
Sarah had no answer for her.
�You must help me keep the baby,� Maria said desperately.
Sarah would have liked nothing more than to give Maria the child she�d longed for, but . . . �I�m not sure there�s anything I can do to help.�
�What will happen to him if I don�t keep him?� Maria asked. �I cannot give him to that woman!�
She had a legitimate concern. Mrs. O�Hara probably didn�t have the means to care for a child herself. Bottle-feeding required time and patience and diligence in addition to rigid cleanliness. �Maria, I�m not the one you need to convince. Have you even talked to your husband about this?�
Something flickered deep in her eyes, and her expression hardened. �He will do what I ask.�
�And what about Mrs. Ruocco?� Sarah asked, knowing full well she would have the final word.
Before Maria could reply, they both heard a commotion out in the street. They hurried over to the window and saw that in the street below, a small crowd was gathering around a screaming woman. The woman was Mrs. O�Hara. Maria jerked up the sash so they could hear what she was saying.
�Murder! Police!� she was screaming. �They murdered my daughter! Police! Get the police!�
Maria gave an outraged cry, turned, and ran from the room. Sarah took the time to close the window and give Nainsi�s covered body one last glance. On impulse, she took the bloodstained pillow and slipped it under the bed. Then she followed Maria, carefully closing the bedroom door behind her.
Down in the dining room, she found all the Ruoccos assembled. Antonio and Joe had finally made their appearance, and from the looks of them, they�d awakened to ex-cruciating hangovers. Only a drunken stupor would have allowed them to sleep through the morning�s excitement.
Lorenzo stood silently, his face expressionless as he observed the chaotic scene. Valentina was crying loudly, and Maria was pleading with her mother-in-law in rapid Italian, but Mrs. Ruocco ignored all of them. She was staring at the police officer banging on the front door, demanding admission.
For a long moment, no one moved, and then Lorenzo walked over to the door, unlocked and opened it. The policeman entered, followed by Mrs. O�Hara. Lorenzo managed to get the door closed before anyone else could force their way in, but the crowd outside pressed against the glass door and the front windows, peering inside.
�There they are,� Mrs. O�Hara said, pointing wildly.
�That�s all of them. They killed my girl.�
�This lady says a girl was murdered in here, Mrs. Ruocco,�
the officer said respectfully, because Patrizia Ruocco was a prominent figure in the community. Sarah recognized him, although she couldn�t remember his name. But he hadn�t seen her yet.
Mrs. Ruocco stepped forward, fairly radiating indigna-tion. �This woman is crazy. Her daughter marry my son, but she die in childbirth.�
�No, she didn�t,� Mrs. O�Hara exclaimed. �Ask the midwife. She�s right there!� She pointed directly this time, and Sarah winced.
�Mrs. Brandt?� the officer asked, peering at her in the shadows. �Is that you?� Practically all the policemen at Headquarters knew her from her association with Detective Sergeant Frank Malloy.
�Yes,� she said, reluctantly stepping forward and trying to look more confident than she felt.
�Do you know what�s going on?�
�I delivered a baby here yesterday, to Mrs. O�Hara�s daughter,� she added, gesturing to the older woman. �She was married to Mrs. Ruocco�s son, Antonio. This morning, she was dead. I�m not sure why she died��
�They killed her, that�s why!� Mrs. O�Hara screeched, and all the Ruoccos began yelling in protest.
The officer had to shout and push the Ruoccos back when they tried to attack Mrs. O�Hara. �Quiet, the lot of you!� he hollered several times before order was restored. �I got to find out what happened here. If I don�t . . .� He glanced meaningfully over his shoulder at the curious crowd gathered outside.
Virtually all the faces were Italian, so Sarah didn�t think they�d riot over the death of an Irish girl, but who knew what could happen? Riots had started over much less.
Sarah turned to Mrs. Ruocco. �I have a friend who is a police detective. He�ll be fair, and he�ll find out what really happened to Nainsi.�
Mrs. Ruocco frowned suspiciously. �He is Italian?�
�Well, no,� Sarah had to admit. Police Commissioner Theodore Roosevelt had opened the ranks of the New York City Police Department to people of all ethnic groups, but she didn�t think they had any Italian detectives yet. �He . . .
he�s Irish, but I promise you he�ll be fair,� she hastily added.
Mrs. Ruocco made a rude noise. �Do what you want,� she told the policeman. �Lorenzo, go find . . .� She hesitated, her face twisting with distaste before she finished. �Go find Uncle Ugo. Tell him come right away.�
Sarah winced, and the policeman visibly paled. Ugo Ruocco was a prominent member of the community, too.
But not in a good way. Rumor said he was the leader of the notorious gang of thugs known as the Black Hand.
Sarah turned to the policeman. �You�d better get Detective Sergeant Malloy, now.�
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Frank Malloy hoped he could refrain from strangling Sarah Brandt when he saw her. How many times had he told her not to get involved in crimes? She seemed to attract trouble like a magnet, though. Too bad Little Italy was only a few blocks from Police Headquarters. A longer walk might�ve helped him calm down a little. Pushing his way through the crowd that had gathered in the street didn�t im-prove his mood either. He strode into Mama�s Restaurant in full fury.
What he found knocked the fury right out of him and made him want to turn tail and run flat out to the nearest gang of criminals armed with brickbats and rocks. At least he knew how to handle them. He absolutely hated hysterical females, and this room was full of them.
�Malloy,� a familiar voice said over the din. �Thank heaven you�re here.�
His anger flickered to life again as he turned to see Sarah Brandt coming toward him. �Don�t blame heaven,� he told her grimly. �It�s your fault I�m here.�
She didn�t look the least bit repentant. �You�re the only one I could trust to handle this.�
He winced at the caterwauling of the other women. �I�ll have to introduce you to some other detectives real soon, then.�
She ignored his sarcasm. �Malloy, a young woman died here mysteriously last night. Well, she was just a girl, actually. I delivered her baby yesterday, and this morning when I got here, she was dead.�
Frank felt the old familiar wave of pain threatening to wash over him. His wife Kathleen had died in childbirth.
No wonder these women were grief-stricken. But what had Sarah said about how the girl died?
�What do you mean, she died mysteriously?� he asked.
�I�m not really sure, but . . .� She lowered her voice and leaned in closer so no one would overhear. �She didn�t die from the normal complications women die of in childbirth, and I saw some things that made me suspicious.�
�What things?� he asked, taking her by the arm and leading her farther away from the family.
�I�ll have to show you, but . . . I�m afraid that she may have been murdered,� she whispered.
�Here, in this house?� Malloy asked. He knew the Ruocco family. Everyone in the neighborhood did, and he�d eaten here a hundred times.
She nodded.
�That�s impossible. Why would anybody kill a woman who just gave birth?� For Italians, a new baby was the hap-piest event in their lives.
�They were very angry with her. When it was born, they realized the baby didn�t belong to her husband.�
Frank had seen newborn babies. They all looked the same, like tiny, squalling old men, and you couldn�t tell anything about them, certainly not who their fathers were. �How would they know that?�
�It�s a long story, but the mother was an Irish girl who�d married Antonio Ruocco because she was in a family way and��
�Irish, you say?� Frank could hear the warning bells ringing in his head.
�Yes, she was Irish, and they knew the baby wasn�t Antonio�s because��
�Wait,� Frank said, stopping her with a raised hand.
He looked around the room again and realized they were all staring at his Irish face with naked hostility, even the Irish woman sitting alone in the far corner of the room.
And the women had stopped crying. The silence was eerie.
An Irish girl in an Italian household who�d made someone angry enough to kill her.
He went back to the front door, opened it, and gave an order to the cop who was standing guard to make sure nobody in the crowd got too rowdy. The fellow took off at a run.
When he closed the door and turned back, Sarah Brandt was one step in front of him.
�Where�s he going?� she demanded.
�For help,� he replied.
�Help?� she echoed in amazement, but he didn�t bother to enlighten her. He needed as much information as he could get as quickly as possible.
�Now tell me exactly what happened,� he said.
�They killed my girl is what happened,� the Irish woman cried.
That set off the Ruoccos again, and they all started yelling at once in two languages, with the Irish woman yelling right back. Luckily, Frank had lots of experience dealing with unruly crowds, and this one wasn�t even armed. It took a few minutes, but he finally got them settled down again and cowed enough to stay that way, for a little while anyway. He knew he couldn�t question Sarah in front of them, though.
�Is there someplace where we can talk in private?� he asked her.
�The kitchen,� she said, pointing.
He followed her, and as he passed Mrs. Ruocco, he said,
�I sent for another policeman. Let me know when he gets here.�
She gave him a withering glare, letting him know exactly what she thought of him and the rest of the Irish policemen.
Frank sighed with relief as the kitchen door swung shut behind him. �Now tell me what happened, from the beginning.�
�I came here yesterday to deliver a baby. I didn�t even know that Antonio had gotten married��
�The girl married Antonio?� he asked. �He�s just a kid!�
�So was she,� Sarah said grimly. �They�d only been married a few months, a little over five, I think. That�s why they were frightened when they called me. They thought the baby was coming too early.�
�You said they got married because she was in a family way?�
�That�s right, but she was supposed to only be about seven months along. That�s how long she�d known Antonio.�
Frank raised his eyebrows. If he�d been talking to a man, he would�ve observed that young Antonio hadn�t wasted any time playing dip the wick with the girl, but he refrained.
�Let me guess, the baby wasn�t early.�
�No.� She walked toward the stove and for a second he couldn�t figure out where she was going, but then he saw the cradle sitting beside it. �See for yourself.�
She gently drew back the blanket, and he could see a baby sleeping peacefully. He didn�t know much about infants, but this one was big and fat. Nothing sickly about him. Even Frank could see he�d been born on time, maybe even a little past time.
�I guess young Antonio was a little surprised,� he said.
�He probably wouldn�t have known the difference, but of course his mother did. She�d known the baby was conceived before they were married, but no one guessed the girl was much further along than she claimed. Not until the baby was born, that is.�
�I can imagine Mrs. Ruocco was pretty mad.�
�Everyone was. Nainsi�s mother�the lady outside who is claiming they�d killed her daughter�tried to defend her, but Nainsi didn�t even try to deny the truth. I guess she was depending on the Catholic Church to prevent Antonio from divorcing her or something. She didn�t even seem concerned.�
�When did she turn up dead?�
�I got here early this morning to check on her and the baby, and when I arrived, someone started screaming upstairs. Valentina�she�s the youngest in the family�had gone in to see why the baby kept crying, and she found Nainsi dead. Her body was cold and starting to stiffen, so she�d been dead a couple hours by then, at least.�
�And what makes you think somebody killed her?�
�I said I wasn�t sure, but she has a broken fingernail, like she�d been struggling with someone, and then I found a pillowcase with a smear of blood on it.�
�There�s a lot of blood when a baby is born,� Frank remembered all too vividly.
�I�d changed the bedclothes.�
�But you might�ve missed some.�
�Malloy, I don�t want her to have been murdered,� she said in exasperation. �If I could think of another explanation, I�d have given it to Nainsi�s mother and the Ruoccos and gone home. She didn�t die from any of the usual things that women die of in childbirth. I know the signs of all of them.�
�And you�re an expert in murder, too, I guess.�
She glared at him, but it was a pale imitation of Mrs.
Ruocco�s withering stare. She couldn�t begin to compete.
The baby made a whimpering sound and distracted her.
�He�s waking up. I�d better get Maria. She�s looking after the baby,� she explained. �Then you can go upstairs and look at the girl�s body yourself, since you are an expert in murder,� she added tartly.
He sighed again as he followed her out of the kitchen, this time in exasperation.
As soon as he reentered the dining room, Joe Ruocco approached him. He looked like he�d been on a three-day bender. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot, his complexion a trifle green. He hadn�t shaved or bathed yet this morning. Frank could still smell the liquor and the sweat on him.
�Mr. Malloy, this is all a mistake,� he said. �Nobody killed nobody here. The girl, she had a baby. Women die from that. This is what happened to her. There is no need for the police.�
From the corner of his eye, Frank saw Sarah speak to one of the women, who then hurried off to the kitchen. �If that�s what happened, you�ve got nothing to worry about, Joe,�
Frank assured him. �What do you know about this girl?
From before she met Antonio, I mean.�
Joe glanced uneasily at his mother, who was watching the exchange through narrowed eyes. �She�s a wild girl. She tricked Antonio. She already had a baby in her, and she tells him it was his. He�s a stupid boy, so he marries her.� Joe tried to give his brother a meaningful glance, but the boy was slumped over one of the tables, head on his arms, probably passed out. �They go to her priest, an Irish priest, in secret, so Mama doesn�t know until it�s done. We are surprised, and Mama is angry, but we took the girl in. What else could we do?�
�Antonio must�ve been pretty mad when he found out he�d been tricked,� Frank observed, watching to see if the boy stirred. He didn�t move.
Joe knew immediately what he was implying. �Oh, no, he was only sad. He feels like a fool, to be tricked by a stupid girl. I took him out last night, and we got drunk so he wouldn�t have to think about what he will do with her and the baby.�
Frank couldn�t help noting that Joe had conveniently given his baby brother an alibi for the night, just in case his wife really had been murdered.
The front door opened, and to Frank�s relief he saw Gino Donatelli come through it. Everyone in the room looked up in surprise, but Donatelli looked straight at Frank. �Detective Sergeant,� he said respectfully, removing his hat and nervously smoothing the jacket of his crisply pressed police uniform.
Frank hadn�t been too happy when Teddy Roosevelt opened the ranks of the New York City Police Department to Italians, and even Jews, but today he was ready to see the wisdom of it. �Officer Donatelli,� he replied, going to him and shaking his hand.
Donatelli was naturally surprised, but Frank had done it to elevate Donatelli in the Ruocco�s estimation. Italians would never trust an Irishman. They�d only trust another Italian, and then not completely unless he was a blood rela-tion. Frank�s only hope for this case was to use Donatelli to convince the Ruoccos they were being treated fairly.
He turned to Mrs. Ruocco. �Officer Donatelli is going to help me investigate your daughter-in-law�s death.�
�Murder, you mean!� Mrs. O�Hara insisted.
Donatelli looked at her in alarm, but Patrizia Ruocco distracted him. �You are Italian,� she said. It wasn�t a question. Donatelli had coal-black hair and an olive complexion, along with a classic Roman nose. He stood taller than any of the Ruocco men, and he was even more handsome.
�Yes, Mrs. Ruocco. My father is Angelo Donatelli, who owns the shoe repair shop on Spring Street.�
�He has five sons, yes?�
�Six. I�m the third one.�
He�d adequately established his pedigree. Mrs. Ruocco nodded in silent approval.
�We�re going up to see the body now,� Frank said.
�That�s not decent,� Mrs. O�Hara cried. �The poor girl just lying there like that with two strange men looking at her!�
�I�ll go with them, Mrs. O�Hara,� Sarah Brandt offered.
Frank couldn�t help the prickle of annoyance he felt, even though he�d intended to take her with them anyway. She was the one who thought it was a murder, after all.
Joe stood up from the table where he�d been sitting with his brothers. �Should one of us go, too?�
Frank didn�t think Joe would even make it up the stairs in his current condition, and he certainly didn�t want any of the Ruoccos to hear what Sarah thought. �No, just stay here until we�ve had a chance to look things over.�
Frank gestured for Sarah to precede them, and they trooped up the narrow stairs in silence. As soon as they reached the upstairs hallway, Frank closed the stairway door behind them.
Donatelli cleared his throat. �Detective Sergeant, what�s going on here?� Plainly, he meant more than just the facts of the crime. He must have been wondering why Frank had sent for him in the first place.
�Antonio Ruocco married himself an Irish girl who already had a bun in the oven by another man,� he said, figuring he didn�t need to spare Sarah�s sensibilities. He was pretty sure she didn�t have any where babies and their cre-ation were concerned. �He didn�t know that, of course, and yesterday, the baby was born. That�s when everybody figured it out that the baby couldn�t be Antonio�s. This morning the girl was found dead.� He glanced at Sarah. �Mrs.
Brandt here was the midwife. She thinks the girl might�ve been killed.�
Donatelli nodded politely. �Pleased to meet you, Mrs.
Brandt.�
�I�m happy to meet you, too, Officer Donatelli,� she replied, but Frank could see the same question in her eyes.
�I sent for Donatelli because if it turns out the girl really was murdered, Mrs. Ruocco would never trust an Irish cop.� He turned back to Donatelli. �You know who Patrizia Ruocco�s brother-in-law is?�
�Ugo Ruocco,� he replied grimly. �Everybody knows that.�
�I�m guessing he�s already on his way.�
�Oh, yes,� Sarah confirmed pleasantly. �Mrs. Ruocco sent for him as soon as I sent for you.�
�Then we better get this settled before he gets here,�
Frank said. �Mrs. Brandt, show us what makes you think the girl was killed.�
She led them to a closed door in the hallway and opened it. They followed her inside. The figure on the bed had been covered by the blankets.
�Is this how you found her?�
�No, she was lying there with the covers up to her waist, like she�d been sleeping, except her eyes were open and her arms were outstretched like this.� She demonstrated.
Without waiting to be asked, Sarah drew the blanket away from the body. The girl had been a healthy little piece, all breasts and hips, and her hair was a pretty shade of red.
Frank could see why Antonio had been attracted. She wore a simple nightdress, and her naked feet and ankles were ghostly white.
Donatelli hung back in the doorway, his young face expressing embarrassment at this breach of decorum.
�Come closer, Donatelli,� Frank said, �so you can see.�
Reluctantly, he did, shifting his hat from under one arm to the other, and hesitantly looking down at the girl on the bed.
Sarah tried to lift the girl�s hand, but the body was too stiff.
�This hand,� she said. �See how the nail is broken? Something violent happened to break it like that, and it must�ve happened as she was dying. You�d never leave a broken nail hanging like that.�
She was right, and Frank felt an odd mixture of pride in her for having figured that out and resentment that she was in a position where she needed to. �Anything else?�
�Those red dots on her face,� she said. �There are some in her eyes, too. I never saw anything like that before.�
Frank leaned over the corpse to take a closer look at her face. Then he reached down and pulled one of the eyelids up. Donatelli sucked in his breath, but Frank and Sarah pretended not to notice. �See these red dots, Donatelli?� he asked. �That happens when somebody suffocates.�
This time Sarah caught her breath.
�Which pillow has the blood on it?� he asked, looking at the collection piled beside the body.
She bent down and pulled one out from under the bed. �I put it there so no one else would see the stain and figure out what it was,� she explained. Once again Frank felt a twinge of pride, but he ignored it.
He took it from her and examined the smear. It looked like blood, all right. Then he positioned the pillow above the girl�s face, as if he were going to push it down and smother her. The stain lined up with where her mouth could have been if the pillow had covered her face.
�Where did the blood come from?� Donatelli asked.
Frank peered into the girl�s mouth. �There�s dried blood on her front teeth. Her upper lip is cut on the inside, like somebody pushed something against it really hard.�
�So somebody did kill her then,� Sarah said sadly.
�Why would they do something like that to her?� Donatelli asked in disgust. �She�s just a girl.�
�Maybe because the Catholic Church doesn�t allow divorce,� Frank observed. �Or maybe they just didn�t appreciate a Mick dropping her little bastard in their house.�
Donatelli flushed and cleared his throat, reminding Frank that a lady was present.
�Excuse me, Mrs. Brandt,� Frank said perfunctorily.
�I most certainly will not,� she said, making Donatelli�s jaw drop and forcing Frank to bite back a grin. �What are you going to do now?�
�We�ll need an autopsy to prove she was smothered,�
Frank said.
�If Ugo Ruocco thinks you�re going to blame somebody in this house for killing her, he�ll never let you take the body,� Donatelli warned him.
�Then we better remove the body before he shows up,�
Franks said, even though he knew he should wait for the coroner.
�Mrs. Ruocco said she wanted Nainsi out of here as soon as possible,� Sarah offered helpfully.
�Then we�ll try to oblige her. Donatelli, find out if they�ve got a phone here, and if they don�t, go to a call box and get an ambulance right away to take the body to the morgue.�
�Yes, sir,� the young man said, and hurried out.
Frank turned back to Sarah. She looked tired and discouraged. Even her eyes had lost their sparkle. �You should go home,� he said.
�I hoped I was wrong, you know,� she said, ignoring his suggestion as usual. �It doesn�t give me any pleasure to find out she was murdered.�
He ran a hand over his face. �I know,� he admitted.
�How do you get yourself into these situations?�
She seemed to consider for a moment. Finally, she said,
�I�ve been wondering that myself, and I want to remind you that I�d never known anyone who was murdered until I met you, Malloy.�
�Are you blaming me?� he asked in surprise.
�The evidence speaks for itself,� she answered wryly. �Now help me wrap up the body. We�ll have to put the pillow in with it. I doubt Mrs. Ruocco will let us walk off with any of her belongings, especially if she realizes it will help prove Nainsi was murdered.�
Frank concentrated on the corpse so he wouldn�t think about how intimate it was working alone in a bedroom with Sarah Brandt. In a mercifully short time, they had the body tied up in a sheet with the bloody pillow tucked inside, ready for transport.
When they got back down to the dining room, they found everyone still pretty much where they had been before. Donatelli was speaking quietly and very respectfully with Mrs. Ruocco in Italian.
�What�s he saying to her?� Mrs. O�Hara demanded of Frank. �They�re cooking up some lie, ain�t they? Trying to say my girl wasn�t murdered.�
�I was saying I sent for an ambulance to take her away,�
Donatelli said loudly, so everyone in the room could hear.
�Where�re you taking her?� Mrs. O�Hara cried, jumping to her feet. �Not to some dago undertaker who�ll make her disappear!�
�She�s not going to disappear,� Frank assured her, hoping this was true. If Ugo Ruocco arrived before the ambulance, he couldn�t be sure. �She�s going to the morgue.�
�What will happen at this morgue?� Mrs. Ruocco asked.
�They�ll find out how she died,� Donatelli explained.
�Mother of God,� Mrs. O�Hara murmured, crossing herself. �They�ll cut her up, won�t they?�
�And if they find out she died of natural causes,� Frank hurriedly added, �nobody has to worry.�
�How do we know they tell the truth at this morgue?�
Mrs. Ruocco challenged. �They could lie to ruin us!�
Donatelli glanced at Frank, asking a silent question. Frank had no right to grant permission, but he nodded anyway.
�I�ll go with her and watch everything they do,� Donatelli offered. �I�ll make sure they do it right.�
Patrizia Ruocco looked him up and down, taking in his uniform. He might be Italian, but he was also from the police. �Giuseppe,� she said to her eldest son. �You go with him.
You watch them cut her up and make sure they do not lie.�
Joe gaped at her in horror for a long moment, the color draining from his face. Then he slapped a hand over his mouth, lunged to his feet, and ran from the room. They could hear him retching in the kitchen and a woman�s voice chiding him shrilly. Maria, Joe�s wife. In another moment she emerged, holding the baby, her expression outraged.
�What is going on?�
No one answered her.
�I�ll go, Mama,� Lorenzo said. He rose to his feet with the enthusiasm of one going to meet his doom.
Mrs. Ruocco nodded her approval.
�Go where?� Maria asked. �Where are you going?�
Outside the crowd was dispersing to make way for the black ambulance wagon. Whatever Donatelli had told them at Headquarters had worked. The attendants jumped down and fairly ran inside, carrying a stretcher.
�You got a body here?� one of them asked.
�Upstairs,� Frank said. �I�ll show you.�
�Go with them, Lorenzo,� Mrs. Ruocco said. �And watch. Make sure they do not take anything.�
The attendants glared at her, but she just glared right back at them, and Frank had to admit she was probably justified to take precautions. He led them upstairs, and they immediately started grumbling about having to take the body down the twisting steps.
Behind them, Lorenzo said, �There�s an outside stairway that�s straight. You can use that.�
It was the work of a moment to load Nainsi�s body onto the stretcher. Lorenzo showed them the door to the outside stairway at the opposite end of the hall, and they started down.
�I�ll tell the ambulance to go around to the alley and meet you,� Frank said, thinking it was probably better than carrying the girl�s body out the front door and into the street for the crowd to gape at.
With any luck at all, they�d be out and away before Ugo Ruocco showed up.
� You,� Patrizia Ruocco said to Sarah. �You bring all this trouble.�
�I�m so sorry,� Sarah said honestly. �I don�t want to hurt anyone, but I�ve got to be very careful in my profession. If one of my patients dies, I have to find out why, or else I could be in trouble, too.�
�So you make trouble for us instead,� she said bitterly, sitting down at one of the tables. She propped her head in both of her hands.
�You make trouble for yourself,� Mrs. O�Hara said, her voice raw with her pain. �You make up lies about my girl, and then you kill her!�
�Mrs. O�Hara,� Sarah said, going to her. �I know you�re grieving, but we should wait until we know the truth about Nainsi�s death before making accusations.�
Someone groaned, and everyone looked over to where Antonio sat. He�d straightened up and was rubbing his face, muttering in Italian. Then he realized everyone was staring at him. �What?� he asked defensively.
�This is all your fault,� his mother told him in disgust.
�You bring that whore into my house.�
�My Nainsi wasn�t no whore!� Mrs. O�Hara objected furiously. The Ruoccos ignored her.
�I didn�t know, Mama,� Antonio whined. �How could I know? You wanted the baby when you thought it was mine!�
As if he knew he was being discussed, the baby made a fussy sound. Instinctively, Maria bounced him gently, trying to soothe him, but Mrs. Ruocco glared at the bundle in her arms.
�I do not want him now,� she declared. �Let her take him!�
she added, gesturing at Mrs. O�Hara.
�No!� Maria fairly shouted, startling everyone. �No,� she repeated more reasonably but with equal finality. �I will keep him.�
�You will not!� Mrs. O�Hara declared, rising to her feet.
�I�ll not have my grandson raised by a bunch of ignorant foreigners!�
�Who are you calling ignorant?� Joe wanted to know.
�Stop shouting,� Antonio begged them, holding his head with both hands.
�I do not want that whore�s bastard in my house,� Mrs.
Ruocco insisted.
�He�s just a baby,� Maria argued. �He cannot help who his mother was. Or his father either,� she added with emphasis. �I will keep him.�
�Like hell you will!� Mrs. O�Hara screeched, making Antonio moan and hold his head again. �Give me that baby!
He�s mine!�
Before anyone realized what she intended, she hurtled herself across the room. She would have snatched the baby from Maria�s arms except Frank Malloy intercepted her as he emerged from the stairway.
�Whoa,� he said, forcibly restraining the nearly hysterical woman. �What�s this now?� He looked to Sarah for an explanation, but she didn�t get a chance to give it.
�They�re going to steal my grandson from me!� Mrs.
O�Hara wailed. �They killed my girl, and now they want her baby, too.�
�She cannot take care of a baby,� Maria argued. Frank really looked at her for the first time. She was a plain woman, no one he�d even glance at twice in the street, but fury had brought color to her cheeks and a sparkle to her eyes. She looked like a wild creature defending her young. �If she takes him, he will die!�
�I�d rather have him dead than with the likes of you!�
Mrs. O�Hara unwisely cried.
Even Mrs. Ruocco looked shocked.
�You see?� Maria said triumphantly. �You cannot just let him die.� She turned to her mother-in-law, her will like a flame that would scorch any who denied her. �Your son cannot give me a child, but you can. I want this baby, and you will give him to me.�
Sarah could see Mrs. Ruocco�s silent struggle. As much as she hated Nainsi, she also loved her family. Everyone knew how desperately Maria wanted a child of her own. Sarah had seen that desperation before, a longing that bordered on madness, and Maria looked as if she were very close to that edge.
Mrs. Ruocco laid a hand on her heart, as if it pained her.
She could not bear to refuse Maria any more than she could bear to consent. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, she said, �Giuseppe, he . . . he must agree.� She looked at her oldest son. Everyone looked at him. Mrs. Ruocco must have been certain he would refuse.
�Yes,� Maria confirmed in an oddly mocking tone.
�Giuseppe must agree.�
His face was white, and this time Sarah didn�t think it was from his hangover. She almost expected him to bolt again rather than face such a momentous decision, but he swallowed down hard and said, �Whatever Maria wants.�
Sarah gasped in surprise, and so did several others, but she didn�t have time to notice who. Mrs. O�Hara started screaming and fighting Frank, who still held her back from attacking Maria.
�You can�t let them take the boy!� she was telling him.
�He don�t belong to none of them! He�s mine!�
�The law says the baby belongs to the woman�s husband,� Frank informed her as he wrestled her flailing arms.
�But they said he don�t!� she argued. �They said Antonio ain�t its father. That�s why they killed my girl!�
�It doesn�t matter,� Sarah explained, going to Frank�s aid.
�Please, Mrs. O�Hara, listen to me. The law assumes a woman�s husband is the father of her children, even if everyone knows he isn�t. If she dies or if he divorces her, he still has custody of them. They�re his property.�
�But he ain�t the one that wants the boy,� Mrs. O�Hara argued, pointing at her son-in-law. �Don�t Antonio have no say at all?�
Everyone looked at Antonio again. He still held his head as if it would fly apart if he didn�t, and now his face was almost green. Paralyzed with indecision, he looked from his mother to his brother to Maria and back to his mother again. Mrs. Ruocco seemed to be daring him to stand up and be a man. Maria defied him to deny her, and Joe just stared back, helplessly.
Maria whispered, �Joe,� and that broke the spell.
As if she�d struck him with a whip, he jerked up to his full height. �You will keep the baby,� he informed his brother. �Tell her.� He pointed at Mrs. O�Hara.
�I will . . .� Antonio had to swallow. �I will keep the baby,� he said obediently, and this time he bolted, heading for the kitchen to be sick.
Mrs. O�Hara gave a primal howl of anguish.
Sarah saw Malloy�s desperate plea for help, silent though it was. �Mrs. O�Hara, there�s nothing you can do right now.
Let me take you home,� she said gently, moving to take the woman by the arm.
Defeated, she sagged in Malloy�s grasp, and he released her to Sarah. The older woman let Sarah lead her toward the front door.
�It ain�t right,� she was muttering as she wept loudly and sloppily. �It just ain�t right for them to have my girl�s baby.�
Malloy hurried to precede them and opened the door, holding it for them as he shouted something to the ambulance driver. Sarah murmured comforting phrases as she led Mrs. O�Hara out into the street.
�Where do you live?� she asked.
�Howard Street,� Mrs. O�Hara murmured brokenly. �Just past Broadway.�
Sarah turned her in that direction, and they started walking. She was starting to believe she would get the older woman away without further incident when Mrs. O�Hara stopped dead in her tracks and breathed a curse.
Sarah looked up and saw only an average-looking, middle-aged Italian man walking toward them, followed by a group of younger men who seemed to be ready for anything. Before Sarah could even comprehend what she was seeing, Mrs.
O�Hara said, �Ugo,� and turned and ran in the other direction, leaving Sarah standing alone on the sidewalk directly in the path of Ugo Ruocco and his minions.
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The ambulance driver moved just as quickly as Frank would have wanted, whipping his horse into motion to pull the vehicle around to the alley to pick up Nainsi Ruocco�s body. Frank waited just an instant, to make perfectly sure the wagon was well on its way, before turning back to make sure Sarah and Mrs. O�Hara were well on their way, too. He saw Mrs. O�Hara scurrying past him in the opposite direction and without Sarah.
Instantly, he sensed the change in the crowd. Something had happened, and instinctively, he sought out Sarah to assure her safety. He found her at once, standing with her back to him in the middle of the sidewalk, all alone because the crowd had drawn away, stepping into the street to make way for . . .
Frank almost groaned aloud. Ugo Ruocco and about half a dozen of his young toughs were heading straight for Sarah.
He opened his mouth to call out to her, but someone else beat him to it.
�Mrs. Brandt! Mrs. Brandt!�
Sarah turned toward the young Ruocco girl who had come charging out of the restaurant to summon her.
�Mrs. Brandt, come quick! The baby is sick!�
�Sarah, don�t,� he tried, but she only gave him a puzzled glance before hurrying by him and back into the restaurant with the girl. He checked to make sure Ugo and the boys were still coming, then he followed her inside. The last person he wanted to see this morning was Ugo Ruocco, but he wasn�t going to leave Sarah to Ugo�s mercy, unprotected.
He winced when he stepped through the door. The baby was screaming, and even Frank could tell he was in pain.
�He just started crying,� Maria said in terror.
�Make him stop!� Antonio begged, hands over his ears.
He�d returned from the kitchen, but he looked like he might need to go back.
Sarah took the baby from Maria�s arms. He kept screaming, but she didn�t seem the least bit concerned. �He�s probably just hungry,� she said, heading for the kitchen door.
�But I already fed him this morning,� Maria protested, following after her.
�He�s hungry again,� Sarah explained as the door closed behind them, muting the sound of his wailing a bit.
Frank glanced around at who was left. Officer Donatelli waited patiently for his orders. Joe and Antonio were perk-ing up a bit, but they were still a little green. The girl�
what was her name again?�stood in the middle of the floor, wringing her hands in distress. Mrs. Ruocco sat at a table, head in hands, looking as if she wanted to be as far away from the rest of this bunch as possible.
Frank went straight to Donatelli and told him in a hurried whisper that Ugo Ruocco was coming and to go out through the kitchen to meet the ambulance in the alley to make sure they got the body away safely.
No sooner had Donatelli disappeared into the kitchen than the restaurant door opened again, and Ugo Ruocco came in. The younger men with him made a little show of jostling each other to be the first to follow, but eventually they were all inside, too.
Ugo wasn�t a large man, but his presence seemed to fill the room. He wore a custom-made suit with a snow white shirt, the kind the men on Wall Street wore. No one would mistake him for a financier, though. His broad, olive-skinned face betrayed his heritage. Pock-marked and coarse featured, he obviously came from peasant stock. Only ambi-tion, relentless effort, and a cruel disregard for the welfare of others had elevated him to his current position.
�Zio!� the girl cried and ran to him. He caught her in an embrace.
�What is it, ragazza piccola?� he asked tenderly, stroking her hair. �What has made you so unhappy?�
�Nainsi is dead, and the police are here!� she informed him indignantly, looking up at her uncle with a theatrical pout.
�What is this about the police?� he asked, looking at Frank with a trace of amusement. He had no fear of the police.
�Uncle, thank you for coming,� Joe said, hurrying toward him for a quick embrace. Antonio followed.
When he�d finished with the children, Ugo looked over to where Mrs. Ruocco stood. She�d risen from her chair but made no move to greet him.
�Patrizia,� he said in a tone of mock amazement. �You sent for me.�
�Ugo,� she said by way of greeting, although she said it with a grimace through gritted teeth. If her children were happy to see their uncle, she wasn�t.
�Sit down, Uncle,� Joe urged, pulling out a chair for him.
�Is that your baby crying so loud, Antonio?� Ugo asked mildly as he took the offered seat.
Antonio�s lip curled in disgust. �You know it is not my baby, Uncle.�
Ruocco nodded, and Frank noted that he had already been told about the baby�s birth and questionable lineage. When had that happened?
�But it is your wife�s baby,� Ruocco said. It wasn�t a question. �Did Valentina say she died?� he added with appropriate, if false, regret. �That is too bad for you, Antonio, to be a widower so young.� He gave the boy a sympathetic glance while he smoothed his lush mustache with one finger. Antonio looked away in embarrassment. �But why does this sad event bring the police to us?�
Everyone in the room looked at Frank. Ruocco�s boys had stationed themselves around the room, ready to block any attempt at escape and ready to take any action Ruocco might command of them. Frank hated being in such a vul-nerable position, but he knew better than to show fear.
Ruocco would smell it like the wolf he was.
�It looks like somebody helped Nainsi Ruocco along into the next world by holding a pillow over her face,� Frank said. He pretended not to notice the small gasps of surprise and the wave of animosity that roiled from the rest of the people in the room.
Ruocco didn�t bat an eye. �I am sure this is all a terrible mistake. In fact, I will be happy to pay you a reward for your efforts if you will straighten out this misunderstanding.�
The offer was a reasonable one, and Ruocco would have every reason to expect Frank to accept it. Everyone knew the police did what they were paid to do, and they certainly weren�t paid very much to uphold the law of the land.
Who would care if one more poor Irish girl died, after all?
And what good would come of bringing her killer to justice? A respectable family would suffer a lot of misery, and the girl would still be dead.
Frank had once believed he had no choice but to follow this logic and live by these unwritten rules. He knew better now, and he wanted to tell Ruocco what he could do with his offer of a bribe. He couldn�t though, at least not yet.
Sarah was still in the building, and Frank would be no good to her or to anyone else if Ruocco told his henchmen to slit his throat for showing disrespect.
�They already took the girl�s body to the morgue,� Frank said. �It�s out of my hands now.�
Irritation flickered across Ruocco�s broad face. He turned back to Mrs. Ruocco and demanded something in Italian.
She straightened defiantly and replied, mentioning Lorenzo.
�Lorenzo?� he scoffed, dismissing his nephew with a wave of his hand.
�We didn�t have any choice, Uncle,� Joe hastily explained.
�Nainsi�s mother ran out into the street screaming for the police when she found out the girl was dead.�
Before Ruocco could react, the kitchen door swung open, and Sarah came into the dining room, apparently unaware of what was going on. She glanced at the newcomers and then dismissed them as unimportant, going straight to Mrs.
Ruocco.
�Maria is going to need some help learning how to prepare the baby�s bottles and take care of him,� she said, as if nothing else was more important. �I�d be happy to help her, but if you�d prefer, I can suggest someone else to��
�Who is this?� Ruocco demanded.
Sarah looked at him in surprise, and Frank noticed she managed to let Ruocco know his behavior was rude.
�She is the midwife, Uncle,� Joe hastily explained.
�And she was just leaving,� Frank said. �Mrs. Brandt, get your things.�
�Brandt,� Ruocco echoed thoughtfully, looking her up and down. �You are not German,� he added, referring to her name.
�No, I�m not,� she replied, offering nothing else. And making no move to leave, either, Frank noted impatiently.
Ruocco stared hard at her, annoyed that he could not classify her. An ordinary midwife he could deal with, but he could see Sarah Brandt wasn�t ordinary. Even though she moved among the working classes, she would always carry with her the evidence that she had been born to wealth and privilege, the daughter of one of the oldest families in the city. Ugo didn�t know all that, but a man as perceptive as he was, who depended on his ability to judge others in order to retain his power, would sense it.
�Who are you?� Ruocco asked, meaning much more than her name.
�I am the midwife,� Sarah said stubbornly. To her, that was the only correct or necessary answer.
Sensing she was somehow getting the upper hand, he changed tactics. �Do you think my nephew�s wife was murdered?�
Frank caught his breath, silently begging her not to answer that question.
�I don�t know why she died,� she said without even looking at Frank for guidance. �I never saw anything like it before.�
Ruocco�s eyes widened innocently. �Why do you want to ruin this family, Mrs. Brandt?� he asked, his voice suddenly silky with charm as he rose to his feet. �The girl lied to my nephew to give her bastard a name. She deserved to die.�
�I think God should make those decisions,� Sarah informed him. �I just want to know for certain how she died so I�ll know if it was my fault or if I could have done something to prevent it.�
�What if it was your fault? What if you killed her yourself?� he challenged, obviously enjoying the verbal duel.
�Then I will take the blame for it and try to learn from my mistake,� Sarah replied. �I always want to do my job better. Lives depend on it. I�m sure you can appreciate that, Mr. Ruocco.�
Frank wanted to shake her. Didn�t she know who she was talking to? This was no upper-class gentleman who would treat her with respect. Ugo Ruocco killed people who dis-pleased him.
But Ruocco seemed more amused than angered by her defiance. �Lives depend on it,� he echoed with a small smile.
�Patrizia, I do not know why you send for me,� he told his sister-in-law.
�To make the police go away and leave us alone,� Mrs.
Ruocco snapped, glaring at Frank.
This also seemed to amuse Ruocco. �Will you go away?�
he politely asked Frank, stroking his mustache again.
�I�m finished here,� Frank said, not wanting anyone to think he was leaving because Ruocco wanted him to. �I was waiting to escort Mrs. Brandt.�
�Are you finished, too, Mrs. Brandt?� Ruocco asked with exaggerated civility.
�Yes, she is,� Frank informed her. �Get your things, Mrs.
Brandt, and I�ll see that you get home.�
He saw the flicker of rebellion on her face, but she must have realized he was only concerned for her safety. She turned to Mrs. Ruocco again. �Please send for me if Maria has any problems with the baby. I�ll be happy to help in any way I can. I�m very sorry about Nainsi . . . about everything.�
Mrs. Ruocco betrayed only anger, although it didn�t seem to be directed at Sarah in particular. She nodded her head once in acknowledgment of Sarah�s words of condo-lence. �Giuseppe, get Mrs. Brandt�s coat.�
Joe looked around helplessly as Sarah went and fetched it herself from the chair where she had laid it. He went to help her with it before Frank could move.
As Sarah buttoned her cape, Ruocco asked of no one in particular, �Why does Maria take care of the baby?�
�Maria is going to keep the baby,� Joe hastily explained.
Ugo�s dark eyes narrowed, and he fixed his gaze on Joe.
�You are going to keep the whore�s baby?�
Joe blanched. �Maria is barren. She . . . she wants a baby,�
he stammered.
�The mother was a lying whore,� Ugo repeated.
�Will you tell Maria she cannot have a baby?� Mrs.
Ruocco challenged Ugo with a glare of her own.
�The baby can�t help who his parents are,� Sarah added, making Frank want to shake her again.
This time Ugo didn�t look amused. �You will go home now, Mrs. Brandt.�
Frank saw the flicker of rebellion again, but he hurried over and took her by the arm before she could offend Ruocco any more.
�Come on,� he said, picking up her medical bag.
For once she did as she was told. No one spoke as they left the restaurant. The crowd outside had retreated a respectful distance, in deference to Ugo Ruocco, but they still lingered in small groups. If something interesting happened, no one wanted to miss it. Still holding Sarah�s arm, Frank hustled her along the sidewalk until she finally shook loose of his grip and forced him to stop.
�Slow down. We don�t have to run away,� she snapped.
�It wouldn�t be a bad idea, though,� he replied. �Do you know who Ugo Ruocco is?�
�I know he has something to do with the Black Hand.�
Frank glanced back to see if any of Ruocco�s boys had followed. �Keep walking,� he told her, steering her toward Mulberry Street.
This time she came along without protest.
�Ruocco runs the Black Hand,� Frank said just loud enough for her to hear. �He collects protection money from all the Italians, and if somebody refuses to pay, they get beat up or killed or their store gets bombed, or maybe even all three.�
�I know all that,� she reminded him.
�Then you should also know he wouldn�t hesitate to kill a lowly midwife who annoyed him.�
He was glad to see she looked a little bit chastened, but only a little. �What if we�re right, and Nainsi was murdered? What will happen?�
�Probably nothing.�
�What do you mean, nothing?�
He should�ve known she�d be outraged. �I mean if Ruocco pays off the right people, no one will care if she was murdered or not.�
That silenced her, but not for long.
�I don�t suppose he�d want his family accused of murder,�
she said.
�To Italians, family is everything,� he explained. �They don�t trust anybody who isn�t a blood relative, and they stick by family to the death.�
�Patrizia Ruocco doesn�t seem to like Ugo much,� she observed.
�Maybe she doesn�t, but she still sent for him when she thought her family was in trouble.�
She thought this over for a minute or two. �Poor Nainsi,�
she mused. �And her mother . . . I can�t imagine how awful it would be to lose a child like that, and then to lose your grandchild, too.�
�I couldn�t believe Mama Ruocco let her daughter-in-law keep the boy,� Frank said in wonder.
�I couldn�t either. Everybody knows how much Maria wanted a child of her own, though, and the Ruoccos can probably give him a better home than Mrs. O�Hara.�
�Mrs. O�Hara won�t see it that way,� he reminded her.
�I know.� She sighed. �But the law is against her. Even if she had the means to fight them, she�d still lose.�
They�d reached the Prodigal Son Mission, where Sarah volunteered, and she stopped. �Malloy, I�m going into the mission while I�m here to see if they need anything. Will you let me know what the coroner finds out about how Nainsi died?�
He nodded reluctantly. �For all the good it will do. And don�t start thinking about justice for this girl,� he warned.
�She shouldn�t have gotten mixed up with the Italians in the first place, and nobody but her mother is going to care what happened to her.�
She frowned, hating what he said but knowing he was right. �Thank you for coming anyway.�
He just shook his head. �Be careful. And stay away from the Ruoccos.�
She smiled a little, and Frank felt a familiar catch in his chest. �I�ll try,� she said and started up the front steps to the mission.
When she was safely inside, he headed for police headquarters in the next block to make his report.
Sarah hadn�t intended to stay so long at the mission, but they were having a problem with one of the girls and needed her help. Now she�d have to hurry if she wanted to get home before the streets became completely jammed with people returning from the day�s work. She�d missed another afternoon with Aggie, too. Thank heaven she had Maeve and didn�t have to worry about whether Aggie was safe.
She was skirting the south edge of Washington Square when she heard the first newsboy calling out the headlines.
�Irish girl murdered in Little Italy!� he cried, waving a penny newspaper to attract the attention of the pedestri-ans.
Sarah started at the coincidence. She knew he couldn�t be talking about Nainsi�s death. The penny papers only cared about sensational stories, and Nainsi�s wouldn�t qualify. As Malloy had said, only her mother would care if she�d been murdered or not.
She reached the corner and turned up the west side of the Square. On the next corner stood another newsboy selling a different paper.
�Dagos slit Irish girl�s throat and steal her baby!� he was crying, waving the papers. People were passing him coins and snatching the papers from him as quickly as they could press within reach.
This was too much of a coincidence. Sarah waded into the crowd and emerged with a slightly wrinkled copy of the scandal sheet. Stepping into the square where she could read without blocking anyone�s way, she quickly scanned the story. They�d given Nainsi�s name the American spelling of Nancy, and they said her throat had been cut, but otherwise, it was her story, all right. According to the paper, Nainsi had been practically kidnapped by the Ruoccos and kept a prisoner until she gave birth. Then she�d been murdered so they could have her baby. The paper had included a drawing of a voluptuous young girl sprawled on a bed in a skimpy nightdress. With one arm she clutched an infant and with the other she tried to ward off a large, dark man wielding a knife.
When Sarah looked up, she realized many others had stopped to read the story, just as she had, and they were murmuring in outrage. Sarah and Mrs. O�Hara were no longer the only ones in the city who cared if Nainsi had been murdered.
Frank had spent most of the day investigating a suspicious warehouse fire. He stank of smoke and only wanted to get home and have a hot bath, but when he stopped by headquarters to make his report, he found Gino Donatelli waiting for him.
�Pew,� the young officer said as Frank approached.
�Warehouse fire,� Frank explained. �Was she smothered?�
Donatelli nodded.
�Come with me.� Frank led him back to the detectives�
area and sat down at a battered desk. Donatelli pulled up a rickety chair beside it.
�Did you stay for the whole autopsy?� Frank inquired knowingly.
Donatelli smiled a little sheepishly. �Didn�t have to. Doc Haynes didn�t have time for it today anyway. Lorenzo wasn�t going to leave without an answer, though, so he started looking the body over to see what he could find.�
�He noticed the red dots on her face?�
�Yeah, and he explained to Lorenzo what they meant. He looked at the pillow and the girl�s cut lip and the blood on her teeth, and showed Lorenzo how she was smothered, just like you did back in her room.�
�Did that convince him?�
Donatelli shook his head. �He was still arguing, so Doc pried the girl�s mouth open and started looking down her throat.�
�Down her throat?� Frank repeated. �For what?�
�He gets these long pincher things and sticks them in her mouth and pulls out this feather.�
�How�d she get a feather in her throat?�
�It was a feather pillow,� Donatelli said grimly. �Doc says she must�ve sucked it right through the pillowcase when she was fighting real hard to breathe.�
In the normal course of things Frank knew, feathers fre-quently worked free of the loose pillowcase ticking. His mother collected them carefully, probably intending to have enough someday to make a new pillow or at least to stuff back into the old one. He�d never inhaled one, though. Now he felt a tickle in his throat and had an unreasonable urge to cough. His discomfort must have shown on his face.
�Yeah, that�s how Lorenzo acted, too,� Donatelli said with a grin. �He even started gagging. Doc said he could watch while he cut open her chest, just to make sure, and that�s when Lorenzo bolted.�
�So he�ll report back to Mama and Uncle Ugo that she was smothered.�
�Doc isn�t really going to do the autopsy until tomorrow, but he was pretty sure what he�d find,� Donatelli said.
�I�ll check with him later and get his report. Thanks, Donatelli,� he said generously. �You did a good job.�
The young man looked pleased, but he didn�t smile.
�There�s one more thing.�
Frank didn�t want to hear one more thing about this case.
�What is it?�
Donatelli reached into his uniform pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. When he unfolded it, Frank saw it was one of the penny newspapers. Then he saw the drawing.
�What the hell . . . ?� he muttered, snatching the paper from Donatelli. �Her throat wasn�t cut,� he protested as he read. �Where�d they get this?� he demanded of no one in particular.
�Mama�s is only a few blocks away from here,� Donatelli reminded him. �Somebody could just go over to the press shacks and tell them whatever they wanted to hear.�
The rooms in the two houses directly across the street from Police Headquarters were rented by hordes of reporters who spent their days watching the Black Marias arrive and disgorge their prisoners, hoping one of them would provide a good story. Donatelli was right, somebody with knowledge of a story like Nainsi�s would only have to stand outside on the sidewalk and wave to get all the attention he wanted. Or she wanted.
�Nainsi�s mother,� Frank guessed.
�Who else would care?� Donatelli asked. �I don�t think the Ruoccos wanted this story in the newspapers.�
�She�ll be sorry,� Frank predicted. �Ugo will make sure of it.�
Frank heard somebody calling his name. He swore.
�Maybe it�s about something else,� Donatelli offered.
�Malloy!� It was one of the Goo-Goos, a brand-new officer, breathless from running through the building in search of him. He sighed in relief when he saw Malloy sitting at his desk. �Commissioner Roosevelt wants to see you right away.�
�Yeah,� Frank said to Donatelli, rising reluctantly. �He probably wants my advice on running the department or something.�
Donatelli rose also and followed Frank down the hall toward the stairs to the second floor where Roosevelt kept his office. �If you need somebody who speaks Italian, you know where to find me,� he said in parting.
Frank just grunted and started up the stairs.
Miss Kelly, the girl secretary Roosevelt had hired in a break with decades of tradition of an exclusively male staff, greeted him and told him to go on in. The commissioner was waiting for him.
Frank wished he�d had a chance to clean up first, but Roosevelt would have to take him as he was.
�Been cleaning chimneys, Detective Sergeant?� Roosevelt asked with his toothy grin.
�Warehouse fire, sir,� he replied. �I just got back.�
�You were down at that Italian restaurant this morning, though.� It wasn�t a question.
�Yes, sir. I suspected the girl had been murdered, so I sent her body to the morgue for an autopsy.�
�Throat cut, eh?�
�Oh, no, she was smothered.�
�Then the scandal sheets are wrong.�
�They�re wrong about a lot of things, Commissioner,�
Frank explained wearily. �She wasn�t kidnapped. She was married to one of the Ruocco boys. He thought he�d gotten her in a family way. When the baby came way too early, he knew it wasn�t his. The whole family was pretty mad. The next morning she was dead.�
�What about the baby?�
�It�s fine, and the Ruocco family wants to keep it. Seems one of the other boys� wives can�t have any of her own.�
�The girl was murdered, though. No doubt about that?�
�No, sir, no doubt at all, according to the coroner.�
�Who did it?�
�We don�t have any idea. And it�s Ugo Ruocco�s family.�
Roosevelt grimaced in distaste. �The girl married his son?�
�His nephew. He�ll try to protect them though. He�ll bribe and threaten whoever he has to.�
�A girl was murdered. We can�t let a criminal stop us from investigating,� Roosevelt insisted.
�He can make sure we don�t find the killer, though,�
Frank said. �If it was somebody in the family�and it probably was�they�ll never turn on each other. All they have to do is keep quiet.�
Even though he understood, Roosevelt didn�t like it.
Frank wished he wasn�t the one delivering the bad news, but it couldn�t be helped.
They could both hear the sound of a paddy wagon pulling up in the street below with its load of boisterous drunks. It was early for that, Frank noted. They didn�t start picking up that kind of crowd until long after sundown. Even then, they usually didn�t make this much noise.
Roosevelt must have had the same thought. He went to the window overlooking the street, and Frank followed. The men spilling from the wagon didn�t look drunk. They were much too feisty and coordinated as they dodged the officers�
locust clubs and managed to get in a few licks of their own.
One even successfully broke free and raced away down the street to freedom. The officers were too busy to even notice his escape.
�What�s this?� Roosevelt muttered. �It looks like a riot!�
Frank thought so, too.
Someone knocked loudly on the office door, and before Roosevelt could answer, it opened.
Minnie Kelly stuck her head in, her eyes wide. �An Officer Donatelli says he has to see you, Commissioner.�
�He was with me at the restaurant this morning,� Frank said to Roosevelt.
�Send him in,� Roosevelt said.
Donatelli didn�t wait for Miss Kelly. He was right behind her, and he stepped around her into the room.
�Mr. Roosevelt, sir, there was a riot down at the Ruoccos�
restaurant. I knew Mr. Malloy was with you, and you�d both want to know right away.�
�What kind of a riot?� Roosevelt demanded. �Who was involved?�
�A group of Irish boys, it seems, sir,� Donatelli said.
�That�s how it started. They got to reading the penny press about the girl who got killed, and they were drinking some, I guess. They worked themselves up into a fever and marched down to Mama�s, started yelling and then throwing rocks. A window got broke, and then all hell�I�m sorry, sir, then things started getting really rough. Some of the neighborhood toughs came out with sticks, and a lot of noses got bloodied. Our boys gathered up as many as they could from both sides and sent the others packing.�
�So that�s who they�re bringing in now,� Roosevelt said.
�Yes, sir, at least the ones that didn�t run away.�
Roosevelt removed his wire-rimmed glasses and rubbed his eyes. �I�d better telephone the mayor before he hears this from someone else. Malloy,� he added as he put his glasses back on, �you�re in charge of this investigation. I want the killer found.�
Frank wanted to remind him how he�d just explained that the task was impossible, but he resisted the self-destructive urge. �An Irish cop won�t get far with those people,� he said instead. �They only trust their own.�
�I don�t have any Italian detectives to send,� Roosevelt reminded him.
�I�ll help in any way I can,� Donatelli offered. �I grew up in that neighborhood.�
�Dee-lightful,� Roosevelt said, his good humor restored.
�Take this young man, Malloy. Donatelli, is it? Good work, Officer Donatelli. And just tell Conlin if you need anyone else,� he added, mentioning the chief of detectives. �I want this matter settled before this little altercation turns into a full-scale war between the Irish and Italians.�
�Yes, sir,� Frank said, although he had no hope at all that he�d be able to obey this order. One thing might help, though, if he could convince Roosevelt to do it. �Maybe we could start by getting the newspapers to publish the facts instead of all this business about the girl being kidnapped and her throat being cut.�
�Yes, yes, good idea, Malloy. Good idea,� Roosevelt said, rubbing his hands in anticipation of getting to work. �I�ll call a press conference. I�ll need a full report with all the details so I can answer questions. I�ll get Haynes there to talk about the autopsy, too.�
�He, uh, he hasn�t actually done the autopsy yet,� Frank admitted.
�Then he�ll do it tonight. I want the news in the morning papers. I�ll need that report right away, Detective Sergeant Malloy.�
Frank took the hint and made his escape, Donatelli on his heels.
�I never saw him up close before,� Donatelli whispered as they made their way downstairs. �He�s something, isn�t he?�
Frank didn�t answer. He was too busy trying to figure out how he was going to do the impossible and solve Nainsi Ruocco�s murder.
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Sarah took Aggie for a walk the next morning to pick up several of the more reputable newspapers. Aggie almost had to run to keep up with her as she hurried back home to see what they had to say about Nainsi�s death.
When she arrived, she found Mrs. Ellsworth and Maeve in the kitchen with all the ingredients for an English pudding.

�Good morning, Mrs. Brandt,� she said cheerfully. �Going to catch up with the news?�
�I want to see what they have to say about a . . . a friend of mine. Maeve, will you take Aggie upstairs for a little while?�
�Mrs. Ellsworth was going to show me how to make a pudding,� Maeve said, not wanting to hurt the older woman�s feelings. She probably also wanted to eat the pudding.
�There�s plenty of time for that,� Mrs. Ellsworth said cheerfully. �Give me and Mrs. Brandt a few minutes to talk, and I�ll call you down when we�re finished so we can start the pudding.�
�Yes, ma�am,� she said obediently, taking Aggie by the hand.
As soon as they were out of earshot, Mrs. Ellsworth�s polite smile faded. �What�s wrong?�
�One of my patients was murdered night before last,�
Sarah said, laying the papers on the kitchen table to sort through them.
�Good heavens,� Mrs. Ellsworth said, taking a seat at the table. �I was afraid something like that would happen. I saw a crow on your back fence on Monday morning. It�s an omen of death. I didn�t say anything, because I know how you feel about my superstitions. I was just hoping you wouldn�t have a delivery that day.� She shrugged apologetically. �How did it happen?�
Sarah didn�t comment on her feelings about Mrs.
Ellsworth�s superstitions, but she briefly told her what had happened to Nainsi. �Last night when I was coming home, the newsboys were shouting about how she�d been kidnapped by the Ruoccos and had her throat cut because they wanted her baby.�
Mrs. Ellsworth made a rude noise. She�d had personal experience with the way the newspapers distorted the facts to make a story more sensational. �Let�s see what new lies they�re telling today. Hand me one of those papers.�
The two women spent the next few minutes scanning the stories.
�Says here Roosevelt himself had a press conference about it,� Mrs. Ellsworth reported.
�This paper says that, too,� Sarah noted. �I can�t understand why he�d take such a personal interest in the death of one poor Irish girl.�
�Maybe you should ask him,� Mrs. Ellsworth suggested with a sly grin. The Roosevelts had been friends with Sarah�s family for generations.
�Maybe I will.� They both read on for a minute or two.
�Oh, my, does yours talk about the riot down at Mrs.
Ruocco�s restaurant?�
�Yes. Says they arrested more than twenty men, too. Must have been a real . . . what is it the Irish call a big fight?�
�Donnybrook,� Sarah supplied. �The Irish and the Italians hate each other under the best of circumstances. They hardly need an excuse to start fighting.�
�Looks like they found one, though. I wonder if Mr. Malloy was down there making the arrests.� Mrs. Ellsworth was especially fond of Frank Malloy.
�I don�t think he does that kind of thing,� Sarah said, wondering what Malloy had thought when he heard about the riot. They�d both been so sure no one would care about Nainsi�s death. Then she noticed something particularly disturbing at the end of the news story. �Theodore promises that the killer will be caught,� she said in amazement.
�A good thing, too,� Mrs. Ellsworth said.
�More like a miracle, and even less likely to happen.
They�re Ugo Ruocco�s family.�
�Who�s Ugo Ruocco?�
�He�s the leader of the Black Hand.�
�Heavens! You mean those horrible people who blow things up?�
�They�re more likely to beat people up,� Sarah said. �They only use bombs if they can�t persuade you some other way.�
�Persuade you to do what?�
�To pay them money to protect your place of business.
The irony is that you�re paying them to protect your business from them. If you pay, you�re safe. If you don�t pay, they destroy you.�
�How awful!� Mrs. Ellsworth exclaimed in outrage. �Why don�t the police do something about it?�
Sarah gave her a sad smile and a moment to figure it out for herself.
�Oh,� the older woman said. �I suppose the Black Hand pays for protection from the police.�
�Or else the police are afraid of them, too.� Sarah sighed.
There was so much evil in the world.
Before she could sink into complete despair, she heard small feet running through the house.
�I think Aggie got tired of waiting for her cooking lesson,� Sarah said, turning to catch the child in a hug. Maeve was close behind her. The four of them spent the next hour preparing the pudding and putting it on the stove to steam.
Sarah was trying to clean Aggie�s hands when they heard the doorbell ring.
As usual, Aggie pouted, and Sarah went resignedly to answer it. She recognized the silhouette through the frosted glass, and she was smiling when she opened the door.
�Malloy,� she said.
He didn�t smile back, which told her he wasn�t happy to be here. Which meant he was here on business.
Aggie came running and flung herself at him before he could even remove his hat. Maeve and Mrs. Ellsworth followed at a more dignified pace, but they greeted him just as happily.
�Something smells good,� he observed when he�d set Aggie back on her feet.
�Mrs. Ellsworth showed us how to make a pudding,�
Maeve reported.
�We�d invite you to stay and try some, but it won�t be done for another three hours,� Mrs. Ellsworth said. �I don�t suppose you planned to stay that long.�
�I�m afraid not. I�m working on a case. I just need to ask Mrs. Brandt a few questions, and then I have to go.�
�Yes,� Mrs. Ellsworth said, nodding wisely. �The Ruocco case, I suppose. We were reading about it in the newspapers this morning.�
�Did Roosevelt put you in charge of it?� Sarah asked.
�Yes,� was all he said, but his look told her that he held her personally responsible for getting him into this mess.
She tried to look apologetic, but he seemed unmoved.
�I�ll take the girls upstairs while you two talk,� Mrs.
Ellsworth said generously. Sarah knew she�d cut off her arm to be allowed to sit in on the conversation, but she�d have to be content to hear about it second hand. �So nice to see you, Mr. Malloy. Maybe you�ll bring Brian back this evening for some pudding,� she added, referring to his son.
�We�ll see,� he said politely.
Sarah and Malloy waited until the three of them had disappeared up the stairs.
�Would you like some coffee?� Sarah asked as Malloy removed his coat and hat and hung them up in the hallway.
�I could use some,� he said, and followed her into the kitchen.
�I�m sorry, Malloy,� Sarah said as she took cups down from the cabinet. �I never imagined anything like this would happen.�
He took a seat at the table. �Did you hear about the riot?�
he asked, not bothering to hide his annoyance.
�It was in the papers this morning. Was anyone seriously hurt?�
�No, but that doesn�t mean it won�t happen again. I imagine Ugo Ruocco�s got some of his thugs posted down there now, and they�ll do some real damage if anybody starts another fight.�
Sarah filled the cups and set them on the table. �At least Theodore managed to get the real story into the news today.�
�Yeah, but the penny press is still talking about kidnapping and stolen babies,� he said. �They don�t care about the truth. They just want to sell newspapers.�
�And now Theodore has promised everyone you�ll solve the case,� she said sympathetically, taking a seat opposite him at the table. �What can I do to help?�
�You can�t do anything, so don�t even think about getting involved in this investigation,� he warned.
�Of course not,� she said innocently. �Why would I?�
She didn�t fool him. �I mean it, Sarah. Ugo Ruocco would kill his own mother if she got in his way, and he sure wouldn�t hesitate to kill you.�
�I�m not in his way,� she pointed out. �And I�m not likely to be. Now tell me why you�re here. You said you had some questions for me.�
He sighed with resignation. �I want you to tell me everything that happened from the time you got to the Ruocco house until you left the night Nainsi was killed.�
She�d already told him everything yesterday, but that had been under far different circumstances. She went through the entire sequence of events again, trying to remember every detail.
�You�re sure Antonio wasn�t the baby�s father?� he asked.
�It doesn�t seem possible. He didn�t even know Nainsi when the baby would have been conceived.�
�Wasn�t she scared of what they�d do to her when they found out?�
�That was so odd. I thought she would be. I was afraid for her, especially when her mother said she couldn�t take her and the baby in if the Ruoccos threw her out, but Nainsi wasn�t even worried. She told her mother they�d let her stay.
She seemed almost . . .� She searched for the right word.
�Smug. That�s it. She was very confident that Mrs. Ruocco wouldn�t throw her out.�
�She was stupid then,� Malloy observed.
Sarah had to agree. �Someone in the family must have killed her,� she pointed out. �But I just can�t see why any of them would.�
�Why not?� he asked, genuinely curious. She felt a small sense of pride that he valued her opinion.
�Well, because killing someone is so dangerous. What if you get caught? And they didn�t need to kill Nainsi to get rid of her. Mrs. Ruocco had already said she�d throw her out as soon as I said it was safe for her to leave.�
�But she was married to Antonio in the church,� Malloy argued. �He�d never be able to divorce her.�
�Antonio is a big baby. I can�t imagine he was that interested in getting married in the first place. He might even be glad for an excuse to avoid that responsibility for the rest of his life.�
�So you don�t think he was outraged enough to have killed her for tricking him?� Malloy asked.
�He wasn�t even very angry. He just seemed embarrassed.
Besides, he and Joe went out and got drunk that night. They weren�t even in the house when she was killed.�
�We don�t know that for sure yet. We don�t really know when they got home or exactly when she died. What about the rest of the family?�
Sarah pictured them in her mind. �Let�s see, Mrs. Ruocco had already decided what she was going to do. Why would she change her mind and murder the girl instead?�
�You�re right. It doesn�t seem likely. What about the others?�
�Joe, Lorenzo, Maria, and Valentina. Why would Joe or Lorenzo or Valentina care that much? And Maria was the only one in the house who was kind to Nainsi. They might have been angry at what Nainsi had done, but why take the chance of killing her? I can�t imagine any of them being outraged enough on Antonio�s behalf to hold a pillow over Nainsi�s face while she fought them with all her strength for however long it took her to die.�
�I can�t picture it either,� he admitted.
�But it had to be someone in the family, didn�t it?�
�Not necessarily.�
�What do you mean? It was the middle of the night.
Who else could�ve been in the house?�
�Anybody. There�s a back staircase that goes right up to the floor where she was killed. That�s how they took her body out yesterday.�
�Wasn�t the door locked?� Sarah asked.
�Wouldn�t matter if it was. Even Aggie could�ve jimmied it.�
�But why would someone outside the family want to kill her? Surely, her death had something to do with the baby and the fact that it wasn�t Antonio�s. Who else would care anything about her?�
�Ugo Ruocco might care.�
�Did he even know?� Sarah asked in surprise.
�From what he said yesterday, Joe and Antonio must�ve gone straight to him that night. He knew the baby wasn�t Antonio�s, and he didn�t seem too upset that the girl was dead, did he?�
�He wouldn�t have killed her himself, would he?�
�Not a chance, but he has plenty of men who�d do it for him.�
�That would be more understandable if it was someone outside the family,� Sarah said.
�But even harder to prove. Nobody in Ruocco�s crew is going to say a word, and the family wouldn�t tell, even if they knew about it, which they probably didn�t. Ruocco wouldn�t trust them with a secret like that.�
They sipped their coffee in silence for a few moments, each considering various possibilities.
�If one of Ruocco�s men could have gone up those stairs, anyone could have,� Sarah mused.
�Yeah, but who else even knew she�d had the baby, much less that they�d figured out Antonio wasn�t the father?�
�Nainsi�s mother, but she wouldn�t have killed her.� A memory stirred. �Wait a minute, one of Nainsi�s friends knew, too,� Sarah recalled. �Or at least she told her mother to deliver a message to her. What was her name? Brigit, I think.�
�Brigit who?�
�She didn�t say, but Mrs. O�Hara would know. Nainsi wanted all of her friends to hear the news, too, and I guess this Brigit would tell them.�
Malloy considered. �I wonder if one of her �friends� was the baby�s father.�
�Do you really think . . . ?�
�Right now, I only hope,� Malloy admitted. �Maybe the father is married. Maybe Mrs. O�Hara told this Brigit what the Ruoccos suspected. Maybe he didn�t want Nainsi to tell anybody who he was.�
�That�s a good story, but do you think it�s likely?�
�No,� Malloy admitted, �but it would be a lot more convenient if the killer isn�t related to Ugo Ruocco.�
When Malloy left, Sarah joined Mrs. Ellsworth and the girls upstairs while they waited for the pudding to steam. They were starting to think about lunch when the doorbell rang again. This time she found Lorenzo Ruocco on her doorstep.
He looked as if he�d rather be standing in front of a speeding train, but he whipped off his cap politely. �Mrs.
Brandt, I�m sorry to bother, but Maria, she asks that you come.�
Although Sarah was surprised, she couldn�t help feeling a little stir of excitement at the prospect of going back to the Ruoccos� house. �What�s wrong?�
�The baby, he cried all night. Mama says she will give him to that Irish woman if he doesn�t stop, and Maria . . .
Mrs. Brandt, you must come. Maria will go crazy if she loses the baby!� He looked positively desperate.
�Of course I�ll come,� Sarah said. Malloy had warned her about getting involved with the case, but she wouldn�t really be investigating. They wanted her there in her profes-sional capacity. If she happened to find out something useful that led to Nainsi�s killer, even Malloy couldn�t complain.
As quickly as she could, she gathered her things and bid the girls good-bye. When she came back into the front room, she found Mrs. Ellsworth comforting Lorenzo.
�They say that a baby who cries long will live long,� she was saying. He nodded politely and solemnly, although he didn�t look comforted.
�Aggie, you be good for Maeve and Mrs. Ellsworth,�
Sarah told the child. �I�ll be back as soon as I can.�
Aggie pretended to pout again, but Sarah tickled her and made her smile and gave her a parting kiss.
�Don�t worry about a thing,� Mrs. Ellsworth said. �We�ll even save you some of the pudding.�
Still, Sarah felt the same regret she always felt over leaving Aggie.
Lorenzo was more considerate than his brother had been and slowed his pace to match hers. Sarah had no trouble keeping up with him, even though he was just as anxious to get back as Joe had been to get her there the other day to deliver Nainsi�s baby.
�I can understand why your mother would be so upset. A baby�s cry is the most disturbing sound in the world,� Sarah said conversationally. She wasn�t sure what she could find out from Lorenzo, but she�d try to get him talking anyway.
�That�s so people won�t be able to ignore it and will do whatever they can to make the baby stop.�
Lorenzo almost smiled. �We couldn�t ignore him last night.�
�I�m sure he kept everyone awake.�
�Maria took him downstairs so they could sleep,� he said.
�But you didn�t sleep,� she guessed. The shadows under his eyes betrayed him.
He shrugged, embarrassed. �She . . . she needed help.�
�Not many men would sit up with a screaming baby,�
Sarah observed, meaning it as a compliment.
He did smile this time, sheepishly, and made a small, helpless gesture.
Sarah smiled back. Lorenzo wasn�t the first grown man to be captivated by an infant. He hardly seemed the type, but as Malloy had said, Italians were very fond of children.
�Could he be sick? The baby, I mean,� he asked, growing solemn again.
�Maybe it�s the milk. I warned Maria that some babies don�t do well when they�re fed from a bottle.�
�He cannot die,� Lorenzo said gravely. �Maria would. . . .
Just tell me what you need, and I will do it, but he cannot die.�
Sarah had no answer for that. She could make no promises, and she didn�t think Lorenzo�s efforts would make much difference. A wet nurse would be the best solution, of course, but even if they could find one and could afford her services, would Mrs. Ruocco allow it? Surely not for a baby she despised.
When they reached the restaurant, they found it doing bustling business with people coming in for their noon meals.
Lorenzo took her around to the alley and up the rear staircase to avoid the crowd. This was the staircase Malloy had told her about, the one they had used to carry Nainsi�s body out. The wooden steps had been enclosed so they were protected from the weather. An intruder could have climbed them without worrying about being seen, either going or coming. Malloy was right, anyone could have gotten into the house.
Halfway up the stairs, she could hear the baby crying.
Poor little thing.
Maria must have heard them coming. She was waiting for them in the hallway when Lorenzo opened the door.
�Mrs. Brandt, you must help,� she cried over the baby�s screams. She held him in both arms and was swinging him back and forth in a futile attempt to calm him.
Sarah could see Maria was on the verge of hysteria. Her eyes were bloodshot and so shadowed they looked bruised.
Sarah started crooning meaningless phrases of reassurance to her while she quickly set down her medical bag, shed her cape and thrust it at Lorenzo. Then she took the baby from Maria�s arms.
The sudden shift startled him into silence for a moment, and he looked up at her in surprise. �There, now,� she said softly. �You must be tired of crying.�
He whimpered but didn�t start screaming again. Sarah knew that sometimes just being held by someone calm could quiet a hysterical infant.
�Have you tried feeding him?� Sarah asked.
�He ate no more than an hour ago. Then he started screaming. I tried offering him more, but he wouldn�t take it.�
She�d been right, it was probably the milk. �Lorenzo, would you go out and try to find some goat�s milk?�
�Goat�s milk?� he echoed stupidly.
�Yes, some babies don�t do well on cow�s milk, and goat�s milk seems to be easier on their stomachs. You said you�d do anything to help,� she reminded him gently.
�Oh, yes, of course. I will. I will get it,� he said, handing Sarah�s cloak to Maria and heading back down the stairs.
Maria pushed the door shut behind him. Sarah noticed she didn�t lock it.
�Will that help?� Maria asked, her voice taut with exhaustion and fear.
�It might,� was all Sarah could promise. �And if it doesn�t, we�ll try something else.� The baby was starting to fuss again, screwing up his face for a full-fledged scream. �In the meantime, could you fix a hot water bottle? A small one to hold on his tummy?�
While Sarah walked the baby and let him suck on her finger, Maria went and found a small glass bottle, filled it with warm water, and wrapped it in a diaper.
The hot water bottle seemed to relieve some of the baby�s discomfort, and Sarah continued to walk with him. She made Maria sit down, but the poor woman couldn�t relax. She perched on the edge of the chair, ready to jump up the instant the baby might need something. After a while, the child finally fell into a fitful sleep, and Sarah laid him in his cradle, which Maria had put in the bedroom across from the room where Nainsi had died.
Maria gave a shuddering sigh and fought back tears. �He must stop crying. Mama doesn�t want him here, and if he cries all the time . . .� She bit back a sob.
�Don�t worry,� Sarah said, patting her shoulder. �And I want you to get some rest, too. Lorenzo said you were awake all night, and you look it.�
Maria automatically touched a hand to her hair as if to check the validity of Sarah�s assessment. �Lorenzo was with me,� she said, as if that had somehow made a sleepless night less of a sacrifice.
�He�s a good man,� Sarah said. �Not many men would tolerate a screaming infant all night.�
�No,� she agreed, a far away look in her eye. Fatigue was claiming her. �Not many would.�
�You need to take a nap now, while he�s sleeping,� Sarah said.
�I could not,� Maria protested. �Sleeping in the daytime?
Mama would never allow it.�
�She doesn�t have to know. Besides, the baby could be up all night again, and how will you stay awake if you don�t get any sleep at all?�
�What if he wakes up while I�m sleeping?� Maria asked, the edge of desperation back in her voice.
�I�ll sit with him and wait for Lorenzo to get back. Is there another room where you can lie down?�
She frowned, not wanting to cooperate. �Valentina�s room, I suppose,� she said reluctantly.
�Good, then go there. I�ll call you when he wakes up,�
she lied. He might wake up in just a few minutes, but she�d let Maria sleep as long as possible.
After a bit more coaxing, Maria finally went down the hall and retreated into one of the other rooms, closing the door behind her. Sarah checked on the baby and found him sleeping, although he didn�t look content. If his stomach was bothering him as much as she guessed, he�d have suc-cumbed to sheer exhaustion for the moment, but it wouldn�t last long. His little body jerked, as if he�d dreamed he was falling, but the movement set the cradle rocking lazily, and the motion soothed him again. A wonderful invention, cradles, Sarah mused.
Satisfied she could do nothing more for the baby, she took the opportunity to look around the room. The double bed and large dresser were fairly new and of good quality.
The shaving stand gave silent proof that one of the room�s usual occupants was a man, while the brushes and hairpins on the dresser belonged to a woman. This must be the room where Maria and Joe slept. Maria had naturally put the cradle in here.
The door to Nainsi�s room was closed, and Sarah had no desire to open it. The girl would have shared that room with Antonio for the few months they were married. What would that marriage have been like? Had Nainsi really thought no one would discover her secret, and that she could pass off her baby as Antonio�s? Sarah remembered how confident the girl had been the afternoon before she died. Why had she been so sure Mrs. Ruocco would let her and her baby stay here? Could she really have been that na�ve?
Sarah glanced down the hall. Four doors opened onto it.
She knew one was Valentina�s bedroom, where Maria had gone. The fourth door stood open. If Malloy were here, he�d investigate to see who else slept on the same floor where Nainsi had died, so Sarah walked down to take a look. This room was furnished as a parlor. The furniture here was older and looked comfortable and well used. A pile of mending lay in a basket near one of the overstuffed chairs and a stack of ladies� magazines sat on a table. Over the fireplace hung a picture of a beautiful sunlit landscape. Sarah imagined it was a picture of Italy. If so, she could understand why the Italians spoke so lovingly of their homeland. On the opposite wall, where the sunlight wouldn�t hit it directly, hung an elaborately framed photograph of a man. His unsmiling face looked familiar, and when Sarah looked more closely, she realized he bore a family resemblance to Ugo Ruocco.
He was much younger, of course, but the photograph was obviously old. This must be Patrizia�s husband, Ugo�s brother.
Everyone knew the story of how Patrizia and her children had come to America and she had started the restaurant.
What had become of her husband? Had he died in Italy and Ugo brought the family over here to take care of them? Or had he died during the crossing? Many immigrants did, she knew.
Sarah picked up one of the magazines and sat down in the chair closest to the window to wait for the baby to wake up. She�d read most of a second magazine when she heard someone coming up the inside stairs. Thinking it might be Lorenzo, she went out to meet him so he wouldn�t accidentally wake Maria or the baby. Instead she encountered Patrizia Ruocco. She looked almost as weary as Maria had.
The older woman started in surprise. �Mrs. Brandt,� she said, not pleased to see her. �Why are you here?�
�Lorenzo came for me. Maria thought the baby was sick.�
Patrizia�s expression hardened, and she glanced around.
�Where are they?�
�I sent Lorenzo for some goat�s milk. I think it might agree with the baby more than cow�s milk.�
Her lips flattened into a thin line. �Maria?�
�I . . . I made her lie down for a while. She was exhausted,� Sarah added quickly, remembering Maria�s fear that Mrs. Ruocco wouldn�t approve.
�She want to be a mother. This is what happen,� she said sourly. �The baby?�
�He�s asleep.�
The woman reached up and rubbed her forehead as if it ached.
�You should probably get some rest, too, Mrs. Ruocco,�
Sarah ventured. �I know what happened here last night, the Irish boys and the fighting in the street. You�ve been having a difficult time.�
�Rest will not help,� she said bitterly. �That girl, I know she is trouble. I tell Antonio he is fool, but he is married already. What can I do?�
Sarah wasn�t sure how welcome her sympathy would be, but good manners demanded she respond. �You did the right thing, Mrs. Ruocco.�
�The right thing,� she scoffed, but her venom was gone.
She rubbed her forehead again and this time she swayed slightly.
Sarah instinctively caught her. �Come in here and sit down,� she commanded, taking the older woman firmly by the arm and leading her into the parlor.
�I cannot leave boys alone in kitchen. I only come up for a minute,� she protested, but she didn�t resist when Sarah put her in a chair and brought a footstool for her feet.
�I�m sure the boys will be fine, and you won�t be any help at all if you faint and fall down the stairs.�
�I not faint,� she insisted, but without much spirit.
�When did you eat last?� Sarah asked, checking her for fever.
She waved the question away as if it were a pesky fly.
�I guess that means you don�t remember,� Sarah said.
She took her pulse. No fever and her pulse was only a little fast.
�My stomach . . . I am not hungry,� she said dismissively.
�Your stomach may not be hungry, but the rest of you needs some food. Stay here, and I�ll get you something from the kitchen.�
�I go myself,� she tried, starting to get up, but Sarah shook her head.
�You almost fainted just now. I�m not going to let you back down there until you�ve eaten something.�
With that she left, hoping Mrs. Ruocco would have the sense to stay put and rest, at least for a few minutes.
The crowd in the dining room had thinned, and almost everyone seemed to have been served, which was probably why Mrs. Ruocco had felt she could safely come upstairs to check on Maria. The scene in the kitchen was still chaotic, but everyone seemed to know just what they were doing.
Valentina was dishing up food, and Antonio and Joe were serving. All three of them looked up in surprise when Sarah came in.
�Where�s Mama?� Joe asked.
�She�s resting. I came to get her something to eat.�
They stared at her as if she were insane.
�It�s lunchtime,� Valentina said, gesturing toward the busy dining room. �We need her help!�
�Mama never rests,� Antonio added.
�She�s been under a lot of strain,� Sarah reminded them.
�Could you give me some soup and maybe some tea or coffee to take up for her?�
Everything else stopped while the three of them began to argue over what Mama might like. After a minute or two of this, Sarah started lifting pot lids herself, and that spurred them to action. Almost instantly, they arranged a tray of food for their mother, including bread and soup and a plate of spaghetti and a pot of brewing tea. As Sarah hoisted the tray, Joe poured a glass of wine and added it to the tray.
�For her blood,� he said. Then he held the doors for her and waited until she�d disappeared beyond the first turn in the staircase.
Sarah moved slowly and carefully so she wouldn�t spill anything. Relieved that she arrived at the third floor with most of her load intact, she made her way quietly down the hall to the parlor. When she stepped into the room and looked around, she almost dropped the tray.
Mrs. Ruocco had moved. She now sat in a rocking chair on the far side of the room, and in her arms she held the baby.
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When Frank Malloy left Sarah�s, he went to see Nainsi Ruocco�s grieving mother. He would put off visiting the Ruoccos as long as he could.
He was furious at Mrs. O�Hara for going to the newspapers with her story, but he had to admit, from her point of view, it was a wise move. As he�d told Sarah yesterday, no one would be interested in finding out who�d killed Nainsi if Mrs. O�Hara hadn�t made the girl�s death a public scandal.
Seeing her side of it didn�t help Frank�s temper, though. He was still stuck with the thankless and probably impossible task of finding Nainsi�s killer.
Mrs. O�Hara lived in a rear tenement a few blocks from Mama�s Restaurant. The rear tenements got little sunlight and less air, so they were cheap. Those few blocks were also a world away. The Irish and the Italians didn�t mix much.
Frank found Mrs. O�Hara in her fourth-floor flat.
�I suppose you�re here to tell me you ain�t found out who killed my Nainsi,� she grumbled when she opened the door, and she immediately went back inside, letting Frank find his own way in. She�d been sewing men�s ties by the feeble light from a window that faced a narrow alley. A bundle of fabric lay at one end of her kitchen table and a pile of finished ties lay at the other. He closed the door behind him.
She picked up her needle and began to sew again, letting him know she wasn�t happy to be interrupted. He knew she�d earn only about fifty-cents a dozen for sewing the ties, and a dozen was a good day�s work. She wouldn�t want to waste any time in social pleasantries with him.
�I�m working on figuring out who killed your daughter, Mrs. O�Hara, but I need to know more about her first.� He pulled up the only other chair and sat down across the table from her. She spared him a skeptical glance.
�All you need to figure out is which of them dagos killed her,� she said, stitching the fabric with practiced ease. �It had to be one of them.�
He glanced around the flat. Through the doorway he could see a large stack of bedding in the other room. �You have lodgers, Mrs. O�Hara?�
�Of course I got lodgers,� she said. �You think I can keep myself by making ties?�
Many people in the tenements rented floor space for a few cents a night to those even less fortunate than themselves.
Frank pictured the flat as it would be when they were here, the floor filled with men and Nainsi sleeping only a short distance away. �Must�ve been hard, keeping the lodgers away from your daughter,� he remarked, remembering they hadn�t yet solved the mystery of who had fathered her baby.
He still entertained a small hope that the father might be involved in her death.
�Wasn�t hard at all,� Mrs. O�Hara snapped. �My Nainsi, she didn�t want nothing to do with them bums. She was smart, that one. Knew better than to waste herself on a man couldn�t give her nothing. Wanted to better herself, she did.�
�How did she plan to do that?� Frank asked mildly.
Mrs. O�Hara glared at him, her faded eyes narrow with hatred. �Not what you�re thinking!�
�I�m not thinking anything,� Frank insisted. �I�m trying to figure out how she ended up in Little Italy with Antonio Ruocco.�
�I don�t know. To this day, I don�t know. It started when she got herself a job at a sweatshop, sewing men�s shirts.
They didn�t pay her hardly anything, but it was more than she ever made helping me do this.� She gestured at the stack of ties.
Frank knew what happened when a girl like Nainsi suddenly got a taste of freedom and a little money in her pocket. �She made new friends at the shop, I guess.�
Mrs. O�Hara snorted. �Silly little biddies, every one of them.�
�Did she have a special friend? Somebody she�d want to know about the baby?� Frank asked. He already knew the answer, but he wanted to see what Mrs. O�Hara would say.
�Funny you should ask,� Mrs. O�Hara said in surprise.
�She did want me to tell Brigit Murphy right away.�
�This Brigit is somebody she worked with?�
�Yeah.�
�Did you tell her about the baby, like Nainsi wanted?�
�Well, I wasn�t gonna go out of my way, but I saw her right when I was coming home�she lives downstairs�so I did. She was coming home from work, and I told her.�
Frank wanted to know more about Brigit, but he�d get that information from the girl herself. �I guess Brigit and Nainsi went out in the evenings.�
�Nainsi was a good girl,� Mrs. O�Hara insisted angrily.
�She never walked the streets or anything like that!�
�I didn�t think she did. I�ll bet she liked to go out and have a good time, though. Maybe she went to dance houses with her friends.�
She sewed a few stitches, paying more attention than necessary to the tie she was working on.
�Lots of girls do that, Mrs. O�Hara. You can�t blame them for wanting to have fun. Maybe that�s where she met Antonio.�
She shrugged one shoulder, still not looking up. �Maybe.
Like I said, she didn�t tell me. All I know, she comes home one day to get her stuff and tells me she�s married. Says she�ll never be poor again. This boy�s family, they got a business, she says. A restaurant. At least I know she�ll eat regular. But then I see Antonio, and I know them dagos don�t take to outsiders. I know she�s in for misery.�
She reached up quickly to dash a tear from her eye, but she never missed a stitch.
�Antonio wasn�t the only man she knew,� Frank reminded her. �He wasn�t the father of her baby.�
�That�s what them dagos say, but my Nainsi was a good girl,� she repeated.
Frank didn�t bother to point out that good girls didn�t get pregnant before they got married. �Did she ever mention any other man to you? Someone she liked before she met Antonio?�
�She never said nothing to me. Why�re you wasting your time here? I didn�t kill Nainsi, and I don�t know who did.
You should be talking to them Ruoccos.�
�All right, which one of them do you think did it?� he asked.
�How should I know? I wasn�t there.�
�How did she get along with them? Was there one she fought with a lot?�
�The girl, Valentina. She and Nainsi fought like cats and dogs. The girl was jealous of everything Nainsi got. I guess she�s spoiled, being the youngest and the only girl, but she�s just plain mean. No call to be like that.�
�What about the others?�
�She didn�t like any of them, you ask me. Never had a kind word to say about them anyhow. Maria, she was nice enough, I guess. Always acted polite when I was there, and she treated Nainsi all right. But the mother . . . she�s a bitch, that one.�
�How did Nainsi get along with Antonio? Did he ever hit her?�
Now he had her full attention. �You think he did it?
Makes sense, don�t it? He thought she lied to him, and a man don�t like to be tricked that way.�
�Did he ever hit her?� he asked again.
She considered the question. �I don�t think so. She never said if he did, and I guess she would�ve. She complained about everything else he did and didn�t do. She didn�t have much patience with him.�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean them Italian boys, they�re handsome all right, but their mamas spoil �em something awful. Big babies, the lot of them.�
Frank remembered Sarah had said the same thing about Antonio. �Joe and Lorenzo, too?�
Mrs. O�Hara made a disgusted face. �They wouldn�t piss without asking Mama�s leave. You want to know who killed my Nainsi, you ask the old woman. If she didn�t do it, she ordered it done.�
Sarah couldn�t help staring at Mrs. Ruocco holding the baby.
�He woke up,� she said. She seemed a little defensive, as if she were afraid Sarah might think she�d changed her mind about the child.
Sarah tried not to let her amazement show. �I didn�t think he�d sleep very long. His tummy hurts, poor little fellow.� She set the tray down on the table with the magazines.
Mrs. Ruocco looked at the baby. �The water in the bottle is cold,� she said, pointing to where she�d set the hot water bottle on the floor beside the rocker.
�I�ll take care of it,� Sarah said, going over to get it.
The baby had been crying, but Mrs. Ruocco had managed to soothe him. She would have had lots of experience, and a woman never forgot how to hold a baby.
�He�s pretty, isn�t he?� Sarah said as she picked up the bottle. �Look at those curls.�
Mrs. Ruocco looked down at the baby as if to verify Sarah�s opinion. �My boys, they had curls,� she remembered.
She didn�t look happy at the memory. Or maybe she didn�t like making a comparison between her sons and this baby.
Sarah started to walk away, but Mrs. Ruocco caught her by the sleeve. When Sarah looked down at her, she saw fear in her dark eyes.
�Will he live?� she asked.
Sarah didn�t want to raise false hopes, and she wasn�t even sure what answer Mrs. Ruocco wanted to hear. �He�s strong and healthy,� she hedged. �If we can find some milk that agrees with him, he could do just fine.�
�But if you cannot?� she challenged.
Might as well say it. �If he doesn�t eat, he�ll die. The only other choice would be to try finding a wet nurse. Maybe one of the women in the neighborhood would feed him along with her own baby, to earn some extra money.�
She�d expected Mrs. Ruocco to protest such an expense, but she just stared back, her dark eyes unfathomable. After a long moment, she said, �Maria is good girl.�
�Yes, she is,� Sarah agreed, not knowing what she meant.
�She is like daughter to me. She is better daughter than my own. She is good wife to Giuseppe.�
�I�m sure she is,� Sarah said uncertainly.
�She need baby, Mrs. Brandt. Some women, they can accept. Maria cannot. She need baby.�
Sarah nodded, thinking she understood. �She�ll be very grateful if you let her keep this one.�
Mrs. Ruocco waved her words away again. �I do not do this for grateful. I do this for Maria. So she has happiness.
She has no other happiness.�
�She�ll be a good mother,� Sarah tried.
�But the baby must live,� Mrs. Ruocco said fiercely. �You will help her?�
�Yes,� Sarah promised with all her heart. �Yes, I will.�
They heard someone coming up the outside stairs, and Sarah went to see who it was. Lorenzo came in carrying a paper sack. Sarah held a finger to her lips, warning him to be quiet so he wouldn�t wake Maria, and led him into the parlor. He glanced over to where his mother sat holding the baby and almost dropped his package.
�You get milk?� she asked sharply. �Goat milk, like Mrs.
Brandt say?�
�Yes, Mama,� Lorenzo said uncertainly. He looked at Sarah, as if for an explanation for this amazing thing.
She simply smiled benignly and said, �Be sure to put the milk in the icebox when you go downstairs.�
He glanced around. �Where is Maria?�
�She sleep,� Mrs. Ruocco said. �You, go help your brothers in the kitchen. It is busy time.�
He turned to Sarah with a worried frown. �Is Maria all right?�
�She�s fine, just a little tired. I made her lie down.�
He seemed relieved, but still unhappy. He looked at his mother again, as if to verify that she was indeed holding the baby.
�Go!� Mrs. Ruocco said impatiently.
Lorenzo went.
Sarah went to where Mrs. Ruocco sat. �I�ll rock him while you eat something,� she offered.
Mrs. Ruocco was staring at the baby�s face. �In one minute.�
Frank found the sweatshop where Nainsi had worked. As he�d hoped, the girls were just taking their lunch break. Most of them would skip lunch, he knew, trying to stretch their meager wages so they�d have a nickel or a dime extra for admission to a dance in the evening. Frank found the boss, a man in his forties with thick dark hair plastered down with pomade and a perpetual scowl. For all of that, he was good looking, in a fancy-Dan kind of way.
He probably got a lot of attention from the girls who worked for him. Frank had no doubt he took advantage of his position, too.
He introduced himself and learned the fellow�s name was Richard Keith. Keith wasn�t happy to see a cop. �You won�t find nothing illegal here,� he claimed, a little too defensively.
Frank was sure he could, if he tried, but he wasn�t interested in that. �I�m here about one of your girls.�
�Which one? We don�t keep girls that get in trouble with the law.�
�This one�s dead,� Frank said.
�Then it�s not one of my girls. They�re all here today,� he said confidently.
�This one doesn�t work here anymore. She quit a while back to get married. Maybe you remember her�Nainsi O�Hara.�
Frank saw the surprise register on his smooth features, surprise and something else. Guilt? �Nainsi, you say? But she . . . I mean, that�s terrible.�
�You remember her then,� Frank said. It wasn�t a question.
�Well, yeah,� he said, a little flustered. �She was . . . a good worker.� A red flush crawled up his neck.
�Maybe she was good at other things, too,� Frank said mildly. �The girls here, they must be anxious to keep you happy so they can keep their jobs. Was Nainsi one of the girls who kept you happy?�
�I don�t run that kind of shop,� he said, his face scarlet now. His expression was definitely guilty.
�You know why Nainsi got married?� Frank asked.
He blinked stupidly. �I . . . I guess she found a fellow wanted to marry her.�
�And she was going to have a baby,� Frank said.
Keith gave a little shrug, feigning indifference. �Most of them are when they get married. That�s how they get the fellow to come around.�
�Except the fellow she married wasn�t the father,� Frank said.
Beads of sweat were forming on Keith�s forehead. �Why are you telling me this? And why are you here at all?�
�Did you know she had her baby?� Frank asked mildly.
�And that she died?�
�I . . . I didn�t,� he claimed. �Well, maybe I heard something . . .�
�Who told you she had her baby?�
�I . . . I don�t remember,� he claimed. �One of the girls told everybody in the shop. I overheard. Nobody said she died, though.�
�She didn�t just die,� Frank said. �She was murdered.�
Keith�s eyes widened and the blood drained from his face. �Who killed her?�
�I was thinking it might be the man who fathered her baby.�
Keith wasn�t a stupid man. �It wasn�t me!� he cried. �I never . . . My girls don�t get pregnant, because I don�t . . .
None of them do. If she said it was me, she was lying!�
How very interesting, Frank thought. �She didn�t say anything, Mr. Keith. I�m only trying to figure out who it might�ve been. I guess I�ll add you to my list.�
The color flooded back to his face. �It wasn�t me. I got a wife and family. I don�t need a lot of little bastards wanting money from me, too. I might have some fun with the girls, but none of them got a baby from it. I�d swear to it.�
Frank could find out easily enough what his reputation was. That wouldn�t prove he wasn�t the father of Nainsi�s baby, but at least it would give him an idea of the likelihood of it. �Thanks for clearing that up for me,� Frank said with just the slightest trace of sarcasm. �Now I�d like to talk to Brigit Murphy.�
�Why?� he challenged, assuming some of his bravado again.
�To find out more about Nainsi O�Hara,� Frank said. �If you�d like to point her out, I�d be grateful. If you don�t, I�ll have to start trying to find something illegal in your shop,� he added with a grin.
Keith looked like he wanted to punch Frank, but he pointed to a group of girls gathered in the back of the room.
�She�s the tall one with the curls.�
Frank didn�t thank him. He strolled down the length of the room to where the girls stood talking. One of them noticed his approach and motioned for the others to be quiet.
By the time he reached them, they were all staring at him in wide-eyed terror. They�d recognized him as a cop. People always did, even though he wore a suit just like any busi-nessman in the city. Maybe it was the way cops carried themselves. He�d never been able to figure it out, but people always knew.
�Hello, ladies,� he said as kindly as he could. �I�m Detective Sergeant Frank Malloy. I�m investigating Nainsi Ruocco�s murder.�
One of them made a little squeak, but the rest of them just stared.
�Miss Murphy,� he said, addressing the tall girl. Her hair was light brown and not so much curly as wild and frizzy.
She�d made an effort to pin it up neatly, but it was defiantly springing loose every which way. She�d be a handsome girl if she didn�t look like somebody was holding a knife to her throat at the moment. �Nainsi�s mother said you were good friends with her.�
Brigit nodded uncertainly.
�Did the rest of you know her, too?�
The other girls nodded reluctantly.
�You don�t have to be afraid. I�m trying to learn more about her so I can figure out who killed her.�
�Wasn�t it one of the Ruoccos?� the shortest girl asked.
Frank dearly hoped not, but he said, �I don�t know who it was yet. That�s why I�m trying to learn more about her�
and her friends.�
�Didn�t none of us kill her,� Brigit cried in alarm. �Why would we?�
�I didn�t think you did. I�m more interested in finding out about her . . . gentlemen friends.�
One of the girls snickered, then slapped a hand over her mouth.
Brigit glared at her, but the girl said, �Wasn�t none of them gentlemen.�
�But she did meet men at the dance houses,� Frank said.
�Well, sure, that�s why we go there,� Brigit said before any of the others could speak. �We all meet men there. That�s who we dance with.�
Frank knew the men would also treat them to drinks and cigarettes and even buy them gifts, in exchange for favors promised or actually delivered. �Did she have any special men that she met outside the dance house?�
�Antonio Ruocco,� the short girl said, making the rest of them giggle.
�This would�ve been several months before she met Antonio,� Frank pressed. �Last spring or summer.�
The girls exchanged puzzled looks. �That�s when she met Antonio,� Brigit said. �I don�t know when exactly, but it was early spring. The weather was just getting warm.�
�That�s right,� another girl agreed. �She�d just started wearing that straw hat. We told her it caught his eye.�
Brigit nodded. �She told us all about him, and he was her only special fellow all summer long. Some of the places, they don�t let the Italian boys in, so she�d go out with us, then slip away and meet him someplace.�
According to what Sarah had told him, that didn�t make any sense. He�d have to question Antonio and find out the truth. �When she found out about the baby,� Frank said,
�she must�ve talked to you about it.�
The girls looked a little embarrassed to be discussing such a delicate subject.
�She was real scared, and she cried all the time, even at work,� the short girl offered.
�Who wouldn�t be scared?� Brigit snapped. �She was scared at first, but we all told her not to be a goose. Tell him and make him marry her, we said. When she finally told him about the baby, he did, too, even though his mother didn�t like it.�
�Her mother didn�t like it either,� one of the other girls said.
�Who cares?� Brigit asked angrily. �They was in love.
That�s what matters.�
That wasn�t the picture Frank had of the union, but he didn�t want to distract the girls. �Could I speak with Miss Murphy alone for a minute?� he asked the others.
They couldn�t dare deny him, but they moved away with obvious reluctance and only far enough to give the illusion that they weren�t trying to listen in.
�Miss Murphy,� Frank said, still trying not to frighten her. It was a wasted effort, though. His mere presence was terrifying. �Mrs. O�Hara said she told you about Nainsi�s baby being born that night when you were coming home from work.�
�Yeah, that�s right,� she confirmed, puzzled by the question.
�Who did you tell?�
�Who . . . ? What do you mean?� she hedged.
�I mean, who did you tell that Nainsi�s baby was born?�
he said impatiently.
�I . . . The girls,� she said, gesturing to the group hover-ing nearby.
�Anybody else?�
Now Brigit looked truly frightened. She glanced toward the front of the room where Keith still stood, watching and glowering.
�Please, mister, I�ll lose my job. I gotta get back to work.�
The bell hadn�t rung yet, but Frank didn�t point that out. Plainly, she knew something she didn�t want to say in front of Keith.
�Go, then,� he said, and she scurried away, back to her seat.
He�d have to find Brigit someplace else and get the answer to his question, although he already knew it. For some reason, she�d told Richard Keith directly about the baby�s birth. But if Keith couldn�t possibly be the baby�s father, as he claimed, why would he have been interested?
*
*
*
When the baby started fussing again, Mrs. Ruocco took him downstairs while Sarah fixed a bottle in the kitchen, so his crying wouldn�t disturb Maria. By the time the bottle was ready, he was screaming lustily. Luckily, the luncheon diners were all gone, except for a few elderly men still gossiping over their grappa. The screaming had driven Joe, Antonio, and Valentina away. For some reason, however, Lorenzo stayed, even though the baby�s cries obviously distressed him.
Breathing a silent prayer, Sarah accepted the baby from Mrs. Ruocco and sat down to feed him the goat�s milk. The baby took the nipple and suckled greedily. Milk leaked out the sides of his mouth, and he choked a little until he got the rhythm. His mouth working mechanically, he finally settled down, his little fists clenched tightly against his cheeks, his eyes squeezed shut in bliss.
�He seems to like it,� Lorenzo observed hopefully, but he was wringing his hands.
�He like milk,� Mrs. Ruocco said dismissively. �He know nothing.�
�We�ll have to wait to see if it agrees with him,� Sarah concurred.
Lorenzo sighed and kept wringing his hands.
�Mrs. Brandt, you must eat,� Mrs. Ruocco said, pulling an apron down from a hook on the wall and tying it on. �I will cook.� Sarah knew better than to protest. Besides, she really was hungry.
The baby fell into a contented sleep when the bottle was almost empty, and by then Mrs. Ruocco had prepared a plate of spaghetti for Sarah. Mrs. Ruocco took the baby up to his cradle while Sarah ate the delicious meal. Lorenzo had followed his mother out of the kitchen, leaving Sarah alone, so when she was finished, she went back upstairs.
She wasn�t sure how much longer she could stay without wearing out her welcome. If the goat�s milk agreed with the baby, they wouldn�t need her anymore, so this might be her last chance to learn anything of interest. The third floor was quiet. She found the baby sleeping peacefully in Joe and Maria�s bedroom, and no one was in the parlor. Perhaps Mrs. Ruocco had gone down to the second floor where her bedroom must be. The family probably had another sitting room down there as well. Counting up the members of the family, Sarah realized Lorenzo�s bedroom must also be on the second floor. Of course, any of them could have slipped into Nainsi�s room and smothered her in the night. It was a silent crime. Or anyone could have come up the back stairs from the street below and no one would have heard, either.
Sarah was standing in the hallway, considering all the possibilities when a door opened behind her. She turned to see Maria emerge from Valentina�s bedroom. Her hair was mussed and her face puffy from sleep.
�Mrs. Brandt,� she said in alarm. �Is something wrong?
Is the baby all right?�
�He�s fine. He woke up, and we fed him some goat�s milk, and now he�s sleeping peacefully again.�
�Why didn�t you call me?� she asked in dismay. �I would have helped you.�
�Mrs. Ruocco helped me,� Sarah reported with a smile.
�Mama?� Maria didn�t believe her.
�She even rocked him for a while,� Sarah told her. �I think she may be starting to like him.�
Maria stared at her for a long moment, uncomprehending.
Then her eyes filled with tears, and she started to cry. Sarah slipped an arm around her shoulders and led her into the parlor. By then she was fairly sobbing, and Sarah seated them both on the sofa, patting her back and murmuring words of comfort. She�d seen many new mothers reduced to tears after a sleepless night or two. Maria may not have given birth to this baby, but she�d experienced everything else�the doubts and the fears and the numbing exhaustion and the despair of not being able to soothe the little one�s anguish and pain.
She�d also experienced her sister-in-law�s murder and a near riot at her doorstep. Maria had earned the right to weep.
�It wasn�t supposed to be like this,� she sobbed. �I did not dream it would be like this.�
�Of course not, but you�re doing very well at being a mother, Maria.�
�I want a baby of my own,� she said, scrubbing the tears from her cheeks. �I always want one, as long as I live, but it does not come. Then Nainsi marries Antonio. She is a foolish girl, but I am happy for her. I am happy to have a baby in the house. I think I will help her take care of her baby and play with it. He will love his Zia Maria more than anyone.
But I did not want her to die!�
She started sobbing again, and Sarah murmured words of comfort. �Of course you didn�t, but it was very generous of you to take him. Not many women would, under the circumstances.�
�What else can I do?� she asked between sobs. �I cannot let that woman have him, and . . . and he is my only chance to have a baby of my own.�
�Oh, Maria, you shouldn�t give up hope yet,� Sarah said kindly. �You�re still young, and��
�No, it will not happen for me,� she insisted. When she looked up at Sarah, the tears had stopped and her eyes were dark with anger. �Joe, he . . . he does not come to me anymore. I will never have a child . . . except for this one.�
Sarah�s heart ached for Maria�s humiliating secret pain, and for the circumstances that had caused her to reveal it to a stranger.
�If he�s going to be your son, you should find a name for him,� Sarah said in an effort to distract her from her unpleasant thoughts.
It worked. The anger drained from her face. �A name,�
she echoed in wonder. �I didn�t think of that.�
�You can�t call him �baby� forever,� Sarah said with a smile. �Is there someone you�d like to name him after?�
She considered for a moment. �Maybe,� she said with a touch of irony, �we should name him for his father.�
Gino Donatelli was much too cheerful for Frank�s taste. Frank couldn�t even remember being that young and excited about working on his first big case. Maybe he never had been. Gino, however, was taking great pleasure in having been selected to assist Frank with the mysteries of Little Italy.
They�d met at a coffee shop a safe distance from Little Italy, where they wouldn�t encounter any of Ugo Ruocco�s crew.
�As soon as Commissioner Roosevelt assigned me to this case, I started asking around about the Ruocco boys,� Gino was saying.
�And you found out they�re good Catholic boys who never got into any trouble and who respect their mother,� Frank guessed.
�How did you know?� Gino asked in surprised.
Frank sighed. �Did you find out anything useful?�
�Well, everybody knows that Mrs. Ruocco and her brother-in-law don�t get along too well. They even say . . .�
He glanced around to make sure nobody was listening, then leaned in closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. �They say he makes her pay protection money just like everybody else.�
Frank swore in surprise. �I guess that would explain why she doesn�t like him.�
�He gets along good with the rest of the family, though,�
Gino added. �Ugo never had any kids of his own, so he dotes on his niece and nephews. He spoils Valentina rotten, and he�s always getting the boys out of trouble, starting with ten years ago when Joe and Lorenzo knocked over a pushcart. A bunch of Jews chased them through the streets until they ran into Ugo�s saloon. So now whenever they have a problem, they go to Zio Ugo, and he takes care of it.�
�And we know Joe and Antonio went straight to Ugo the night Nainsi�s baby was born.� Frank rubbed the bridge of his nose. He�d thought he had trouble when it looked like one of the Ruocco family members had killed the girl. If Ugo had sent one of his henchmen, they�d never solve the case.
�We�re going to have to visit the Ruoccos and find out exactly what happened the night the girl was killed.�
�Right now?� Donatelli asked hopefully.
�No. We�ll wait until they�re too busy to object.�
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Maria had washed her face and regained her com-posure. She�d seemed a bit embarrassed about her earlier outburst, but she quickly recovered and began to ply Sarah with questions about caring for the baby. While they talked, Maria picked up a half-finished baby shirt and absently started stitching on it.
Sarah was beginning to think she ought to at least mention that she should be going home when they heard someone running up the stairs. The light footsteps clattered down the hall as Maria jumped up to caution whoever was coming to be quiet.
�You will wake the baby,� she warned Valentina, who stopped dead at the sight of Maria and Sarah in the parlor doorway.
�I don�t care if I do wake him,� Valentina informed them.
�I hate that baby. I wish it had never been born!�
�You are a wicked girl,� Maria replied in a tone that told Sarah she�d said those words many times before. �Why are you running in the house? You are too old to act like a child.�
�I�m trying to get away from all the yelling downstairs,�
she said petulantly. �Everybody�s screaming at everybody else, and it�s making my head hurt.�
�Who is screaming?� Maria asked with a frown.
�Zio Ugo and Mama and Joe and Lorenzo. Zio was so mad at them that he forgot to bring me a present. He always brings me a present!� she added in outrage.
�Why are they arguing?�
Valentina�s young face twisted into an ugly smile. �About you. And that baby. Zio wants to throw it in the river!�
Maria made a strangled sound in her throat and grabbed Valentina by the shoulders. �Liar!� she cried, forgetting her own admonition about waking the baby. �You should burn in hell!�
�That�s what he said!� Valentina insisted, and Maria gave her a violent shake.
Valentina tried to twist free, but Maria shook her again, making her teeth snap together.
�Lorenzo won�t let him, though,� the girl quickly admitted, frightened now. �That�s why they�re fighting. Lorenzo and Joe, they said you were keeping it.�
Maria thrust the girl aside and fairly ran down the hallway to the stairs. Sarah stared after her helplessly. This was none of her business, and she certainly couldn�t do anything to help. She turned back to Valentina, who was rubbing her arms where Maria had grabbed her.
�Would your uncle really kill the baby?� she asked.
�How should I know? It�s just a little bastard. It doesn�t belong to anybody here.�
�He belongs to Maria now,� Sarah said.
�I don�t care if he does or not. He�s a lot of trouble, and he makes too much noise, and Zio Ugo never forgot to bring me a present before he came along.�
She really was a wicked girl, Sarah decided.
They both heard a tiny mewling sound coming from Maria�s bedroom.
Valentina made a disgusted sound and stalked off to her own bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Sarah went to see about the baby.
He lay in his cradle, staring intently at the flowers on the wallpaper, and Sarah watched him for a few long moments. Few newborns were even attractive. The birth process usually left them with temporarily misshapen heads, and immaturity made their features indistinct. This baby was among the fortunate ones, however. Perhaps because he was so chubby and had such thick curly hair, he looked like a tiny cherub.
As she watched him lying contentedly, an idea formed in her mind. She went to the pile of baby clothes that Nainsi and Maria had prepared and found a bright yellow gown with satin ribbon ties. Then she picked the baby up and started to change him. A few minutes later, she donned her cloak, picked up her medical bag with one hand while holding the baby tucked in her other arm and started down the stairs.
She could hear the raised voices and knew the argument was still going on. The words were in Italian, but she could tell from the tone of them that Ugo was trying to prevail.
When she reached the bottom of the steps, she drew a forti-fying breath and pushed the door open.
Her sudden appearance had the happy effect of silencing everyone in the dining room. The unhappy consequence was that everyone�s attention immediately turned to her. They weren�t pleased about being interrupted, and when they saw who the intruder was, they were even less pleased. Sarah had a fleeting memory of Malloy�s warning that Ugo Ruocco would kill his own mother. Then she forced her face into an apologetic smile.
�Excuse me for intruding, but I really need to be going,� she said. Then she looked at Maria. �The baby woke up, and I didn�t want to leave him alone upstairs so I brought him down.�
She lifted her arm slightly, displaying him to his best advantage. She�d fluffed his curls with her fingers and the yellow gown was darling. He was still gazing around in wide-eyed wonder at this new and fascinating world. Then, as if he were aware of her plan and had waited until everyone was staring at him, he smiled with all the sweet innocence of a newborn.
Mrs. Ruocco made a small sound, and Maria swooped in to claim him, taking him from Sarah with loving hands and cradling him to her chest protectively.
�I saw that little gown, and I couldn�t resist trying it on him,� Sarah confessed.
�I made it,� Maria said with a touch of pride and more than a touch of possessiveness. She looked up defiantly at Ugo. �For my son.�
One of the boys said something in Italian and walked over to stand with Maria, but to Sarah�s surprise, it was Lorenzo, not Joe. Only after Lorenzo glared at him did Joe join his brother beside Maria, shamefaced but presenting a united front.
Mrs. Ruocco still stood on the far side of the room, her face twisted in anger. She said something to Ugo in challenge, and Sarah didn�t need to speak the language to understand that she was daring Ugo to tear his family apart.
Sarah watched his broad face flood with rage, but he threw up his hands in surrender as a curse exploded from his lips. He pointed a finger at Mrs. Ruocco and gave her some sort of warning, then turned to leave, but he paused for a moment when Sarah came into his line of vision. His eyes narrowed with hatred, and Sarah couldn�t stop the frisson of fear that tingled up her spine before he completed his turn and stalked out of the restaurant. A phalanx of his minions closed around him as he strode down the street.
Only then did Sarah realize she�d been holding her breath, and she let it out in a whoosh.
�Grazie,� Maria said, looking up in gratitude�at Lorenzo.
He didn�t reply. He just gave his brother a look that spoke of how disappointed he was that Joe hadn�t jumped to his wife�s defense. Joe looked down at Maria, but she was fussing with the baby and didn�t spare him a glance.
�I really must be going,� Sarah repeated. �Maria, if you need anything, send for me.�
�Oh, Mrs. Brandt, thank you so much for coming,�
Maria said earnestly. �I will never forget you!�
�Remember to make sure the bottles are clean and boiled each time you use them. I�ll stop in and check on you in a few days, if I don�t hear from you before that.�
�Wait,� Mrs. Ruocco said. �You will take some cannoli with you.�
After a few more minutes spent wrapping the cannoli and thanking Sarah again and again, they finally let her go.
By then customers had started arriving for supper, and Sarah had to work her way through the crowd gathering at the door to get out into the street.
She couldn�t help glancing around to make sure Ugo Ruocco wasn�t waiting for her outside, but she saw no sign of him. She did see a few young men loitering on the corner, smoking cigarettes and eyeing everyone who walked by with suspicion. They would be more of Ugo�s men, set to guard the restaurant from another invasion of Irish hoodlums.
As she walked down Mulberry Street, she gave a moment�s thought to stopping at the mission, but she�d already been away from home all day. She missed Aggie, and the thought of having supper with her tonight was much too inviting. She had just crossed Prince Street, within a block of Police Headquarters, when she saw a familiar face in the crowd approaching her.
�Mrs. Brandt,� Frank Malloy said with just a trace of cen-sure. He glanced up at the direction from which she�d come and frowned. �I don�t suppose you were delivering a baby in Little Italy today.�
Sarah tried to look innocent. �As a matter of fact, Maria Ruocco sent for me. The baby wasn�t doing well. He�d been crying all night.�
People making their way down the sidewalk were jostling the pair and muttering impatiently since they were blocking progress. Malloy took her arm and led her to a doorway where they�d be less of an obstacle.
�Sarah,� he said, the frustration thick in his voice. �I told you not to go down there. You could�ve told them to call a doctor if the baby was sick.�
�He wasn�t sick,� Sarah said, sympathetic to his concern but knowing she was justified. �Besides, if I�d told them to call a doctor, I wouldn�t have found out anything that might help you find Nainsi�s killer.�
�And did you?� he challenged.
�I�m not sure yet. But if I didn�t this time, I can find out next time I visit. You�ll just have to tell me what you need to know.�
Few people were as ungrateful as Frank Malloy, Sarah observed. Instead of thanking her, he looked like he might cheerfully strangle her. Fortunately, he wasn�t likely to do so on a public street. �Where are you going now?� he asked through gritted teeth.
�Home to have supper with Aggie.�
�Then you�d better get going before I decide to lock you up for your own safety.�
�I�m fine, Malloy,� she assured him. �No one is interested in me.�
�Unless you start meddling in other people�s business, and then they�ll be very interested in you. Ugo Ruocco doesn�t care who your father is or how many times you�ve dined with the Astors. If he thinks you�re a nuisance, he�ll have you killed.�
�I�m not a nuisance,� she protested. He looked like he was ready to argue the point, so she added, �You should know that he�s got some of his men posted down by the restaurant. If any Irish boys try to start trouble again, they�ll be ready for them this time.�
Malloy sighed. �Go home, Sarah, and stay there.�
�Don�t you want to know what I found out today?�
He rubbed a hand wearily over his face. �Not right now.
Right now, I want you to go home.�
Sarah took pity on him and went, giving him a cheerful little wave which he ignored. Perhaps it was just as well he didn�t want to meet with her tonight. She needed some time to think about everything she�d seen and heard at the Ruoccos house today. Maybe if she took some time to remember everything, she�d figure out what would be really helpful.
After sending Sarah on her way, Frank met Gino Donatelli on the corner nearest Mama�s Restaurant, as they had previously arranged.
�Wipe that grin off your face,� Frank warned him.
He sobered instantly. �I didn�t realize��
�And stop thinking this is fun. It�s not fun,� Frank added sourly. �I know it�s your first big case, and you�re thinking about finding the killer and being a big man, but nothing good ever comes of murder.�
�But punishing the killer�� he tried.
�Doesn�t bring the victim back to life,� Frank reminded him. �You can�t fix something like that. Punishing the killer might keep him from killing somebody else. It might even make another person think twice about taking somebody else�s life, but the dead person is still dead. There�s no justice for that, and sometimes . . .�
�Sometimes what?� Gino prodded when Frank hesitated.
�Sometimes punishing the killer makes innocent people suffer.�
Gino frowned. �What do you mean?�
�I mean if you put a man in jail or execute him, he might have a family that�s left to starve . . . or worse. Half the children living on the streets have a father in jail and a mother who died after selling herself too many times. Now do you still feel like grinning?�
�No, sir,� Gino replied, properly chastened.
�Good. We�re going to visit the Ruoccos. Your job is to translate if they say anything in Italian and to help me make sure they answer all my questions.�
�Yes, sir,� he said.
Gino followed him respectfully for the short distance to Mama�s Restaurant. Frank noticed the young men loitering on the street corners. Sarah was right, they�d make sure the Irish didn�t get very far if they tried to start another riot.
None of them would meet Frank�s gaze, and he walked into Mama�s unchallenged, with Gino on his heels.
The aroma of garlic and tomatoes washed over them, making Frank�s stomach clench with longing. The dining room was starting to fill up, and Frank saw Joe and Lorenzo moving through the room with trays held aloft, delivering plates heaped with mouth-watering food to the diners.
�Looks like we came at a bad time,� Gino observed.
�They�re all busy.�
�That�s good,� Frank pointed out. �The rest of the family won�t have time to interfere when we question our suspects.�
When Joe�s tray was empty, he looked over to see who had come in. The welcoming smile froze on his handsome face.
He called something to Lorenzo, who frowned when he saw the cops. Lorenzo hurried back into the kitchen as Joe made his way across the room to meet them.
�What do you want?� he demanded.
�We�ve got a few questions for some members of your family,� Frank said.
�It�s suppertime. We are very busy. Come back tomorrow.�
�We don�t want to come back tomorrow. We want to ask our questions right now,� Frank informed him with a glare that drained the antagonism right out of him. �Where�s Antonio?�
�In . . . in the kitchen,� Joe admitted reluctantly. �He�s helping Mama.�
�Tell him we need to see him.� Frank glanced around the noisy room. �And we�ll need someplace private to talk to him, unless you want everybody here to know what we�re asking him about.�
Joe looked like he wanted to punch somebody, but he said, �I�ll tell him to take you upstairs. I�ll get him.�
The people in the restaurant were starting to notice Frank and Gino, and the noise level in the room lessened considerably as people stopped conversing and started whispering and staring. Frank gave them his best effort at intimidation, and soon most of them were at least pretending to mind their own business.
�Here he comes,� Gino said softly, and Frank looked over. Antonio had come out of the kitchen, pulling off a sauce-stained apron. He glanced around the room nervously and found to his horror that everyone was staring at him.
Then he spotted Frank and Gino near the front door, and paled noticeably. He motioned for them to join him at the stairway door. By the time they got there, he�d opened the door and started up the stairs. They followed, closing the door decisively behind them.
Antonio stopped at the first landing on the second floor, and led them down a short hallway into a family parlor.
�What do you want with me?� Antonio asked before they were even in the room. �I don�t know anything.�
�I�m sure you know a lot of things, Antonio,� Frank said, taking stock of the room. The furniture was comfortably shabby. A shawl hung over the back of a chair and a pair of slippers had been left in front of the sofa. A pillow rested at one end of the sofa, and a blanket had been folded up and laid on top of it, as if someone had been sleeping there. �Tell me how you met Nainsi, Antonio,� Frank said.
Antonio frowned. �Why does that matter now?�
�Everything matters now,� Frank snapped. �Answer my question.�
�I . . . At a dance. I used to go to the dance houses with my brother, and I met her there.�
�When was this?�
He frowned, as if trying to remember exactly. �August.
I remember because it was right after Valentina�s birthday.�
�That�s a lie, Antonio,� Frank moving toward him. �I don�t like people who lie to me.�
�It�s the truth, I swear,� Antonio cried, his voice shrill and his eyes wide with fright. He flinched and tried to cover his face when Frank raised his hand, but he only used it to push the boy down onto a chair.
�Then why did Nainsi tell her friends she met you in the spring?�
�I don�t know,� he claimed, looking up at Frank in desperation. �She couldn�t have told them that. I didn�t even know who she was back then.�
�It�s true,� a voice said from the doorway behind them.
They all turned to see Maria Ruocco standing there. Frank had thought Patrizia was the matriarch of this family, the formidable one they�d have to outsmart, but seeing Maria right now, he reconsidered. For such a small, plain woman, she radiated an amazing amount of authority.
�Excuse me, Mrs. Ruocco,� Frank said politely, in deference to the power he sensed in her. �But how would you know such a thing?�
�Because Antonio never went to the dance houses before that. Mama wouldn�t allow it until . . . until Joe said it was time he started acting like a man.�
�When was Valentina�s birthday?� Frank asked her.
�August fifteenth.�
This didn�t make sense. Nainsi�s friends knew about Antonio months before that. �Maybe he was sneaking out so his mama didn�t know,� Frank suggested, giving Antonio another glare.
�No, I swear! Maria, tell them. I never went out at night before that.�
�He would not have dared disobey Mama,� Maria confirmed. �What does it matter now, anyway?�
�Because,� Frank said, still respectful to her, �if Antonio wasn�t the baby�s father, he had a good reason for killing Nainsi.�
�I wasn�t even here when she died,� Antonio reminded him. �Joe took me to see Uncle Ugo and then . . . We were with him all night!�
�Why did you go see Ugo?� Frank asked. �Did you want him to get rid of your wife for you?�
�No! I mean . . . I don�t know why we went. It was Joe�s idea. He said Ugo would know what to do.�
�Antonio,� Maria snapped.
�Thank you for your help, Mrs. Ruocco,� Frank said, moving toward her in a slightly menacing manner that forced her to step back until she was out in the hallway.
�We�ll send for you if we need you again.� He closed the door in her surprised face. Then he motioned for Gino to come over to guard the door and turned his attention back to Antonio.
�What did Joe want Uncle Ugo to do?� he asked when he was standing over the boy again.
�He didn�t want him to do anything,� he claimed. �Joe just told him that Nainsi had the baby and I wasn�t the father.�
�What did Ugo say?�
Antonio winced at the memory. �He said I was stupid to trust a whore, and I got what I deserved. He said a lot of things like that. I don�t remember all of it. He gave me some whiskey to drink, and we sat there for a long time, drinking. He and Joe were talking, but I was just drinking.
I don�t remember much after that. Next thing I know, I wake up right there.� He pointed at the sofa.
�That�s convenient,� Frank observed. �You don�t remember what you did for the rest of the night?�
�No, I don�t!�
�Then for all you know, you came home, went up to your bedroom, and put a pillow over Nainsi�s face and smothered her.�
�I didn�t! Why would I?� he cried.
�A lot of reasons. Because you didn�t like being made a fool of by a cheap little mickey bitch. Because you didn�t like being stuck raising somebody else�s bastard. Because you didn�t want a wife who�d lift her skirts for any man who gave her a smile or bought her a drink.�
The boy lunged to his feet with a roar of outrage, but Frank grabbed his shoulders and slammed him back down into the chair.
�Isn�t that what happened?� Frank challenged. �Did she do it for just a smile, or did she make you buy her a drink first?�
Antonio�s eyes glowed with loathing, and his handsome face twisted with rage. �It wasn�t like that!�
�Wasn�t it?� Frank demanded. �Did she even tell you her name first?�
�I knew her name!�
�Did you know she was carrying somebody else�s baby?�
That stopped him cold. Frank watched the rage drain out of him, and he was a boy again. �She said . . . she said it was her first time.�
�Of course she did.�
�She said she liked me,� he remembered sadly.
�Maybe she did,� Frank allowed. �She was looking for a husband, so she would have wanted somebody she could live with.�
Antonio grimaced. �She didn�t like me after we got married though. She didn�t even want me in her bed. She said she was sick from the baby, and didn�t want me to touch her. She was mean to everybody else, too. Mama hated her.
Lorenzo said I never should�ve married her.�
�No one would blame you for killing a woman like that, Antonio,� Frank said reasonably. �They�d probably throw you a parade.�
The boy�s eyes filled with tears. �I wish I had killed her.
Nobody would laugh at me then. They wouldn�t say I was stupid and weak for getting tricked like that.�
His shoulders started to shake and the tears ran down his cheeks. Frank had to look away. At least he could be pretty sure Antonio hadn�t killed Nainsi. He was too young and still too innocent to hide such a grievous sin.
He might�ve been too drunk to remember, but if he�d been that drunk, he wouldn�t have been able to overpower the girl.
�Go back downstairs and tell your brother Joe to come up to see me,� Frank said in disgust.
Antonio looked at him in surprise, scrubbing the tears from his face with his palms. �Joe? Why do you want to see Joe?�
�Because I do. Now go get him before I decide to take the easy way out and lock you up.�
Antonio sprang to his feet and rushed out, practically shoving Gino aside as he jerked open the door and ducked through it. Maria Ruocco still stood in the hallway outside.
She watched Antonio race away, then turned back and came to the doorway again.
�He didn�t kill the girl,� she said urgently. �He doesn�t have it in him.�
�Then he doesn�t have anything to worry about,� Frank said. �Mrs. Ruocco, would you answer a few questions for me?�
She stiffened in silent resistance, but she lifted her chin and said, �I don�t know what I can tell you.�
�You and your husband sleep upstairs in the room across from where Nainsi died, don�t you?�
�Yes.� She folded her hands tightly at her waist, offering nothing more.
�Did you sleep there the night Nainsi died?�
�Of course. I always sleep there.�
�When was the last time you saw Nainsi?�
She frowned, her heavy brows knitting as she considered the question. �I�m not sure. I . . . helped her with the baby for a while . . . after Mrs. Brandt left. Mama said Nainsi could stay until she was recovered.�
�I guess Nainsi must have been upset about having to leave with her baby,� Frank suggested.
She took a moment before answering this question, too.
�No, she wasn�t. She . . . she thought Mama would let her stay. She was married to Antonio, and she thought we would have to let her stay.�
�Even after your mother-in-law told her she�d have to leave?�
Maria shrugged. �She was a foolish girl, and young. She did not know anything.�
�About what time did you leave her?�
�I went down to help Mama with dinner. That is our busy time.�
�Who else helped?�
�Everyone. We always do.�
�You�re sure? Everyone was there?�
�Yes, I�m sure.�
�Antonio said he and Joe went to see their uncle.�
Maria nodded. �They did. After dinner was over and we closed.�
�What did everyone else do?�
�We . . . we cleaned up. Mama was angry because Joe and Antonio didn�t stay to help. After that, we came up here, like always.�
�To this room?�
�Yes.�
�Did anybody go to check on Nainsi?�
�Valentina took some supper up to her earlier.�
�Do you know when that was?�
�I�m not sure. Probably near seven o�clock. The crowd was thinning out, and that�s usually when it happens.�
�What about after everyone came up here? Did you or anybody else go up to see how she was?�
Maria looked down at her clasped hands. �I . . . I wanted to, but Mama . . . She said we should do nothing for her.�
�But when you went up to bed, you couldn�t resist checking on the baby, could you?� Frank guessed.
Maria�s head snapped up. For a moment, he thought she would deny it, but then she sighed. �I looked in. I just opened the door a little. I could see the baby was asleep in his cradle. Nainsi was . . . She was asleep, too.�
�Did you actually see her?�
Some emotion flickered across her face and then was gone. �The room was dark, and I thought she was . . .
asleep. I didn�t want to disturb her.�
�So she might�ve been dead by then?�
For a second she looked frightened, and Frank knew she was wondering who she might have implicated. Then she remembered something, and her shoulders sagged in relief.
�No, she was alive. I remember now. When Joe came in later, he tripped on something and almost fell. He was . . .
drunk,� she explained in embarrassment. �He made a loud noise, and Nainsi called out to him to be quiet.�
�When was this?�
�I don�t know. I was asleep, and the noise woke me, too.
I helped him get into bed, and then we both went to sleep.�
�Did you hear anything else that night?�
�No, nothing that woke me up. And Joe, he was with me all night. I would know if he got up,� she added in anticipation of Frank�s impending question.
She turned at the sound of footsteps in the hall. Joe appeared in the doorway. �Maria? Why are you talking to this man?� he demanded.
�I was just asking her some questions about what happened the night Nainsi died,� Frank explained.
�She knows nothing about that. None of us do. How many times do we have to tell you?�
�Mr. Ruocco,� Frank said with a trace of sarcasm. �A woman was murdered in this house. That woman was married to your brother. Somebody in this house knows something about it.�
The color rose in his face, but he knew better than to argue with the police. If one of them accidentally broke your jaw, none of the authorities would care. Uncle Ugo might exact revenge for it, but your jaw would still be broken.
�Maria, go upstairs and take care of the baby,� he said.
Maria took the opportunity he offered and left. She didn�t look back.
�Antonio said you wanted to talk to me,� Joe said bel-ligerently.
�Tell me what you did that night after Nainsi�s baby was born.�
He looked puzzled, but he made an effort to remember.
�I . . . We all served dinner, like we do every night. All the time I was trying to think of some way to . . . to help Antonio.�
�So you decided to kill Nainsi?�
�No! I could think of nothing, so I went to see my uncle.�
�Ugo,� Frank supplied. �Did you go alone?�
�No, Antonio went with me.�
�What time was this?�
�I don�t know. After all the customers left. Maybe eight o�clock. Maybe later. I don�t know.�
�So you went to see Ugo. Where did you go?�
�He owns a place on Mott Street. That�s where you go to find him.�
Frank knew it well, a saloon where men could talk and not worry about outsiders hearing them. �What did you tell him?�
Joe sighed. �I told him about the baby, and how Mama wanted to throw them both out into the street.�
�And Ugo suggested it would be much neater if you just killed the girl.�
�No! Nobody said anything about killing her. Why would they?�
�Because she was married to Antonio. You know how hard it is for a Catholic to get a divorce.�
�He . . . he didn�t want to divorce her,� Joe claimed.
�Why not? Don�t tell me he was going to forgive her and raise the baby as his own?� Frank scoffed.
�He . . . We were talking,� he said, his hands moving nervously. �Trying to decide . . . what was the right thing to do.�
�Your mother already decided. She was going to throw Nainsi and the baby out of the house,� Frank reminded him.
�But . . . Nainsi was Antonio�s wife,� he said, gesturing helplessly.
�A wife who�d tricked him into marrying her so her bastard would have a name,� Frank reminded him.
�But . . .� He glanced around as if trying to find the correct reply written someplace in the room. �Maria,� he finally decided and nodded in approval at his choice. �Yes, Maria, she didn�t want Nainsi to leave. She didn�t think it was right. The girl is so young, she said. And the baby . . . Who would take care of them?�
�Maria wanted them to stay?� Frank asked in amazement.
�Yes, that�s right. She wanted them to stay, but she couldn�t say this to Mama. So I went to my uncle. I thought he would know what to do.�
�And did he know what to do?� Frank asked, managing not to betray his skepticism of this unlikely tale.
�No,� Joe said, heaving another sigh. �No, he did not.�
Frank opened his mouth to ask another question, but a shout and the explosion of shattering glass stopped him.
�What the . . . ?� he cried, running to the window.
�What is it?� Gino and Joe both demanded, close behind him. They jostled each other for a better view of the street below over Frank�s shoulders. The glow of torches illumi-nated the mob that was swarming down Hester Street.
Frank knew it was too early in the evening for them to be drunk enough for this to be a spontaneous act. Someone had organized them, whipping the Irish lads into a frenzy and probably arming them with sticks and stones and enough liquor to make it seem like a good idea to march down to Little Italy and teach the dagos a lesson.
�Gino, go down the back stairs and get everybody you can find at Headquarters,� Frank said.
�What are you going to do?� Gino asked.
�Try to stop this.�
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By the time Frank got down to the dining room, the fighting had already started. Ugo Ruocco�s guards had done their job and gotten reinforcements to meet the mob in the street outside. The remaining dinner customers were screaming in terror as Antonio and Lorenzo frantically tried to herd them into the kitchen so they could escape out the back into the alley. Joe had followed Frank down the stairs, and he hurried off to help.
�Turn out the lights!� Mrs. Ruocco was yelling to no one in particular as she reached up to turn off the nearest gas lamp.
Realizing he�d be wasting his time and endangering his life for no reason if he tried to intervene in the melee outside, Frank started turning off the gas jets in the front of the room.
�The door!� Mrs. Ruocco cried as someone slammed against the front window. �Lock it!�
Frank hurried over and shoved home the bolt. �I�ll pull the shades, too,� he said. He didn�t add that it was a safety precaution. If they smashed in the windows, the shades would keep the glass from flying too far and injuring someone inside.
�What�s happening?� a woman cried from the shadow of the stairway. Frank looked over to see Maria Ruocco holding the bundled baby. Her eyes were wide with terror.
�They�ve come to kill us,� Valentina informed her hysterically as she emerged from the kitchen. �All because of that damn baby!�
�Valentina!� Mrs. Ruocco chastened shrilly.
�I don�t care! I hate that baby! We should throw it out there and let them have it so they�ll leave us alone!�
Something thudded against the front window, and Valentina screamed. Joe came out of the kitchen, his brothers close behind him.
�Turn off the rest of the lights,� Mrs. Ruocco shouted as glass shattered on the doorstep.
Valentina screamed again and this time she didn�t stop.
Mrs. Ruocco strode over to her, lifted a hand, and slapped her soundly across the face, silencing her instantly. Frank winced, but he was too glad to have her quiet to worry much about it.
�Mama,� Joe said, throwing an arm around Valentina and pulling her close. �We need to get out of here.�
�We cannot leave our home!� Mrs. Ruocco replied, outraged.
�Joe�s right, Mrs. Ruocco,� Frank said. �They might set the place on fire.�
Valentina made a sound like she was going to scream again, but Joe tightened his grip, silencing her.
�Maria and the children should leave,� Lorenzo said sensibly. �Maria, you take Valentina and the baby out the back and over to Mrs. Pizzuto�s.�
�I will not leave,� Mrs. Ruocco informed him.
�Did I say you should go?� he countered. �Come on, Maria. Hurry before somebody thinks about going around to the back.�
�Mama?� Maria asked uncertainly.
�Go,� Mrs. Ruocco said. �You cannot help here.�
Valentina was already hurrying toward the kitchen, and Maria followed her with obvious reluctance.
�One of you men, go with them and make sure they get there safely,� Frank added. Lorenzo went after them.
�You are police,� Mrs. Ruocco reminded him with a scornful glance. �Why you no do something?�
�I sent Officer Donatelli to Police Headquarters. They�ll be here soon.�
She snorted in disgust.
�Come away from the windows, Mama,� Joe said, taking her arm and trying to get her to move.
She shook him off. �I tell you turn off lights!�
Joe and Antonio finished the task, and soon they stood in shadowy darkness, relieved only by the flickering reflections from the torches outside.
�Mama, you should leave, too,� Antonio said, the fear thick in his voice. �Come on, I�ll take you.�
�Go, if you are afraid,� she said. �I will stay.�
�We should�ve let that Irish woman take the baby,�
Antonio said, looking toward the front of the restaurant where the shadows of the men outside danced across the shaded window. �Do you know what they�re saying about us in the newspapers?�
�I no care what they say,� Mrs. Ruocco cried. �Do you have no pride?�
�I have pride for my family, but that baby is not our family,� Antonio argued, his voice quivering with terror. �Why should we die for somebody else�s bastard?�
�Shut up, Antonio,� Joe said. �We aren�t going to die.�
�He said they�d set the place on fire!� Antonio cried, gesturing toward Frank.
�Then run away with the other baby,� Joe said in disgust.
�This is all your fault!� Antonio was shouting now. �You were the one who said I should marry that bitch!�
�You tell him that?� Mrs. Ruocco demanded in surprise.
�The baby!� Joe threw up his hands in frustration. �What else could he do?�
�He could do nothing!� Mrs. Ruocco informed him. �He is boy!�
�I�m not a boy, Mama!� Antonio protested. �I�m a man!�
Something struck the front door, shaking it in its frame and startling Mrs. Ruocco into crying out.
�Mama, Antonio is right. You must get out of here,� Joe said, moving toward her.
Frank had already stepped between her and the door. He picked up a chair, ready to swing it as a greeting to intruders. �Take your mother out the back,� he shouted at Joe.
They heard a door slam behind them and the sound of running feet. Someone burst through the door from the kitchen.
�Maria is safe,� Lorenzo reported. �What�s happening?�
�Take Mama away,� Joe said as the front door shook again under the assault of someone trying very hard to break it down. �Quick!�
�No!� Mrs. Ruocco cried, slapping away Joe�s hands when he tried to push her toward his brother. �I stay!�
�Get her under a table then!� Frank shouted as the front door shuddered one last time before bursting open. He didn�t see what happened to her because he was too busy swinging the chair at the first body through the door. It landed with a satisfactory thud, driving the fellow backward into the bodies behind him. Since the mob kept surging forward, no one could retreat or even stop, and the bodies pouring through the doorway all started falling over each other like dominoes.
Frank raised the chair and brought it down again on the first man to struggle to his feet. It shattered in his hands, so he shook loose one of the legs and started swinging. He wasn�t sure how long he could keep the rioters at bay with a chair leg, but fortunately, he finally heard the blast of a police whistle outside, followed by a chorus of echoing bleats that signaled the arrival of the cops.
�Get out of here before I lock you all up!� Frank shouted to the writhing mass of men lodged in the restaurant doorway. He could hear the satisfying sound of locust clubs striking flesh and bone and the howls of pain from the rioters in the street. Someone else had picked up another piece of the broken chair and was helping him beat back the in-vaders. For what seemed a long time, none of them were able to move because the crowd outside was blocking their escape. But suddenly, as if a cork had been pulled from a bottle, the mob fell away and those stuck in the doorway scrambled or dove or crawled outside to the relative safety of the street. Frank followed, still swinging his club to encourage them on their way. The street was already clearing except for those lying senseless on the cobblestones or being thrown into the paddy wagons.
Gino came running over to Frank. �Is everybody all right?�
�I think so,� Frank said, a little winded from his exer-tions. �Maria took Valentina and the baby to a neighbor�s.
The old woman wouldn�t leave, and the boys are still inside, but nobody got any farther than the front door.�
�We are all fine,� Lorenzo reported, coming up beside him, still holding his chair leg. So he�d been the one who rushed to help. Frank had expected Joe.
Behind them they could hear Patrizia Ruocco shouting in rapid Italian. Her tone spoke of outrage over the attack on her property and her family. Joe was trying to calm her without much success.
Gino went back to helping his fellow officers clear the streets by throwing every rioter too injured to run into a wagon for transport back to the station. In a surprisingly short time, the Black Marias rumbled away, leaving only the discarded clubs and broken beer bottles as evidence of what had transpired. The sergeant had come over to get Frank�s version of what happened. When he was finished, the last of the police officers drifted away, leaving only Frank and Gino Donatelli.
�Lorenzo,� Mrs. Ruocco snapped. �Help Giuseppe fix door.� She was carrying a broom and a dust pan and had begun sweeping up the broken glass around her doorstep.
�I should go get Maria and let her know it�s safe to come home,� Lorenzo said.
�I send Antonio already,� his mother said.
Lorenzo headed back into the restaurant.
�Mrs. Ruocco, if you like, I can get some police officers to guard your house tonight,� Frank offered.
She made a disparaging sound. �Police no good. We take care ourselves. You, go home. Leave us alone.�
Frank was only too happy to oblige.
�Should I stay?� Gino asked in a whisper.
�If you want to, but I doubt anybody will bother them again tonight. Those fellows will be nursing sore heads for a day or two. They might want to come back when they feel better, but not real soon.�
�Gino,� Mrs. Ruocco called. �Go home to you mama. We no need you help.�
�Come on, Gino,� Frank said, slapping the young fellow on the back. �It�s been a long day.�
The next morning Sarah woke to the sound of someone banging on her back door. Only her neighbors used the back door, so Sarah hurried to answer it, hoping no one was sick. She saw Mrs. Ellsworth�s silhouette on the glass and threw the door open.
�Have you seen the newspapers?� Mrs. Ellsworth demanded, holding one up. �Oh, I don�t suppose you have,�
she added, noticing Sarah was in her nightclothes. �I�m so sorry to wake you, but when I saw this article��
�Come in, come in,� Sarah urged, closing the door behind her. �What is it?�
�Another riot at the Ruoccos� restaurant last night,�
she said, holding up the paper again. �I heard the newsboy shouting about it when I was on my way to the market.
I bought it and came right here to show you. It�s bad luck to go back, you know, but since I wasn�t going to my own house, I don�t think that counts, does it?�
Sarah had no idea. She took the newspaper Mrs. Ellsworth handed her and scanned the story.
Supposedly, the Irish lads who had been arrested claimed they were only trying to rescue the baby the Italians had kidnapped. According to the report, none of the Ruoccos were injured, although Sarah knew that newspaper reports were notoriously inaccurate. Did she dare go down to Little Italy to check on the family? She knew what Malloy would say, but she really was worried about Maria and the rest of them, too. Maria was already under a strain with Nainsi�s murder and caring for the baby. Now she must be terrified as well, knowing a mob had wanted to take the boy from her.
�I should go down there,� Sarah said. �Make sure everyone is all right.�
�Oh, dear, I don�t think that�s wise,� Mrs. Ellsworth said with a frown. �Who knows who might be lurking around.
Besides, the family might not appreciate visitors right now, after what they went through last night.�
�I guess you�re right,� Sarah said, knowing she was. �I suppose if they need me, they�ll send for me.�
�Of course they will, dear. And if you simply can�t stay away, you might consider a visit to the mission a little later on. Surely, someone there can tell you everything you�d want to know,� she added with a wink.
Frank wasn�t surprised at the summons to Roosevelt�s office when he arrived at Headquarters the next morning. Old Teeth and Spectacles was in early this morning, and Frank had a feeling he probably hadn�t gotten much sleep last night. When he saw him, he was sure of it.
�Mr. Malloy, we can�t have the Irish and the Italians rioting in the street,� he said before Frank had even closed the door behind him.
�No, sir, we can�t.�
�Have you made any progress on the Irish girl�s murder yet?�
�No, sir. I was at the Ruoccos� last night, questioning the family, when the riot started.�
�Do you still think one of them is the murderer?�
�That�s the most logical solution, but it�s hard to figure out why they would kill her. The boy she was married to had the best reason, but I�m almost certain he didn�t do it.
By all accounts, he was passed out drunk that night anyway, and I don�t think he�d even realized yet what all this meant for him.�
Roosevelt removed his spectacles and rubbed the bridge of his nose. �I had a visit from Tammany Hall last night,� he said grimly. �And Commissioner Parker.� Tammany Hall was where the Democratic politicians held court. He meant that someone in power there had accompanied Parker.
Although Roosevelt liked people to think he was in charge of the department, he was only one of four police commissioners. Parker was another of the four, and as a loyal Tammany soldier, he was the bane of Roosevelt�s existence.
�They came to my home,� Roosevelt added with quiet outrage. �They want this matter settled, and they want the girl�s mother�what�s her name?�
�Mrs. O�Hara.�
�Mrs. O�Hara. They want Mrs. O�Hara to have the child.�
Frank managed not to wince. �But the law says��
�I know what the law says. I also know that this O�Hara woman has been raising Cain down at Tammany Hall, and the penny press has got everybody in an uproar. When we questioned the rioters we arrested last night, we found out they�d been organized by the Ward Heelers!� The Heelers were the political hacks assigned to organizing voters and making sure they made it to the polls to vote for the proper�that is, Democratic�candidates, as well as per-forming whatever other duties might be required of them.
Frank hadn�t realized that starting riots was one of those duties.
�Are you saying Tammany Hall is behind all the trouble?
Why would they care about one baby?�
�I think they want to demonstrate to their constituency that they have the power to control even me,� Roosevelt admitted. Frank could see how much this infuriated him.
�The trouble is, I can see the justice in this woman�s claim.
If someone in that house killed the baby�s mother, then they�ve got no right to the child.�
Frank had to agree with that, too. �We don�t know if one of the Ruoccos killed her, though.�
�Do you have other suspects?�
�Not any good ones.� Frank thought of the foreman at the sweatshop where Nainsi had worked.
�I don�t know how long Tammany will wait before they organize another riot, and the next time the Ruoccos might not be so lucky. Would it be possible to convince them to give the child to Mrs. O�Hara?�
Frank remembered Maria Ruocco holding the baby in her arms. She wouldn�t give the boy up willingly, but she wasn�t the power in that household. �Maybe,� Frank said,
�but they wouldn�t listen to me.�
�What about Officer Donatelli?�
�They don�t trust the police, even when the cop is Italian.
They don�t trust anybody else with authority, either. According to Donatelli, they only trust their own blood relatives.�
�But there must be someone else they�d listen to,� Roosevelt argued. �Or at least someone who could reason with them. It could save their lives!�
Frank gritted his teeth. He wouldn�t say her name. He wouldn�t even think it, not even to save every last one of the Ruoccos. �Maybe Donatelli knows somebody,� he offered.
�Somebody Italian who could influence them.�
�Dee-lightful,� Roosevelt declared. �The boy is upstairs in the dormitory. The desk sergeant told me they didn�t get finished with the prisoners until early this morning, so he stayed here.� He hurried to the door and ordered Miss Kelly to send for him.
While they waited, Frank filled Roosevelt in on everything he�d learned so far in the case. Hearing how little it was discouraged even him. He�d said before that all the Ruoccos had to do was keep quiet, and they�d never find Nainsi�s killer. He�d gotten them to talk, at least a little, but he was still no closer to the truth.
Donatelli appeared a few minutes later, looking as if he�d only had a few hours of sleep�which he had. His uniform, Frank noticed, looked a little less crisp than usual, but not too bad under the circumstances. Roosevelt quickly explained why they�d summoned him.
�Oh, yes, sir,� Donatelli said, his voice still thick from sleep. �I know who could talk to them�Mrs. Brandt.�
Frank almost choked.
Roosevelt pulled off his spectacles again. �Mrs. Brandt?�
he echoed with an accusing glance at Frank that caught him mid-wince. �Mrs. Sarah Brandt?�
�I don�t know her given name, sir,� Donatelli said, �but she�s the midwife who delivered the baby.�
�You didn�t mention Mrs. Brandt was involved in this case, Mr. Malloy,� Roosevelt said, less than pleased.
�She isn�t involved,� Frank lied. �She just delivered the baby.�
�But she also�� Donatelli began but caught himself when Frank glared at him.
�What did she also do?� Roosevelt asked Frank in a tone that brooked no evasion.
�She helped the Ruocco woman take care of the baby after the mother died,� Frank admitted reluctantly.
�They�d trust her, then?�
Frank doubted it. �I don�t know,� he said instead. �And I�m not even sure Mrs. Brandt would be willing to ask them to give up the baby. The Ruocco woman is pretty fond of it, I understand.�
�But Sarah would see the wisdom of it,� Roosevelt argued, using her first name to remind Frank he�d known her all his life. �She�d understand that it�s to protect the family and for the good of the whole city.�
Frank suspected Sarah would choose the good of one baby over the good of a whole city any day of the week, but he refrained from saying so. �Mrs. O�Hara doesn�t really have the means to take care of a baby,� he argued.
�Tammany is going to give her some kind of a pension, I�m told. They want this badly, Malloy. They aren�t going to let the matter rest, and if they don�t, I imagine Ugo Ruocco will make sure they have a fight on their hands. We can�t have these two factions rioting in the streets every night.�

Frank thought Roosevelt was right about Ugo putting up a fight. He wouldn�t sit by and see his family attacked, but he certainly had no loyalty to the bastard child of a woman who had lied to his nephew. He�d help put pressure on the family.
�I�m not sure it�s really safe for Mrs. Brandt to go down to Little Italy,� Frank tried, grasping at his last straw.
�Then you and Officer Donatelli will accompany her. Take as many officers as you think you�ll need to protect her, too.
We must get this settled, Mr. Malloy. Every night that passes gives Tammany another opportunity to stir up more trouble.�
�I�ll go see her this morning, sir,� Frank said, giving Donatelli a dirty look he didn�t understand.
�Dee-lightful. Please give her my regards and my personal thanks for her efforts,� Roosevelt said.
Sarah was trying to decide if she should take Aggie and Maeve with her to visit the mission when someone rang her front doorbell. Her heart quickened when she saw Malloy�s silhouette through the door, and she smiled as she pulled it open.
�Malloy,� she said in greeting, but her smile faded when she saw his expression. �What�s wrong?� she asked in alarm.
�Let me in, and I�ll tell you,� he replied sourly.
Aggie and Maeve had heard the bell and now came running to greet him. He put on a good show for them, teasing and grinning, until Sarah sent them upstairs and took Malloy into the kitchen. She poured coffee without asking and set it in front of him.
�I saw the story about the riot in the newspaper. Did something happen to the Ruoccos? To the baby?�
�No, we managed to keep the rioters out of the restaurant until the police came.�
�You were there?� she asked in amazement.
�Donatelli and I were there questioning the family when it started.�
�How is Maria? And the baby? She must be terrified!�
�Everybody was fine, or at least nobody got hurt. They sent Maria and the baby and the daughter to a neighbor�s house.�
�Did you find out anything when you were questioning them? About who might have killed Nainsi?�
�Nobody confessed, if that�s what you mean,� he said grimly.
She could see the discouragement in his eyes. �I wish I could help. I�ve been trying to figure out if anything I learned when I was there was important.�
�What did you learn?� he asked, surprising her.
�Maria is determined to be a good mother to the baby. She doesn�t think she�ll ever have any of her own because . . .�
�Because what?� he prodded when she hesitated.
�Because Joe doesn�t do his husbandly duty anymore,�
she told him with just a touch of glee, knowing he�d be embarrassed. He didn�t like discussing such things with her.
He reached up and rubbed his eyes, probably to keep from having to look at her. �All right,� he said with more than a touch of discomfort. �So Maria is claiming the baby for herself because she can�t have one of her own.�
�I didn�t really expect the rest of the family would be too happy about it, but even Mrs. Ruocco has come around.�
�The old woman?� he asked in surprise.
�Yes, she�s very fond of Maria and wants her to be happy.
She must know that Joe isn�t much of a husband and Maria doesn�t have any other joy in her life. This is her one chance to have a child.�
�I can�t believe Joe went along with it.�
�I can�t either, but maybe he has a guilty conscience. He�ll let her have her way so she�s too busy to bother him anymore.�
�Valentina doesn�t seem very pleased to have the baby there,� Malloy remarked. �She wanted to give it to the mob last night so they�d go away and leave them alone.�
�Oh, my! I know she�s a spoiled brat, but I never would have thought her capable of such a thing. Do you think she was serious?�
�Yes, I do,� he confirmed gravely. �She hates that baby.
I wouldn�t leave her alone with it for a second.�
Sarah considered this information. �Do you think she could have hated Nainsi that much, too?�
�I thought you said she was the one who discovered the body.�
�She was, but . . . She was screaming like a banshee. I thought she was genuinely terrified.�
�Maybe she didn�t realize she�d killed Nainsi. Maybe she just put the pillow over her face to shut her up or something. Then she went in the next morning and found her dead. She�d be pretty upset.�
�It�s possible, I guess. I�d hate to think someone so young could do such a thing, though.�
�You�d be surprised what kids can do,� Malloy said.
�Sometimes they�re worse than adults because they aren�t smart enough yet to even think about the consequences of the things they do.�
Sarah shuddered at the thought.
�So we�ve got Mama Ruocco, Maria and Joe in favor of keeping the baby. Valentina is very much against it.�
�I don�t know how Antonio feels,� Sarah said. �I haven�t heard him say anything on the subject.�
�He wanted to give the baby to Mrs. O�Hara last night when the mob was trying to break down their front door.�
�That seems logical,� Sarah mused. �He wouldn�t feel any connection to the baby, and he wouldn�t be overly concerned about Maria�s happiness. Lorenzo was, though,�
she remembered.
�What do you mean?�
�I mean that when Ugo wanted Maria to give up the baby, he stood up for her.�
�When did this happen?� he asked, unable to keep the anger out of his voice.
She sighed in resignation. �Yesterday. Ugo came to the restaurant in the afternoon. I�m sure he thought all he had to do was tell them to give the baby to Mrs. O�Hara and they�d obey. Maria refused him to his face, though.�
�And Lorenzo defended her?�
�Yes, he and Joe and Mrs. Ruocco, all of them. Lorenzo took the lead, though. He actually shamed Joe into joining him.�
Malloy took a long swig of the cooled coffee and set the cup down with a clunk. �If they didn�t listen to Ugo, they probably won�t listen to anybody else, either.�
�Listen to them about what?�
Malloy gave her a long, level look, as if judging her in some way.
�Malloy, what are you talking about?� she prodded, letting her annoyance show.
�I�m talking about getting them to give the baby to Mrs.
O�Hara to make peace.�
�Mrs. O�Hara can�t take care of an infant,� she protested.
�She couldn�t even support herself and Nainsi.�
�Tammany is going to give her a pension so she can,� he reported.
�Tammany Hall? What do they have to do with this?�
�It�s an Irish baby. They say it was kidnapped by Italians who killed its mother.�
�Nobody kidnapped him!�
�Somebody killed his mother, though.�
�Maria certainly didn�t!�
�Are you sure?�
�Of course I�m sure!�
�Who did, then?�
�How should I know?�
Malloy scowled at her. �Then why are you so sure it wasn�t Maria? It could�ve been her just as easy as anyone else.�
Now Sarah rubbed her eyes. �This is crazy, Malloy. First Valentina and now Maria. Next you�ll be accusing the baby!�
�He didn�t have a motive,� Malloy pointed out dryly.
�Neither did anybody else,� she snapped back. �Not enough of one to kill her, at any rate. Antonio was the only one who had a reason to be angry enough. She�d made a fool of him and ruined his life.�
�He was too drunk,� Malloy said.
�How do you know that?�
�Don�t you remember how hungover he and Joe were that morning? Besides, I questioned them both.�
�Then tell me everything you found out. Let�s compare notes and see what we know about the night Nainsi was killed. Maybe we�re missing something.�
Frank glared at her, but after a few seconds, he gave in.
�We both know what happened up until you left that night.�
�That�s right. Maria was with Nainsi, helping her with the baby.�
�According to the ones I questioned, Maria went downstairs with everybody else to help serve dinner to the customers that night. Nainsi was fine then. After the crowd left, Joe and Antonio went to see Ugo, while the rest of the family cleaned up. Then the family went up to the second floor. There�s a parlor there, where they usually sit.�
�Did someone check on Nainsi after they came upstairs?�
Sarah asked.
�Maria said Mrs. Ruocco wouldn�t let them. Valentina had taken some supper up to her earlier, but no one saw her again until Maria went up to bed.�
�But Maria saw her then?�
�She said she looked in and saw the baby was sleeping in his cradle. The room was dark, and she thought Nainsi was asleep, too, so she didn�t say anything to her.�
�Then she could have been dead already,� Sarah said.
�Not according to Maria. She said that when Joe came in later, after she�d gone to sleep, he made some noise and woke her and Nainsi up. Nainsi called out for him to be quiet.�
�That means she was still alive when Joe and Antonio came home. Do we know what time it was?�
�No one paid any attention.�
�Of course they didn�t,� Sarah sighed. �But now we know everyone was at home when she died. What else do we know about Joe and Antonio? You said they went to see Ugo. Do you know why?�
�Joe said he and Antonio went to tell Ugo what had happened and ask him how they could keep the baby for Maria.�
�That doesn�t sound right!� Sarah exclaimed.
�I know. I think Joe�s lying about that. Probably, they went to ask Ugo how to get rid of Nainsi and her baby, but he didn�t want to say that to a cop.�
�We�ll probably never find out for sure what they talked about. Ugo certainly isn�t going to tell you that.�
�No, he won�t. None of them will. They do admit that Antonio drank a lot that night and passed out when he got home. He says he slept on the sofa in the second floor parlor, so he wasn�t anywhere near Nainsi. Maria claims Joe got into bed after Nainsi called out for him to be quiet, and nei-ther of them got up again.�
�Then that�s it. Don�t you see? Joe and Antonio went to Ugo to ask him to get rid of her, and he sent someone over to kill her. You said yourself how easy it would be to sneak up the back staircase.�
�It�s a good theory,� Frank agreed. �The problem is proving it. Ugo isn�t going to tell us who he sent over, and nobody is going to confess. Meanwhile, the Irish will continue thinking the Ruoccos killed the girl and kidnapped her baby, and they�ll keep going down to Little Italy and causing trouble until they get the baby back.�
�That�s ridiculous! They�ll get tired or forget all about it.�
�Not if Tammany Hall keeps them stirred up. It�s politics, Sarah. Tammany wants to put the Italians in their place. They�re going to keep organizing riots��
�Organizing?� Sarah cried in outrage.
�Yes, the Ward Heelers got that group together last night. And they�ll keep doing it until Roosevelt helps them get what they want.�
�Roosevelt? He�ll never go along with this.� Sarah had known him all her life, and she knew he could never be coerced.
�He can�t stand by and watch people riot in the streets.
He doesn�t have a choice, Sarah. He has to keep the peace, and the Ruoccos don�t have any right to that baby.�
�But the law��
�Morally, they have no right to it,� he insisted. �Especially if somebody in their family killed Nainsi . . . or ordered it done.�
Sarah felt tears stinging her eyes as fury flooded her. �You can�t just pass a baby around like it�s a . . . a loaf of bread!�
�We�re going to give him to his grandmother, his only known relative,� he pointed out reasonably.
�You�ll never convince Maria to give him up,� she warned him furiously.
�I know,� he said. �That�s why you have to do it.�
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Frank hadn�t expected Sarah to give in so easily, which made him really suspicious. �You do understand what you need to do, don�t you?� he asked her as they rode downtown toward Little Italy in a Hansom cab.
�Of course I do. You made it very clear. I�ll have a few sharp words to say to Commissioner Roosevelt when next we meet, though.�
Frank was sure she would. �He�s got to do what�s best for the city,� Frank tried. �Innocent people are getting hurt in the riots. It�s only a matter of time before somebody gets killed. It could even be one of the Ruoccos. Or maybe they�ll burn the restaurant and half the street down.�
�You can stop explaining. I understand, Malloy,� she said tartly. �That doesn�t mean I have to like it, though.�
She didn�t have to add that she didn�t like it. That was obvious. They rode the rest of the way through the city in uneasy silence. Frank hoped she was thinking about what she would say to the Ruoccos, and he hoped it would be convincing.
The cab dropped them off at the corner.
�What if they aren�t home?� Sarah asked uneasily.
�They�ll be getting ready for the lunch customers,� he pointed out.
She looked around, noticing the signs of last night�s riot.
He could see her shock and was glad for it. Maybe that would soften her up a bit.
�Come on,� he urged. �Let�s get this over with.�
The front door was locked and the shades drawn, so he knocked. He saw Sarah eyeing the patch on the door frame where it had been ripped out last night. The edge of the window shade moved a bit, as if someone was peering out to see who was there, and then the door opened.
�Mrs. Brandt,� Lorenzo said in surprise. Then his gaze cut to Frank, and his eyes darkened with suspicion. �What are you doing here?� he asked Frank.
�We need to speak with you, Lorenzo,� Sarah said before Frank could answer. �We need to speak with your whole family, all together.�
�Mama said not to let the police in,� he protested.
�Mr. Malloy is escorting me today, to make sure I�m safe because of the trouble last night. I have something to explain to you, something that could end all this trouble and get your lives back to the way they were before. Please, Lorenzo. It�s very important.�
Lorenzo looked unconvinced, but he said, �Come in. I�ll ask Mama.�
He locked the door behind them and then went to the kitchen, leaving Sarah and Frank standing in the empty dining room.
�They did a good job getting the place cleaned up,�
Frank observed. The patch job on the front door would do for now, and all the debris was gone.
�I can�t believe the mob actually broke down the door,�
she said.
�They only broke it in, not down. Next time they�ll probably smash the windows and loot the place.�
She gave him a murderous glare, but luckily, Mrs. Ruocco came out of the kitchen like a small whirlwind, with Lorenzo and Joe right behind her.
�What you want?� she demanded of Frank. �I tell you go home, not bother us!�
�Mrs. Brandt is the one who wants to talk to you,� Frank defended himself, taking a step backward to show he was no part of it.
�How is the baby doing?� Sarah asked, skillfully divert-ing her attention.
Mrs. Ruocco forced herself to be polite to Sarah. �The goat milk is good for him. He sleep now.�
�That�s wonderful,� Sarah said with genuine relief. �And Maria? Is she getting enough rest?�
Mrs. Ruocco shrugged one shoulder.
�She�s doing better now that the baby is sleeping,�
Lorenzo reported, earning a disapproving look from his mother.
�Is she here?� Sarah asked with the kind of confidence that had to have been bred into her for generations. �I�d like for her to hear what I have to say, too.�
�Is about baby?� Mrs. Ruocco asked suspiciously.
�It�s about the trouble you�ve been having,� Sarah said.
�I think we can put an end to it, but Maria should be here before I explain.�
Mrs. Ruocco studied her for a long moment, probably trying to judge her sincerity. Apparently satisfied, she gave Joe a nod, and he went hurrying away up the stairs to find his wife.
�We are busy cooking for customer,� Mrs. Ruocco warned while they waited. �We must earn living.�
�Of course,� Sarah agreed. �I won�t take up very much of your time, but I know you�re anxious to stop these riots.�
No one spoke, and in the silence, they could all hear Joe�s footsteps as he climbed the stairs and then came back down again. A second set of footsteps followed. Joe emerged from the stairway, and he seemed a bit shocked to see everyone still standing exactly as he�d left them all staring at him. He turned and made sure Maria negotiated the final steps. She carried the baby, who was wide awake, taking in everything around him with the watchful somberness of the newly born.
�Mrs. Brandt, what�s wrong?� Maria asked, looking around uncertainly.
�You look much better today, Maria,� Sarah said with a small smile.
�He only woke up once last night,� Maria reported.
�Why are you here? Did something happen?�
�Nothing new,� Sarah assured her. �I just . . . I wanted to speak with you about this situation you�re in. You may not know it, but the politicians from Tammany Hall are the ones organizing the rioters. They are buying them drinks and getting them stirred up until they�re brave enough to come down here and attack the place.�
�Why would the politicians do that?� Joe challenged.
�Why would they care about us?�
�Mr. Malloy explained to me that Tammany Hall wants to show its power over the Italians.�
Joe and Lorenzo made outraged noises.
�Silenzio,� Mrs. Ruocco snapped. �Why they come here?�
�Because Nainsi�s death put your names in the newspapers, and everybody knows you now. Because they�ve told lies about you and made the Irish angry. They�re saying you murdered Nainsi so you could have her baby.�
Maria made an anguished sound and covered her eyes with one hand, holding the baby tightly with her other arm.
Mrs. Ruocco said something in Italian that Frank was glad nobody translated, and Joe and Lorenzo muttered ominously.
�How can we stop them?� Joe demanded.
�Commissioner Roosevelt has suggested that in order to satisfy the Irish and take away their reason for attacking you, you give the baby to Nainsi�s mother,� Sarah said as gently as if she�d been suggesting a walk in the park.
This time Maria was the one who cried out. �No!� she shrieked, startling the baby. �She cannot have him! She can�t buy the milk for him! She can�t keep the bottles clean! She lives like a pig! He will die!�
The baby�s tiny face screwed up, and he began to wail.
Maria started bouncing him absently as she continued her rant. �Mama, you cannot let that woman have him. You cannot let him die!�
To Frank�s surprise, Lorenzo went to her and took the baby out of her arms. �Stop it, Maria,� he said gently, as he awkwardly shifted the crying infant into the crook of his own arm. �We will not let him die.� As if he understood the words, the baby stopped crying and gazed up at Lorenzo in wide-eyed wonder.
�But what can we do?� Joe asked, his voice an annoying whine. �Even Uncle Ugo�s men can�t protect us! Last night they broke in here. Who knows what they will do tonight or tomorrow night?�
�Then I will take the baby away someplace,� Maria said, her voice quivering with anguish. �He will be safe, and they will forget about all of you when he�s gone, and then you�ll be safe,� she added with a touch of contempt to her husband.
�I have a better idea,� Sarah said, startling everyone, especially Frank.
He looked at her with apprehension, trying to read the serene expression on her lovely face. She hadn�t told him about any other ideas, and he certainly hadn�t given her permission to have any.
�Mrs. Brandt, we should go now,� he tried, but she ignored him completely.
�The reason the newspapers got everyone so angry in the first place is because Nainsi was murdered in your house,�
she reminded them. �They�re saying you don�t have a right to her baby because you kidnapped and killed her to get it.�
�That is lie!� Mrs. Ruocco cried.
�Of course it is, but people believe it because they don�t know the truth.�
�What truth?� Lorenzo asked skeptically.
�They don�t know who really killed Nainsi,� she said, making Frank wince. �When her killer is caught and punished, everyone will understand you had nothing to do with it.�
They all stared at her, dumbfounded. Frank felt pretty dumbfounded himself. Her logic was so reasonable�and so wrong! They still didn�t know for sure who had killed Nainsi. If one of the family members had done it, all hell would break loose. Didn�t she realize that? No, she didn�t, he remembered, because she thought one of Ugo�s men had killed Nainsi.
Frank watched their faces as they began to comprehend her argument. Joe and Lorenzo didn�t quite know what to think. Maria�s face seemed to glow with a desperate hope.
But Mrs. Ruocco . . . She understood. She knew someone in her family must have killed the girl, and the truth would destroy them.
�Get out my house!� she said furiously, pointing one gnarled finger at the door. �Get out now!�
�But Mama,� Maria pleaded. Mrs. Ruocco silenced her with a gesture.
Before she could protest, Frank grabbed Sarah�s arm and hauled her to the door. She almost stumbled, but he didn�t loosen his grip or slow his pace. He had to throw back the bolt one-handed, but he got them both outside.
�What are you doing?� she demanded, outraged. �We have to convince them to cooperate, or you�ll never find Nainsi�s killer!�
He just kept walking, dragging her along with him until they�d crossed the street into the next block. Then she finally dug in her heels and forced him to stop.
�What are you doing? Don�t you want to solve this case?� she asked breathlessly, her cheeks scarlet with fury.
�Of course I do, but that�s not the way to do it!�
�You won�t find the killer without their help,� she insisted.
�And they won�t help if the killer is one of them.�
�But one of Ugo Ruocco�s men killed her,� she argued.
�Maybe, but we don�t know anything for sure. Did you see Mrs. Ruocco�s face? She isn�t sure either. She knows as well as I do that it might�ve been one of her children and she�d cut off her arm before she�d help us find out.�
�But if it wasn�t one of her children��
�She�s not going to take that chance,� Frank said. �She�ll protect them the way Maria is protecting that baby. If she knows who did it . . . if any of them know . . . it�s a secret they�ll take to their graves.�
So much for Roosevelt�s plan to have Sarah reason with them.
� You should�ve taken me with you,� Gino Donatelli said later, after Frank had escorted a chastened Sarah back home and returned to Headquarters. �I might�ve been able to convince them.�
�First of all, you didn�t see Maria Ruocco with that baby.
She isn�t giving him up, no matter who wants her to,� Frank said. �Second, none of them are going to help us find the killer because they�re all afraid it�s somebody in the family.
Third, that�s true in any language, so you couldn�t have helped.�
�But I know how they think,� he argued.
�So do I,� Frank replied acidly. �They think we want to put one of them in jail, and they�re right.�
Gino ran a hand over his face in exasperation. �Maybe Mrs. Brandt was the wrong person to deliver the message,� he said.
�I think we agree on that,� Frank said sarcastically. �Who else would you suggest? Maybe Commissioner Roosevelt would go down and talk to them.�
�They�d never listen to him, either,� Gino said as if Frank had made a serious suggestion. �They�d listen to Ugo, though.�
�Mrs. Brandt said he already told them to give the baby up, but they refused.�
�Things weren�t so bad then. The stakes are higher now.
He doesn�t want his men fighting the Irish in the streets any more than we do, and he must know he can�t beat Tammany Hall.�
�He�s not going to turn in one of his own family members, and his men won�t follow him anymore if he turns in one of them,� Frank pointed out.
�No, but he might force Maria to give up the baby to make peace, and then . . .�
�And then what?�
Gino grinned smugly. �And then she�ll hate all of them so much, she�ll help us find the killer.�
Sarah walked far enough to make Malloy believe she was going home, but as soon as she was out of sight, she cut over to Broadway and turned south again. She didn�t know exactly where she was going, but she knew that on a pleasant day like this, plenty of people would be out in the street, and someone would be able to give her directions.
Howard Street teemed with life. Teamsters guided their wagons through the narrow passage, shouting and swearing.
Homeless urchins darted in and out of the traffic, dodging wheels and horses� hooves. Women argued with street vendors over prices and gossiped on porch steps.
Sarah only had to make three inquiries before she found the right tenement. As she made her way up the dark stairs, stepping carefully to avoid tripping over refuse and heaven knew what else, she could easily imagine how a young girl would grasp at any chance to escape such a dreary place. The Ruoccos weren�t really rich, unless you compared them to this.
The door to the flat stood open to catch the breeze, and Sarah saw a woman sitting at the kitchen table with her back to the door. The room held only the rickety table and chairs and a battered stove, which was cold on this spring day. Crates nailed to the walls held a few kitchen utensils and dishes. The walls were an indeterminate color beneath years of grime.
�Mrs. O�Hara?� she called, tapping lightly on the door frame.
Nainsi�s mother turned in her chair to see who was calling. �Mrs. Brandt,� she said in surprise, pushing herself to her feet. �Is something wrong?�
�Nothing new,� Sarah said with a smile. �I just thought I�d stop by and see how you�re doing.�
�Is the baby all right? Have you seen him?� she asked anxiously. �They won�t let me near him, them damned murdering dagos.�
Sarah managed to maintain her cheerful smile. �He was a little colicky at first, but we tried feeding him goat�s milk, and that helped a lot. The last time I saw him, he seemed to be doing fine.�
She murmured something that might have been a prayer and crossed herself. �It ain�t right,� she said bitterly. �They got no claim to the boy at all. He�s nothing to them. Why would they even want him?�
�If it�s any comfort, Maria is taking very good care of him,� Sarah said.
�It�s a little comfort,� Mrs. O�Hara admitted. �I wouldn�t put it past the rest of them to let him die, just for spite, but that Maria, she wouldn�t let it happen, I know. She�s a good girl, for being Italian and all.�
�How are you doing, Mrs. O�Hara?� Sarah asked. �I know this has been very hard on you.�
She waved away Sarah�s concerns. �I�m doing all right, all things considered. Take more than this to do me in, I�ll tell you that. Well, now, where�s my manners? Come in and sit down. Can I get you something?�
�Oh, no. I�m fine, thank you,� Sarah said, knowing the woman wouldn�t have any food to spare. She took a seat at the table. She saw that Mrs. O�Hara had been working at making men�s ties.
�I won�t have to do this anymore once I get the baby,� she told Sarah, moving her work aside. �I don�t even have to take in lodgers anymore. Them politicians, they already give me some money, and they said they�d make sure I got a regular pension so I can take care of the boy proper.�
�That�s very nice of them,� Sarah remarked, wondering why the politicians would have taken such an active interest in a woman like Mrs. O�Hara, much less champion her cause.
�Ain�t nothing nice about it,� she sniffed. �They seen a chance to get a leg up on the Italians, and they took it. They gotta make folks think they�re doing something important, or they won�t get reelected.�
Sarah had to admit this was a rather astute observation from a female who couldn�t vote and probably couldn�t even read. �I would never have thought of asking for that kind of help,� she admitted.
�Don�t know why not,� Mrs. O�Hara said in amazement.
�That�s what everybody does. Got some trouble, you go down to Tammany Hall, and they fix you right up.�
�I had no idea!�
�Well, they can�t fix everything, mind you. But lots of things. A word here or there to the right people, and life goes a little better. That�s why people vote for �em. I didn�t know what they�d�ve said about Nainsi�s baby, but I guess after I told my story to them reporters and it was in the papers, they didn�t have much choice.�
Once again, Sarah was impressed by Mrs. O�Hara�s political astuteness. �It�s a shame about the riots, though,� she tried, hoping to make Mrs. O�Hara see the unpleasant re-sults of her efforts. �A lot of the Irish boys ended up in jail.�
�Wouldn�t be the first time,� Mrs. O�Hara said philo-sophically. �If it wasn�t for that, they�d be in for something else. Besides, we need to scare them Ruoccos so they know they gotta give up the baby.�
Sarah still had one weapon left in her arsenal. �Yes, well, another reason I came today was to talk to you about taking care of him.�
�I know how to take care of a baby,� Mrs. O�Hara scoffed.
�I raised Nainsi, didn�t I? She had a brother, too. He�d be twenty now, but he got the diphtheria and died when he was four. I don�t need no lessons in how to take care of a baby.�
Sarah smiled sympathetically. �Of course you don�t, but taking care of this one will be a little different. I�m sure you nursed your children, but your grandson will have to be fed with a bottle unless you can afford a wet nurse for him. That means you�ve got to buy milk for him every day.�
�Every day?� she asked doubtfully.
�Yes, because it needs to be fresh, and as I said, he needs to have goat�s milk or else he�ll get sick. You�ve probably never used baby bottles, so I wanted to be sure you understand that they have to be thoroughly washed and boiled after each use.�
�Boiled? Whatever for?�
�If you leave milk in the bottles, even just a little bit, it will go bad and make the baby sick. I know you don�t want that to happen.�
Mrs. O�Hara glanced around the kitchen, and Sarah knew what she was thinking. No one in the tenements used their stoves in the summertime. The buildings were already unbearably hot. The residents would buy their food from the vendors in the streets, which was actually cheaper than buying fuel and hauling it up to their flats.
�Well, maybe Tammany will help you pay for a wet nurse,�
Sarah went on. �That would be the best thing anyway.�
�I don�t know about that,� Mrs. O�Hara with a frown. �I don�t know about any of this. Nobody said he needed anything special.�
�I know, that�s why I came. Maria would have explained it all to you, I�m sure, but I didn�t want you to be surprised.
Or unprepared.�
The older woman raised a hand and rubbed her forehead.
�I never thought . . .�
�Mrs. O�Hara, I know how worried you must be. You�ve already lost your daughter, and I don�t want you to lose your grandson, too,� Sarah said. �That�s why I came. I know it�s a lot to take in, but I�ll be happy to help in any way I can.�
�I never dreamed it�d be so hard,� she said.
�Taking care of a baby under the best of circumstances is difficult,� Sarah reminded her. �The sleepless nights, the diapers, keeping them safe. I�m sure you remember that from your own children.�
�I lost two others, too,� she admitted sadly. �I don�t like to remember them. One was stillborn, and the other . . . the other just died. We never knew why.�
Sarah felt the other woman�s grief like a lump in her own chest. �I�m sorry.� Then she waited, giving Mrs. O�Hara a chance to make the right decision.
The other woman stared at something only she could see for several minutes, and then her eyes hardened with resolution. �I love that baby, Mrs. Brandt. It would kill me if anything happened to him.�
Sarah nodded, holding her breath and silently praying.
�But those people got no right to him. He�s my flesh and blood, the only family I got left. I can�t leave him in that house, Mrs. Brandt, because somebody in that house killed my Nainsi.�
Sarah let out her breath on a sigh. She�d done her best, but she�d lost.
In all the years he�d been a cop, Frank had faced many dangerous situations, but none quite so dangerous as bearding Ugo Ruocco in his own den. He could feel the wave of hostility wash over them when he and Gino entered the saloon where Ugo held court. Every eye in the room turned toward them, all filled with hatred.
One of the men challenged them in Italian, and Gino replied in Italian, his tone polite but firm. Several of the men got up from their tables and walked slowly toward them, their expressions taunting as they formed a loose circle around them. The threat of violence was blatant, but Frank knew better than to show a trace of fear. He glared back at them, silently daring them to risk attacking the police. They might win this battle, but they would start a war that would bring down the wrath of the Irish and the police and the city government, too. Frank sincerely hoped they realized that.
After a long moment, an older man sitting at a table on the other side of the room stood up and gave a curt order.
He was short and round with graying hair and a well-worn face. The thugs fell back, opening a corridor between him and them. �You want to see the Padrone, Gino Donatelli?� he asked.
�Yes, we do,� Gino replied. Frank had to admire the way he refused to be intimidated. Maybe letting dagos on the force wasn�t such a bad idea after all.
�I will ask if he will see you,� the man said, his tone implying that he sincerely doubted that would happen. He turned and walked through a door at the back of the room, closing it softly behind him.
As they waited, Frank could hear the words �fool�s errand� echoing in his head. That�s what his mother would�ve said about him walking into a dago saloon. Frank carefully made eye contact with each of the men in the room, silently letting them know they didn�t scare him one bit.
Even if it was a lie.
After what seemed like an hour, the older man returned and motioned for them to follow him. Gino led the way. The thugs closed in a bit as they passed, letting Frank and Gino feel their presence without actually making any threatening moves. Frank figured ordinary citizens would be terrified.
Although the saloon itself looked exactly like every other saloon in the city�its furnishings plain, functional, and worn with hard usage�the back room was clearly the office of an important man. Velvet drapes hung at the windows and a handwoven carpet covered the floor. Gilt-framed pictures of European landscapes hung on the wallpapered walls, and Ugo Ruocco sat at a large round table with a bottle of wine and a half-empty glass before him.
Their escort held the door for them and then closed it behind him, standing with his back to it to observe their meeting and prevent interruption.
�Gino,� Ruocco said with apparent good cheer. �What brings you here? And who have you brought with you?�
Gino whipped off his hat and nodded slightly in greeting. �Good afternoon, Padrone,� he said with more respect that Frank would have shown. �Thank you for seeing us.�
�How could I turn you away? I would never know why you came, and I am very interested to know that. Please, sit down,� he said, waving magnanimously at the empty chairs at the table. �You, too, Detective,� he added less enthusiastically.
Gino exchanged a glance with Frank before taking one of the offered chairs. Frank took the one beside him. Frank sized up Ruocco across the expanse of tablecloth that separated them. He was a man supremely confident in his place in the world and the power he wielded. Someplace else, he might not be so confident, but here he was in total control of everything and everyone. Frank and Gino were suppli-cants come to beg a favor of the great man. The knowledge burned like gall in Frank�s mouth, but he knew better than to betray it.
�Padrone, Detective Sergeant Malloy has come because he has something important to discuss with you,� Gino said.
�I am sure it is about my family,� Ruocco said with a small smile that didn�t quite reach his eyes.
�You probably know by now that Tammany is behind the riots,� Frank said.
Ruocco nodded once, his eyes hard and suspicious. �I have heard this, yes.�
�They want to show everybody that they can keep the Italians in their place.�
Ruocco�s smile disappeared. �Have you come only to tell me what I already know?�
�No, I came to ask you to put an end to the trouble.�
�I have men guarding the restaurant,� Ruocco reminded him impatiently. �They could not stop it.�
�Tammany Hall wants Nainsi�s mother to have the baby.
If that happens, the riots will stop.�
Ugo considered this for a moment. �One small baby to cause so much trouble,� he mused. �But we cannot trust them. They also say my family killed Nainsi to get the baby.
They will want the murderer, and they will not stop until they get him.�
�The police would like the murderer,� Gino said, completely violating his agreement with Frank to keep his mouth shut during this discussion.
�If we found the killer,� Frank clarified quickly, �then Tammany wouldn�t have any reason at all to cause more trouble.�
�Tammany will always cause trouble,� Ruocco corrected him bitterly.
�But they�d cause it for someone else�s family,� Frank said.
Ruocco saw the logic in this, but he was unmoved. �Poor Maria, I told her to give the baby to that woman, but she would not. If I take the boy now, her heart will break.�
Frank didn�t think Ruocco cared a whit for Maria�s broken heart. �The only other way to get them to call off their dogs is to punish the killer, then,� he said, knowing Ruocco would never agree to that.
�Yes,� Ruocco said wisely. �That is what we must do.�
Frank didn�t bother to hide his surprise, and Gino�s jaw actually dropped before he caught himself and snapped it shut again. Frank recovered first. �Are you telling us you know who killed Nainsi?�
Ruocco smiled. It wasn�t a pretty sight. �I will tell you what I know. I know my brother�s wife hated the girl. She made Antonio a fool. He married a whore and gave his name to her bastard child. The girl hurt one of Patrizia�s children, and Patrizia will do anything to protect her children.�
�Most women will,� Frank noted.
�Will most women kill? Patrizia killed my brother to protect her children,� he said, and the loathing in his eyes chilled Frank.
�Are you saying she murdered her husband?� Frank asked in disbelief.
�She sent him back to Italy to die alone so her children could stay here,� Ruocco said. �It is the same thing.�
Not exactly, at least to Frank�s way of thinking. This sounded more likely than outright murder, and it certainly didn�t make Patrizia Ruocco a killer. �Did Mrs. Ruocco kill Nainsi?� Frank asked.
�I am telling you what I know,� Ruocco reminded him sharply. �Do you think the boys do something without Patrizia knowing? Do you think Maria or Valentina can kill like that? No, only one in that house can kill. Patrizia, she is the one.�
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�Do you really think Mrs. Ruocco killed the girl?� Gino asked as he and Frank made their way back to Headquarters.
�Ugo wants us to think so. What was he talking about when he said she sent her husband back to Italy to die?�
�I don�t know. She�s been a widow as long as I�ve known her.�
Frank reviewed what Ruocco had told them. Frank had considered Mrs. Ruocco a suspect, of course. She had a good reason to want Nainsi dead, the same reason everyone else in the house had. What Ruocco said about the boys was probably true, too. They�d do only what she told them, unless some irresistible passion drove them. If any of them was capable of an irresistible passion, Frank hadn�t seen any evidence of it yet.
�You can�t believe Mrs. Ruocco did it,� Gino was saying.
�She�s a woman.�
�Women can kill,� Frank assured him. �They do it for different reasons than men, but they do it just the same.�
�Whores do,� Gino argued. �But not respectable women like Mrs. Ruocco.�
Frank sighed at his na�vet�, but he let it go. �Do you know anybody who�d remember the story about what happened to her husband?�
�My mother might. Do you want me to ask her?�
�Yeah, I do. How soon can you talk to her?�
�Right now, if you want. I�m off duty.�
Frank looked at him in surprise, pleased at his dedication to pursue this case on his own time. �Good. Find out everything you can, then come and tell me. I�ll be at Headquarters doing some reports.�
Gino gave him a mock salute and headed off at a sprint.
Frank sighed, wondering if he�d ever been that young and eager. He reached the corner and glanced down the street toward Mama�s Restaurant. Everything seemed peaceful enough in the waning evening light. A movement in the shadows caught his eye, and a uniformed patrolman stepped forward.
� �Evening, Detective Sergeant,� he said.
� �Evening, Officer. Keeping an eye on things?�
�Yes, sir. Commissioner Roosevelt, he ordered that we station a couple of men down here in case there�s more trouble. He wants to be sure we get officers down here quicker than we did last time . . .�
�I doubt you�ll see another mob so soon,� Frank assured him. �Most of the troublemakers from last night are still recovering. But if anything does happen, anything at all, let me know. I�ll be at Headquarters.�
�You�ll be the first to hear about it then,� the officer promised with a grin.
In the silent, deserted room where the detectives had their desks, Frank was feeling sorry for himself. Grumbling about the paperwork, he was wishing he�d gone home to have supper with his son when Gino found him. He�d changed out of his uniform into casual clothes and a soft cap, and as usual, he looked much too excited.
He set a paper sack down on the desk in front of Frank.
�My mother sent you some supper.�
Frank�s stomach growled in response to the aroma of garlic and fresh-baked bread. He tried not to look as grateful as he felt as he pulled open the sack to peer inside.
�What did you find out?� Frank asked. Inside the sack were two thick slices of bread covered with tomato sauce and melted cheese. Frank pulled one out and took an enor-mous bite. It tasted even better than it smelled.
�I found out that Patrizia and Ugo hate each other.�
Frank swallowed. �We already knew that,� he reminded Gino grimly.
�Yeah, but now I know why they hate each other.�
�The protection money,� Frank guessed.
�Oh, no, it�s about her husband. A story I never heard before.�
Frank sighed. �I�m betting it�s a long story.�
�Not real long,� Gino said with far too much glee, pulling up a chair next to Frank�s desk. �You see, Ugo came over from Italy first, about twenty years ago. Back then, a lot of men came over to work for a few years and send money home. When they saved up enough to buy some land there, they�d go back to Italy. Most of them never intended to stay here very long.�
Frank couldn�t understand why somebody would prefer a foreign country to America, but there was no figuring out Italians. �Let me guess, Ugo decided to stay.�
�Yeah, he found out he could be a big man over here. He was nothing in Italy and never would be, but here people listened to him. He made lots of friends and lots of money.�
�So he brought over the rest of his family.� Frank reached into the bag for the other piece of bread.
�No, not all of them, only his brother. At least that was the plan. He was going to bring Ernesto over to work for a while, too. Then they would send for their families. But it didn�t work out that way.�
�Why not?� Frank asked between bites.
�Because Patrizia Ruocco refused to stay in Italy. By then Ugo�s wife had been left alone for almost five years.
Patrizia didn�t think Ugo was going to send for his wife at all. Some men did that. They�d get here and forget all about their wives back home. Sometimes they�d even get married to another woman. The wives back in Italy, they called them white widows. Patrizia wasn�t going to be a white widow.�
�So she came along with her husband?�
�She convinced Ernesto not to come without the whole family, even Ugo�s wife. Ugo was plenty mad, but in the end he gave in because he wanted his brother here. Like I told you before, family is very important to Italians, and he needed somebody he could trust to help him in his business.�
�And Ugo never forgave Patrizia for making him bring over his fat, ugly wife?� Frank guessed.
�No, he never forgave her because when they got here, Ernesto couldn�t get in. Turns out he had consumption. He was dying, so they sent him back to Italy.�
Now Ugo�s accusation against Patrizia made sense. �Patrizia sent him back alone?�
�That�s right. Ugo thought she should go home with him, to take care of him, but she wouldn�t. She wanted her children to live in America, and she wouldn�t leave them here with Ugo. Ernesto asked Ugo to take care of them all, so he did. But Ugo never forgave Patrizia because Ernesto died alone back in Italy just a few months later.�
Frank considered this information. �So Ugo would have a good reason for trying to get Patrizia in trouble.�
�We call it a vendetta,� Gino explained. �When you carry a grudge against somebody until you figure out a way to get revenge.�
�Fifteen years is a long time to wait,� Frank observed.
�Not for an Italian,� Gino assured him with a grin. �Ugo might see this as his big chance to punish Patrizia by blaming her for Nainsi�s death.�
Frank licked the last of the sauce off his fingers thoughtfully. �Or maybe she did kill Nainsi, and he sees this as his big chance to turn her in for it.�
Gino scratched his head. �Even if she did, we still have the same problem. How can we prove it? Ugo�s word isn�t enough. He wasn�t even in the house, so he can�t know for sure or have any proof. Her children aren�t going to tell us anything about her, and all she has to do is keep her mouth shut.�
�We won�t get anything out of any of them as long as they�re holed up in their house together. We need to separate them, get the boys away from Mama. If we can scare them, maybe��
�Detective Sergeant Malloy,� a voice called. Frank looked up to see the officer he�d spoken with earlier on the street near Mama�s Restaurant. �Wanted you to know, I saw two men leaving the Ruocco house a little while ago.�
�Two men? Customers, you mean?� Frank asked.
�No, sir. There was hardly any customers tonight. Nor at noon either. Guess folks are scared there might be trouble.
They�d already closed up for the night, turned out the lights down in the restaurant, and then two men come out.�
�Who was it?�
�Couldn�t see for sure, but it must�ve been two of the boys.�
Gino muttered a curse. �They�d leave their mother alone and unprotected after what happened last night?� he said in outrage. �What kind of men are they?�
�Stupid and selfish ones,� Frank supplied. �Did you see where they went?� he asked the officer.
�Yeah, O�Malley followed them. They went to some dance house on Broadway.�
Frank looked over at Gino. �Like Antonio said he used to do with Lorenzo. That�s how he met Nainsi. Now�s our chance to catch them away from their mama.�
The Dance House was above a saloon. Decent girls wouldn�t dare enter the saloon, but the room above presumably provided respectable entertainment, so they could go up there. A band played dance music for short periods of time, during which the men in attendance would select a partner. Then the music would stop, and the men would have a long interval during which to ply their partners with drinks from the bar. This was the only type of establishment in the city where unescorted females could meet men without being labeled prostitutes.
Shop girls and factory girls would pay the nickel or dime admission fee for the chance to have a few hours of fun, some free drinks, and perhaps find a man to marry so they could escape their hopeless lives.
Once the dance houses had sprung up all over the city, however, many men quickly learned that the girls were desperate for more than a good time. Their meager wages barely covered the cost of food and shelter, leaving little for clothing and nothing for the occasional luxury, like a new hat or piece of jewelry. Many of the girls, who were usually younger than sixteen, would willingly trade sexual favors for the gift of an article of clothing or some geegaw. Frank wondered what the man who had impregnated Nainsi had given her for the privilege.
When they arrived at the crowded, overheated, and smoke-filled upstairs room, a musical number was just ending, and all the dancers were making their way to the bar for some refreshment. The man at the door tried to collect an admission fee from Frank and Gino, but Frank flashed his badge.
�We ain�t doing nothing illegal here,� the man cried, holding up both hands in silent surrender. �You got no call to raid us.�
�This isn�t a raid,� Frank said, already scanning the room for sign of the Ruocco brothers. �We�re just looking for somebody.�
�I don�t want no trouble,� the man whined. �It�s bad for business!�
�When we find him, we�ll take him out real quiet,�
Frank promised. �Do you see them?� he asked Gino.
Gino shook his head. The mass of bodies at the bar was four or five deep, but Frank would�ve thought they could see the Ruoccos� heads above the crowd because of their height.
�We�ll circle the room,� Frank said. �You go that way, and I�ll go this way. We�ll keep an eye on each other and signal to the other if we see them.�
�Right,� said Gino, and he started off, eyeing the crowd.
He hadn�t gone three feet before a girl accosted him, though. Frank couldn�t hear what she said, but he understood the look in her eye all too well. Gino was a handsome man, and if he was here, he must�ve come to meet girls.
Frank waited to see if he could extricate himself. He did, but he didn�t get far before two more girls latched onto him.
With a weary sigh, Frank started in the opposite direction. If he found the Ruoccos, maybe Gino could at least help take them into custody. He scanned the crowd for tall men with dark hair as he walked slowly around the perime-ter of the room, but none of the men who caught his eye were the ones he wanted. He�d just mentally dismissed yet another one when he noticed that the girl he was talking to looked very familiar.
She was Nainsi�s friend, Brigit. She looked different tonight, with her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright from al-cohol. She was shaking her head, refusing whatever the man was offering. She didn�t notice Frank�s approach.
�Brigit,� he said, startling her.
�Is this the fellow you�re waiting for?� the man scoffed, looking Frank over with contempt. �Find yourself another girl, old man. I�m taking this one.�
�Are you?� he asked mildly, but gave the man a look that sent the blood rushing from his face.
�I . . . I�ll see you later,� the man said and scurried away.
�What�re you doing here?� Brigit asked in alarm, glancing around as if searching for someone to help her.
�I was looking for Antonio Ruocco. Have you seen him?�
�Antonio?� she echoed in surprise. �No, not tonight. Not for a long time, either. At least since he married Nainsi.�
�Was this where they met up?�
�Mostly, I guess,� she said, twisting her hands in front of her nervously and glancing around again.
He remembered something else he�d wanted to check.
�When did you first meet Antonio?�
�Me? I don�t know,� she said plaintively. �I can�t remember.� She didn�t want to talk to him, but she was afraid to run away.
�You said she started seeing him last spring. Was that when you met him?�
She shook her head. �Nainsi said she didn�t want us stealing him away. She wouldn�t ever bring him around us.�
�But she told you she was seeing him?�
�Sure she did, like I told you before. She was bragging about how she was going to marry a rich Italian. Can I go now? My fellow�s gonna be back in a minute.�
�Antonio says he never even met Nainsi until last August,� Frank said, watching her reaction.
She didn�t have one. �He�s lying then, and he�ll burn in hell for it, because it got Nainsi killed, didn�t it?� she said impatiently. She was still looking around. �Please, let me go. My fellow won�t like me talking to you.�
�When did Nainsi first trust you to meet Antonio?�
Frank continued relentlessly.
�I already said, I don�t remember!�
�Was it when she told you they were getting married?�
Frank guessed.
She gave the question a moment�s thought. �I guess it was,� she recalled in exasperation. �She said it was safe then, because they was already promised. She wanted us to see how handsome he was and be jealous. Then they got married a few days later.�
She looked up again, over Frank�s shoulder, and her eyes grew wide with apprehension. She tried to warn away whoever was coming, but Frank turned and spotted him before he could comprehend the warning.
Richard Keith�s jaw dropped when he saw Frank. He was carrying two glasses of beer, one of which was half empty, both of which he forgot about as he turned to flee. He ran right into another man, and the beer went flying in every direction, splashing on several of the other customers who were none too happy about it. They started shouting and shoving and before Frank could rescue Keith, someone had socked him right in the jaw and sent him sprawling at Frank�s feet.
�Police! Police! Get out of the way!� someone was yelling over the commotion, and Gino burst through the crowd like an avenging angel.
�Step back, all of you,� Frank commanded, and the shocked crowd obeyed, giving Frank and Gino room to pull Keith to his feet.
�Let�s get him out of here,� Frank said, and Gino helped him half drag, half carry Keith through the crowd, outside, and down the stairs to the street.
�Why did you hit me?� Keith asked, glaring blearily at Frank.
�I didn�t hit you . . . yet,� Frank said, standing him up on his feet and glaring at him, while Gino stood by to catch him if he fell. �Tell me, Mr. Keith, what is a happily married family man doing in a dance house with one of the girls who works for him?�
Keith�s eyes widened as he realized his predicament.
�I . . . I like to dance,� he claimed. �I just happened to see Brigit there and . . . and . . .�
�And you thought you�d buy her a drink and diddle her a little, is that it?�
�No! I never . . . I don�t . . .�
�Yeah, I know, the girls don�t get any bastards from you,�
Frank said in disgust. �Doesn�t stop you from getting plenty from them, though, does it?�
�I . . . They don�t mind, though,� Keith insisted.
�I�ll bet they have a different opinion,� Frank said.
�They don�t, really! I never make them actually do it,� he claimed virtuously.
�How did Nainsi get pregnant then?� Frank demanded.
That sobered him instantly. �I didn�t . . .� he tried, but the words caught in his throat. �I couldn�t help it! It wasn�t my baby, though,� he added hastily. �I don�t care what she said. It couldn�t have been!�
�And why is that?� Frank asked with genuine interest.
�Because she . . . It didn�t happen until July. That was too late. Brigit told me.� Frank noticed he was sweating even though the evening was pleasantly cool.
�What did Brigit tell you?�
�When the baby was born, she told me it was full-grown.
I�ve got kids of my own. I know if a baby is born early, it�s sickly. If it was mine, it would�ve been sickly.�
Frank considered him for a long moment. �Mr. Keith,�
he said with mock respect. �How is it that a man so careful as yourself got caught up in this?�
�I . . .� he looked around wildly for a moment, as if searching for someone to help him. �It was her�Nainsi.
She was a witch! She tricked me and . . .� He ran a hand over his face, and his shoulders slumped with despair.
�And what?� Frank prodded.
�I already told you, I�m a careful man. I don�t . . . penetrate the girls,� he explained in a whisper, glancing around to make sure no one else was listening. �They just . . . They hold their legs together. It�s a trick I learned from a whore years ago,� he added defensively.
Gino frowned in distaste, and Frank felt his skin prickling with fury. �So you think it�s all right to use the girls like that so long as you don�t penetrate them.�
�I told you, they don�t mind,� he insisted. �They don�t have to worry about losing their jobs or getting a baby, and I get what I want, too.�
Frank had to close his hands into fists to keep from striking Keith. He still needed a few more answers. �You said Nainsi tricked you,� he reminded him. �How did she do that?�
�Well, she . . . See, it was like always except at the end she puts it in! Wasn�t nothing I could do, either. It just happened. Then she laughs, like she did something funny,� he added in amazement.
�Did she tell you the baby was yours?� Frank asked, trying to figure out what Nainsi had been trying to accomplish by taking such a risk.
�She . . . hinted,� he admitted reluctantly. �When she comes in to tell me she�s leaving to get married, she sort of winks and tells me she�s in a family way. Says she won�t know until it comes who the father is, either.�
�So you told Brigit to let you know as soon as the baby was born,� Frank guessed.
�I needed to be sure,� he defended himself. �I can�t have some little whore bringing a baby to my front door and telling my wife it�s mine, now can I?�
�Is that what you thought Nainsi would do when the Ruoccos threw her out?�
Keith wiped his sleeve across his beaded forehead. �No, why would she?� he asked shakily. �She�d know it wasn�t mine.�
�Because she�d need money, and you�re the richest man she knows.�
�She�d never get a cent from me. It wasn�t my kid!�
�But your wife would know it might�ve been, wouldn�t she?� Frank said. �Is that why you killed Nainsi, Keith?
So she wouldn�t tell your wife what you�ve been up to with all the girls?�
�I didn�t kill her!� he cried.
Frank remembered when he�d first questioned Brigit.
He�d been sure there was something she hadn�t wanted to tell him in front of Keith. �But you did know the Ruoccos thought her husband wasn�t the father. Brigit told you that, too, didn�t she? You knew they were going to throw her and the baby out.�
�What if I did? It was nothing to do with me!� he insisted.
�It was everything to do with you if you thought she was going to talk to your wife. So you went over to the Ruoccos�
place, sneaked up the back stairs, and killed her.�
�I didn�t! I wasn�t anywhere near there that night!�
�Where were you then?�
�Here, right here! After Brigit came to tell me, I stayed until about eleven-thirty. Ask her. She was here, too.�
�Where did you go then?�
�Home to bed. My wife will tell you.�
�I�m sure she will,� Frank said. �Officer Donatelli, take him to Headquarters and lock him up for the night.�
�What?� Keith roared in outrage. �You can�t lock me up!�
�Don�t annoy me, Keith,� Frank warned. �It�s all I can do to keep from smashing your face in right now.�
�But I didn�t do anything!�
�You�ve done enough to deserve a night in the lockup,�
Frank told him pleasantly. �If Brigit and your wife vouch for you, I�ll think about letting you go.�
�You can�t ask my wife!� he cried desperately. �She�ll want to know why you�re asking. You can�t tell her!�
�Would you rather go to prison for murder?�
�What about the Ruocco boys?� Gino asked.
�We�ll have to catch up with them later,� Frank said.
�Don�t tell her! Please, don�t tell her!� Keith pleaded as Gino grabbed him by the collar and started hustling him down the sidewalk.
Frank ignored him. He was already climbing the steps back up to the dance house. The music was blaring again, and Frank stood in the doorway, watching the couples spin-ning by. He wondered what his mother would say if she saw the way these men held the girls so obscenely close. And the steps they did, so suggestive. The fellow guarding the door watched him glumly, probably expecting the worst, but this time he knew better than to challenge Frank�s entrance into the hall.
When he�d circled the room twice and looked at every woman there, he had to conclude that Brigit had escaped.
Seeing them carrying Keith out would�ve frightened her, of course. She had probably run out some back entrance as soon as they left. Well, he knew where she lived and where she worked. He�d find her soon enough. And the longer it took to check Keith�s alibi, the longer he�d have to stay in jail. That suited Frank just fine.
Frank had a pretty good idea of what Mrs. Keith would be like, so he found himself speechless early the next morning when the woman who opened the front door acknowledged she was indeed Richard Keith�s wife. Mrs.
Keith was a wisp of a woman, her face pale and drawn, and her eyes sunken and shadowed. She�d once been pretty. The evidence was still present, even though suffering had etched deep lines across her beauty.
�Is my husband dead?� she asked raggedly when Frank had identified himself.
�Oh, no,� he hastily assured her. �He�s fine.� But even still, she looked as though she might faint as her thin shoulders sagged in a sigh of relief.
�Are you all right, Mrs. Keith?� he asked, instinctively reaching to catch her in case she fell.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. �Yes, I�m . . .
I�ll be fine,� she said. When she opened her eyes, he saw resignation there along with the pain that he realized must be constant. �Do you know where he is? He didn�t come home last night.�
�Yes, he�s . . . he�s helping us with an investigation,�
Frank said, not really lying. �Can I come in for a minute? I�d like to explain what happened with your husband, and you look like you need to sit down.�
�Oh, yes. Thank you,� she said and moved aside to allow him to enter.
The Keith home was modest but well tended. The parlor where she led Frank had the comfortable look of a room where a family gathered to enjoy each other�s company. She took a seat near the fireplace where a coal fire burned on the grate, even though the day was mild. He realized she had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, too, as if she was unable to get warm.
Frank took the chair she offered.
�You�re certain my husband is all right?� she asked anxiously. �He�s never been away from home all night before.
He�s late sometimes, when he has to work, but he always comes home by midnight. I�ve been terrified for him.�
Nainsi had been killed in the wee hours of the morning, according to Maria�s account of her waking up when Joe came home. Mrs. Keith had just confirmed her husband�s alibi. He wouldn�t even have to question her, thank God. He didn�t relish the idea of causing this woman any more pain.
�He�s in perfect health, I promise. He�ll explain everything when he gets home,� Frank said, figuring that would be his small revenge on Keith. Let him come up with a believable story for this poor woman. He�d thought Keith was afraid of a harridan who would make his life miserable. Instead he�d been trying to protect a woman who had already suffered enough. Frank didn�t feel any more kindly toward Keith, of course. The man was adding to her pain, even if she didn�t know it. �We needed his help just a bit longer, so he asked if I would come and let you know not to worry.�
�Will he be late for work? He mustn�t lose his job,� she asked.
Frank had seen the photograph of Mr. and Mrs. Keith and their two children on the mantel. �I�ll speak to his em-ployer as well. We�re sorry to have caused you distress, Mrs.
Keith.�
�I�m very grateful that you came to tell me. If anything happened to him . . .� She bit her lip and managed not to weep.
Now Frank really did want to smash Keith�s face in. Unfortunately, he�d only be hurting this woman if he did.
Frank stopped at the factory next, but Brigit hadn�t come in to work that morning. The owner was rant-ing about his foreman not showing up, but Frank was able to calm him with a story about Keith being in an accident.
The lie was like gall in his throat, but he thought about Mrs. Keith and the children and swallowed it down.
�I need to talk to one of your other girls,� Frank added at the end of his explanation. Not waiting for permission, he strode down the center aisle to where Nainsi�s other friends sat. He found the one he remembered being so talkative the last time he�d been here. He took her by the arm and jerked her out of her chair.
�I didn�t do nothing!� she protested as Frank roughly conducted her to the back of the room.
�What happened to Brigit last night?� he asked softly, so no one would overhear.
The girl�s eyes grew large. �She disappeared! We was all at the dance house like always, and then she and Mr. Keith was both just gone. We thought . . .�
�Well, don�t think it anymore. I put Keith in jail. Brigit must�ve gotten scared and run. Where would she go?�
The girl shrugged. �Home, I guess. She didn�t come to none of us, and she�s got no place else.�
He was just about to let her go when he remembered one more thing. �When did you first meet Antonio?�
She looked at him in surprise at this sudden change of subject. �I don�t know. Right before they got married, I guess. She was talking about him for so long, we all thought she made him up. Then she just shows up with him one night and says they�re getting married.�
He did let her go then, and she scurried back to her seat, casting an apprehensive glance at the owner before putting her head down and starting up her sewing machine again.
With a weary sigh, Frank started back downtown to the tenement where Brigit lived. He didn�t want to let Keith go if there was any chance he might�ve killed Nainsi, so he wanted to hear what Brigit had to say before he cleared him completely.
The building was still as dark and dreary as he remembered. He wasn�t sure which flat was Brigit�s, so he had to knock on a few doors before a plump young woman holding a screaming baby directed him to the third floor. According to the neighbor, Brigit lived with her mother and several younger brothers. Frank knew they�d rely on her meager in-come to keep food on the table and a roof over their heads.
She wouldn�t have missed work without a good reason.
Even before he reached the landing, he could hear the sobs. Someone was crying as if her heart would break. Frank pounded on the door, and the weeping ceased abruptly.
�Who�s there?� a female voice called hoarsely.
�Police,� he replied in his official voice. �Open the door or I�ll break it down.�
He heard a little cry of distress, but after a moment, the lock turned and the door opened a crack. Frank pushed it wide, sending Brigit stumbling back into the room.
�What do you want?� she asked fearfully. �Where�s Dickie?�
�Who�s Dickie?�
�Richard . . . Mr. Keith,� she corrected herself. Her eyes were swollen nearly shut, her face blotchy and tear-streaked.
�You took him, and he didn�t come back. What did you do to him?�
�He�s in jail.�
She cried out in dismay. �Why? He didn�t do anything!�
�I�ll be the judge of that, and this time you�ll tell me the truth.�
�I never lied!�
�Oh, I think you did, Brigit. What happened the night you found out that Nainsi had her baby?�
�What do you mean?� She seemed to be trembling. That was good. Terrified people seldom had the wit to make things up.
�What did you do after Mrs. O�Hara told you Nainsi�s baby was born?�
�I . . . I went out.�
�To the dance house where I saw you last night.�
She nodded, relieved. �That�s right. To see my friends.�
�Maybe you went to see Dickie,� he suggested.
She swallowed. �No, I . . . I didn�t know he�d be there, but . . . but he was.�
�I said I wanted the truth,� he reminded her, taking a step closer.
Her breath caught in her throat. �He goes there a lot!�
she admitted quickly. �He wanted to know when the baby was born, so I went there to find him.�
�What did you tell him?� Frank asked, keeping his voice even and icy cold.
�Just that it had been born, and it was a boy.�
�What else?�
She laid a hand on her heart, as if to quiet it. Frank figured it was pounding like a trip-hammer. �That . . . that they were all mad at Nainsi, because they didn�t think Antonio was the father.�
�What did Dickie say to that?� Frank asked, the contempt in his voice thick.
�Nothing!� she claimed. �He just . . . he just wanted to know, that�s all.�
�Why would he even care about a thing like that?� Frank asked, watching her face carefully.
�I don�t know! Because she worked for him, I guess,� she tried. �He was just . . . interested.�
�Oh, he was interested all right. He wanted to know how long it had been since he�d slept with her until her baby came. He wanted to know if it was his.�
�No!� she cried fiercely. �It couldn�t have been his!�
�Why not?� Frank asked with interest.
�Because he doesn�t�� She caught herself, too embarrassed to speak of such things to a stranger.
�I know he doesn�t,� Frank assured her. �He�s usually real careful, but not with Nainsi. He had a little slip with Nainsi, you see. That�s why he wanted to know when her baby was born, so he�d know if it was his.�
�He didn�t love her,� Brigit insisted. �He didn�t love any of them!�
�Does he love you?� Frank asked curiously.
�Yes, he does!� Her swollen eyes glowed with pride.
�He�s going to marry me, too.�
Frank couldn�t help the wave of pity he felt for her.
�Don�t you know he�s already married?�
�His wife�s real sick, though,� she informed him. �She�s going to die, and then we�ll be married.�
This was all very interesting, but not getting him any closer to solving Nainsi�s murder. Frank gave himself a little shake. �Congratulations,� he said sarcastically. �Meantime, tell me the rest of what happened the night the baby was born.�
�Nothing happened!�
He raised his eyebrows skeptically. �Does that mean you spoke to him, and then you all went straight home to bed?�
�No, we . . . we just . . . We danced a little. Dickie wasn�t real happy that night. He kept staring off at nothing, like he was thinking about something real hard. I know he was thinking about her.�
�Nainsi?�
�No, his wife,� she corrected him testily. �Why would he think about Nainsi?�
�Because he was afraid she�d just had his baby, and the Ruoccos were going to throw her out, and she was going to end up on his doorstep asking for money.�
Brigit didn�t know whether to believe him or not, but she was thoroughly frightened. �Even Nainsi wouldn�t be that stupid!�
�Wouldn�t she? Well, it doesn�t matter now because she�s dead. What I want to know is how long did Dickie stay with you?�
�As long as he always does. He has to be home by midnight, so he left a little before. He checks his pocket watch all the time to make sure he�s not late. He doesn�t want to worry her. She�s sick, like I said.�
�He�s very considerate.�
�Yes, he is.�
Frank figured Brigit missed the irony. Well, at least he�d established Keith�s alibi for the entire night. Too bad. He would�ve liked to see a man like that sit down in Old Sparky, New York�s new electric chair. He�d just have to hope there was a special place in hell for people like Dickie Keith.
Frank was just about to tell Brigit to get herself cleaned up and off to her job when they heard a scream. Frank ducked out onto the landing, looking up and down to see if he could tell from what direction it had come.
�Murder!� someone was screaming from above. �Help, somebody! It�s murder!�
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Frank set off up the stairs, taking them two at a time. By the time he reached the top floor, people had started emerging from their flats, eyes wide with curiosity and fear. A middle-aged woman stood in front of a half-opened door wailing in terror. Then he saw which door it was, and he groaned.
Frank showed his badge, and the woman pointed. �All that blood! She�s dead, ain�t she?�
He pushed the door open all the way and peered in. The first thing he saw was the sprays of blood all over the wall.
The metallic smell filled his nostrils. Mrs. O�Hara sat in the same chair she�d occupied when he�d called on her a few days ago. The ties she�d been sewing were still spread on the table, only now the woman was slumped over them. Her dark blood had stained them, pooled on the tabletop, and spilled onto the floor.
He stepped back and pulled the door closed behind him.
When he turned, he saw a sea of horrified faces staring at him, waiting for him to make sense of it. Brigit had followed him up the stairs. She stood on the landing, her tear-blotched face now a ghostly white.
�Somebody go find a beat cop,� he said, using the tone that demanded obedience. No one moved, so Frank pointed at a young man. �You!� he said sharply. The fellow turned tail and fairly flew down the steps.
�Ain�t you gonna help her?� the woman who had been screaming demanded desperately.
�No one can help her now. Are you the one who found her?�
The woman�s eyes were unfocused. She was probably in shock. �We go to the market every Friday, but she didn�t come down, so I come up to get her,� she said in wonder.
�When she didn�t answer, I opened the door . . .� She swayed, and one of the other women caught her before she fell. Several others hurried to get her into a neighboring flat.
�Why�d anybody want to kill Mrs. O�Hara?� Brigit asked Frank.
Frank could think of a lot of reasons, and those reasons pointed to several people in particular. He was beginning to think things might finally be falling into place.
The medical examiner had been looking around the room and at the body for much longer than Frank�s patience would permit.
�How long does it take to figure out somebody cut her throat?� he asked with annoyance.
Dr. Haynes gave him a jaundiced look. �Not long, since they told me that before I even left my office,� he said, matching Frank�s tone. �I thought you�d like to know how it happened, too, or am I wasting my time?�
�All right, you win. How did it happen?� Frank asked wearily.
�Looks like she was sitting here at the table, working on these . . . ties, are they?�
�Yeah, that�s right.�
�Somebody came up behind her. Probably, he grabbed her by the hair. See how it�s all sticking up on top there, like somebody pulled it?�
Frank nodded.
�He pulled her head back.� The doc pretended to be grabbing himself by the hair on his head with his left hand and pulling it back. �Then he sliced her throat from behind.� He made as if he were holding a knife and drawing it across his throat from left to right.
�Doesn�t look like she put up much of a fight,� Frank observed.
�He probably snuck up behind her and took her by surprise. Maybe the door was open, and he just walked in. Or maybe it was somebody she knew who�d come to call, and she never expected him to grab her from behind and cut her throat.�
�Not many people expect that.�
�It�s a messy way to kill someone,� the doc added, pointing at the blood sprayed on the wall in front of where Mrs.
O�Hara had been sitting.
�So he would�ve had blood all over him?� Frank asked.
�Not likely, doing it from behind like that. The blood would shoot out in front. He�d get some on his hand and maybe his sleeve, but that�s about all. When he let her go, she was still alive for a minute or two. She�d be sitting up, bleeding on everything, and then she slumped down on the table when she died. Killer would�ve been long gone by the time the blood started dripping onto the floor, so he didn�t step in it, either.�
�Any idea when she was killed?�
�Not today,� doc said. �She�s in full rigor mortis, so anywhere from twelve to twenty-four hours ago.�
�That would make it sometime between mid-morning yesterday to late last night.�
�You might find somebody who saw her yesterday to help narrow down the time, although it won�t help much if nobody saw the actual killer.�
Frank didn�t want to think about that possibility. �Why do you think there�s blood on that towel?� Frank asked, pointing at a piece of rag lying on the floor near the body.
�Did the killer wipe his hands?�
The Doc picked it up and looked at it. �No, the smear is too neat. I didn�t find the murder weapon. Looks like the killer used this to wipe the knife off and took it with him.�
He glanced around the shabby room. �Why�d somebody want to kill her? There�s nothing here worth stealing, and what could she do to make somebody that mad at her?�
�Did you see the stories about the Italians who suppos-edly kidnapped an Irish girl and killed her to get her baby?�
�Yes, the Ruoccos were supposed to have done it, but I don�t believe it for a minute. I�ve eaten at their place for years, and I know every one of them.�
�This woman was the Irish girl�s mother.�
�The one who wanted to get the baby back?�
Frank nodded. Doc Haynes snorted in disgust. �She took on the Black Hand and Tammany Hall. She�s lucky they just cut her throat.�
�Detective Sergeant?� a voice called from the doorway.
Frank looked up to see Gino Donatelli. �What is it?�
�We�ve been questioning all the neighbors,� he reported.
�Some people outside remember a woman asking where Mrs. O�Hara lived yesterday.�
�A woman?� Frank echoed in surprise, instantly thinking of what Ugo Ruocco had said about Patrizia. Putting a pillow over someone�s face was one thing, but slitting someone�s throat . . .
�Yes, sir, a woman. Mrs. Murdock here, she was the one who sent her up to this flat.�
Frank hurried to the door, and he saw a woman standing on the landing, a baby on her hip. She was the one who had directed him to Brigit�s flat earlier. The child looked at him gravely, his thumb stuck securely in his mouth. �Do you remember what time it was you talked to this woman?� he asked.
Mrs. Murdock shrugged. �I didn�t think about it at the time. We hadn�t had dinner yet, so it was morning. Not real early, though.�
�Did you see her leave?�
�No, didn�t see her anymore after that at all.�
�Can you tell me what she looked like?� Frank asked, reaching into his coat pocket for a pad and pencil to jot down some notes.
�She doesn�t have to describe her,� Donatelli said grimly.
�She recognized the woman.�
�You know her?� Frank asked, unable to believe his luck.
Mrs. Murdock nodded.
�You�re positive?� Frank prodded.
�I should be,� Mrs. Murdock said. �She delivered this baby. It was the midwife, Mrs. Brandt.�
Sarah was looking at the cold ham and stale bread in her larder and wondering if she dared hope Mrs.
Ellsworth would drop in with something more appealing for supper when someone rang the doorbell. Hastily, she sliced off a bit of the ham and popped it into her mouth. If this was a delivery call, she wouldn�t get any supper at all.
She heard the girls running to answer the bell, so she quickly took a few more bites before making her way to the foyer. Before she arrived, however, she�d already heard the familiar voice and knew she wouldn�t be going on a call.
Frank Malloy was teasing the girls, and Aggie and Maeve were responding gleefully.
�Malloy,� she said in greeting, but when he looked up at her, she saw instantly that he was furious. She tried to remember what she might have done to merit such a response, but she couldn�t think of anything.
�Is Mrs. Ellsworth here?� he asked gruffly.
�No, she�s not,� she answered, confused by the question.
�Girls,� he said, his tone switching instantly back to pleasantness, �why don�t you go next door and pay her a little visit. I need to speak to Mrs. Brandt alone.�
Sensing his anger, the girls sobered, and Maeve hastily shoved Aggie into her jacket and ushered her out the front door. At the last second, she hesitated, looking back at Sarah. �What if she isn�t home?�
�Then take a little walk,� Sarah said, forcing a smile before Malloy closed the door behind her. �Whatever is the matter?� she demanded anxiously when it clicked shut.
�What were you doing down on Howard Street yesterday?� he demanded gruffly.
So that was it! She�d known he wouldn�t approve, but this reaction was way out of proportion to her offense. �I went to see Mrs. O�Hara, as you must have figured out,� she explained.
�What in God�s name for?�
She�d seen him this angry, but never at her. �I thought . . .
that is, I wanted to be sure she understood everything she�d need to know to take care of the baby.� She hated sounding defensive. It was a perfectly legitimate concern. He didn�t have to know she was also trying to convince Mrs. O�Hara to give up the idea of claiming the child.
�That�s a pretty story, but I know you too well, Sarah.
And you�re a terrible liar.�
�I�ll have you know I�m an excellent liar!� she claimed, earning a derisive glare.
�Why did you really go down there? No, wait, let me guess. You thought you could convince her to stop trying to get the baby away from the Ruoccos.�
�Why would I do a thing like that?� she asked, aware that he was right: she was a terrible liar.
�Because you�re a meddling do-gooder who can�t mind her own business,� he informed her, running a hand through his hair in exasperation.
�Somebody has to put a stop to this,� she argued. �Mrs.
O�Hara can�t keep the baby healthy in that place, even if Tammany Hall does give her the money they promised.
And if she stops fighting for the baby, Tammany will back off and the riots will stop.�
�I doubt Tammany would have even let her change her mind. They had too much at stake, and they couldn�t let the Italians win, no matter what she wanted.�
�Well, she refused to even consider it.� Sarah said with a sigh. �So no harm done.�
This seemed to make Malloy even angrier. �Oh, harm was done, all right. A lot of harm was done, because Mrs.
O�Hara is dead.�
�Dead!� Sarah cried, covering her mouth. Tears stung her eyes. �How could that happen? I just saw her��
�Yesterday. Yeah, I know. That�s why I�m here. A lot of people were only too happy to tell us they saw you going to visit the murder victim. Near as we can figure, you were the last visitor she had.�
�Good heavens!� She looked into Malloy�s dark eyes and saw the rage boiling there. �You don�t think I killed her, do you?�
�No, but I should lock you up on suspicion just the same. At least I�d know you were safe. What if you�d been there when the killer came?� He was shouting now. �It could�ve been your blood splattered all over that kitchen along with hers!�
Sarah cried out in protest, tears filling her eyes as the truth of it washed over her in a sickening wave. Then Malloy�s strong arms were around her, holding her with a desperate strength as she wept against his chest. His familiar scent enveloped her, and his hands moved across her back, comforting and caressing at the same time.
�Don�t cry,� he begged after a long moment. �I didn�t mean to make you cry.�
She gave a watery laugh at that and raised her head. She found that he was close, dangerously close, so she pulled a safer distance away. He released her with obvious reluctance, and they stood staring at each other for an awkward moment�each wanting the same thing but certain the price the other would have to pay was too high.
Sarah broke the strained silence, swiping away her tears.
�I�m sorry, Malloy. I had no idea.�
For a second, he looked as if he wasn�t sure what to do with his hands. Then he ran one over his face, as if to clear his thoughts. �I shouldn�t have yelled,� he admitted. �It wasn�t your fault. Are you all right?�
�I will be.� She pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and dabbed at her eyes, wondering how badly her face was blotched. �I could use a cup of tea.�
�I�ll make it for you,� he offered almost gratefully and led her into the kitchen.
True to his word, he made Sarah sit down while he put the kettle on. She was always amazed at how comfortable he was at domestic tasks. He sat down opposite her at the table while they waited for the water to boil.
�You said there was blood . . . splattered blood,� Sarah recalled with distaste. �I guess she wasn�t smothered then.�
�Someone cut her throat,� he said baldly.
She winced, knowing his bluntness was her reprimand.
�How awful.�
�It was fast, at least.� He briefly described what Doc Haynes thought had happened.
This time Sarah shivered. �But who would want to kill her?�
�That�s pretty easy to figure out. Somebody who wanted her to stop trying to get the baby so the trouble would be over.�
�But you said Tammany wouldn�t back down.�
�They were trying to get the baby back for Mrs. O�Hara.
If she�s dead, there�s nobody to fight for. If they did get the baby from the Ruoccos, what would they do with it?�
�Oh,� Sarah said in dismay, realizing that suspicion would fall squarely on the Ruoccos. �Could Ugo have sent one of his men to do it?�
�Maybe, just like he might�ve sent one to kill Nainsi, but it doesn�t seem likely. Yesterday, he was trying to convince me that Patrizia Ruocco was the killer.�
�Mrs. Ruocco?� she echoed in amazement.
�They don�t get along. It started back when Mrs. Ruocco and her family came over from Italy. Her husband, who was Ugo�s brother, couldn�t get into the country because he was sick, so they sent him back to Italy. She stayed here with the kids, and he died alone. Ugo never forgave her.�
�And you think he�s accusing her of murder to get even?
But that was so long ago. What makes you think that�s the reason?� Sarah asked.
�Donatelli says Italians are like that.�
Sarah blinked in surprised. �You don�t believe she did it, do you?�
�She could�ve killed Nainsi,� he pointed out. �She had a good reason.�
�I guess she did, but the others had the same reason,� she argued. �It could just as easily have been one of them, and she seems too sensible to take a chance like that.�
The water was boiling, so Malloy got up and poured it over the leaves in the pot to steep.
�Do you think the same person who killed Nainsi killed her mother?� Sarah asked.
�That would make it nice and neat, but it might be more than we can hope for.� He paused. �I�ve got to ask you some questions about your visit with Mrs. O�Hara.�
�Of course,� Sarah said, touched that he would be reluctant to bring up an unpleasant memory.
He sat down again. �Do you know what time you were there?�
�I don�t know exactly, but I went there right after I left you yesterday morning.�
�Oh, yes, right after I told you to go straight home,� he remembered with annoyance.
She smiled sweetly, refusing to be baited.
�How long were you there?�
�Not long. Half an hour at most. Then I went straight home.�
�Finally,� he muttered. �What did you talk about?�
�I told her all the things she�d need to know to take care of the baby. I thought . . . I admit it, I thought that if she knew how difficult it would be, she might reconsider and let Maria have him. She�ll have a terrible time trying to keep him fed with goat�s milk from bottles. She�ll never be able to keep the bottles clean and getting the milk will be a constant struggle . . . Oh, listen to me, talking like she�s still alive. Anyway, I tried to make her see that the poor little fellow wouldn�t have much of a chance living with her.�
�Didn�t she believe you?�
�I think she did, but she didn�t care. She must have thought anything was better than letting the Ruoccos have him. She reminded me that one of them had killed Nainsi.
In her place, I would probably feel the same way.�
�And now one of them has killed her.�
�You don�t know that for sure,� Sarah argued.
�Two of the Ruocco boys left the restaurant last night.
We�d stationed some men to watch the place, in case the Irish made another visit, and one of them followed them to a dance house.�
�They were going dancing when a mob might attack the restaurant at any minute?� she asked incredulously.
�We thought that was funny, too, and when we went to the dance house, they weren�t there. We never did find them, either.�
�So they could�ve gone to Mrs. O�Hara�s,� Sarah mused.
�It would be a logical solution to their problems. If they killed her, she wouldn�t be around to cause any more trouble and keep demanding they give her the baby. No mobs would try to burn their house down, and nobody would want to take the baby away anymore.�
�Poor Mrs. O�Hara. I wonder if she had any idea she was in danger.�
�Tammany probably promised to protect her on top of everything else.�
Frank got up and poured a cup of tea. Then he reached into a cupboard and pulled out the bottle of whisky that he knew she kept for medicinal purposes and splashed a bit into the cup. He set it down in front of her and took his seat again.
She looked askance at the spiked tea.
�You need it,� he said. �A little sugar will cut the taste.�
She obediently put a spoonful of sugar in and stirred. On second thought, she added another. �If only we�d found the killer,� she said.
�Finding the killer wouldn�t have solved much,� Frank pointed out. �Mrs. O�Hara might still be alive, but she�d still want the baby, and somebody the Ruoccos love would be in jail. Tammany would probably still be trying to get the baby and sending mobs down to Little Italy.�
�Why would they take a chance by killing Mrs. O�Hara, though? Yes, it might stop the mob attacks, but it wouldn�t stop you from trying to find out who killed Nainsi. That�s the real danger to their family.�
�And now I�ve got an even bigger reason to find the killer. The penny press will probably be full of stories about the Black Hand cutting people�s throats, stirring up even more trouble.�
�I didn�t think of that!� Sarah said in dismay. �The Irish might even march down to Little Italy again to get revenge for Mrs. O�Hara!�
Malloy winced and rubbed his forehead. �I hope to God nobody else thinks of that.�
Sarah picked up her cup and took a sip. The whisky fumes cleared her nose and burned her throat, but she forced down a swallow. After a moment, she could feel the warmth settling in her stomach. �If two of the Ruocco boys went to kill Mrs. O�Hara last night, then one of them must have killed Nainsi, too.�
�Maybe.�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean they might�ve killed Mrs. O�Hara to protect someone else in the family.�
�Like their mother,� Sarah guessed.
�Just because Ugo hates her doesn�t mean he isn�t right about her. But first, I�ve got to figure out which two of the boys went out last might.�
�If they were protecting their mother, I�d pick Joe as one of them. He�s the oldest, so it would be his duty.�
�Antonio has the biggest stake in this, so he was probably the other one.�
�But he�s so young. I don�t think I�d trust him, although Lorenzo seems too levelheaded to do something so rash.�
�Lorenzo is protective of Maria and the baby, though.
You said he stood up for them to Ugo before Joe did.�
�Now that you mention it, he�s taken an unusual interest in the baby,� Sarah remembered. �He even sat up with Maria all that first night when the baby was screaming because the milk didn�t agree with him. Even most new fathers wouldn�t do that.�
�I know I wouldn�t have,� Malloy agreed.
�And Mrs. Ruocco really wants to keep the baby now, too. She�s determined Maria will have him.�
�If Mrs. Ruocco wants the baby, then Lorenzo probably decided it belongs with them. Maybe he figured killing Mrs. O�Hara was somehow good for the family. Italians are crazy when it comes to their families. And if he thought his mother had killed Nainsi . . .�
�I still can�t see him cutting someone�s throat,� Sarah said. �Antonio is the only one who had a real reason to kill Nainsi in the first place, but wasn�t he out getting drunk the night she died?�
�According to Maria, Nainsi was still alive when he and Joe got home. She said Joe went straight to bed and didn�t get up again. If she�s not lying to protect her husband, then��
�That leaves Antonio, but he just doesn�t seem like the type either,� Sarah argued.
�When you�re drunk and angry, bad things happen,�
Frank said grimly.
Sadly, she knew that was true. �But why would Antonio even think of killing her? His mother was going to throw her out.�
�Why would any of them? It still doesn�t make sense.
I�m missing something.�
Sarah sighed, wishing she could help. �What are you going to do now?�
�I�m going to get Antonio and take him to the station for questioning.�
Sarah winced. She knew the techniques the police sometimes used to get a confession. �He�s just a boy. If he was drunk, he might not even remember he did it.�
�That�s a myth. If you�re too drunk to remember, you�re too drunk to do it.�
�What if he really didn�t do it?�
�Then at least he�ll tell me which of them went out last night to kill Mrs. O�Hara. Once I know that, maybe everything else will start to make sense.�
�And you�ll have someone to lock up,� Sarah noted.
�That should make Theodore happy.�
Malloy just grunted. �Finish your tea. I�ll go next door and tell the girls they can come home again.�
He went out the back door. Sarah took a few more sips of the tea. She could feel the warmth seeping into her bones now. The horror of Mrs. O�Hara�s death receded a bit, and Sarah began to understand the benefits of a strong drink.
Soon she heard Aggie�s footsteps clamoring up the back porch steps and then she pushed the door open and raced into the room. Her face alight with joy, she charged straight for Sarah, but when she reached the table, her step faltered, and her smile vanished. She stopped dead in her tracks and gazed around wildly, her eyes wide with sudden fear.
�Aggie, what�s wrong?� Sarah asked in alarm.
Aggie looked straight at the tea cup, sitting half full on the table, and sniffed the air. Sarah realized she must smell the whisky, although she wouldn�t have thought the odor that strong. Then Aggie looked around again, and this time saw the whisky bottle still sitting where Malloy had left it.
She pointed at it and screamed.
�Aggie, what�s wrong?� Sarah cried, jumping to her feet and snatching the child up into her arms.
Aggie started to cling to her, but then she pulled back abruptly and started screaming again. Sarah realized she must smell the whisky on her breath. Maeve came running in.
�What�s happening?� the girl cried, seeing Aggie struggling in Sarah�s arms.
�She saw the whisky and started screaming,� Sarah said, setting Aggie down before she dropped her. The child ran to Maeve, buried her face in her skirts and started to sob.
By then Malloy was through the door, demanding to know what was going on.
�Something about the whisky frightened her. She smelled it on me and went crazy.� Sarah explained. �It�s all right, Aggie. Nothing is going to hurt you.�
Sarah quickly took the bottle and put it out of sight.
She�d get rid of it as soon as possible. Instinct demanded that she try to comfort the girl, but she knew going closer to her would only make things worse.
�Maeve, take her upstairs and try to calm her down.�
Maeve picked her up and carried her out of the room.
�She just started screaming when she saw the bottle?� Malloy asked.
�She smelled it first, in the teacup, I guess,� Sarah said.
�It literally stopped her in her tracks. Then she saw the bottle and screamed. I picked her up, and she must�ve smelled it on me, too, and she started fighting to get away.�
�Did anything ever scare her like that before?�
�Never. Oh, Malloy, do you think . . . ? Whatever frightened her enough to make her mute, it must have had something to do with whisky.�
�When you�re drunk, bad things happen,� he reminded her grimly.
�But if she can�t tell us what it was, how can we ever make it right?� Sarah asked in desperation.
Malloy had no answer for that.
By the time Malloy rounded up Donatelli and a few other officers to accompany him, it was well into the supper hour. Mama�s Restaurant wasn�t as crowded as he�d expected, though. The regular patrons still hadn�t returned after the trouble the other night.
Frank and Gino went in the front door. All eyes turned toward them, and conversation ceased. Joe was serving a couple of old men, and when he saw who�d come in, he shouted something in Italian about polizia.
A few seconds later, the kitchen door flew open, and Patrizia Ruocco came storming out, her face twisted in fury.
Behind her were Antonio and Lorenzo. Valentina stopped in the doorway, not wanting to miss anything but not wanting to enter the fray, either.
�Get out my house!� Mrs. Ruocco cried furiously. �You have no right!�
�We aren�t planning to stay,� Frank informed her.
Valentina made a squeal of surprise when the two other officers shoved her aside as they came into the room from the kitchen. They went straight for Antonio, and each grabbed an arm.
�What you do?� Mrs. Ruocco screamed. �Let him go!�
�We want to ask him a few questions,� Frank said.
�Nobody�s going to hurt him, Mrs. Ruocco,� Gino assured her. �If he tells us the truth, he�ll be home by bedtime.�
Antonio�s face had gone pale, and although his first reaction had been to resist, he quickly realized that would be foolish. �Joe,� he pleaded helplessly. �Do something!�
�You can�t just take him to jail,� Lorenzo argued. �He hasn�t done anything wrong.�
�Then he doesn�t have anything to worry about, and he isn�t going to jail. Like I said, we just want to ask him a few questions.� Frank nodded to the officers, who began hustling Antonio toward the front door.
�Giuseppe!� Mrs. Ruocco cried desperately.
�I�ll go with him,� Joe said at last. �I can answer your questions better than he can anyway!�
�You stay here and serve your customers,� Frank advised.
�If we want you later, we�ll come and get you.�
With that, he and Gino followed Antonio and the two officers out into the street. Mrs. Ruocco was screaming at her other two sons in Italian as Gino closed the door behind them.
�She wants them to follow us, make sure we don�t hurt Antonio,� Gino translated.
�Pretty soon she�ll think of sending for Ugo, too,� Frank said. �Let�s get the boy to Headquarters before that happens.�
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Frank left Antonio alone in one of the interrogation rooms for a good half hour to soften him up while he and Gino ate some sausage sandwiches they got from a street vendor. As Frank had known, the time spent sitting in the dismal room, imagining God knew what, had made the boy desperately afraid.
He gazed at Frank and Gino with terrified eyes as they came into the room and closed the door behind them. Gino stood with his back against the door, his arms crossed for-biddingly, just as Frank had instructed. With any luck, he�d keep his mouth shut, too.
�I guess you know why we brought you in tonight,�
Frank said mildly, pulling up a chair across the table from where Antonio sat.
�Something about Nainsi,� he said, his voice thin with fear. �But I already told you everything I know.�
�Where did you go last night?�
�Last night?� he echoed in confusion.
�Yeah, you remember last night, don�t you? Where did you go?�
�I . . . we went out.�
�Who�s we?�
�Me and . . . Joe,� he said, certain he shouldn�t implicate Joe but too afraid to lie.
�Where did you go?� Frank asked, his voice still only mildly interested.
�We . . . It wasn�t my idea,� he defended himself.
�It was Joe�s idea, then?�
�Well, no, not . . . not exactly.�
�Your mama�s?� Frank tried.
�Oh, no, she didn�t like it at all! She said we should stay, in case another mob showed up. She said I shouldn�t go out anymore after what happened with Nainsi, either, but . . .�
�But what?�
�But we didn�t think the Irish would come again so soon, and if they did . . .�
�Yes?�
�The police are guarding the place,� he said plaintively.
�Joe said they�d run off the Irish if they came, just like they did before. They don�t need us there to do that.�
�So you decided to leave your family alone and unprotected,� Frank said, the criticism thick in his voice.
�I already told you, it wasn�t my idea! Maria is the one who said we should go in the first place.�
Maria? Frank hadn�t even considered her a suspect. She was desperate to keep the baby, though, so it made sense.
�Are you saying it was Maria�s idea for you to go to Mrs. O�Hara�s?�
�Mrs. O�Hara?� he echoed stupidly. �You mean Nainsi�s mother? Why would we go to her place?�
�I can think of at least one reason,� Frank said. �To kill her.�
�Kill her?� he squeaked. �What�re you talking about?�
�I�m talking about how you and Joe went out last night and murdered Mrs. O�Hara so she wouldn�t be able to stir up any more trouble for your family.�
Antonio gaped at him. �We never . . . We didn�t go anywhere near her place last night!�
�Where did you go then?�
�To a . . . a dance house. I know it don�t look good for us to do that, but we did, I swear it!�
�You will, will you?� Frank asked with interest. �Because a cop followed you to the dance house, but when I got there, you were gone.�
�But we were there all night, until midnight!� he claimed frantically. �Lots of people were there. They�ll tell you!�
�I was there, too, Antonio, but I didn�t see you or Joe.
Now tell me where you really went.�
�I told you! We . . . Oh, wait! I remember now,� he said, his shoulders sagging with relief. �We went to the one on Broadway first, but we didn�t stay. Joe saw someone he didn�t like, and he said we should leave. We went down to Broome Street then. Ask them there! They�ll tell you!�
He gave Donatelli a silent order, and he slipped out to send someone to the dance house on Broome Street to see if anyone remembered seeing the Ruocco brothers.
Frank turned back to Antonio. The boy was sweating, and his eyes were still wild with fright.
�Let me get this straight,� Frank began, still keeping his voice neutral. �Maria sent her own husband out to a dance house?�
Antonio licked his lips. He�d lied about that, and now he was trying to figure out how to tell a better lie.
�The truth, Antonio. Don�t make me angry.�
The boy swallowed loudly. �She didn�t say to go to a dance house,� he admitted.
�What did she say?�
�She said I was making her nervous. She . . . she told Joe to take me someplace out of her sight.�
�What were you doing to make her nervous?�
�Nothing! She�s just . . . Mama says she�s worried about the baby. She yells at everybody for every little thing. Even when Mama said Joe and I should stay home, in case something happened, Maria didn�t listen to her. She started screaming at Joe, so we left. I was glad to get away from her.� He looked it, too.
�Why go to a dance house then? You could�ve gone to Ugo�s saloon.�
Antonio winced. �I didn�t want him telling me again how stupid I was for marrying Nainsi. Anyway, Joe said we�d have fun at a dance house.�
�Just like you used to, before you married Nainsi,� Frank suggested.
�Yeah, that�s right. The girls are real friendly, and they think I�m handsome. They don�t care how close you hold them, either.�
�Were you looking for another girl who�d let you under her skirt like Nainsi did?� Frank inquired.
Antonio had the grace to blush. �No girl�s going to trick me like that again!�
�So you�re going to take a vow of celibacy and become a priest, Antonio?�
�No! I�m just . . . I�m going to be careful. I�m going to marry a good girl, like Joe did.�
�I don�t suppose Joe met Maria in a dance house.�
�No! Maria would never go to a place like that.�
�How did Joe meet her?� Frank asked curiously.
�Mama found her. She knows Maria�s family, and she thought Maria would be a good wife for Joe.�
�Is she going to find a wife for you and Lorenzo, too?�
�Yeah! She . . . Well, Lorenzo says he doesn�t want a wife, but when I�m older, she�ll find me one.�
�Does Lorenzo intend to take holy orders?� Frank asked with interest.
�No, he . . . he just doesn�t want to get married, that�s all.�
�Doesn�t want to settle down, I suppose. Is he having too much fun being single?�
�I . . . I guess so,� Antonio admitted, uncomfortable with discussing his brother.
Frank remembered that Lorenzo had taken Antonio to the dance houses in the first place. �How did you meet Nainsi?�
Antonio blinked at the sudden change of subject. �I don�t know. I just saw her and asked her to dance.�
�Did someone introduce you?�
He frowned at Frank�s ignorance. �That�s not what happens in those places. The girls, they just come up and start talking to you. You take your pick of them.�
�Why did you pick Nainsi?�
�I told you, she came up and started talking to me.
When the music started up, we just started dancing.�
�When was this?�
�I don�t remember!�
�What month?� Frank prodded.
�I told you before, it was August, right after Valentina�s birthday.�
�How long was it before she let you under her skirt?�
Antonio hesitated, and a flush crawled up his neck.
�Was it that first night? The first time you met her?�
Frank inquired.
�No! I mean . . .�
�What do you mean?�
He swallowed hard again. �She didn�t let me really do it that time.�
�But she teased you, didn�t she? Let you kiss her and touch her. And she didn�t make you wait very long, did she?�
The flush had turned his face red by now. �No, not long,� he admitted sadly.
�She couldn�t wait long because she already knew about the baby,� Frank said. �She needed a husband real quick, somebody who didn�t know much and wouldn�t ask a lot of questions.�
�She said she loved me,� Antonio lamented. �She said she never let any boy do it before.�
�Of course she did, and you believed her because you�re young and stupid. I guess you were scared when she told you about the baby, too.�
Antonio winced in shame. �I didn�t know what to do, so I went to Joe. He said I should do the right thing and marry her. Maria did, too.�
�Maria knew about Nainsi and the baby?� Frank asked in surprise.
�Maria knows everything that happens in our house,�
Antonio said. �Nobody can keep a secret from her.�
Frank considered this information. Nainsi could�ve tricked Antonio, but Joe and Maria should have been more suspicious. He wondered why they�d encouraged a marriage like that. That was something to ask them, however.
�Where did you and Joe go last night after you left the dance house at midnight?�
�Home. Where else would we go?�
�I suppose everyone was asleep when you got there,�
Frank said.
�Maria was up with the baby. And Lorenzo.�
�Lorenzo was up with the baby?� Frank asked in amazement.
�He . . . he feels sorry for Maria. He tries to help her.�
Something stirred in Frank�s memory. Sarah had remarked on how unnaturally helpful Lorenzo had been with the baby.
Antonio cleared his throat. �Is Mrs. O�Hara really dead?�
�Yes, she is,� Frank assured him. �And if you know anything about it, you�d better tell me now.�
�I don�t, I swear. I just . . . Are you sure somebody killed her? Maybe it was an accident or something.�
�People don�t get their throats cut by accident,� Frank said.
�Somebody cut her throat?� Antonio asked, horrified. He instinctively lifted a hand to his own throat. �Who would do a thing like that?�
�I sort of thought you and Joe did it,� Frank said, and the boy�s eyes widened. �Somebody took her by the hair, pulled her head back, and sliced her ear to ear,� Frank explained, demonstrating on himself the way the medical examiner had done for him. �Her blood squirted all over the wall and��
He stopped because Antonio had gone pale, clapped both hands over his mouth, and started retching.
Frank jumped to his feet and backed away as the boy vomited on the floor. With a weary sigh, he opened the door and left. He�d send someone down to clean up the mess, and then he�d let Antonio go. If one of the Ruoccos had killed Mrs. O�Hara, Antonio wasn�t the one, and he still didn�t know who was.
Sarah had disposed of the whisky bottle, thoroughly cleaned the cup, and aired out the kitchen. Then she�d cleaned her teeth with baking soda paste and rinsed her mouth with salt water. When Maeve assured her all trace of the odor was gone, she brought Aggie down, and they had a cold supper. Aggie kept looking around, as if still searching for the bottle, but her terror seemed to have dissipated.
Maeve got the child ready for bed, and Sarah went up to tuck her in as usual. Aggie lay under the covers, clutching her beloved doll. Her eyes were wary as Sarah approached, and Sarah tried a reassuring smile.
�I�m sorry you were scared this afternoon,� she said, sitting down on the bed beside the girl. �I threw the whisky�
that bad stuff that scared you�away, and we won�t have any in the house anymore, I promise.�
She leaned down and kissed Aggie�s soft forehead. �I would never have had it here if I knew you didn�t like it. I love you, and I don�t want you to ever be scared, Aggie. Do you believe that?�
Aggie nodded.
Sarah smiled with relief, and Aggie smiled back. Sarah swooped in and tickled her, making her giggle and breaking the tension of the moment. After a few playful minutes, Sarah kissed her again. �Time to go to sleep now, sweetheart.�
Aggie pretended to pout, and Sarah tickled her again, making the pout vanish. On impulse, Sarah said the words she�d been practicing for weeks, ever since she�d overheard Aggie speaking to Malloy�s son Brian when she thought no one could hear. �I was wondering if I could call you by a different name,� she began hesitantly.
Aggie frowned in confusion.
Sarah took a deep breath and continued. �I know Aggie isn�t your real name. It�s the one they gave you at the mission. I�ve been thinking about giving you a better one. I�ve always liked the name Catherine. It�s a pretty name, don�t you think?�
Aggie�s confusion faded into amazement, and she nodded.
�Would it be all right if I called you Catherine instead of Aggie?�
The girl�s face lit up, and she nodded vigorously.
�Thank you, Catherine,� Sarah said in relief, taking the girl in her arms and giving her a hug. �Thank you for everything.�
Frank was sitting at his desk at Headquarters, still trying to make sense of what he�d learned from Antonio, when Gino returned.
�The guy at the dance house door remembered the Ruoccos from last night,� he reported. �He knows them both. I also saw a few girls they danced with, and from all accounts they stayed until closing.�
�I figured,� Frank sighed.
�They still could�ve gone over to Mrs. O�Hara�s and killed her after that,� Gino tried.
�Except that Antonio would�ve fainted if they did. He didn�t have anything to do with killing the old woman.�
�Then maybe Joe went by himself.�
�They were together all night, and he said they went home after that. He said Maria and Lorenzo were up with the baby when they got home, so we can check on that�if we can trust them to tell the truth.�
�Lorenzo was up with the baby?� Gino echoed. �Why would he do that?�
�Antonio says he feels sorry for Maria.�
�I feel sorry for her, too, but I�d never sit up with a screaming baby.�
�Neither would I. I�m starting to think Lorenzo might have more than a passing interest in that baby.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, we know that Lorenzo and Antonio used to go to the dance houses together starting in August, so there�s a good chance Lorenzo used to go without him before that.
We know that somebody knocked Nainsi up several months before Antonio met her. I found out tonight that Nainsi seduced Antonio just a few days after she met him. She already knew about the baby by then, and she must�ve decided the first time she met Antonio that he was the one she was going to trick into marrying her. But why would she pick him, out of all the men she could meet at the dance houses?�
Gino considered. �Because he�s young and innocent. He probably wouldn�t know he wasn�t her first lover, and he�d feel guilty enough to go along with her scheme.�
�Or maybe because he was her lover�s brother, and she wanted revenge or something, because her lover refused to marry her.�
�You think Lorenzo is the father?�
�Somebody is, and it would explain why she chose Antonio,� Frank said.
�Sounds pretty far-fetched. How could she know she�d even meet Lorenzo�s brother?�
�She probably couldn�t, but she did. We also know she tried to trick at least one other fellow into thinking he might be the father.�
�Keith,� Gino remembered.
�Yes, why else would Nainsi make sure he did her proper? She already knew about the baby, so she must�ve been trying to make Keith think he was the father.�
�But he�s married.�
�Yeah, but he�d have to give her money to keep her from going to his wife. The wife�s pretty sickly, so he would�ve paid to protect her.�
Gino nodded. �She was looking for somebody to support her if she couldn�t find a husband.�
�That�s what I�m guessing. By the time she met Antonio, she must�ve been pretty desperate.�
�So the question is, why did she pick Antonio? If Lorenzo was the baby�s father, why didn�t she just try to get him to marry her?�
�Maybe she did, and he refused. Antonio says Lorenzo doesn�t want to get married at all.�
�Is he going to become a priest or something?� Gino asked in disgust.
�That�s what I asked,� Frank said with a grin. �Apparently, he just isn�t ready to settle down. So if he was the baby�s father, he didn�t want to be stuck with it or her.�
�And when Lorenzo showed up at the dance house with his little brother in tow, she latched onto him.�
�It�s a nice theory,� Frank agreed. �It still doesn�t tell us who killed Mrs. O�Hara and Nainsi, though.�
�But it gives Lorenzo a pretty good reason to do it,� Gino pointed out. �When his mother figured out that Antonio wasn�t the baby�s father, she was going to throw Nainsi and the baby out. Lorenzo didn�t have any use for Nainsi, but maybe he wanted to keep his son.�
Frank nodded his approval at Gino�s reasoning. �He must�ve figured once the girl was dead, Maria would take care of the baby and everything would be fine. Then Mrs.
O�Hara starts fighting to get the baby away from them.�
�So he has to kill her, too. Did our men notice anybody else leaving the Ruoccos� house last night?�
�We only had two men on the place last night, so one could go for help if a mob showed up. When one went off to follow Joe and Antonio, the other might�ve missed Lorenzo leaving.� Frank frowned. �Now we�re back to having to get information from the Ruocco family. They�re going to lie to protect him, even if he did go out and kill Mrs. O�Hara.�
Gino swore. �So what can we do?�
�There�s still one person in the Ruocco house we haven�t questioned yet who would probably tell us the truth.�
�Mrs. Ruocco?�
�No, she�d lie for sure. I�m talking about Valentina.�
Gino reared back in horror. �You can�t bring a girl into the police station to question her. She�d be ruined!�
�I know, I know. Everyone would assume she�d been raped, and nobody would ever marry her. We can�t go to her house, either, because her mother would never let us talk to her at all. So I need you to figure out how we can question her with nobody finding out.�
Gino�s distress made Frank smile grimly.
�See,� he told the younger man. �I told you this job wasn�t fun.�
Sarah gaped at Malloy across her kitchen table.
�You want me to kidnap Valentina Ruocco?�
�Not kidnap her,� he said impatiently. �Just help me get her away from her house to someplace where I can question her.�
Sarah was hoping that this early Saturday morning visit from Malloy was only a bad dream, and she�d wake up any second. Unfortunately, she knew it wasn�t.
�She�s the only one I can be sure will tell the truth,� Malloy argued. �You know her family won�t let me talk to her if I go there. If I take her into Headquarters, her life will be ruined, and Ugo Ruocco would probably take his revenge in a very messy way. Think about Nainsi, Sarah. We need to find out who killed her, but we need to protect Valentina, too.�
�They won�t let me back into their house, either,� Sarah reminded him. �Not after I tried to convince them to help find Nainsi�s killer . . . Oh, no, I just realized . . .�
�Realized what?�
Sarah groaned and covered her face with both hands.
�That was probably why someone killed Mrs. O�Hara. It�s all my fault!�
�They would�ve thought of it sooner or later,� Malloy said, as if that settled it. �And it�s nobody�s fault Mrs.
O�Hara is dead except the person who killed her. If you want to find out who that was and punish him, then I have to talk to Valentina.�
Sarah groaned again. �What do you need me to do?�
Sarah and Malloy sat in the dank room in the basement of Our Lady of Pompeii Catholic Church. Sarah was certain God would strike them both dead for using the church as the location for their plot. At best He would be very angry, and if a priest or anyone else found them hiding here . . .
�Shhh,� Malloy said, rising to his feet and putting a finger to his lips. They could both hear the sound of footsteps and a young girl�s voice asking a question. Malloy moved toward the door and opened it just as the footsteps came up beside it. In the next instant, Valentina Ruocco stumbled through it, followed by Gino Donatelli. Malloy closed the door quickly behind them.
Valentina looked startled and then confused. �What are you doing here?� she asked Sarah and then turned to Malloy.
�And you?� She whirled on Gino. �You lied to me! My mother isn�t sick at all!� Gino had summoned her from the line at the confessional upstairs on that pretext.
�No, she isn�t,� Malloy confirmed. �We needed to ask you a few questions, Valentina. We need your help to figure out who killed Nainsi.�
�I don�t care who killed Nainsi,� she said petulantly. �I�m glad she�s gone. I wish her mother wasn�t dead, though. I wanted her to take that awful baby away. He cries all night long!�
�Just sit down and answer a few questions, and we�ll let you go back and to confession,� Malloy said wearily.
She glared at Gino again. �I thought it was funny that they�d send you,� she said venomously. �Wait till I tell my Zio Ugo what you did. He�ll kill you!�
Gino flinched slightly, but he managed an apologetic grin.
�Valentina,� Sarah said quickly. �I know you�re upset, but if you�d like for your life to get back to normal, the best thing you can do is help Mr. Malloy and Officer Donatelli by answering their questions.�
Valentina frowned. �Why are you here?�
Sarah smiled sadly. �To chaperone.�
She straightened as a new idea occurred to her. �I could start screaming,� she informed them haughtily.
�Then people would want to know why you left the line at the confessional booth and went off alone with me,� Gino said.
Valentina rolled her eyes, but she plunked down in the chair Malloy had vacated. �What do you want to know?�
she asked with a sigh of defeat.
�Tell me what happened last night, after you closed the restaurant.�
Plainly, she thought this a silly request. �We cleaned up like we always do, even though we hardly had any customers.
We went upstairs. Maria started picking on Antonio. She�s so mean since that baby came. She yells at everybody.�
�What do you mean, picking on him?�
�She didn�t like the way he was cracking his knuckles, and then she said he was breathing too loud. Everything we do makes her nervous. I think she�s going crazy. So she starts yelling at him and tells Joe to take him out someplace away from her.�
�So he did?�
�Not until they had a big fight with Mama. She said they shouldn�t leave us to be killed in our beds by the Irish. She tried to make them feel guilty, but then they went out anyway, because Maria wanted them gone.�
�What about Lorenzo?�
�What about him?� she asked, pretending to be bored.
�Did he go out, too?�
�Lorenzo?� she scoffed. �All he ever does is sit with Maria and moon over that stupid baby.�
�Did he leave the house at all yesterday?�
�How would I know? I don�t pay any attention to him.�
�Valentina,� Gino said in warning.
She glared at him, but she said, �I didn�t see him go any-place. He was cleaning the kitchen, or helping Maria all day.
Oh, I almost forgot, he did go to the market with Mama in the morning.�
Since Mrs. O�Hara was still alive then, Sarah knew that wasn�t any help.
�What about the rest of the family?� Malloy asked. �Did any of them go out during the afternoon?�
�No, how could they? We have to serve lunch and get ready for dinner, and since Maria doesn�t help us anymore, we all have a lot more work to do. It isn�t fair!�
�What does Maria do now?� Malloy asked.
Valentina made a sour face. �She takes care of the baby,�
she said bitterly. �She hardly even comes downstairs except to fix his bottles. I don�t see why she�s got to be with him all the time like that.�
�Babies need a lot of care, Valentina,� Sarah said. Malloy shot her a look, and she bit her lip in contrition.
�Just one more thing, Valentina, and then you can go,� Malloy said. �Did you hear Joe and Antonio come home last night?�
�No. They come home late, after I�m asleep. Can I go now?� she asked irritably.
Malloy nodded, and she got up and started for the door.
�Valentina,� he said, stopping her before she could open it. �The night Nainsi died, Joe made a lot of noise when he came in. Did you hear Nainsi yell out to him to be quiet?�
She gave it a moment�s thought. �No, I didn�t hear anything until that baby started crying the next morning and wouldn�t stop, and I went into Nainsi�s room . . .� She shuddered. �Can I go?� she whined.
�Yes,� Malloy said, and Gino opened the door for her.
She fairly ran out.
�That wasn�t much help,� Gino observed, closing the door behind her.
�No, it wasn�t,� Malloy agreed. �According to her, none of the Ruoccos could�ve killed Mrs. O�Hara.�
�Unless Joe snuck out again after he brought Antonio home.�
�If he did�or if anyone did�no one would ever admit it,� Sarah pointed out.
�So we�re back to Zio Ugo and his men,� Gino sighed.
�We�re missing something. We�ve got to be,� Malloy insisted. �Let�s go over it all again.�
�Ahem,� Sarah said meaningfully. �Could we find a place where we�ll be welcome if someone were to see us?�
�I guess we should leave,� Gino allowed. He opened the door and looked out into the hallway. �Nobody out there.
Mrs. Brandt, you go first.�
Sarah stole down the hallway and out the door into the alley where Gino had admitted them earlier. After glancing around to make sure no one had paid attention to her some-what hasty escape, she slowed her pace and walked down to the street corner, where Malloy and Gino soon joined her.
�There�s a coffeehouse on the corner,� Gino pointed out.
The three of them adjourned there. When they�d ordered coffee, Malloy gave Sarah one of his looks. �How do you always manage to get mixed up in these things?�
Sarah feigned shock. �If I remember correctly, you came to my house and begged me to do this.�
�I don�t mean . . . Oh, never mind. All right, what do we know about Nainsi?�
�She met Antonio at a dance house and tricked him into thinking he was the father of her baby,� Gino supplied helpfully.
�But we know he wasn�t because the baby was started in June, and he didn�t even meet her until August,� Malloy said.
�And she was already at least two months gone by then, maybe more,� Sarah added.
�But her friends say she was seeing an Italian man months before that,� Malloy said. �A rich Italian man.�
�Uncle Ugo?� Gino offered with a grin.
�A girl like Nainsi wouldn�t fall in love with Ugo no matter how much money he had,� Sarah assured them. �Do you have any idea who the man could have been?�
�We were considering Lorenzo,� Malloy told her, watching for her reaction.
�Lorenzo?� she echoed in surprise, trying to see him through Nainsi�s eyes. �What made you think of him?�
�We know he took Antonio out to the dance houses because Mrs. Ruocco wouldn�t let him go alone. That probably means he had been going to them himself before that.
He could�ve met Nainsi and seduced her.�
�Antonio said Mrs. Ruocco wants to find him a wife, but Lorenzo doesn�t want to get married,� Gino said.
�He especially wouldn�t want to marry an Irish girl he met at a dance house,� Sarah guessed. �His mother would never stand for it!�
�He could�ve eloped with her, like Antonio did, but maybe he�s not as noble as Antonio,� Malloy said.
�Or maybe he just didn�t want to,� Sarah surmised. �But we�re getting way ahead of ourselves. What makes you think Lorenzo even knew Nainsi, much less fathered her child?�
�Didn�t you say that Lorenzo was the one who stood up for Maria when she wanted to keep the baby?� Malloy asked.
�Yes, I did. He�s been very supportive. He even sits up with her when the baby cries at night.�
�You just heard Valentina say he spends a lot of time with the baby, and Antonio said the same thing. Why would a bachelor take such an interest in someone else�s bastard?�
�Oh, my,� Sarah said, as the pieces started to fall into place. �You�re right. Lorenzo even mentioned that he didn�t approve of Antonio�s marriage. Of course he wouldn�t want his baby brother saddled with a girl like that.�
�He wouldn�t like having Nainsi living under his roof, either,� Gino said.
�But she wasn�t going to be living under his roof anymore,� Malloy reminded them. �Mrs. Ruocco was going to throw her out.�
Something deep in Sarah�s memory stirred. �Nainsi wasn�t worried about getting thrown out, though,� she recalled.
�She was almost smug when Mrs. Ruocco threatened her. If Lorenzo was the baby�s father, then all she had to do was tell Mrs. Ruocco the truth. She wouldn�t throw her grandson out, no matter which of her sons was the father.�
�Lorenzo couldn�t have that,� Malloy said. �So he killed her.�
�And then he fell in love with his son,� Sarah realized.
�I�ve seen it happen many times. That�s why he stood up to Ugo when he wanted them to get rid of the baby.�
Gino had been listening to them with great interest. �This is a really good theory,� he said. �So how do we prove it?�
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This silenced all of them. Sarah saw the discouragement in Malloy�s dark eyes and the hopelessness in Gino�s.
�We�ll have to bring him in,� Malloy said finally, but without much enthusiasm.
�All he has to do is keep his mouth shut, though,� Gino reminded them. �We can�t prove a thing without a confession . . . or witnesses.�
�His family won�t turn on him, even if they know he did it,� Sarah said. �And I�m sure he wouldn�t have wanted any of them to know. Nainsi�s death was silent in the darkness, and no one saw the killer going into Mrs. O�Hara�s flat. He surely would�ve waited until the family was asleep�and Joe and Antonio were out�before he left for her place.�
Malloy was rubbing his chin. �But Mrs. O�Hara was working on her ties when she died. If it was late at night, she would�ve been in bed.�
�Maybe not,� Sarah said. �Piecework doesn�t pay very much, so the only way to earn more is to make more. People sometimes work all night.�
�In the dark?� Malloy asked.
�Was there a lamp on the table?�
�Yes, but it was empty.�
�Then she might have been burning it, and it went dry after she died.�
�Or it might have been empty, and she died when it was still daylight,� Malloy argued back.
�Either way, there�s still no reason Lorenzo couldn�t have done it,� Gino pointed out. �Even if Valentina didn�t see him leave the house all day, he could have. He wouldn�t have been gone long.�
�Then let�s go bring him in,� Malloy said wearily. He laid money on the table for the coffee and rose from his seat.
Sarah gathered her things and preceded the men out into the street.
�Thank you for all your help, Mrs. Brandt,� Malloy said formally, because Gino was there.
�I don�t think I helped much,� she demurred.
�Yes, you did,� Gino assured her. �We wouldn�t have dared talk to Valentina without you.�
�And when Mrs. Ruocco finds out I helped you waylay her daughter, I�ll probably never deliver another baby in Little Italy again,� she predicted with a rueful smile.
�I don�t think it�ll be that serious,� Malloy said. �Can I convince you to go home now?�
�Yes, you can. I�ll be happy to spend the rest of the day with Catherine.�
�Who?� Malloy said in surprise.
Sarah couldn�t help smiling. �I asked if I could start calling her Catherine, and she said I could.�
Malloy grinned back, the sort of sentimental smile she seldom saw, which made Gino ask, �Who�s Catherine?�
Malloy sobered instantly. �I�ll tell you later. Find Mrs.
Brandt a cab so she can be on her way.�
�Will you send me word about what happens with Lorenzo?� she asked.
�I�ll be sure you find out,� Gino promised, earning a frown from Malloy.
All too quickly, they put her in a cab and left her to imagine what would happen next. Whatever it was would only bring more heartache to the Ruocco family.
This time Frank and Gino decided to try a different approach to convincing Lorenzo to come to Headquarters for questioning. A deciding factor was that Ugo Ruocco had increased the number of men he had guarding the street outside since they�d taken Antonio in for questioning, and Frank didn�t think they�d just stand by while he and Gino marched Lorenzo out the front door. He pulled in a couple of officers from another precinct and instructed them carefully in what their part would be.
Saturday had brought more customers to the restaurant for lunch. Perhaps they thought that with Mrs. O�Hara dead, there would be no more trouble. Frank and Gino waited until the crowd had thinned down, and then sent two officers in, dressed as ordinary working men. Frank and Gino waited out of sight around the corner with the police wagon. A beat cop was idly strolling down the street in front of Mama�s Restaurant, and within minutes the front door flew open, and Joe started hustling one of the disguised policemen out, convinced he was nothing more than an unruly customer.
They were both shouting, and the cop was throwing punches that Joe managed to duck. Seconds later, the other officer emerged, grappling with Lorenzo. Instantly, the uniformed beat cop started pounding his locust club and shouting for help.
That was the cue for the wagon driver to slap his team into motion. The Black Maria went hurtling around the corner just as other uniformed cops emerged from their hiding places to assist in calming the melee.
Ugo�s men had immediately moved in to help the Ruocco boys, but the police quickly discouraged them by grabbing every man they saw and throwing him into the paddy wagon. Joe and Lorenzo were the first inside, in spite of their vocal and violent protests that they�d just been protecting their property. The two unruly customers followed, mostly to make sure the Ruoccos didn�t escape, and by then most everyone else had fled. The wagon rumbled away, and Frank and Gino met it at Headquarters when it pulled up to disgorge its passengers.
By then Joe and Lorenzo were furious and ready to take on the entire police force, until they emerged and saw Frank�s smiling face.
�Good afternoon, fellows,� he greeted them. �So glad you could make it.�
Lorenzo gave him a murderous glare. �You! After what you did to Valentina, I should cut your throat!�
�Like you did to Mrs. O�Hara?� Frank inquired mildly.
Lorenzo had no answer for that.
�Bring them inside, boys,� Frank said, and the officers escorted them none too gently up the front stairs.
Joe noticed the two �customers� walking away. �What about them?� he asked in outrage. �They started a fight in our place!�
�They�re cops,� Gino informed them. �We needed a way to get the two of you down here without having to wade through Ugo�s men.�
Frank and Gino were roundly cursed in two languages, so Frank let the boys cool their heels for over an hour down in separate interrogation rooms. He could have let Joe go, of course, but he didn�t, reasoning that he might need to verify something Lorenzo said . . . or didn�t say. Besides, he felt ornery.
When Frank and Gino finally joined Lorenzo downstairs, he had regained control of his temper. In fact, he looked entirely too cool for Frank�s taste. Sitting in the dingy room hadn�t panicked him like it had Antonio. He simply looked disgusted.
Frank took a seat opposite him while Gino manned the door. �We know why Nainsi died, Lorenzo. We know everything.�
�Then why am I here?� he asked. �Why is my brother here? Why haven�t you arrested the killer?�
�Tell me, Lorenzo, why did you defend Maria against Ugo when she wanted to keep the baby?�
The question puzzled him. �Because she wanted him.�
�Because she wanted him?� Frank asked. �Or because you did?�
�Why would I want him?�
Frank nodded sagely. �That�s a good question. Why would a man even care what happens to a little bastard some whore delivered on his doorstep?�
Lorenzo shifted uneasily in his seat. He didn�t like Frank�s choice of words, but he didn�t protest.
�That�s what Nainsi was, wasn�t she? A whore?�
The word pained him, and Lorenzo didn�t want to agree.
�She was foolish. Young and foolish.�
�Young, but not too foolish. She got herself a husband, didn�t she? A man to take care of her and her baby when the real father wouldn�t.�
Lorenzo refused to respond. Frank could see the muscles in his jaw working.
�Why do you think the real father wouldn�t marry her, Lorenzo?�
�I don�t know,� he said through gritted teeth.
�Let�s think about it then. Maybe the real father was the kind of man who likes to take advantage of foolish young girls. He likes to use them for his pleasure and then move on to another one. Maybe he�s the kind of man who wouldn�t care that he has a son somewhere whose name he doesn�t even know.�
Anger flickered across Lorenzo�s face. �Maybe he is.�
�What would you think of a man like that, Lorenzo? A man who�d turn his back on a girl after he put a baby in her belly? A man who�d turn his back on his own child?�
�He is not a man,� Lorenzo decreed.
�But you didn�t want Antonio to marry Nainsi, did you?
Even when everybody thought the baby was his, you didn�t approve. Why is that?�
�That girl, anyone can see she�s a liar. Antonio would never . . . He�s too young to know what to do. She would have to show him, and how would she know what to do if she hadn�t been with another man already?�
�So you didn�t think the baby was his right from the beginning?� Frank guessed.
�I didn�t know, but I knew she wasn�t a nice girl for Antonio.�
�Or maybe you knew because she�d been with you already.�
Lorenzo actually reared back in shock. �Who told you this?� he demanded.
�We figured it out,� Frank said with some satisfaction.
�Nainsi was bragging to her friends about her Italian lover for months. When she married Antonio, they all thought he was the one she�d been seeing, but we know he didn�t even start going to the dance houses until August.�
His expression was almost comical. �And you think I was this Italian man?�
�A young man like you, who could blame you for going to dance houses? For wanting to spend time with girls who aren�t too virtuous before you have to settle down with a wife of your own? But wait, you don�t want a wife of your own, do you?� Frank said, pretending to just remember that fact. �Antonio said your mama wants to get you a wife like she did for Joe, but you don�t want to get married at all.�
Lorenzo blanched, but he managed to hold his temper. �I never saw Nainsi before Antonio brought her to our house,�
Lorenzo insisted.
Frank slapped his hand down on the table, making Lorenzo jump. �Don�t bother lying, Lorenzo,� he said fiercely.
�We know you�re the one who took Antonio to the dance house where he met Nainsi. We know you�d been going there for a long time. We know you got Nainsi pregnant and refused to marry her. We know you were angry when she tricked your little brother into taking responsibility for your mistake, and we know you killed her so she wouldn�t tell your mother the truth.�
Stunned, Lorenzo stared at Frank for a long moment, as if trying to comprehend everything he�d just heard�or figure some way to deny it.
And then he started to laugh.
Sarah groaned when she heard someone knocking on her door. She and Maeve had been practicing calling Aggie by her new name and pretending to forget to make her laugh. Sarah didn�t want to stop. She wanted this joyous time to last forever. Maeve went downstairs to answer the door, but when she called up, Sarah knew she�d be leaving.
As she and Catherine came down the stairs, she was surprised to see Antonio Ruocco waiting in the foyer. She knew a moment of apprehension, thinking he might have come to berate her for her part in questioning Valentina this morning, but then she saw the desperate look on his face.
�Mrs. Brandt, Maria needs for you to come right away.
The baby is sick.�
Sarah might have thought it was a trick to lure her someplace where Ugo Ruocco could take revenge, but Antonio was too innocent to lie so well.
�What�s wrong with him?�
�He won�t stop crying,� Antonio reported in dismay.
�And his bowels are running, and Mama says he�s too hot.�
�Antonio, I want to help Maria, but I think your family must be very angry with me right now.�
�Because of Valentina,� he said, nodding his head.
�Yes, and because of my last visit there, too. Maybe Maria doesn�t know about Valentina, but I�m sure your mother��
�She knows. We all know. Valentina tells everyone who will listen, and then the police took Joe and Lorenzo away in a wagon today, too. We�re all very angry, but Maria doesn�t care. She says you are the only one who knows how make the baby well.�
�But I doubt your mother would even let me in the house,� Sarah protested.
�She�s the one who told me to come. She�s afraid of what will happen to Maria if the baby dies. Maria loves him so much . . . Too much, I think,� he added sadly.
Sarah remembered what Valentina had said about Maria�s state of mind. She must already be near the breaking point, and with the baby sick . . . Sarah could at least provide reassurance and support to ease the strain Maria was under. If Mrs. Ruocco would let her in, that is.
�Girls, I�m sorry, but I have to go with Mr. Ruocco.�
Their obvious disappointment broke her heart, and she promised to return in time to tuck Catherine into bed.
Then she checked her medical bag to make sure she had the proper remedies. Satisfied, she set out with Antonio.
When they arrived at the restaurant, they found the shades closed and the restaurant dark. They�d be hard pressed to serve dinner with the two older boys still at police headquarters. Antonio took her inside and led her to the interior stairs, calling out to let his mother know they�d arrived.
When they reached the second floor, Sarah could hear the baby crying from the floor above. She hurried past Antonio, snatching her medical bag from him. She found Maria and Mrs. Ruocco in the parlor. Mrs. Ruocco was rocking the baby while Maria paced. She ran to meet Sarah.
�He�s dying,� Maria cried, nearly hysterical. She looked as if she hadn�t slept in days. �You must save him!�
Sarah hazarded a glance at Mrs. Ruocco, who glared back. Her gaze could have cut glass, but Sarah managed not to flinch. �I�m sorry for what happened with Valentina, Mrs.
Ruocco, but the police said they were going to question her no matter what. I thought at least I could make sure nothing improper happened.�
Mrs. Ruocco rose from the chair and strode toward her.
As she passed, she handed Sarah the baby and kept going.
Plainly, she wasn�t willing to forgive or even to remain in the same room with her. But at least she hadn�t thrown her out.
�What�s wrong with him?� Maria pleaded. �Will he die?�
Sarah quickly felt the baby�s head and limbs. He was slightly warm, but that could just be because he�d been crying for so long. He did seem to be uncomfortable. He was pulling his knees to his chest, and the cry was distinctively one of pain. �Can I see one of his dirty diapers?�
Maria ran to fetch one, and Sarah laid the baby down on the couch and unwrapped him from his blanket to examine him, poking and prodding. When she�d finished and examined the diaper, she knew as much as it was possible to know about a patient who couldn�t even tell you where it hurt.
�Is he eating?� Sarah asked over the baby�s cries.
�Not since early this morning. He was fussy all morning after that and wouldn�t nap. Then he started crying and wouldn�t stop no matter what I did. Is it the milk again?�
That would have been Sarah�s first guess. �Goat�s milk rarely disagrees with a baby, but you can never be sure if what you get at the market is really goat�s milk or how fresh it is or what else they might have mixed with it,� Sarah explained. �Keeping the bottles clean is another problem, although I�m sure you�ve been doing a good job of that.�
�Oh, yes, I boil them every time,� Maria assured her, wringing her hands. The circles under her eyes were so dark, they almost looked like bruises, and her normally glowing complexion was chalky.
�Have you thought about finding a wet nurse for him?�
Sarah asked, picking up the baby again and instinctively trying to rock him to soothe his cries.
Maria�s expression changed from despair to terror. �I want to take care of him myself!�
�Of course you do, but perhaps one of the women in the neighborhood would sell you some breast milk. Even if it was only for a few weeks, until he�s stronger. Then we can try the goat�s milk again.�
Maria looked too overwhelmed to even begin to consider such a prospect. Sarah decided to speak to Mrs. Ruocco about it, even if Mrs. Ruocco wouldn�t speak to her. But first things first.
She opened her medical bag with her free hand and found the bottle she wanted. Using an eye dropper, she placed a drop on the baby�s tongue. He made a face at the taste, then started to cry again.
�What did you give him?�
�Paregoric,� Sarah said. �To stop the diarrhea.� She didn�t explain that paregoric was a tincture of opium, because she knew that would frighten Maria. Sarah hated giving it to him, but it was the only way she knew to treat the diarrhea quickly. If she didn�t, the baby would die of dehydration.
�Please sit down, Maria. Pacing the floor won�t help, and you�re just exhausting yourself.�
Maria sat, but she didn�t relax. Her haunted eyes watched every step as Sarah walked the baby back and forth until the drug took hold and his cries quieted and finally ceased.
Instantly, Maria was on her feet. �Is he . . . ?�
�Sleeping,� Sarah said. �Now we need to talk.�
Frank couldn�t remember ever having a suspect start laughing in the middle of an interrogation�at least not one in his right mind.
�What�s so funny?� Frank growled.
Lorenzo wiped a tear from his eye and fought to get himself under control again. �You are. You think I did those things. I have never been to a dance house in my life.�
Frank felt the anger roiling in his chest. �Liar,� he snapped. �Antonio told us all about it.�
�Maybe, but he didn�t tell you I took him to the dance house,� Lorenzo assured him, still grinning. �And he didn�t tell you I knew Nainsi, because I didn�t. I never even saw her before Antonio brought her to our house after he married her.�
Frank wouldn�t call him a liar again. He knew when someone was telling the truth, and Lorenzo had the confidence of that behind his words. But Antonio had said . . .
He�d said that his brother took him to the dance house!
That�s it. He�d said his brother, and they�d assumed he meant his bachelor brother, Lorenzo.
Frank leaned back in his chair, sizing him up. �Are you saying Joe was the one who took Antonio to the dance houses?� he asked with interest.
Lorenzo sobered instantly. �I�m not saying anything except that it wasn�t me.�
Frank nodded sagely. �I see that. But my theory is still right. An Italian man got Nainsi pregnant, and then she tricked his brother into marrying her.�
Lorenzo flushed. �Joe would never do a thing like that.�
�Why not?� Frank asked curiously.
�Because . . . he�s married,� Lorenzo said uncertainly.
Frank nodded thoughtfully. �Yes, he is. He�s married to Maria, but that didn�t stop him from going to dance houses with Antonio, did it? And it didn�t stop him from going to them by himself before that, either.�
Lorenzo�s jaw tightened. �I don�t know anything about it. I only know my brother wouldn�t do what you say.�
�I guess he wouldn�t kill Nainsi either, because he wouldn�t care if she told his mother�and Maria�the truth about the baby.�
Frank watched Lorenzo putting the pieces together in his mind. Frank had been certain the killer would have kept his secret from the rest of the family, no matter who the killer was. If Lorenzo wasn�t the killer, he wouldn�t have known, but now he had to face the truth.
�Joe couldn�t kill anyone,� he said, but without much conviction.
�Were you awake when Joe and Antonio got home from the dance house the night Mrs. O�Hara was killed?�
�Night before last?� he asked.
Frank nodded.
�Yeah, I . . . I was awake. The baby was crying and woke me up. I saw my brothers come home.�
�I don�t suppose you noticed if either one of them had any blood on him?�
Lorenzo just glared back.
�Or if Joe went out again later?�
He crossed his arms over his chest in silent refusal to reply.
�Are you going to lock me up?�
Frank considered it. �No, I don�t think so. I think I�ll let you go home, Lorenzo. For now.�
�And Joe?�
Frank smiled. �No, I�m going to keep Joe for a while longer.�
� Will the medicine make him better?� Maria asked when Sarah had put the baby down in his cradle.
�It should stop the diarrhea. Then we have to figure out what caused it and keep it from happening again.�
�I�ll make sure the milk is from a goat,� Maria promised fervently. �I will keep the bottles clean and boil them. I will do everything you say.�
Sarah�s heart ached for her. Maria was like a string that had been stretched too tightly, and Sarah feared the slightest little thing could make her snap. �Do you have any wine up here?� she asked conversationally.
�Wine? What for?�
�I want you to drink some. You need to calm down and rest, Maria. You must take care of yourself, or you won�t be any help to the baby.�
Maria absently brushed back a stray tendril of hair. �That is what Lorenzo says.�
�He�s right. Maria, I can�t promise you that the baby will get better. I warned you from the beginning that babies sometimes don�t do well when they�re fed from a bottle.�
�But I�ll be very careful!�
�I know you will, but sometimes even that isn�t enough.
I still think it would be a good idea to find a woman to give him milk, to make sure he does as well as he can.�
She could actually feel Maria�s resistance to the idea of involving another woman in the care of the baby she�d come to love as her own. �Just tell me what to do to make him better,� she pleaded.
Sarah took Maria into the parlor and made her sit down on the sofa. Then she found some paper and a pencil and sat down beside her to write down instructions so Maria wouldn�t forget them. Maria sat perfectly still with her hands folded in her lap, but even so, the very air around her seemed to vibrate with tension. Mrs. Ellsworth would have said she was wound tighter than an eight-day clock.
�I�m adding some instructions for you, too, Maria,� Sarah said. �I want you to drink a glass of wine with each meal and one at bedtime.�
Maria managed a small smile. �I will be drunk. I�ll drop the baby.�
�I�ve seen women in your condition before, Maria,� Sarah said very seriously. �If you don�t get some rest and some relief, you�ll collapse. Then the family will have to take care of you and the baby. I know you don�t want to put a burden like that on them. They�re already short-handed without you helping in the restaurant.�
Tears formed in Maria�s dark eyes. �I didn�t want it to be like this. I thought having the baby would be so . . . so happy.�
Sarah took one of her hands. �When a baby is born, the father gives out cigars and drinks toasts and celebrates.
That�s because he doesn�t have to walk the floor all night with a screaming infant.�
Maria wiped a tear with her free hand. �I never thought of that.�
�And you also never expected Nainsi to die or mobs of angry men to come beating at your door or Mrs. O�Hara to be murdered or your husband to be dragged off to jail,� Sarah reminded her gently. �Any one of those things would be difficult to bear, and you�re bearing all of them, in addition to taking care of a demanding infant. You need to get some help.�
�Lorenzo helps,� she said defensively.
Sarah remembered their theory about Lorenzo�s unusual concern for the baby. �That�s strange, isn�t it? For a man to take such an interest in a baby, I mean.�
�Lorenzo is a good man.�
Sarah didn�t wince. �He must be to give up his evenings out to stay with you and the baby.�
Maria looked puzzled. �Lorenzo doesn�t go out in the evenings.�
Sarah had already opened her mouth to contradict her when she realized that Maria would know Lorenzo�s habits far better than she. �But I thought . . . I mean, he�s a bachelor and . . .� She hesitated, trying to find the right way to frame her question so it wouldn�t seem she knew more than she should. �I know Antonio met Nainsi at a dance house. I guess I just assumed that he and Lorenzo went out together.�
Maria shook her head. �Not Lorenzo. He doesn�t approve of places like that.�
�Oh,� Sarah said lamely, wondering if Malloy had found out this valuable piece of information yet. She realized that everything they had concluded about Lorenzo having seduced Nainsi might be wrong.
And if he hadn�t seduced Nainsi, then he wasn�t the baby�s father. But if he wasn�t, why was he so interested in the baby�s welfare?
�Are you finished with the instructions?� Maria asked.
�Uh, yes, I am,� Sarah said. She had just begun to explain them to her when they heard someone coming in from the outside stairway.
� Why did you let him go?� Gino demanded when Lorenzo had left the interrogation room.
�Because he�s not our killer,� Frank said wearily.
�How can you be sure?�
�After you�ve been doing this for a while, you�ll be able to tell when most people are lying. There�s some who can fool you, but not many. People like the Ruoccos, who are ba-sically honest, can�t.�
�He didn�t tell you everything he knows, though,� Gino pointed out quite correctly.
�No, but he wasn�t going to say anything else voluntar-ily, and I didn�t see any point in roughing him up. If I need to ask him more questions, I know where to find him. He�s not going anywhere. Now let�s see what brother Joe has to say for himself.� Frank pushed himself out of the chair.
�Did Joe do it, then?� Gino asked hesitantly.
�That�s what we�re going to find out.�
�But if Lorenzo didn�t, it has to be Joe, doesn�t it?�
Frank couldn�t help smiling. �Don�t forget Mrs. Ruocco.
Ugo is sure she did it.�
�But she�s a female,� the young man said dismissively.
Frank just shook his head in dismay.
Gino followed him next door to the room where Joe waited. He wasn�t as calm as Lorenzo had been or as panicked as Antonio. He did, however, look guilty as hell.
�We just had a nice little visit with your brother,� Frank reported, taking a seat opposite Joe.
�Did you lock him up?� Joe asked with concern.
�No, we let him go home.�
�Then you know we didn�t cause any trouble. Those two men came into our place and started fighting. We had to throw them out before they broke something or hurt somebody.�
�I told you, Joe. Those men are cops. We sent them in there to get you outside so we could bring you into the station for questioning.�
Joe frowned. He didn�t know what to make of it. �But we didn�t do anything wrong,� he insisted again.
�Someone did, though,� Frank pointed out. �Or Nainsi and her mother would still be alive.�
His confusion cleared instantly. �Why are you asking me about this? I already told you, I don�t know who killed Nainsi, and I don�t know who killed Mrs. O�Hara, either.�
�Where were you the other night, Joe?�
�I . . . I was out with Antonio,� he admitted reluctantly.
�Oh, yes, at a dance house,� Frank remembered. �At least that�s what Antonio said. That�s kind of funny, isn�t it? A married man going to dance houses?�
�I went along to make sure he didn�t get into trouble,�
he said defensively.
�Oh, that�s right,� Frank said. �Antonio said Maria ordered him out of the house because he was making her nervous.�
Joe nodded gratefully. �That�s right. She�s been very nervous since the baby came. She . . . Mama says she�s tired.�
�Joe, I found out some disturbing news about you.�
He stiffened. �What?�
�It�s about those dance houses,� Frank said as if he re-gretted having to bring up the subject. �We found out that even though you�re a married man, you were the one who started taking Antonio to them in the first place.�
Joe rubbed his hand over his face. �I . . . Well, we couldn�t let him go alone, could we? He�s too young. He might get into trouble.�
�So your mama decided you should go with him?� Frank asked skeptically.
�Oh, no . . . I mean, it was my duty. I�m the oldest son.�
�You�re also the married son,� Frank reminded him.
�Wouldn�t it make more sense for Lorenzo to go with him?�
Joe made a helpless gesture, as if he were trying to snatch the correct response out of the air. �Lorenzo doesn�t like to go to places like that,� he finally said.
�So you decided you�d do your duty to help your innocent little brother go out and meet girls who are no better than they should be and get him drunk and see how many of these girls he could poke.�
�No!� Joe protested, although Frank knew he had described the situation accurately.
�Are you saying that�s not what happened?�
�Antonio is just a boy,� Joe tried. �He . . . he wants to have a good time.�
�What about you, Joe? Do you want to have a good time, too?�
�I . . . I guess.�
�What does Maria think about that?�
Joe felt on firmer ground here. �She knows her place. She doesn�t tell me what to do.�
�So she didn�t mind when you went out to the dance houses by yourself, either,� Frank said.
�By myself?� he echoed, as if he didn�t know what Frank was talking about.
�Yeah, you remember. You used to go out to the dance houses long before Antonio decided he wanted to start going along. That�s where you met Nainsi, wasn�t it?�
�I . . . I never met Nainsi there,� he said, but even Gino could see he was lying. The color was seeping from his face and his eyes were starting to look a little desperate.
�That�s not what her friends told us,� Frank lied. �They said she was seeing you way back in the spring.�
�They didn�t know that,� Joe insisted.
Frank frowned thoughtfully. �Why not?�
�Because . . . because they couldn�t,� he replied lamely.
�Now let me get this straight. Are you saying they didn�t know that you were seeing her?�
�Yes . . . No . . . I mean, I wasn�t seeing her at all.� Joe was starting to sweat.
�But you were, Joe. Don�t lie to us. You were seeing her on the sly. You told her not to tell her friends, but she did.
She couldn�t help bragging about the rich Italian man she was going to marry.�
�But I�m not rich!� Joe pointed out.
�Nainsi thought you were. She also thought you were single, so when she turned up pregnant, she was sure you�d marry her.�
�You�re wrong!� Joe tried.
�About what, Joe? Are you telling me Nainsi knew you were married?�
�No!�
�So you lied to her.�
�No! I didn�t lie. I . . . I didn�t even know her,� he said, but with less conviction than before.
Frank slapped the table as he had with Lorenzo. Joe yelped in surprise.
�Stop lying, Joe. You�re making me angry. You knew Nainsi, didn�t you?�
�I . . . Yes, I did, but I never��
�And you seduced her with a promise of marriage.�
Frank was almost shouting.
�I never promised her anything!�
�And when she threatened to cause trouble, you took your little brother so she could get her hooks into him.�
�No, I didn�t��
�Yes, you did, Joe. You took your little brother and gave him to your mistress��
�No!�
�And you let him think your bastard was his��
�Stop!� He clapped his hands over his ears, but Frank grabbed his arms and forced them away.
�And you let him marry her, but it was all lies, Joe. You ruined your brother�s life with your lies!�
�No, no! It wasn�t me! It was all Maria�s idea!�
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Maria jumped up to go see who had come in, and Sarah followed, stopping in the doorway. Maria had found Lorenzo in the hall, and Sarah felt a frisson of alarm. Why was he here?
�Lorenzo,� Maria said with what sounded like relief.
�You are back.�
�They let me go,� he said simply. �The baby?�
As if he�d given the fatal pluck to the taut string holding Maria together, she gave an incoherent cry, threw herself against his chest and began to sob. His arms came around her instantly, holding her to him. His hands moved gently over her back, both comforting and caressing, and Sarah watched mesmerized as his face contorted with what looked like pain.
She remembered yesterday, when she had sobbed against Malloy�s chest. His hands had moved on her the way Lorenzo�s moved on Maria�tenderly, possessively. Had his face been like that, too, twisted with the agony of a desire he could not fulfill? Suddenly, Lorenzo�s interest in helping Maria with the baby was crystal clear.
Sarah must have gasped aloud because Lorenzo�s eyes flew open, and he saw her standing in the doorway. Rage replaced whatever emotions he had been feeling.
�What�s she doing here?� he demanded, disentangling himself from Maria and setting her away from him discreetly.
�Maria sent for me,� Sarah defended herself. �The baby was sick.�
�How dare you show your face here after what you�ve done?� His own face was scarlet, but whether from anger only or because he felt shame at what she�d seen, she couldn�t tell.
Maria was scrubbing the tears from her face with the back of her hand and trying to catch her breath. �Mama gave permission,� she informed him. �The baby is sick. What else could I do?�
�You could send for a doctor,� Lorenzo said impatiently.
�A doctor wouldn�t care if he lived or died,� Maria argued.
�And she would?� he challenged, gesturing dismissively at Sarah.
�Yes.�
Her confidence set him aback, but he didn�t contradict her. Sarah could see the inner battle between pride and honor and his feelings for his brother�s wife. Maria won. He glanced around. �Where is the baby?�
�Sleeping,� Maria said. �She gave him some medicine.�
He glared at Sarah, as if he resented the fact that she�d helped. �Then she can leave now.�
Sarah was only too happy to oblige. Why had Malloy let him go? He must have discovered that Lorenzo wasn�t Nainsi�s lover. �I just need to give Maria the medicine and some instructions for the next few days.�
�Good,� he said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out some money. �Here, this is for your medicine . . . and for your time.� He thrust it into her hand, then headed down the hall toward the interior stairway.
He�d intended to make her feel inferior, and he�d suc-ceeded in making her furious.
�He is upset,� Maria said apologetically. �There was a fight in the restaurant, and he was taken by the police this afternoon.�
Sarah didn�t think that justified his being rude to her, but then she remembered Joe had been taken with him. �I wonder if your husband came back with him.� How odd Maria hadn�t even asked about him.
Maria shrugged, as if she didn�t care. �Did Lorenzo give you enough money for the medicine?� she asked.
Sarah looked down at her palm. �Yes, more than enough.�
�Then tell me what I must do.�
� What do you mean, it was Maria�s idea?� Frank asked, glaring intently at Joe.
Joe�s gaze flitted wildly around the room, as if he were desperately trying to find a way to escape. Frank slapped the table again to get his attention.
�Joe! What was Maria�s idea?�
�She said . . . she said we couldn�t let the baby go.�
Frank stared at him incredulously. �You told her the baby was yours?�
�I had to! I didn�t know what else to do!�
Frank could think of a lot of options, none of which involved telling his wife he�d gotten a girl pregnant, but it was too late to point any of them out to Joe. Frank glanced at Gino. The young man�s jaw was hanging open, so Frank gave him a glare, silently warning him to shut his mouth and keep it shut.
�Let me make sure I understand,� Frank said, letting his voice express only curiosity now. �You met Nainsi at a dance house and got her pregnant.�
�I didn�t mean to, but . . . She wouldn�t leave me alone.�
�Are you saying she came after you?� Frank asked skeptically.
Joe had the grace to look ashamed. �She liked me. She wanted to get married. I told her she was too young, but she . . . she still wanted to.�
�You could�ve told her you were already married,� Frank reminded him.
Joe�s expression was pained. �She was pretty . . . and fun.�
�So you didn�t tell her because you wanted to keep poking her,� Frank said with contempt.
�She wanted it! She told me she did,� he insisted.
�Or maybe she just wanted to get a baby so you�d have to marry her,� Frank suggested. �And then she did. What did you say when she told you, Joe?�
Joe rubbed his sleeve across his damp forehead. �I told her I couldn�t get married. I told her my mother wouldn�t allow me to marry an Irish girl.�
�But she kept bothering you, didn�t she?� Frank guessed.
�Maybe she even came to the restaurant.�
Joe�s eyes widened in surprise that he had figured this out. �I didn�t think she knew who I was, but she found out somehow. She came by one day, and Maria saw her. I sent her away, but Maria knew. She always finds out everything. I thought she�d be mad at me, but she was only mad because I had given a baby to this girl instead of to her.�
Frank thought that sounded strange, but he didn�t say so.
�So Maria was only worried about the baby?�
�She said it was our family. She said we couldn�t let strangers raise it.�
Frank resisted the urge to glance at Gino. He�d said Italians were devoted to their families, but even so, this seemed a bit much. �So you suggested that Antonio could marry the girl.�
�No, no, I didn�t know what to do. It was Maria. She said Antonio was too young to know anything, and we could trick him. She said he would think the baby was his, and he would marry Nainsi. Then the baby would be in our family, and we could take care of it. She said it was the right thing to do.�
Just when Frank thought he was beginning to understand women a little, something like this happened. �So you�re claiming it was Maria�s idea for you to take Antonio to the dance house and . . . Did Nainsi know all this? Did she know you were going to trick Antonio into marrying her?�
Joe swallowed and rubbed a hand across his mouth.
�I . . . Yes, she . . . I had to tell her! She had to . . . to make him think the baby was his.�
Frank didn�t bother to hide his disgust. �And she just went along with it?�
�She was scared . . . because of the baby. She needed to get married soon. But she . . . she didn�t like it,� he admitted.
�I�m sure she didn�t,� Frank said. �But she went along with it anyway.�
Joe seemed to shrink into himself. �She said . . . she said she liked the revenge of having my baby under Maria�s nose.�
Now that was the only part of the story that sounded reasonable to Frank. �And what did Maria think about it once Nainsi was living in your house?�
�Oh, she was happy about the baby,� Joe assured him hastily. �And she was nice to Nainsi. Maria is a good woman.�
Nobody was that good, Frank thought. If Nainsi wanted revenge, what did Maria want? �You must�ve been nervous when your mother figured out Antonio wasn�t the baby�s father and wanted to throw Nainsi and the baby out.�
�I didn�t know what to do. I couldn�t let her do that, but I couldn�t tell her the truth, either. That�s why I went to Zio Ugo. I thought he could help.�
�But he couldn�t.�
�At first he just laughed at Antonio for being a fool. After Antonio passed out, I told him everything, about the baby and how we�d tricked Antonio. Then Ugo slapped me for doing such a thing to my brother and said I deserved to lose my son.�
�Why didn�t you just tell your mother the truth?� Frank asked reasonably.
Joe gaped at him, horrified. �I committed adultery, got another woman with child, and tricked my brother into marrying her. She would kill me!�
Frank didn�t know whether he was exaggerating or not.
Knowing Patrizia Ruocco, anything was possible, though.
�So you killed Nainsi to save yourself.�
�No! I didn�t kill her! I told you that before. I was with Antonio and Ugo that night!�
�But Nainsi was still alive when you and Antonio came home.�
�How do you know that?� Joe asked in surprise.
�Because you made too much noise when you came in, and she shouted at you to be quiet.�
Joe frowned. �I don�t remember that.�
�Oh, I think you do, Joe. I think that reminded you she was lying in the room across the hall, and you went over there, and you put a pillow over her face, and you held it there while she struggled and fought, and you kept holding it there until she stopped fighting and stopped breathing and she was dead.�
Joe just stared at him, completely baffled. �But I didn�t even go upstairs that night.�
�What do you mean, you didn�t go upstairs that night?�
�I was drunk. Antonio was drunk. I got him as far as the second floor parlor sofa, and I left him there. He didn�t want to sleep in the bed with Nainsi, and I didn�t want to go upstairs where she was either, so I went into Lorenzo�s room and got in bed with him.�
�You didn�t go upstairs to the third floor at all that night?� Frank asked with a frown.
�No, Lorenzo will tell you. He pushed me out of bed and made me sleep on the floor. He said I stunk of whisky.�
Frank clearly remembered Maria�s account. She�d said Nainsi was still alive when Joe got home, because she�d called out when he woke her up by making noise. She�d said Joe had slept beside her the rest of the night. Frank thought she�d been giving Joe an alibi.
But Joe didn�t need one.
*
*
*
Sarah had finished her explanations and answered all of Maria�s questions. As eager as she was to escape the Ruocco house, she hated leaving Maria alone. The poor woman seemed as fragile as glass.
�You have to promise to take care of yourself, Maria,�
Sarah said.
�I will,� Maria replied, but the promise held no conviction.
�I mean it. Remember what I said about you getting sick. You have to eat three good meals a day and sleep as much as you can.�
�I will be fine. The baby will be fine,� Maria said, although her words sounded more like a plea than an assurance.
Sarah sighed in defeat. Not knowing what else to do, she began to close up her medical bag. Malloy should know what she�d learned about Lorenzo not going to the dance houses and about his true feelings for Maria. She wasn�t sure of the significance, but she knew he needed all the information about the family that he could get. If he�d decided Lorenzo wasn�t the killer�and he must have if he�d let Lorenzo go�then who else was left?
�The baby should sleep for a while,� Sarah said when she was ready to leave, �because of the paregoric.�
�But I�ll wake him if he sleeps too long, like you said,�
she promised earnestly.
Sarah patted her shoulder. �I know you�ll take good care of him, Maria. Have you decided on a name for him yet?�
she asked in an effort to be more positive.
Maria smiled, but it wasn�t a happy smile. �Yes,� she said. �I am going to name him Joseph.�
�Joseph,� Sarah echoed uncertainly. �After . . . after Jesus� father,� she tried.
�The Virgin Mother�s husband,� Maria corrected her.
�No, that is not why.�
Maria was still smiling, her face twisted into a expression that made Sarah�s skin crawl. She�d seen that smile on her face before, but when? Then she remembered. It was the last time they�d been talking about a name for the baby. What had she said then? Sarah couldn�t remember.
�After your husband then?� Sarah guessed.
�Yes, but not Giuseppe. The baby is American. He needs an American name.�
Sarah thought Maria was asking for trouble. �Will Mrs.
Ruocco let you name the baby after Joe?�
�She has nothing to say about it. He is my baby.�
Sarah was sure Mrs. Ruocco would have plenty to say about it, but she decided not to mention that to Maria. In fact, she decided not to say anything else of importance to Maria at all. She looked so odd, and her eyes suddenly seemed over-bright. Just like they had before, the last time she�d been asking about the baby�s name. What had Maria said then?
Something about the baby�s father.
That she should name the baby after his father!
Sarah�s blood seemed to stop in her veins. But Joe couldn�t be the baby�s father, could he?
�Mrs. Brandt, why are you looking at me like that?�
Maria asked, although she didn�t seem too concerned.
If Joe was the baby�s father, how would Maria know?
Maybe Nainsi had told her, or maybe Joe had confessed. It didn�t really matter, but that�s why she was going to name the baby after him, as some sort of revenge. �I just . . . I should be going now. I�ve probably over-stayed my welcome.� She needed to tell Malloy about Joe right away.
�I�m going to have the priest baptize him,� Maria was saying.
�I�m sure that will be very nice,� Sarah said inanely, moving toward the doorway. If Joe was the baby�s father, he had an excellent reason for wanting Nainsi dead. �I really should be going. You know what to do for the baby. Just follow my instructions.�
�Do you think Joe should be his godfather?� Maria asked, following her.
Out in the hallway, Sarah tried to decide which route to take. If she went down the inside stairs, she might meet the other Ruoccos. The outside stairs would be quicker, and she could escape unnoticed.
�I�m sure it doesn�t matter what I think,� Sarah said, forcing a polite smile. �That�s something the family will have to decide.�
�No, I am the one to decide, Mrs. Brandt,� Maria said in a tone Sarah had never heard her use before. �No one will tell me what to do with my baby.�
Sarah looked at her in surprise. Her dark eyes fairly glittered, and Sarah realized she�d been right to be worried about her. She looked as if the bonds holding her tethered to reality were quickly fraying. �Of course not,� Sarah assured her quickly. �You were very generous to insist on keeping him, and you have every right to make these decisions.�
�No one will tell me what to do with my baby,� Maria repeated meaningfully. �Not even you.�
Now Sarah began to feel alarm. If Maria decided to ignore her instructions . . . �I�m only trying to help you, Maria, but if you don�t trust my advice, please consult another nurse or a doctor. I won�t be offended.�
�I won�t give him to another woman,� she said. �I�m his mother now.�
For a moment, Sarah didn�t know what she was talking about, and then she recalled Maria�s objection to finding a wet nurse. �I never meant you should give him to another woman,� Sarah assured her. �I was just�� She caught herself. Maria wasn�t thinking rationally, so reasoning with her was a waste of time. �I know you�ll do what�s best for him,�
she said instead. �I must go now.�
Sarah chose the outside stairs. She had to find Malloy and figure out what to do before Maria had a complete break-down. Maria followed her, seeing her out like a good host-ess. Ordinarily, Sarah would have told her to send for her if she needed anything, but she didn�t think Maria would appreciate such an offer.
Sarah opened the door and looked over her shoulder at Maria. �Good-bye,� she said and quickly stepped into the stairwell. Only when she�d taken the first step did Maria�s expression register: pure, molten hatred.
Shocked, Sarah turned back just in time to see Maria lunging toward her. Sarah threw herself against the wall and out of the way just as Maria�s body would have slammed into hers. Someone screamed as Maria�s momentum carried her headlong down the steps.
Instinctively, Sarah reached out to catch her, but she was too late. Maria�s body tumbled and twisted and struck the first landing with a sickening thud. The landing slowed her impetus, and Maria�s body slid down only a few more steps and stopped.
Somewhere, Sarah�s mind realized that Maria had tried to kill her, but she would deal with that later. Now, she hurried down to the landing to see if she could help. As if from a great distance, she heard people shouting, and as she reached Maria�s crumpled form, someone started running up the stairs from below.
Leaving Joe alone, Frank took Gino into the room where they�d questioned Lorenzo earlier.
�He�s gotta be lying,� Gino said. �He was Nainsi�s lover, and the girl was going to tell his mother the baby was his so Mrs. Ruocco wouldn�t throw her out.�
�He does have a good reason for wanting her dead, but why would he make up a story about sleeping in Lorenzo�s room?�
�Because he knows his brother will lie for him.�
�He wife would lie for him, too,� Frank pointed out. �In fact, she already did. She told us he was with her all night and couldn�t have killed Nainsi. Why would he tell us a different story?�
Gino frowned as he concentrated on getting it right. �I don�t know. It doesn�t make sense. He only needs one alibi.�
�That�s right. He only needs one, and if he didn�t kill Nainsi, then one of the stories is true,� Frank informed him.
�We need to figure out which one.�
�How can we?�
�It�s not hard. Which story did we hear first?�
�The one Maria told us.�
�And what does her story prove?�
Gino thought about it for a minute. �That Nainsi was alive when Antonio and Joe came home from Ugo�s place.
That Joe was nearby, close enough to slip over and smother her if he wanted to.�
�Maria said he never got up the rest of the night, though,�
Frank reminded him.
�If she was asleep, how could she be sure?� Gino asked reasonably. He was starting to catch on.
�Right, so she could be lying about that part, at least.
Now, if Joe�s telling the truth, what does that prove?�
�That he wasn�t even near Nainsi from the time they left for Ugo�s until after she was killed.�
�But why didn�t he just tell us Nainsi was alive when he came home, and he was in bed with his wife all night, if that�s the truth?�
�Because . . .� Gino�s face brightened with understanding. �Because it�s not the truth. He told us what he really did that night.�
�Then why did Maria lie?�
He thought for another minute. �To protect her husband.�
Frank shook his head. �Donatelli, people sometimes lie to protect other people, but most of the time they lie to protect themselves.�
Lorenzo came racing up the steps, taking them two and three at a time, until he reached Maria�s crumpled body.
�What happened?� he demanded of Sarah.
�She fell,� Sarah said quite truthfully. �I tried to catch her, but . . .�
He wasn�t listening. �Maria, can you hear me?�
Antonio and Mrs. Ruocco were close behind him, both yelling questions.
�Maria fell down the stairs,� Lorenzo said, his voice both angry and anguished.
Maria groaned.
�Maria, can you hear me?� he asked again, taking her hand.
�Get her inside,� Mrs. Ruocco cried.
�Be careful,� Sarah warned. �She might have broken bones.�
�Antonio, go get doctor,� Mrs. Ruocco said, sending the boy racing back down the stairs.
Lorenzo kept trying to get Maria to respond, and finally her eyes fluttered open. �What . . . ?�
�You fell down the stairs,� Lorenzo said. �Where are you hurt?�
�Everywhere,� she murmured.
Sarah descended the few remaining stairs to the landing.
�Let me check her over before you move her.� She knelt, and Maria�s dazed eyes focused on her. Sarah saw a flicker of fear.
�It�s all right,� Sarah said reassuringly. �Let me know if anything hurts.�
Quickly, she felt Maria�s limbs and discovered a badly wrenched knee and an apparently broken arm. Lorenzo lifted her as gently as he could, carried her into Mrs. Ruocco�s bedroom on the second floor and laid her on the bed. She was moaning softly and cradling her broken arm. Was Sarah the only one who saw the adoration shining naked in Lorenzo�s eyes as he gazed down at her?
�What you do on steps?� Mrs. Ruocco asked, oblivious of her son�s devotion to his brother�s wife. �You never look, you only hurry, hurry!�
�Is she all right?� Valentina asked from the bedroom doorway.
No one answered her. Lorenzo just stared at Maria helplessly while Mrs. Ruocco continued to berate her for being so careless as to nearly kill herself.
�Valentina, would you get a nightdress for Maria and bring it down?� Sarah asked.
For once the girl obeyed without complaint, probably grateful for something to take her away. Sarah began removing Maria�s shoes.
�Lorenzo, would you step out?� Sarah asked. �We need to get her undressed so the doctor can examine her.�
�Will she be all right?� he asked, his desperation painful to behold. He�d apparently forgotten his animosity toward Sarah.
�We won�t know for certain until she�s been examined,�
Sarah said, taking him by the arm and directing him to the door.
�She pushed me.�
Everyone looked toward where Maria lay on the bed. She was staring at Sarah with the same loathing as when she�d lunged for her on the stairs.
�She pushed me down the stairs,� Maria said deliberately, pointing at Sarah with her good arm.
Lorenzo and Mrs. Ruocco turned to Sarah in horror, but before anyone could speak, they heard someone calling from downstairs. To Sarah�s great relief, it was Frank Malloy.
�She tried to kill you?� Malloy fairly shouted at Sarah. They were sitting at one of the tables down in the empty restaurant. Sarah had told him everything that had happened from the time she arrived at the Ruocco house earlier in the day until he�d come storming in a little while before.
�She�s not in her right mind, Malloy,� Sarah pointed out.
�Crazy or not, you�d be just as dead!� he pointed out right back.
�Well, she didn�t kill me, so there�s no sense in getting upset now.�
Malloy looked like he might explode, but he managed to swallow down his frustration. After a few moments of struggle, he asked, �Is she going to live?�
�She didn�t seem to be too seriously hurt, but she might have internal injuries that don�t show up right away.�
The doctor had arrived and was with her.
�Why would she try to kill you, though?� Malloy asked.
�I�ve been trying to figure that out, too.�
�Did you say anything about knowing who killed Nainsi?�
�No! When she as much as told me Joe was the baby�s father, I was pretty sure he must have done it, but I didn�t say a word. I was only trying to get away from her so I could tell you what I�d found out.�
Malloy rubbed both hands over his face. �All right, let�s go see what she has to say for herself.�
�The doctor probably isn�t finished with her yet.�
�Good, then she won�t be expecting us.�
Donatelli was in the second floor parlor with Lorenzo, Antonio, and Valentina. They all looked up when Frank and Sarah appeared.
�The doc is still in there,� Donatelli reported.
�Maria said she pushed her down the stairs,� Lorenzo informed Frank angrily, pointing at Sarah.
�Use your head, Lorenzo,� Frank said irritably. �Why would Mrs. Brandt do a thing like that?�
�Why would Maria say it if it wasn�t true?� Lorenzo challenged right back.
�I don�t know. Let�s go find out,� Frank suggested and went across the hall to the closed bedroom door.
�You can�t go in there!� Lorenzo protested, but Frank pushed the door open without knocking.
Mrs. Ruocco cried out in protest, and the doctor looked up in surprise. He was tying off the wrapping around Maria�s broken arm. Maria glared at him but didn�t say a word.
�What you come in here for?� Mrs. Ruocco demanded.
�Get out!�
�I need to ask Maria a few questions first,� Frank said.
�She is hurt!� Mrs. Ruocco reminded him.
�How bad?� Frank asked the doctor.
�Broken arm and lots of bumps and bruises. She�ll recover.�
�Good, then I guess she can talk,� Frank replied coldly, stepping into the room. Sarah came in behind him, and the others crowded around the open doorway.
�I think I�ll step out and leave you to your business,� the doctor said, hastily gathering up his medical supplies and stuffing them into his bag. �I�ll be downstairs if you need me.� He worked his way through the gathering in the doorway and disappeared.
When he was gone, Frank said, �Maria, you said Mrs.
Brandt pushed you down the stairs. Can you tell me why she did a thing like that?�
Fear flickered in Maria�s eyes as she stared at Sarah.
�She . . . she said she would take the baby away.�
Mrs. Ruocco made an outraged noise, but Sarah said,
�You know that isn�t true, Maria. I suggested you find a nurse for him, that�s all.�
�If she wanted to take the baby away from you,� Frank said, �why would that make her push you down the stairs?�
Maria looked around nervously, as if trying to find an ally. �I . . . I don�t know. She just did.�
�That�s funny, because Mrs. Brandt says you tried to push her, but she managed to duck out of the way,� Frank said. �If you were afraid she wanted to take the baby away, that would give you a good reason to want to hurt her, not the other way around.�
�She hates me,� Maria tried. �She doesn�t want me to have the baby.�
�And you�d do anything to keep him, wouldn�t you?�
Frank asked. �You�d even kill someone.�
�No!� Maria insisted, and Mrs. Ruocco gasped in shock.
�What are you saying?� Lorenzo cried from the hallway outside. �Leave her alone!� He started into the room, but Donatelli grabbed him and held him back.
�Do you want to know how much Maria wanted to keep the baby?� Frank asked of everyone present. �I�ll tell you.�
�Don�t listen to him!� Maria begged. �He�s lying!�
�It�s too late, Maria,� Frank said with a trace of sympathy. �Joe told us everything.�
�No, he�s lying. It isn�t true!�
�What is not true?� Patrizia Ruocco demanded, her dark eyes narrowed in suspicion at her daughter-in-law.
�That Joe is the baby�s real father,� Frank said.
Maria cried out in anguish, and Sarah watched the blood drain from Mrs. Ruocco�s face.
�That can�t be true,� Lorenzo insisted furiously. �Joe wouldn�t do that!�
�He admitted it to me today,� Frank said. �Nainsi didn�t know he was married, and she came looking for him here at the restaurant. Maria saw her, didn�t you, Maria?�
Maria didn�t reply. Her face looked as if it were carved from stone.
�And when Maria found out, she wanted the baby for herself, so she made the plan to trick Antonio into believing the baby was his.�
Antonio made a strangled sound in his throat, and Lorenzo roared in outrage.
�Liar!� Maria cried.
�You can ask Joe,� Frank told Mrs. Ruocco, although he could see she was beginning to believe him. The story simply explained too much. �He�s the one who told me all of this.
It was a good plan, too, but then you figured out Antonio couldn�t be the baby�s father, Mrs. Ruocco. You were going to put Nainsi and her baby out. To keep that from happening, Nainsi would�ve told you the baby was Joe�s. Maria couldn�t let you find out the truth, couldn�t let you know what kind of a man Joe was, and what kind of a woman she was, what the two of them had done to Antonio. So she killed Nainsi.�
�Maria?� Mrs. Ruocco pleaded, wanting her to deny it but knowing it was true.
�I didn�t! Mama, don�t listen to them!�
�And then, when Mrs. O�Hara wanted the baby, Maria had to kill her, too. How did you manage to sneak out of the house without anybody seeing you, Maria?�
Maria pressed her lips into a bloodless line, but Valentina said, �I know!�
Everyone turned to where she stood in the hallway behind her brothers.
�I saw her! We were all downstairs for lunch, even though hardly anybody came that day. I went upstairs because Mama was yelling at me, and I got tired of it. When I got upstairs, I heard the baby crying. I called for Maria, but she didn�t answer, so I started looking for her because I didn�t know how to make him stop. Then she came in from the outside stairs. She said she�d been to the privy, but . . . she looked so strange and . . . I didn�t think of it before, but she had her hat on! Why would she wear her hat out to the privy?�
Everyone turned back to Maria, who hissed something at Valentina in Italian.
�I don�t suppose you noticed if she had blood on her,� Frank said quite casually. �There wouldn�t have been much, though, because she cut Mrs. O�Hara�s throat from behind. Did you use one of the knives from the kitchen downstairs, Maria?�
Mrs. Ruocco caught her breath, and Frank looked at her sharply.
�You know something,� he said. �What is it?�
She wasn�t looking at Frank, though. She was looking at Maria with horror in her eyes. �I could not find knife at lunch,� she said.
�That�s right!� Valentina remembered with satisfaction.
�It was your favorite knife, the one you keep really sharp.
That�s why you were yelling at me. You said I lost it, and I told you I didn�t do it!�
Her mother didn�t spare her a glance. She kept staring at Maria. �I look and look. Then I find at dinner. You kill with my knife, then put it back in my kitchen!�
Maria�s face had gone white, and two red spots burned in her cheeks. Her eyes were wild as she looked around frantically for someone to help her. �I didn�t have any other choice! Nainsi wouldn�t have been a good mother! If she didn�t marry Antonio, she would�ve abandoned the baby.
Lorenzo, tell them! I had to protect the baby!�
But Lorenzo had nothing to say. Like everyone else, he was staring at her in horror. Donatelli wasn�t even restraining him anymore.
�Mama!� she cried desperately. �He�s your grandson! I couldn�t let that woman have him!�
�What woman?� Mrs. Ruocco asked bitterly. �Nainsi?
Mrs. O�Hara?�
Maria clutched at the bedcovers with her good hand. �It was all Joe�s fault! He was unfaithful to me. He got that girl in trouble! He arranged for Antonio to meet her!�
�Giuseppe kill no one,� Mrs. Ruocco reminded her. She turned to Frank. �You will take her away?�
�No!� Maria screamed. �You can�t let them put me in jail!!�
�If the doctor says she can be moved, I�ll send for a matron and an ambulance right away,� Frank told the woman.
�Mama, don�t do this!� Maria begged. �I was only trying to protect the family!�
Mrs. Ruocco refused to even look at her. �I not you Mama,� she said and walked out of the room. Valentina and Antonio followed her, but Lorenzo stood there, still staring at Maria in disbelief.
�What will happen to her?� he asked Frank.
Frank didn�t want to mention Old Sparky, so he simply said, �That�ll be up to the judge.�
�What about the baby?� Lorenzo asked.
�The baby is mine!� Maria cried furiously. �Bring him to me! I have to take him with me!�
�You can�t take the baby to jail,� Sarah said with more kindness than Frank would have shown.
Maria gave a primal howl and started sobbing hysterically.
�Officer Donatelli, would you go and ask the doctor to come back up?� Sarah asked.
No sooner had he gone than Sarah heard the baby wailing upstairs. �Lorenzo, Joe is the baby�s father, so he�s really your nephew. Why don�t you go get him and take him to your mother, where he belongs?�
Lorenzo took one last look at the woman he�d come to love, the woman who had betrayed them all. Then he turned away.
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Roosevelt looked very pleased with himself when Frank entered his office.
�Good work, Detective Sergeant,� he said. �Solving the Italian murder, I mean. Sad situation, of course, but at least no one can say we tried to hide the truth to protect anyone.�
�No, sir,� Frank agreed grimly.
�Even Tammany Hall seems satisfied. Of course, they�re always satisfied if they come out looking as if they really tried to help the working man�whether they really did or not.�
Frank had no reply to that, so he offered none. He wasn�t sure why Roosevelt had summoned him. Surely, he wanted more than to tell him he was pleased with the outcome of the Ruocco case. As he waited uneasily, he realized Roosevelt seemed a bit uneasy, too.
Finally, the Commissioner cleared his throat. �I . . . uh . . . I had a letter from Mrs. Brandt.�
Frank shouldn�t have been surprised. They�d agreed she would contact Roosevelt. �Did you?�
�Yes, and I understand from her that you have uncovered some new information about her husband�s death.� He made it sound like an accusation.
Frank resisted the instinctive urge to be defensive. �Yes, I found a witness and . . . and some other interesting facts that weren�t known when Dr. Brandt was killed.�
�After all this time?� Roosevelt asked skeptically. �It�s been three years, hasn�t it?�
�Almost four,� Frank admitted.
Roosevelt peered at him intently through his spectacles
�And this witness suddenly came forward after almost four years?�
�He heard I was asking around about the case,� Frank lied. He�d actually hunted the boy down after hearing about him from an informant. He wasn�t even sure if he could find him again.
�What about this new information? Where did it come from?�
Frank wanted to grind his teeth, but he forced himself to admit the truth. �Felix Decker gave it to me.�
�Are you saying he had information about who killed Dr.
Brandt and he didn�t use it at the time to find the killer?�
Roosevelt demanded in outrage.
�He didn�t think it had anything to do with Dr. Brandt�s murder. The officers who investigated believed Dr. Brandt had been killed by someone trying to rob him.�
�But you don�t?� Another accusation.
�Dr. Brandt wasn�t robbed,� Frank said as respectfully as he could manage. �And the witness heard him arguing with his killer. When I heard that and saw what Mr. Decker had found out, I started thinking Dr. Brandt had been killed by somebody he knew and not by some petty criminal.�
Roosevelt removed his spectacles and rubbed his eyes before carefully replacing the glasses. �Mrs. Brandt has asked me to reopen the case and assign you to work it,� he said without expression.
That was what Frank had asked her to do, of course. He�d been hoping for it, in fact. He couldn�t tell how Roosevelt felt about it, though, so he waited.
�I don�t have many men on the force that I can rely on, Detective Sergeant. You�ve proven yourself to be one of those few. I can�t spare you to spend all your time on a four-year-old case,� he said.
�I understand, sir,� Frank said, not bothering to hide his disappointment. He should have expected this.
�But,� Roosevelt added thoughtfully, �Mrs. Brandt is an old friend, and she deserves to know the truth, if that�s possible.�
Frank waited again, holding his breath.
�I�ll give you permission to investigate it so long as it doesn�t interfere with your regular work. I�ll inform Chief Conlin,� he added, naming the chief of police.
�Thank you, sir,� Frank said. He should have felt gratitude, but he didn�t really know whether to be grateful or not. What if he never found Tom Brandt�s killer? And what if he found out things about Brandt that would hurt Sarah?
�I think you�re on a fool�s errand, Mr. Malloy,� Roosevelt warned, �but I wish you luck, for Mrs. Brandt�s sake.�
Frank knew he�d need much more than luck.

*
*
*
Sarah was late. She�d had a delivery and hadn�t gotten Malloy�s message until she had gotten home. He�d sent a note, asking her to meet him at a coffee shop near her house.
Why hadn�t he simply come to her front door as he usually did?
Her concern had made her even more flustered about being late. What if he hadn�t waited for her? How would she find him? And how long would she have to wait to find out what was so sensitive that he didn�t want to discuss it at her house?
When she entered the shop, she didn�t see him at first.
He was back in a corner, reading a newspaper. She drew a calming breath and let it out in a sigh of relief. As if he�d sensed her presence, he looked up and caught her eye, but he didn�t smile.
With growing apprehension, she hurried over to his table. He laid the paper aside, rose, and held her chair for her.
�What�s wrong?� she demanded as he seated her.
�Nothing�s wrong,� he assured her and signaled the waitress to bring her some coffee before sitting back down himself.
�Then why did you want to meet me here instead of coming to my house?�
�Can�t I invite you out for coffee without you suspecting something�s wrong?� he asked with a smile that looked forced.
�Apparently not,� she replied tartly as the waitress brought her coffee.
When the girl was gone, she said, �Have you heard anything about what�s going to happen to Maria?�
He seemed relieved by the question. �She confessed, and she�s a female, so they probably won�t execute her.�
�I went to see her,� Sarah admitted.
He frowned in disapproval. �After she tried to kill you?�
�I was curious,� Sarah said, defending herself. �I needed to know why she did it.�
�Why she tried to kill you, or why she killed Nainsi?�
�Neither. I wanted to know why she came up with the plan to have Nainsi marry Antonio in the first place. Most women wouldn�t want anything to do with their husband�s mistress and bastard child.�
�You said yourself she�s not in her right mind,� Malloy reminded her.
�She�s not now,� Sarah reported sadly. �She has a bundle of rags that she carries around the jail with her. She thinks it�s her baby, Joseph.�
Malloy winced. �Then I don�t suppose you got any answers from her.�
�Oh yes, I did. She was only too happy to explain her reasoning to me. She feels justified in everything she did, and she wants the family to understand her reasons. They certainly don�t want to hear about it, especially from me, but she didn�t seem to realize that.�
�So did she want the baby for herself, and plan to kill Nainsi all along?�
�No, not at all. She did want the baby, of course. She thought Joe owed it to her because he refused to fulfill his husbandly obligations to her. That�s why she figured out the plan to get the baby into the family by marrying Nainsi off to Antonio. She apparently thought Nainsi would get bored with being a wife and mother and run away, though. Maria might even have planned to encourage her to do just that, but we�ll never know.�
�And that would leave the baby for Maria to raise.�
�Exactly. She�d have Joe�s baby, which is all she ever wanted. And Antonio wouldn�t be stuck with a wife he didn�t want anymore. I gather he might have even been able to get an annulment if she abandoned him, but I�m not sure Maria cared about Antonio�s future. She�d have the baby, and that�s all she cared about. She thought it was a perfect plan.�
�Have you heard how the Ruoccos are getting along with the baby?� he asked.
�Not firsthand, of course,� Sarah admitted. �I did hear that they got a woman in the neighborhood to nurse him, though, so he should be fine.�
�If they can keep Valentina away from him,� he remarked slyly.
That seemed to end their conversation about the Ruocco family. Sarah sipped her coffee to extend the silence, giving Malloy a chance to say what he�d called her here to say.
When he didn�t, she said, �Why did you really ask me to meet you here, Malloy? And don�t tell me any fairy tales this time.�
He fiddled with his cup for a few seconds, as if looking for an answer there. Finally, he said, �Roosevelt gave me permission to work on your husband�s case.�
This wasn�t what she�d been expecting. �I wrote to him . . .�
�I know. He told me. I have to keep doing my regular work, of course, but he said he�d clear it with Conlin to let me work on it when I can find time.�
�Oh.� It wasn�t what she�d wanted, not exactly, but it was more than they�d had before. �What are you going to do next?�
�I�ll go back to the families again, and this time I�ll have the authority I need to question them.� They had discovered that Tom was treating some mentally ill women just before he was murdered, and Malloy believed that had given someone a motive to kill him.
�I told you before that I�ll help in any way I can,� she reminded him.
He managed a smile at that. �Have I ever mentioned how much I hate having you involved in my investigations?�
�I�m serious, Malloy. You know I can go places that you can�t and talk to people who won�t speak with you. I can even ask my family for help if necessary.�
Did he flinch slightly? She was sure he had. He was probably remembering her mother�s involvement in one of their earlier investigations. �Do you think your family would be interested in helping solve your husband�s murder?� he asked.
She�d never thought of that. �It doesn�t matter if they are or not. They�ll help me if I ask them,� she said with certainty.
That seemed to satisfy him. �I won�t need them, though,� he said. �And I won�t need your help, either. It�s too dangerous for you to be involved.�
�But, I��
�No,� he said sharply. �How many times have you gotten yourself into danger when you were just an innocent by-stander? Just a few days ago, Maria Ruocco tried to push you down a flight of stairs! You�re too close to this case, so you�re not going to help. No arguments.�
�All right,� she said, although she really didn�t mean it.
He fiddled with his cup again. He wasn�t telling her everything. He was trying to protect her, but she didn�t need protection. She needed the truth.
�What is it, Malloy? What aren�t you saying?�
He sighed and looked up again, meeting her eyes with a directness that made her want to turn way. �These women who were your husband�s patients might not have anything to do with your husband�s death,� he said.
She nodded her understanding.
�And even if one of them does, I might not be able to prove it. I�ll do everything I can, legal or not, but it might not be enough.�
�I know,� she said, although she hadn�t let herself admit it before.
�And if I figure out who did it, but I can�t prove it, you�ll have to live with it. Can you do that?�
She didn�t want to hear this, and she certainly didn�t want to think about it. Knowing someone had murdered Tom and had been walking around free all this time was maddening. Knowing who it was and that he would still never be punished would be so much worse. �I don�t know if I could live with it or not,� she admitted.
He nodded once. �That�s what I thought.�
She stared at him uncertainly. �Does that mean you aren�t going to try?�
�No,� he said. �It just means that if I find him, but I can�t prove it, he�ll still pay.�
�Malloy!� she said in alarm. �You can�t . . . You can�t do something like that, not after the way you�ve worked this past year to build a new reputation for yourself. Everyone comes to you now when they have a difficult case or one that requires discretion. They know you�re trustworthy and honorable. You�re just the kind of man Theodore wants on his modern police force.�
The smile he gave her was full of bitterness and regret.
�It won�t always be Theodore�s police force. He�s an ambi-tious man. He won�t be satisfied here long, and when he�s gone, his reforms will go with him.�
�But things could never go back to the way they were before,� she argued.
�No, they�ll be worse. A lot worse. And so will I.�
�No, you won�t!� she protested, reaching out and laying her hand on his. �You were never that kind of man before, and you never will be.�
He looked down at where her hand rested on his and gently pulled his free. �I�m the kind of man I have to be, Sarah. I have Brian to think about, and if it�s a choice between my honor and my son, I�ll choose my son. I have to.�
He reached in his pocket and pulled out some money, laying it on the table for their coffee.
�I�ll let you know if I find out anything about your husband�s murder,� he said, rising from the table. �Good-bye, Sarah.�
As she watched him walk away, his image blurred. Only then did she realize she was crying. She dashed the tears away angrily. How dare he try to make her think less of him? How dare he pretend to be something he wasn�t?
And how dare he think that any of that would matter to her? She would, she supposed, simply have to convince him otherwise.

Author�s Note
Writing this book brought back a lot of wonderful memories of visits with my Italian great-aunts, aunts, uncles, and hordes of cousins. I think I was channeling them all to help me create Patrizia Ruocco and her family. I hope you enjoyed this installment in the Gaslight series. Please drop me a line and I will be happy to put you on my e-mail list. I�ll keep you posted on places where I�ll be autographing, and I�ll also send reminders when I have a new book coming out. You may contact me through my Web site, victoriathompson.com.
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