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Susan Russo Anderson
No More Brothers


CHAPTER ONE

On the Beach

Monday, February 11, 1867
Perched near the water�s edge, the gunnysack tilted toward the sea. Fingers curled out of a hole near the top. Serafina Florio picked her way over stones still wet from the tide to take a closer look. Bloated eyes gaped back at her. �Poor man,� she muttered.
Something moved behind her? She shivered, turned this way and that. No one. She looked up at the sky. It was grey, decidedly so, like the color of stale body parts strewn over fields during Garibaldi�s campaign and mixed into the soil these past seven years. Were the crops better for the mulching?
Life was full of death in Sicily. Last year, a wave of cholera created a sea of makeshift coffins. They lined the piazza like battered ships. But that wasn�t all. In the fall, peasants stormed the city�s gates, scything humans and animals alike. The streets were slicked with blood. Artisans joined in the uprising, railing against taxes, conscription, the price of bread. Serafina was grateful that Giorgio hadn�t lived to see it.
This chaos must have been the reason that the commissioner summoned her to his office last week. He stood before her in sash and frock coat. �Dear lady, you caught the Ambrosi murderer before he could slash more women. You stunned us with the cleverness of your plan, the deftness of its execution.� His arms flailed like broken windmills. �We teeter on the edge of anarchy. Police and soldiers fill the streets, yet no one quells the riots. A pity, but we need your detecting skills. Say yes, you must. We�ll double your stipend.�
About time, too. The government paid her a pittance for all her backbreaking midwifery. And with Carlo in medical school and customers using wheat instead of coins to pay for their medicinals, Serafina needed the extra money her sleuthing would fetch. Besides, someone had to stop this butchery. Who better than she?
Someone hiding behind the prickly pear? She bit her lip, forcing herself to remain calm. Something familiar about the corpse-his flat face-but she couldn�t quite recall where she�d seen the man. Staring out to sea, she let its vastness mesmerize her, and in the letting go, remembered his name. She felt a surge of pity as she recalled his friendly presence in the piazza. A coincidence, she was just talking about him the other day with Loffredo. What had he said? Something about shady dealings. Serafina wrestled with herself until she was interrupted by the sound of retching.
She spun around. �Carlo, steel yourself!�
�The smell is fierce, worse than the cadaver room in May. Who is it?�
�You know our shoemaker?�� it�s his brother, Ugo. Quick, before he comes, let�s take a closer look.� She unbuttoned the dead man�s shirt.
�Before who comes?�
�Inspector Colonna. Now, no more questions. Tell me what you see. Start at the head and go down to the toes.�
�You�ve sent for Dr. Loffredo?�
�Yes. But no harm in beginning.�
Carlo knelt and examined the face. �A dried, bile-like substance around his lips. I think he�s been poisoned, but why the multiple stab wounds on his chest and abdomen? Look at their size and shape. Made by a double-edged, thin blade.�
The sea was still. She cupped her elbows, waiting for Carlo to loosen the dead man�s cape and shirt, hoping for a breeze to soothe her temples. For a moment her mother appeared, not as she was in death, but full of vigorous regard and wrinkling her nose. �Such a fuss! It�s only death. And with Giorgio gone, you have a household to feed. Get on with life!�
Serafina rubbed her forehead.
�Angle of wounds and contusions on the left side of the neck suggest the killer approached his victim from the front, grabbed him with his right hand, used his left hand to stab.�
He lifted the torso. More bruises on the nape and shoulders.
�Couldn�t the killer have surprised Ugo from behind, squeezed him with his left arm, used his right hand to stab?� Serafina asked.
He pointed to Ugo�s neck. �Look at that abrasion on his Adam�s apple, probably made by the killer�s right thumb where he pressed it into the throat. What�s more, he used an upward thrust when he stabbed. Hard to do from behind a tall man like Ugo unless the killer�s a giant, and giants are rare in Sicily.�
Carlo droned on and she realized she missed half of what her son was saying. �Anything else?�
�Some leaves and pieces of prickly pear in the folds of his cape. Are you listening?�
�Of course, dear. Brilliant.� Her mind whirled, pieces of it flaking off in different directions as it often did in the morning hours, some of it ranging over this year, that plan. She must remember to take Maria to her lesson before school; she�d remind Giulia to finish sewing beads on the baroness�s collar by tomorrow; Tot�s sore finger needed addressing. Her stomach knotted as her son talked about the corpse�s lividity. She wondered where she�d get the coins to buy new shoes for the children this spring. Was she heartless in the face of this poor soul�s recent agony?
She shook herself and examined one of the leaves Carlo had just given her, turning it over a few times and pricking her finger on its edges. Her mind played its tricks again. She and Giorgio were frolicking in the Madonie when she threw a handful of leaves his way. They looked like the leaf she held in her hand. The fantasy evaporated. �Go on.�
�Loose bowels, another indication of poisoning. Soiled all over the front and back of his pants. Little wonder, the stench.�
�Why go to all this trouble? Why not just poison to kill?� Serafina asked.
�More than one person wanted him dead?�
A left-handed killer with a stiletto and help. But why so many wounds? The killer was inexperienced? Enraged? Probably both.
She watched the thin, wet line of shore as morning clouds massed in the distance. Awake, now, the wind. It slid across her vision, churned up bits of seaweed, molding the water into small waves as it had done, she imagined, on the first day of creation. For a moment, she listened to the ebb and flow of the sea.
Carlo pulled at the sack. The rest of the body slipped out. �Only one boot.�
�Take it off. I�ll put it in my bag.� Serafina brushed sand from her skirt.
He shrugged but removed the boot. After fishing in Ugo�s pockets, he found a scribbled note and handed it to Serafina.
She read aloud. ��Midnight, m�dni, ea.� An assignation?�
�Who knows?� Carlo made a face.
�Better cover him up again.�
While Carlo retied the gunnysack, Serafina stuffed Ugo�s boot into her bag, along with the note and a few of the leaves.
In the distance, Serafina saw Beppe approaching with Inspector Colonna. Black-hooded stretcher bearers followed in a cart and, behind them, uniformed men.
�Look! Colonna�s holding a bandana over his mouth and nose already,� Serafina said. �Waddles like a goose, no?� The air, now blowing, snapped at her skirts.

CHAPTER TWO
Colonna and Loffredo

Drawing closer, Colonna said, �Here before me, I see.�
�I didn�t ask for this. Early this morning my factotum informed me he�d seen a strange-looking sack on the beach. He led me here. I told him to run for you and Dr. Loffredo, but since I planned to stay here out of respect for the dead, I asked him to fetch my son first so that I would not wait alone.�
Serafina introduced Carlo to Colonna. �My oldest, home for two weeks.�
Carlo inclined his head to the inspector.
�You�ve been here for how long?� Colonna asked.
�A while. You took your time getting here. Carlo came shortly after I arrived. We�ve seen no one else.�
Colonna opened the sack. �Do you know this man? His family?�
�I delivered his brother�s child last night.� She pictured Graziella in her final groaning; candles guttering, helper women crowded around a chipped statue of the Virgin. Last night, birth. This morning, death.
�And last night, did you see anything unusual?�
�I was directing a birth. I had no time to see or hear anything else.�
�Ah, but here�s the examiner now. Been waiting for you, Loffredo. Make room for him, dear lady.�
�Stay where you are.� Dr. Loffredo tipped his hat to Serafina. His eyes did not leave hers while he shook hands with Carlo and Inspector Colonna. He was tall with not a hint of paunch, his clothes from the best tailors in Palermo.
The doctor shook hands with Carlo. �I could use your assistance. Make room for us, please, Colonna.�
While the doctor and Carlo bent to examine the dead man, Colonna shuffled over to speak with the black cloaks waiting to prepare the body for its trip to the morgue.
When they finished, Loffredo addressed Serafina. �The wound to the heart killed him. Bruising suggests he�s been moved, but any fool can see that. Lividity�s well established, so he�s been dead for some time-at least twelve hours, I�d say, but I�ll be able to give you a better estimate of the time of death after the autopsy.� He peered out to sea. �A mess they�ve made of it. Looks like he was poisoned beforehand, stabbed more often than I care to count, then stuffed into a sack and dragged here-an ignominious end.�
She shuddered. �Why the poison?�
Loffredo shrugged. �I see it often in a murder like this one.�
�What do you mean, �like this one?��
�A revenge killing, I�d say. Killer had assistance, someone who fed the victim just enough substance to weaken the man.�
�I agree,� Carlo said. �Softened him up for the kill.�
She was silent a moment.
Carlo asked, �When�s the autopsy?�
�Probably next week. Busy these days with bodies.� He faced Serafina. �You investigate?�
�Perhaps.�
�Be careful, my dear.� He kissed her hand and left.
Colonna held onto his fedora, pushing toward them on splayed feet. �Three small uprisings in the province yesterday. We�re spread thin. No doubt the commissioner will assign this case to you, but I can spare an hour this morning to give you a few pointers while you search the home of the deceased. Of course, I�ll wait outside for you to finish up with the spouse.�
��Finish up?� His wife died. No children.� Serafina gave Colonna directions to Ugo�s home. �I�ll meet you there after I�ve talked to his brother.�

CHAPTER THREE

Mother and Son

�You? Investigate?� Carlo asked, helping Serafina navigate the rocky ascent to the center of town.
She nodded.
�Why you?�
She told him of her meeting with the commissioner last month, the increase in her stipend if she agreed to help the department investigate. �Only temporary, you understand.�
He smirked. �Don�t waste too much time on this case. Looks like the work of Don Tigro�s thugs to me. Messy enough. The don�s style, too-body dumped on shore for all to see. �Look what happens when you tangle with Don Tigro,� that�s what he�s saying with this roaring stink.�
Serafina winced. Each time she heard the don�s name, she thought of her mother�s deathbed confession-Tigro was Serafina�s half-brother, born out of wedlock, given up for adoption. A horror, Maddalena�s admission, revealed only in her final agony and shared only with her daughter. If it were true, Don Tigro was the uncle of Serafina�s children. She shuddered when she imagined the burden that knowledge would give them, then quickly chided herself for believing a dying woman�s hallucinations. No matter, no one must ever discover the secret. Beneath a veneer of culture, Don Tigro ran a deadly organization, demanding the last drop of blood from those who sought his friendship. How could he be her mother�s child?
�You�re far away, again, not listening.�
�Brilliant, dear. Please continue.�
�What�s more, you underestimate Colonna. He�s overworked, but he knows how to investigate.�
�And your mother doesn�t?� She stopped to catch her breath and gazed at the glistening sea far below.
�You grabbed the town�s attention when you captured the Ambrosi killer-only took you a week in contrast with the police who searched a little, scratched a lot, and discovered nothing. After that, you primped on stage for a while and enjoyed it. Now you want the limelight again. You know what? I think you�re jealous.�
�A bit too smug this morning, aren�t we, Mr. Smarts? I wonder what Gloria gave you last night to uncork such wit.�
Carlo grinned.
She stumbled on a stone. Reaching down to scrub dust off her boot, Serafina leaned on her son.
�Take Colonna�s help if he offers it. And with Loffredo as the examiner, the police can�t sweep away this murder.�
Serafina�s cheeks flamed at the sound of Loffredo�s name. Utter nonsense-no one could replace her husband. Besides, she was still wearing black. �True. And Ugo�s death will have a big following. Popular here and he�ll need to be buried with military honors.�
They continued on their way through the narrow streets of an artisan neighborhood. One-room houses stood next to windowless apartment buildings. She heard shouting in the distance.
�Honors? That guy?�
�Ugo fought with Garibaldi. He received the Marsala Medal. Rodolfo told me he kept it on a hook above the mantelpiece, but I saw it pinned to his chest at some festa or other.�
�Men kill for that medal and he wears it to a festa!� Carlo brushed dust off his lapels. �Unafraid of pickpockets, I guess, or just plain stupid.�
At last they reached the piazza. Serafina could see their villa through the trees of the public gardens. Gulls keened overhead as they rounded the fountain.
�After the burial, another brutality will make us forget this one. Ugo�s killer will be free. Unsolved murders suffocate us.�
�Spare me, Mama. Sicily flirts with anarchy. Police and soldiers are too busy quelling riots. The officials are desperate. Why else would the commissioner ask for help from a woman? Anyway, you�re dying to stick your nose into it.�
She patted Carlo�s sleeve. �Do me a favor. Go to Ugo�s and watch Colonna for me. I�ll be there in ten, fifteen minutes.�
�Don�t trust him, do you?�
�Maybe not. But I need your eyes and ears. You see what I don�t and you�re not afraid to tell me.� She pecked his cheek and turned toward the shoemaker�s.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Crone

Halfway across the piazza, Serafina was arrested by the sight of a veiled woman seated on a stone bench near the public gardens. Drawing closer, she heard the figure droning something unintelligible in guttural tones through slightly parted lips. The sound seemed to come from within, almost like the purr of a cat. Winged creatures flew around her form. The woman wore black garments faded into green and stretched across her massive middle. Her sightless eyes were like ravens churning around a dead sky. Scylla with her own Charybdis.
Serafina stood before her. She smelled the dung of diseased sheep. Reaching into her bag, she thrust a coin into the woman�s outstretched palm. The crone did not move or nod or otherwise acknowledge Serafina�s presence. She shook herself free of the hag�s mesmerizing presence and continued on her way to the shoemaker�s.

CHAPTER FIVE

Condolences

The shoemaker�s young son, Teo, was unbolting the shop�s front door when Serafina arrived.
�Is your father here or am I too early?�
The boy gave her a solemn nod, then disappeared.
Presently Rodolfo came in looking dapper, clothed for the day�s work in striped pants, starched shirt and leather apron. He was a slight man with a round, flat face, shorter than Serafina. Like many of Oltramari�s shopkeepers these days, he had a hungry look. For a second she stared at him, losing her words. Why did she hesitate? This was not the first time she�d delivered news of death.
�I need to speak with you.�
�Something�s wrong with the little one?�
�No, the baby�s fine. A spectacular set of lungs, I might add.� She thought she heard Teo scuffing about somewhere near the entrance. �Another matter entirely. Let�s sit, shall we?�
Teo appeared, carrying his books. �See you, Papa,� he called over his shoulder, carefully closing the door behind him.
Rodolfo followed Serafina and stumbled into a seat.
�We found your brother�s body this morning. Murdered, it appears. My deep sorrow for your loss.�
He laid a hand on his chest. �Murdered?� His eyes widened. �How?�
�Stabbed.�
Color drained from his face. �Where did you�� The shoemaker loosened his collar. He stared straight ahead.
�In the lower village, on the shore.�
His eyes darted from side to side. �On the shore? But that�s not��
She said nothing for a long minute.
�Not close, Ugo and I, but my brother, all the same. Stabbed?�
She nodded. �When was the last time you saw him?�
He seemed not to hear, but sat rubbing the palms of his hands on his knees. Without warning, he stood, ran a handkerchief over his forehead. �You must excuse me. I need some time.� He struggled out of his apron, staggered a bit, sat down again, and looked at the floor. His face was mottled.
�Rodolfo?�
No answer.
�You are his closest living relative, I take it?�
He nodded.
�May I get you something? A cup of water?�
He shook his head.
�Take your time. Collect yourself. Hug Graziella. Kiss your baby. I�ll return soon. I�ve some questions.�

CHAPTER SIX

Silver and Gold

A uniformed man stood by the gate of Ugo�s home. Pots of wisteria and lavender withered near the stoop. Paint peeled on the door.
Inside, Serafina smiled at her son. A minor light seeped through the cracks and the air smelled sour. She opened the shutters. She looked above the mantel for Ugo�s Marsala Medal, but it was missing.
A cat meowed. Carlo picked up the thin tabby and spilled it into Serafina�s arms. It purred and kneaded her cape. They began walking around the room, Serafina touching the rim of a vase, swiping dust off a shelf, straightening the glass of a lamp. A tattered oilcloth covered the kitchen table. On it stood an empty bottle, two wine-stained glasses, crumpled table linen, and a nearly spent candle, its wick captured in a pool of cold wax. No crumbs, no dirty dishes.
�Looks like Ugo had a visitor before he died,� she said.
When Serafina turned over one of the napkins, she saw traces of the same yellowish residue she�d seen around Ugo�s mouth. The cat jumped from her arms and disappeared as she slipped the napkin and two glasses into her satchel.
Colonna swayed from side to side around the room. He peered up at the ceiling, down at the floor, ran his hand over an armrest and underneath cushions. Stopping in front of the fireplace, he said to his men, �See that loose stone? Lift it. Something�s underneath.�
While the police worked at the stone, Serafina groped her way down a dingy hall and into the bedroom. Bare mattress, sour smell, crumpled bedding, dust everywhere-a man�s room. She saw a large cabinet on the opposite wall and opened it. Instead of clothes, tarnished pieces of silver crammed the shelves. Elaborate candelabra, pitchers, serving bowls, trays, goblets, silver-encased cruets, jewel-encrusted chalices. Lifting a silver vase, she looked on the bottom and studied the hallmark, a vulture and the date, 1653, above some letters she could not read. Wedged in the back on the bottom shelf was a ledger.
Then she remembered Loffredo�s words: Ugo fenced silver for the nobility. He had contacts on the continent, no doubt, where he sold the goods. �The aristocrats of Sicily sit on balding velvet and pretend Unification never happened. They�d rather sell their heirlooms than soil their hands with trade,� Loffredo told her.
Loffredo ought to know. His father nearly disowned him when he�d learned that his son wanted to pursue a degree in medicine. �A profession is not for nobles,� he�d said. �Closes doors on access to our kind.�
Waving Ugo�s book in one hand and a silver chalice in the other, Serafina entered the living room. �Look what I found!�
No answer.
�Carlo? Colonna?�
Still no reply. She saw the two of them leaning over the table, staring into a metal box.
The inspector stuck his fat fingers deep inside and picked up a few coins. He tested one with his teeth, grinned at the ca-chink when he dropped them back into the chest, pushed them about. �Lire and ducati, grani, even zecchini,� he whispered. �Over a million I�d say, right inside this little box. Try to lift it, eh, Carlo?�
�Colonna, Carlo, listen to me, I found-�
�In a minute, Fina.� Colonna flapped a hand in her direction.
But the inspector and her son and the room soon became lost to her vision as she sat on the sofa and read Ugo�s ledger.
They walked back to the Municipal Building, Serafina and Colonna leading the way. In front of his office she said, �This is the brutal murder of a military hero, Pirric�. The people will want answers soon and we must be ready with facts.�

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Plan

On the way home, Carlo said, �So it�s �Fina� and �Pirric�,� now, is it?�
She ignored his remark. �Tomorrow we�re off at first light. I�ll ask Renata to pack us something for the journey. Make sure Largo is fed and watered-we�ll use the cart. Bring a good length of rope and blanket. Do you still have that small leather club Papa gave you? Bring it. We�ve got work to do. Might be dangerous. Shhh, not a word to anyone.�
�Dangerous? Are you kidding? Why don�t you get Colonna and one or two of his men to carry out your scheme?�
�When I told Colonna we were going to search for the scene of the crime, he seemed content to stay in his office and count Ugo�s coins.�
�You mean, you want all the glory of the capture.�
She opened her mouth.
�No, don�t answer; I don�t want to hear another fantasy. But I�ll tell you one thing: tonight I�m going to Gloria�s and I don�t care what you have planned for this evening or any other evening, for that matter. Count me out. I�ll meet you tomorrow with the cart and the rope and the club.� He kicked a stone and it skipped on the cobbles, echoed off the high walls of buildings. �And what�s more, I don�t want to hear any of your remarks.�
They crossed the piazza without speaking, passing old soldiers snoring on benches or sitting straight, some with the vagueness of wounded souls, others arguing with one another. The crone she had seen earlier had vanished. Serafina�s skirts crackled in the wind. Her palms were moist.
�So where are we going?� he asked.
�I recognized the flora stuck to Ugo�s shirt. We�re going to a copse of beech near the foot of Monte San Calogero. Your father and I used to picnic there before we were married, and I�d come home full of those same burrs and leaves.�
He turned his face to hers. �And what are we looking for?�
�Ugo�s missing boot and�� Her voice trailed off.
�And?�
��and a killer who may return to the scene of the crime.�
�How do you know Ugo�s murder is not the work of Don Tigro?�
�I don�t, not for sure. But I know this much. First, by the looks of the goods in his house, Ugo had a thriving business. He�d been at it a long time, built up customers, kept a ledger. Ugo wouldn�t have lasted as long as he did unless he paid up regularly. Men like Don Tigro get rid of their enemies quickly.�
Carlo shrugged. �Is there a �second�?� he asked.
She nodded. �Don Tigro�s thugs would have picked Ugo�s house clean of the gold and silver.�
Carlo thought a moment and nodded, more to himself than to her. �And how do you know the killer will return to the scene of the crime, assuming we find it?�
�A hunch. He�ll want to make sure there�s nothing left behind that could implicate him. If my guess is right, he�s disturbed about something.�
�Of course! Disturbed enough to kill.�
�No, I mean, distraught, wild, disturbed enough to stab Ugo, what, seventy-five, a hundred times.�
�We�ve been through this.�
�And how do the wild behave? Theirs is a small world. They go back to what they know and love, regardless of the danger.�
Carlo was about to say more, but Serafina continued. �Or he might just want to go back for whatever it is that madmen dream of.�
�And what you don�t know, you make up as you go along.�
How could she explain to her son about the knowledge of the heart, the flash of a wizard�s understanding? He was oblivious to such things, unlike his twin, Carmela. Not at all like her side of the family, many of whom had been gifted with apparitions. Not at all like Giorgio either, who, while he lived, combined a love of dogged learning with the immediate grasp of genius. She shook her head.
�You�re in another world again.� Carlo held the door open while Serafina smiled up at the stone angel above the lintel.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Serafina�s Family

As the front door opened, Serafina heard Maria�s scales coming from the parlor.
�What�s for dinner?� She followed the sounds of banging pots. �Where�s Renata?�
�The monz��s carriage came for her while you were out.� Carmela, her infant son slung on one hip, stirred the sauce while the domestic shuffled back and forth setting places at the table.
Ignoring the queer way her stomach felt, Serafina gathered up her grandson and kissed his hair. �Oh, my precious, you and I don�t like the monz�, do we? Unspeakable rudeness! Just because he trained in Paris, he thinks he can order your Aunt Renata about like some kind of kitchen wench.� As usual, the baby settled in Serafina�s arms. He cooed. She nuzzled her nose against the silkiness of his ear.
�We talked about this,� Carmela said. �You knew Renata was leaving.� She dampened the flames, emptied the drained pasta into a bowl, smothered some sauce and cheese on top. �She�ll be back in two months, as soon as prince what�s his name tires of her pastries or runs out of coins. In the meantime, the domestic and I will take care of the kitchen. All yours, Assunta. Careful, it�s hot.� Carmela blew a lock of hair out of her eyes while the domestic carried the main dish to the table.
Giulia came into the room carrying her school books and sewing basket. She kissed Serafina�s cheek.
�Are the beads finished for the baroness?�
�Yes, I ran them over this morning before school.�
She felt a tug on her skirt, looked down. Tot� held his sore finger in the air. She kissed it. �Much better today, my sweetness. Carlo, look at his finger, won�t you?� Serafina clasped her youngest son closer before releasing him.
�Over here. Let me look.� Carlo bent to Tot�. �That little cut? It�s nothing!�
�Is too. Sore!� Tot� stuck out his lower lip.
�It didn�t bother you until Mama came into the room. Grow up!�
�Not so rude to your brother! Wash his wound and dress it with fresh cloth.�
�Wound? It�s a scratch! And you dress it-you�re the mother!�
Carmela stomped over to face her twin. �Your mother works two jobs and we eat scraps so you can go to medical school and you talk like a, like a bandit-�
�A lot you care, storming off and disappearing for four years and bulging with your bastard when you re-�
�Enough! We�re a family and still in mourning.� Serafina blinked hard. While she knelt to kiss Tot�s finger, her mind played tricks. They were gathered around the table, Giorgio pouring the wine, his laughter tumbling over them, the house rich with the smell of roasted pork. Carmela and Carlo must have been what, five or six? Vicenzu and Renata were toddlers; Giulia, Maria and Tot�, not yet born. Those were the days of plenty when Serafina�s mother lived on the third floor and, with the help of two servants, kept the kitchen whenever they were between cooks. Whatever they wanted, they bought at market, traveling by coach to La Vucciria each week. They bought only the finest cuts of meat, fish so fresh their tails stood on end. Main courses were accompanied by two or three succulent side dishes, each course served with the proper wine. Today they had a watery sauce, overcooked pasta, a heel of stale bread.
Maria�s music was lumbering, punctuated by the ticking of the grandfather clock.
Carlo tasted the sauce and made a face. �No bread?�
A knot formed in Serafina�s stomach. �Carmela�s too busy with Rosa�s gardens for perfection in the kitchen. We�ll hire a cook.�
�No funds for cooks!� Vicenzu, the middle son, yelled from his desk in the corner of the kitchen. His abacus whirred. A carriage accident three years ago left him with a limp and a love of numbers. It was a calamity at the time, especially for the life and career of a young man, but in the end it had become a boon for Serafina�s family. Ever since Giorgio�s death, Vicenzu ran the apothecary shop and kept a tight rein on their coins.
Seated at the table, Carlo fiddled with his watch chain. Serafina rose and hugged Carmela. She told her daughter how proud she was of her landscaping and her attempts at cooking. She showered her grandson with kisses. The baby gurgled.
�Maria, Giulia, Vicenzu, time for dinner!�
The piano stopped.
A loud knock interrupted them. The domestic shuffled down the hall to answer the door.
Vicenzu and Carlo stood when Serafina�s friend, Rosa, entered. She was followed by an entourage, her cook carrying a large platter of steaming bruscialoni smothered inpomodoro marinara, two maids laden with antipasti, warm bread, and three bottles of Nero Mascalese.
�My chief gardener is detained by you?�
Last month, Rosa relinquished the running of her high class house after a serial killer murdered three of her women. Taking her cook, maids, driver, stableboy, and several bodyguards with her, she moved into the abandoned villa next door to Serafina after its owners had fled to the Americas or some such place in the middle of the night. Serafina was thrilled: it gave Rosa and her daughter a home next to hers.
She and Rosa had met when they were children, and despite vast differences of class and temperament, they�d remained best friends. What would she do without her, Serafina wondered. Although the former madam�s nature was prickly, Rosa�s eye for the main chance had helped her business prosper when everyone else failed. Frequented by generals, politicians, and-it was rumored-bishops, her house was famous throughout the province. She knew everyone and everything. She�d helped Serafina and her family survive the war. Last year when the police did nothing to solve the murders of Rosa�s women, she called upon Serafina who risked her life to unmask the killer.
Rosa kissed Carmela on both cheeks. �You�ve made a lovely design for my gardens in the back, but you should be planning the conservatory, not cooking for this one.� She jerked a thumb in Serafina�s direction.
�But we�ve got to eat and-�
Rosa scowled at Serafina. �Where�s your mind? We agreed last night: in exchange for Carmela designing my gardens, Formusa will prepare your meals while Renata is away. Here�s your dinner, delicious and steaming. And she�s planning pasta con le sarde for your supper.�
Carmela threw up her hands. �Mama schemes and doesn�t bother to tell us.�
�Not quite.� Rosa glared at Serafina. �She connives, then forgets to remind herself.�
But Serafina wasn�t listening. While the others took their places at the table, she grabbed her cape and satchel. Following Rosa and her staff out the door, she said over her shoulder, �Eat. Don�t wait for me.�

CHAPTER NINE

Gentle Touch

The waiting room was empty so she let herself into Loffredo�s office.
�You�ve finished dinner, I take it. Caff�?� He rang the bell.
Looking askance at Serafina, the maid cleared the porcelain from his desk and bustled out.
Loffredo came around to kiss Serafina�s hand. So gentle, his touch and understanding of women. �Nothing for me. I haven�t much time.�
She remembered their university days together-heady times, when class differences did not matter and bedroom walls echoed with daring talk of revolution. He was studying medicine and she, midwifery. They both knew their affair couldn�t last. From the impoverished nobility, Loffredo would need to wed within his class or find a woman from a wealthy family. A few months after Serafina and Giorgio were betrothed, Loffredo married the daughter of a fashionable Palermitan milliner.
�You investigate Ugo�s death?�
�With police help, I hope.� She felt the heat of desire. Unbidden, not unwelcome, but for now she must suppress it, so she forced herself to image Giorgio in his coffin.
�Don�t count on Colonna�s help. He told me most of his men have been sent to Catania to quell a riot.� Loffredo touched her hand. �You�re flushed. A fever?�
Oh, Madonna, help me. �When is Ugo�s autopsy?�
�Scheduled for-let me see-next week some time. By then the body ought to be ripe.�
�Not sooner?�
�Corpses fill the morgue waiting for me.�
She reached into her bag, pulled out the glasses and linen. �These were on his kitchen table when we searched his house.�
He held the glasses up to the light and looked at the napkin. �Stained. And there�s a residue in the bottom of one of the glasses. �I�ll take a quick look. Can you return in an hour?�
She felt the press of his hand on hers as she headed across the piazza.

CHAPTER TEN

The Shoemaker�s Family

Hoping to catch the shoemaker before he closed his shop for siesta, Serafina ran past the Duomo, stopped to breathe a little in front of the fountain. She barely noticed the soldiers sleeping on stone benches or two thuggish creatures grizzling at one another in the shadows. No sign of the crone.
She was in luck. His store was still open.
As she lifted her skirts to climb the stoop, a few customers exited, jangling the front door�s silver bell. One man doffed his silk hat to her. Another, a ragged soul, pushed and nearly knocked the first man down. He mumbled an apology, one sleeve flapping as he swabbed his brow. In the other hand, he clutched a ribboned medal. A woman with arms full of parcels wedged her way between the men, brushing Serafina�s sleeve as she descended.
Inside, she spotted the shoemaker coming out of his workroom, rubbing his hands on his apron. He�d regained his composure.
His smile was brief, tight, and in keeping with the armband he wore. �Thanks for your trouble, this morning, and I must apologize for my-�
�Nonsense.�
�So unexpected.�
�Of course. Graziella�s doing well, I take it? Have you named the baby yet?�
The shoemaker blinked. �Yes, to both.�
She waited.
�Many thanks to you. I was just about to close the shop, but please, have a seat. My time is yours. Only that-�
�Graziella expects you?�
He shrugged. �Busy today and Ugo�s death was�a shock for her. Another shock. Hasn�t been well.�
Serafina had difficulty sensing his mood. Perhaps he was still in shock, which she knew took many forms. Fatigue did not help: after all, he�d been through a lot in the last twenty-four hours-up most of the night for the birth of his youngest son, then recently hearing about the stabbing death of his brother.
�I�m investigating Ugo�s death and I have a few questions.�
He nodded.
She decided she�d keep her mouth shut to see what came out of his, so she folded her hands and waited.
They both sat, Serafina keeping as still as she could. He fidgeted with the band on his sleeve, bent to straighten his shoelaces, combed his brows with a finger.
Finally he spoke. �You told me Ugo died by the knife. He became involved with ne�er-do-wells and they paid him back, it seems.� He paused, looked at his hands. �I hope you find them so that justice may be done. And now I have a funeral to plan. Do you know when the body will be released?�
She shook her head. �I know there will be an autopsy. Sometime by the end of next week you�ll be able to bury him, I would imagine. If the officials drag on longer than that, you�d best consult your lawyer.� That�s all she wanted to tell him, nothing about the search of Ugo�s home or finding the silver or the box of gold.
The shoemaker paced, distracted. �I�ll feel better when I�m able to bury him. Hard, very hard, not knowing.�
She said nothing for a moment, then asked, �What work did Ugo do?�
�This and that.�
�Selling goods for the nobility?�
Rodolfo sat, crossed his legs, uncrossed them, bit his fingernails.
Another long silence.
Rodolfo squirmed. �Not interested in the family business. Disappointed my father. �In with a bad lot, Ugo. Come to no good, mark me,� he told me once. He tried, Papa did. Patient with him. I can see them in the workroom-Ugo fidgety, Papa showing him the tools. Tried to show him simple repairs, but Ugo was clumsy, never could get it, didn�t want to. One time my father took him to Florence, shopping for hides. Wouldn�t you know, Ugo disappeared, just vanished. Couldn�t find him, had to come home without him. Never did hear where he�d gone. Young, too, about Teo�s age, maybe a year older. Returned a few months later, unkempt, begging forgiveness. Oh, he took him back. Mama saw to that. But that was the end of Ugo for my father. Never spoke of him again.�
�Disowned him?�
�No. But no more talk of Ugo taking over the shop.�
�You�re the oldest?�
He shook his head.
The door opened and Teo clomped over to them.
�My son, Teo.�
�We�ve met.�
Teo had the same round face as his father and uncle. She shook hands with him and smelled fields in the sun. Reaching into her satchel, Serafina pulled out some sweets that she kept at the ready. �Marzipan?�
He eyed them and ran a tongue around his lips. �No, thanks. Dinner soon.� He looked at her and smiled. �And I just had some next door.�
The sparkle returned to Rodolfo�s eyes for a moment. �Supposed to be teaching next door, not eating.�
�What do you teach at the sweet shop-how to eat marzipan?� Serafina asked.
Teo grinned.
�Not teaching, really, but Teo and the girl next door study together,� Rodolfo said. �Helps with her�reading and from time to time, she gives us sweets.�
�Reading what?� Serafina asked.
�A Tale of Two Cities.�
�I wouldn�t think you�d be interested in that book. You�re just twelve or thirteen-one of those.�
�Twelve. I picked it out for her. She�s older and I thought she�d like it. About the French Revolution. Long, too. Me? Oliver Twist is my favorite.�
�You should meet my Giulia. Older than you, but she knows her English, too. Wants to sail away to England or America.�
�I know Giulia. See her at school. Older than me. Sews.� He turned to his father. �Mama says you�re late again. She says to come at once.� He slid his eyes back to Serafina. �And already I work in the shop after school.�
The shoemaker tousled his son�s hair. �Tell Mama in a minute. I�m talking with Donna Fina.�
Teo stared at her a moment longer. It seemed like he was about to say something. Then, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he turned to go.
�What�s this? One moment while I look at your sleeve,� Rodolfo said. �Missing a button. Tell the domestic it needs mending. Can�t have you running around the streets like a ragamuffin.�
Serafina smiled. This was more like the Rodolfo she knew. Smiling, pleasant, interested in his customers and exuberant-yes, simply exuberant-about the shoes they sold. He�d talk for an hour on the quality of the leather, the importance of the arch and heel, the sole, the stitching. Growing up, she remembered lines of customers snaking out the door and down the stoop waiting for service, especially on Saturdays, and Rodolfo often helped her decide which pair to purchase.
Serafina waited until Teo disappeared. �So. Any other siblings? Or is it just you and Ugo?�
�Just us. Even when we were growing up, I worked in the shop after school and in the summer.� Rodolfo circled the room with the flat of his hand. �From the start, it was clear to me: shoemaking was my life, like my father before me and his father before him.�
There was another pause before he continued. �So he had me run the shop. After that trip to Florence, he wouldn�t let Ugo go near it. Didn�t trust him after that.�
�But surely you spent time together, you and your brother. When did you last see him?�
Rodolfo hunched his shoulders. �Never wanted anything to do with me. Wasn�t good enough, I guess. Everything fell to me-the buying, the selling, running the shop, worrying about the accounts.�
She repeated her question.
He stared at something she could not see. �His wedding? Yes, that was it.�
�When was that?�
�Let�s see, four, five years before Garibaldi landed. I guess about eleven, twelve years ago. Of course, we attended the ceremony in Palermo a couple of years ago.�
�Which one was that?�
�When Ugo received the Marsala Medal. But he�d have nothing to do with me.�
�So your father left you the business?�
�No, of course not. I was in charge of the business. When he died, the rest of his estate-what little there was of it-was divided. Half of it came to me, the rest to Ugo.�
�And Ugo resented you for keeping the shop?�
�Not at all.� He shifted on the seat. �Ugo and I, we had a special arrangement.�
�How so?�
�Ugo left me alone with the shop. I gave him a share of the profits.�
�Half?�
�Not exactly.� Rodolfo wiped his forehead again. �I ran the business, so naturally I was compensated extra for my time. Lately, Ugo�s share, well, it wasn�t much.�
�You sent it to him through an attorney?�
The shoemaker looked at Serafina like she�d gone round the twist. �No. He came to the shop.�
�But I thought you hadn�t seen him in years.�
�I meant socially, as families do, brother to brother. No, he came to the shop each month for his handout. As I say, lately, his cut wasn�t much, what with protection and higher taxes. Ugo wanted me to sell the shop.� Rodolfo wiped beads of sweat from his forehead.
�And, I take it, you weren�t willing.�
The shoemaker�s face resembled a piece of deep cordovan. �Tight right now. Many people pay for their shoes with bread or fish. Some only have prayers to give me. More and more, they dispense with shoes altogether. I mean, why would they need shoes when the soles of their feet are so strong? But who�s to say what will happen next year if the crops hold and taxes ease? Once more we�ll prosper and people will become soft again and need a cobbler�s wares.�
She shrugged. �Did Ugo have children?�
Rodolfo walked over to the windows and pulled the shades. �After Ugo married, he moved away. Somewhere in the east-Catania, I think. When he returned, it was without the wife. Said she had died. Never spoke of children.� Untying his apron, he hooked it behind the counter and stood there, she thought, waiting for her to leave.
�I�ll follow you home, if you don�t mind. I owe Graziella a visit. It won�t take long. But before we go, I have one last question.�
Sweating profusely now, he wiped his face with a linen while she waited. �Your question?�
�Where were you last night?�
�Where was I?� Rodolfo seemed to lose his balance. She thought he was going to fall, but he swallowed and finally steadied himself.
�Here, of course.�
�The shop?�
�No, I mean, yes, I mean-� He opened and closed his mouth like some prehistoric flat fish.
The shoemaker seemed to be pleading for help. For her part, she regretted having to ask about his whereabouts last night. Truth to tell, his presence at the birthing seemed vague to her, too, understandable since she had been wrapped up in the delivery of his child and in Graziella�s wellbeing. She remembered him giving her coins when she left, but she couldn�t remember his being there when she entered and it was Graziella�s cousin who�d come to fetch her. More troubling: she could not understand his behavior today. She knew grief sometimes had bizarre manifestations, but Rodolfo�s behavior seemed more like fear. Fear of what? Discovery? Or was his mind stopped by the loss of a brother he never quite knew or liked.
�-I meant I was at home, of course. You remember, I gave you thanks at the door?�
She nodded.
He stilled his breathing. �I said �here� because, as you know, our home is above the shop.�
They ascended the narrow staircase in the back of the shop to the shoemaker�s home. It consisted of three rooms all recently whitewashed in time for the new baby�s arrival. The furnishings were spare but in good condition. Serafina was surprised at how empty it seemed compared to last night when rooms were filled with women praying, carrying water and fresh linen, men playing cards and arguing. After the baby was delivered, the house had rung with shouts of joy. No decorations on the walls, no books on the shelves. It held none of the clutter created by the living.
The combined kitchen and dining area boasted a large oak table around which three places had been set. Two windows faced the street and dappled light filtered onto the plain wooden floors. A domestic was busy carrying stoneware from the oven to the table. The smell of tomato sauce and pasta made Serafina�s stomach growl.
The shoemaker�s wife sat on a sofa, rocking slightly and thumping her newborn�s blanketed back. She wore her hair pulled back into one thick plait and Serafina could see an increase in grey threading through the chestnut strands. The sunlight hardened the lines in her face. Graziella had the same forlorn look as she did last night when she was handed her baby, but it creased into a smile when she saw Serafina.
�I�d still be in labor if it weren�t for you. A thousand thanks. Now I�ve another healthy child.�
�Sorry to detain your dinner. I won�t take long, but I wanted to assure myself that your spirits had returned.� Serafina took the infant from Graziella and ran two fingers over his forehead, then felt his pulse. �Much bleeding?�
�The usual.� She looked up at Serafina and forced another smile. �Don�t say anything to Rodolfo. If I could take back the words I spoke last night. I was just��
�Nonsense. No need to explain.� Serafina felt Graziella�s pulse.
Teo ran a tongue around his lips. �Can I hold him?�
�Only for a moment. And be gentle, like I showed you,� Graziella said.
After Teo settled himself, Serafina handed him the baby. He stared at his brother a moment, then began rocking him.
His mother held out a restraining arm. �Not so hard. Easy, like you did last night.�
Teo slowed his rocking and smiled at his brother. He put the tip of his nose close to his brother�s and made faces. The baby stilled.
Graziella smiled.
Silence for a moment.
Finally Serafina said, �He�s a good size, too. You�re both doing well.�
Teo handed the baby back to his mother.
�Another hungry boy. I prayed for a girl, like I told you last night, but his family hasn�t had one in generations. Too many brothers for their own good.� Graziella looked at something indistinct and her eyes began to tear up. �I miss my family.�
Serafina felt a surge of pity for the woman. �I know you�re disappointed. It�s a mother�s right to be dispirited for a week or two after giving birth, but you�ll feel better in no time, mark me, especially if you take the medicinals I�ve brought you-one spoonful in the morning, another at night.� Although they weren�t close, she liked Graziella, remembered her from school where she had the reputation of being lively and independent-a bit of a prankster. Rosa, who knew everything, said her family was related to a prominent gun manufacturer near Brescia. �Trained in the hunt,� according to Rosa. Graziella was tall, had a regal bearing and a way with clothes. Serafina remembered her as a joyous woman until last year when her sisters were lost to cholera.
Reaching into her satchel, Serafina pulled out two bottles. �It�s Mama�s secret recipe for new mothers.�
�New mothers? That�s a laugh. Nothing new about me, I can tell you.�
Rodolfo, who had disappeared shortly after entering his home, emerged, brushing off his hands.
�Finished?� Graziella asked him.
He nodded. �A little rushed today, Donna Fina. You�ll have to excuse us.� He walked over, put his arm around his wife and gave her head a kiss before ushering Serafina out the door.
Serafina wriggled her toes as she left. They were stiff, cold, like the mood in the shoemaker�s home. She wondered what she could do to brighten Graziella back into her former luster.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

And Yet�

Loffredo rose when Serafina entered his office. �I took a quick look at the corpse and found arsenic around Ugo�s mouth. Traces of the same compound were on the napkin and glass you gave me.�
She shivered. �I know the strega mixes it into her potions.�
�No need for the strega. The arsenic was a simple garden variety, easily obtainable, often sold by an apothecary. Popular rat poison. Giorgio kept it in his store, I�m sure. But he�d have kept a record of all purchases of a dangerous compound like that.�
She felt light-headed, tried to focus on a spot somewhere in middle distance.
He continued. �The autopsy will give me a better idea of just how much arsenic is present in Ugo�s tissues. Wound to his heart was fatal, but as I say, I will have to examine the corpse before I can issue cause of death.�
�I want to be reassured that there was poison in Ugo�s body.�
He stared at her.
What was wrong? Had she offended him?
The room began to spin.
When she woke up, Loffredo was kneeling by her side. Cradling her head, he held a linen with some wretched-smelling substance to her nose.
�You�re working too hard. You must take better care of yourself. I couldn�t bear it if-�
�Nonsense. I haven�t eaten since breakfast. I�ll be fine.� She sat up.
Without warning, he held her in his arms.
She pulled away. Their eyes locked and he drew her to him again.
She smelled his cologne, a powerful manly scent. Their lips almost touched before she regained her compass. �We mustn�t. Giorgio�s-�
�Giorgio�s dead, Fina. He�d want you to be happy. We were happy together once, remember?�
She nodded.
�I sense you still have feelings for me, and mine have never dampened. Never.� He brushed a stray lock from her forehead.
Before she could object, he kissed her full on the lips.
�Not here. Not like this.�
�Elena sailed for Paris last week.� He held her tight. �She and her crowd have discovered a new artist and they prepare his exhibit for a grand showcase. Doesn�t open until April and she won�t return until May or June. Come to me tonight after the others have retired. I�ll be waiting.�
She managed to wrench herself free.
How or when she started for home, she couldn�t say. But on the way, she decided once and for all she couldn�t go to Loffredo. Wouldn�t do. Giorgio lay in his grave not quite a year. She�d never stop loving him. Never. After shutting the gate, she glanced up at the smiling angel over the lintel and opened the door.
And yet�
She heard Maria�s piano wafting from the parlor. The rest of her family sat at table, laughing and eating their dessert, a cassata heaped with cream and sprinkled with orange rind. Such a welcome sight.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Sleepless

Serafina tossed.
The Duomo�s bells chimed midnight, half-past. She turned, tangled up in sheets. Slept. Woke. Worried about coins. Why would she venture into the Madonie on a hunch? Was she leading Carlo on a wild chase with no hope? What would they find-nothing or Don Tigro�s thugs smoothing over the evidence and ready to pounce? The bells in the campanile gonged two o�clock.
This tryst with Loffredo: she toyed with folly. Well, she�d been foolish before. Why must she weigh everything? She needed to talk to someone who understood. Talk? Who was she fooling?
Throwing off the covers, she pounded out of bed, opened the shutters. Her eyes swept the heavens, gliding over the ether like the rising moon. She leaned against the sash and pictured Giorgio, his body lean, his curls dripping neroli oil. The image vanished. She opened the window. Beyond the chestnut tree in the front garden, she could pick out moving shapes in the piazza next to the statue. Loffredo, waiting for her? Nonsense, he�d be in bed by now, their secret meeting forgotten. She pressed a hand to her cheek. No, not like him to suggest and forget. In the distance, she saw a ship moving in choppy waters. Quaffing the night air, she gave one last look at the stars before closing the shutters. After all, what was the harm-a few hours with an old friend.
She dressed quickly and made her way down the stairs with practiced stealth, grabbed her cape and midwife�s bag. Anyone who saw her would think she visited a woman in her final confinement. The door snicked behind her.
Should she hitch Largo to the trap? Silly, she could walk to his villa in five minutes. She brushed curls from her face, heard faint music coming from beyond the piazza, a flute perhaps. She continued on, hugging her cape and trying to still her pounding heart.
But near the fountain, she stopped. Such a fool. Did she really want Loffredo? She sat on a stone bench, listened to the hiss and spray of the water, and felt emptiness numb her.
�Are you lost?�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Midnight Encounter

Serafina jumped.
The intruder peered down at her, tall and thick, a deserter, perhaps. Wisps of his matted hair blew in the soft sea wind. He wore a jerkin and faded shirt, leather pantaloons. Hadn�t washed in months. She smelled gunpowder and trampled meadows.
�May I help you?� Something wedged in his belt gleamed back the moonlight.
�You startled me! I didn�t expect��
�Been watching you. Shouldn�t be out alone, even in this good neighborhood.�
She stood. �Yes, well I�ve just come from a birthing. A difficult one, you see. And I was going home, but you can�t imagine the loveliness, the breeze, the moon, the stars. I needed a little night air. And now that I�ve had it, I�ll be off.�
�You�re the midwife. Delivered me, all my mother�s children.�
She squinted up at him as she backed away.
�Abatti�s the name.�
�Of course. Twelve children.�
�Thirteen. One died a few months after birth.�
�Yes, I remember now.� She waved. �I live not far from here. I�ll be fine. Really.� She turned, gazing at him over her shoulder and giving him a quick wave.
But he stood there as if rooted. �Most of us are gone now. A few of the girls and me, we�re all that�s left.� He hesitated. Then, slowly, he lifted his hand in farewell.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In the Madonie

Tuesday, February 12, 1867
Evidence of spring, the sky was saturated with a blue so deep it could be the Madonna�s cloak. A scouring wind blew Serafina�s cape. Ancient trees bent against its force, but as they rolled and bounced inland, the air grew softer. Their world filled with spring blossoms and Serafina smelled the heavy scent of almond, the tang of citrus.
Carlo drove. She closed her eyes and felt sand underneath her lids. She shouldn�t have indulged her sorrow last night, weeping for hours in her room. She was a fool without conviction. What would her mother have done? Gone to him, of course. Or maybe not. But she�d be quick to give her daughter advice. Serafina could hear her saying something about time to get on with life.
It took hours of searching before they found Ugo�s missing boot. Nearby she saw churning footprints in the soft earth, a red button, nothing more.
�Take the boot?� Carlo asked.
�And the button. I�ve had enough searching for today. I know a little clearing not far from here, a good spot to rest. Bring the food.�
They walked apart, Serafina several meters ahead of Carlo, but she could hear him clomping back and forth, cracking branches, crushing leaves. Soon I�ll hear the full force of his roar.
He called out, his voice ringing in the clear air, �What�s the point? Why can�t we all make love and babies and coins, honor our family and have done with it? Forget the war and the thugs, the poverty of the peasants, the corruption of the government.�
Serafina swiveled around.
Her son didn�t bother to face her. �Why try to change the world? You can�t even keep your daughters at home.�
She stared at him.
�That�s right. They can�t wait to leave. First it was Carmela. Now Renata�s gone.�
Somehow, maybe in the effort to stay calm, she snagged a sleeve. �You�re lucky,� she said, liberating herself from the thorn tree. �You live like a king compared to the peasants. You�ve got a family�s love, a father who left you prosperous, a younger brother who minds the shop so you can go to school, a mother willing to seek the truth. And as for Renata��
But Serafina didn�t finish. Instead she stumbled on a rock, barely breaking her fall by sitting on a felled tree trunk.
�Most women are spoken for by ten or twelve, married by the time they�re sixteen, but not my sisters. They�re not even betrothed. What will they do, the four of them, wait on your every whim until you die? No wonder they leave! You treat them like slaves! And the few days I have to visit, what do you have me do but search for a chimera.�
She concentrated on the forest before her eyes. �What do you know about being a woman, betrothed to a man you cannot bear to look at?�
�Better than their fate. Oh, you�ve cajoled them into thinking they search for their �specialness.� Specialness? What�s that but a trick to keep them at home-Renata, the cook, Giulia, the seamstress, Carmela, the midwife. Only she didn�t play the game the way you-�
�Enough!� She felt the blood pounding in her temples. Her own son speaking to her like this? What would Giorgio do? Slap him, of course. But no more Giorgio.
Something told her not to reply until her own breathing slowed. She closed her eyes and waited for calm. �I was lucky. When my father promised me to some starry-eyed activist, my mother found Giorgio-with my help, of course.�
Carlo�s right foot pawed the earth. The gesture was as close to an apology as she�d get from him. She wondered if Renata had received the letter she�d written. All that attention from the monz� and the baron�s household in Bagheria might turn her head.
�As for your sisters, Giorgio and I wouldn�t promise them to just anyone. And they�re all still so young.� She ran a hand through fading ginger curls.
He hung his head. �Ever since Papa died, we don�t know where your mind is. Today, you�re lost in some fruitless chase, a stranger to us. Tomorrow, who knows?�
Serafina rose and hugged her son. She was about to say something, but so far, her words had caused greater harm than good.
There was a faint sound, a trembling in the earth perhaps, or a trampling of the ground. Brushing off her skirts, she said, �Thank you for your honesty. What would I do without you? Now, not another word about your sisters or my mind. The clearing I told you about is over there, just beyond this bush. A lovely spot, no?� She breathed in the smell of the soil.
They sat under a chestnut tree eating artichokes, caponata, and slabs of bread brushed with olive oil. An iridescent light filtered through leaves and warmed their backs. Not far away, boars snorted, birds called. In the distance she heard shouts of peasants working the wheat and beyond, the faint sounds of the sea.
�Something odd about Ugo�s house. No locks picked, no windows broken, no signs of struggle and yet the house seemed violated.� Serafina poured herself another glass of Nero d�Alcamo, held the bottle out to Carlo. A shot rang out.
Carlo yanked her behind the tree. They heard a second shot, a rustle of leaves.
�Got your club?� Serafina hated the tremor in her own voice.
Peeking around, she saw a man emerge from the bushes and stand in a shaft of light. Tall and thick. For a second, he seemed unreal, like those cartoons of twisting soldiers she�d seen plastered on the sides of war-torn buildings. Uncombed, unshaven, unwashed, he wore a faded red shirt. Something gleamed on his vest. In his hand, he held a rusting Garibaldi rifle. For a second, she�d forgotten where she�d seen him. Then she remembered and felt the rush of blood to her face. How would she explain their meeting to her son?
�Look at him, our tattered soldier,� she said softly. Doesn�t he know the war�s over?� Serafina�s heart raced. Trying to steady her voice, she called out, �Italy is one, long live Italy!�
Carlo rolled his eyes.
�Who calls?� the man asked.
�He speaks in dialect,� she whispered. Clearing her throat, she called out again, �Donna Fina, midwife of Oltramari.�
�Ezzo Abatti. We met last night.�
Carlo dropped his jaw and looked at her.
�I�ll explain later,� she whispered.
�What are you doing in these woods?�
�You wear the Marsala Medal pinned to your vest. I salute your bravery, but you just shot at us.�
�And I didn�t shoot at you.� He held up a quivering hare, elongated, dripping blood.
Serafina motioned to Carlo and they stepped into the clearing. �My oldest son, Carlo.�
Abatti nodded in Carlo�s direction. He came closer.
�You live nearby?� Carlo asked.
The soldier shook his head and pointed in the direction of what she imagined was the edge of the forest. �The cart by the road belongs to you?�
She nodded. �We�re here to investigate the death of Ugo Pandolfina. Awarded the Marsala Medal, just like you. You knew him?�
�Him?� He spat.
�He was killed near here,� Serafina said.
He shrugged and turned to Carlo. �Ezzo Abatti at your service. Fought with Garibaldi and the thousand.�
Something about him. She�d seen him before, not just near the fountain last night. Then she noticed his unbuttoned cuff. A fox with chicken feathers stuck on his snout. �You didn�t like Ugo,� she said.
He shook his head.
Silence.
�Why?� Carlo asked.
�Many reasons.�
�Tell us one.�
The soldier stood there. Carlo opened his mouth but Serafina grabbed his arm and shook her head. She waited.
�The night before the big battle, I was late getting back to camp because of a woman. You know how it is.�
Carlo smiled.
�But Ugo had guard duty, so I wasn�t worried. Face it, King Bumma could thunder right past his nose and the flat-faced oaf would nod all polite like and let him pass. So I hid behind a prickly pear, waiting for my chance to sneak in. I�m waiting for Ugo�s back to turn, see, since the wind is blowing right at him and hoping pretty soon he�d have to take a leak or something. And while I�m waiting, what do I see? Two three guys, one after the other walk right past him. One guy even waved to him. So I decide to take my chance. But instead of walking in-�cause I know Ugo, he don�t like me-I snuck, quiet like, until I�m about up to the guard shack. Just as I�m about to pass it, I see him turn his back, hunker down on his knees. He�s got his pistol in his hand and what does he do? He turns his face away from his body, contorted like, a bandana between his teeth-to stop his own screams, the lousy bugger. He looks away and shoots himself in the foot. BAM! I see him writhing on the ground, his eyes, wild and he�s whimpering like a woman.�
Abatti wiped his mouth and adjusted himself. �Now there�s no guard. Makes it easy for me to walk inside as if it were noon. But guess what, I�m not the only one waiting to sneak in. Those cockroach spies of King Bumma must have slipped in, too.� He shook his head. �Went right past him.�
�So instead of surprising the Bourbons,� Carlo said, �eight-hundred Redshirts died the next day. The Battle of Milazzo was a slaughter. Oh, yes, Garibaldi won, but at a great price.�
�You know about the battle?�
�Who doesn�t?�
�My two brothers died because of that cur. And Palermo pinned on him the Marsala? Should die eight hundred deaths.�
Abatti stopped. His shoulders sagged.
Serafina motioned for Carlo to wait.
The soldier looked around, as if seeing his surroundings in a new light. �Deep shadows now. I�ll take you to your cart.�
Serafina and Carlo kept a few paces behind the soldier. She glanced at the stiletto gleaming from the side of his belt. Somewhere in a far tree, a bird called to its mate. She listened to it as their guide crushed leaves and branches ahead. �If Abatti didn�t kill Ugo, he knows who did,� she whispered. �We must take him in for questioning. He won�t come willingly, but I�ve got a plan. Make no move until I tell you.�
�Are you crazy? He�s armed. If he�s killed before, he�ll kill us in a second, quicker than you can blink.�
�Nonsense. You misjudge Abatti.�
�I forgot. You know him from someplace.�
�Trust your mother just this once.�
Carlo threw up his hands.
When their cart came into view, Abatti lifted his arm in farewell. His rings caught the late afternoon light.
Suddenly Serafina doubled over, holding her stomach. �Oh Madonna, the pain. Help!�
The soldier ran to her side and bent to help.
Bracing her hands on his shoulders, she began a wobbly rise.
Blurred, fast movement.
Her knee shot up, planted a hard jab to his groin.
Hunching over, he screamed.
�Hit him with your club.�
One blow to the back of the head and Abatti slumped to the ground.
While Carlo tied his feet and hands with the rope, Serafina slipped the stiletto out of his belt and picked up his rifle. Together they lifted him into the cart and covered him with the blanket.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Return

�You drive. I�ll watch Abatti,� Carlo said. �If he stirs, I�ll knock him out again. We�ve got to get him to the Municipal Building. I want to find out the poisoner�s identity.�
�He�ll never tell.� Serafina snapped the reins and Largo moved. She heard the crunch of tall grass beneath the cart�s wheels, saw dust motes in streams of dying light. �What about Gloria?�
�Who?�
�Poor girl, forgotten already.�
The cart�s wheels dug into the earth. Slowly they climbed onto the gravel of the main road.
�Is Abatti left-handed?�
�Not sure, but this afternoon he used his left hand to wave goodbye. His stiletto was wedged into the right side of his belt, I suppose, for a quick cross draw.�
�He�s left-handed. And last night when you met him in the piazza?�
Hiding her surprise, she rubbed her forehead. �Carlo, I-�
�I saw you with someone at the fountain when I was coming home from Gloria�s. Didn�t know it was Abatti. No need to explain.�
�But I want to. I�d had�a disturbing afternoon. I couldn�t sleep, so I went for a walk, sat near the fountain. Out of the blue, Abatti found me. He offered to walk me home.� That�s all she�d tell him, nothing about Loffredo. He must never know that.
�You�re lucky you weren�t killed. If Papa were alive, he�d be upset, you know that.�
They were silent. She listened to the clop of Largo�s hooves.
Presently she straightened her cape. �And the reason Ugo�s house seemed so violated? No medal above the mantelpiece.�
�So they drank together, Ugo and his poisoner. Then the poisoner left,� Carlo said, �but returned for the medal, gave it to Abatti as payment for killing Ugo. No broken locks or windows because Ugo trusted his killer with the key.�
�Any squirms coming from the back?� Serafina asked.
Carlo lifted a corner of the blanket covering Abatti. �He sleeps.�
�We know Ugo met Abatti: �Midnight, m�dni, ea� is �Midnight, Madonie, Ezzo Abatti.� Ugo�s ledger bears the same script as the note, and I saw �ea� scrawled in several places, so Abatti must have been one of Ugo�s suppliers.�
They were silent.
Carlo turned to Serafina. �Or� Abatti played both roles.�
�Could be, but I don�t think so. I think he was hired to do the job.�
�And the one who hired him?�
Serafina said nothing.
�That look on your face: you know his identity.�
She visored her hand against the setting sun.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Maria�s Lesson

Wednesday, February 13, 1867
Serafina felt a stiffness in her body as she strode across the piazza with Maria. No more riding all day in a wooden cart. She smelled citrus and fresh laundry. Sidestepping a clump of women gathered around the onion seller, she rushed to keep up with her daughter.
�Hurry, we�ll be late,� Maria said.
�Slow down. The maestro will still be there.�
�Yes, but today I start a new piece.�
�The one I�ve heard you practicing? Don�t tell me: it�s a Brahms something or other.�
�How did you know?�
�Wild guess.�
Maria skipped ahead.
�His sonata for cello,� she called over her shoulder.
�But you play the piano.�
She dashed a look to Serafina. �He wrote it for cello and piano. I�m accompanying the maestro. Next time we go to see Aunt Giuseppina, I want to surprise her.�
Serafina was half listening to her daughter when a shock of red hair blocked their way.
Don Tigro flashed his magnificent teeth. �I missed your visit last week.� He nodded to Maria.
Serafina whispered in her ear. �Run to your lesson. I�ll meet you there.�
�Did you hear what I said?�
�I came to see Elisabetta, not you. She�s big and uncomfortable, I�m afraid, but that�s to be expected in the final month. I don�t doubt you�ve followed my instructions and released her from her obligations to help you entertain all your criminal friends.�
�Most of us mellow in middle age, but that tongue of yours just gets sharper.�
She tried to suppress a smile. �You�ll need to move here soon so that I may manage the birth.�
�Arrived yesterday, Betta and I. And now we are neighbors, at least for a while, and I can keep a watch on Maria�s progress. That�s why I�m here-to listen to her exquisite playing.�
�Progressing nicely without your help.�
�When will you learn to think of your children first? I�m willing to be Maria�s patron.�
�Never!�
�She�d have the finest teachers, become world-renowned, but not if you don�t accept patronage. You barely manage now. The crops failed last year. Families are falling apart. Women are doing their own birthing. Soon you�ll lose your stipend.�
�No matter. We have the shop.�
�Won�t last. You�ll be ruined, your family spread to the four corners. I owe it to our mother to help you.�
Serafina�s temples throbbed. �Stay away from Maria. I�m Elisabetta�s midwife because she�s my friend, not because of you.�
�As you wish.� He shrugged and disappeared inside Lorenzo�s music shop.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Teo

She scrubbed her forehead and stood for a moment. A burden you�ve given me, Mama.
Consulting her watch, Serafina decided to circle the piazza until Maria�s lesson finished. The usual hive of shoppers buzzed around vendors� carts. Ahead she saw a group of boys huddled near the fountain. She recognized one, the shoemaker�s son, smaller than the others. The older boys began shouting at him. Teo pointed at one of them and backed up slowly.
Serafina hurried toward them.
One of the boys shoved Teo�s shoulder with the flat of his hand. �Get out of here, kid.�
Teo shoved him back. �Fake knucklebones, that�s what you got, I saw you reach for one when you thought I didn�t see you, you fat dummies!�
�Do not.�
�Do too. All of you. Show �em to me, I dare you! Got those extra bones in your pockets and use them when you think I�m not looking. Saw you do it. You, too!� Hot tears ran down his cheeks.
�Look at him, the cry baby.�
�Let�s get him,� someone said.
Teo stood his ground, arms folded across his chest.
Another boy punched Teo while the first held him in an arm lock.
Teo spit and kicked back, but their blows were relentless.
Dust obscured the fighters.
Onlookers gathered.
Serafina plunged her way into the knot and grabbed one of the boys by the ear and she wasn�t about to let go. Just then, a carabiniere blew his whistle. There was a momentary hush. The older boys vanished into the Via Serpentina.
She gestured toward Teo who stood with his head lowered. �I saw it, Officer. I know this boy. The others were taking advantage.�
�Troublemakers, the lot of them and scrappy fighters, too. The other day I caught them stealing bread from a begging derelict and that�s not all. How old are you?�
He dug his fists into his pockets. �My coins! They�re gone!� He stomped a foot and crossed his arms.
�Good lesson you�ve had today, then.� The carabiniere brushed his sleeves and looked at Serafina. �You�re the new detective, aren�t you?�
She nodded.
�I�ll be off, then.� The carabiniere tipped his hat and disappeared.
Serafina chewed her cheek, hiding a smile. �How much is missing?�
�All of them.�
�How much?�
�Three or fourcentesimi.�
�They picked you clean during the fight.�
The toe of his boot kicked the dust.
She, however, could not stand to see his distress. �Or if you�re lucky, they fell on the ground. Let�s have a look.� She reached into her reticule and palmed some coins. On her hands and knees, Serafina made a show of searching. Scratching between the cobbles, she retrieved one, two, three, finally four coins.
Teo blew air from his cheeks. �A thousand thanks, Dona Fina. No need to tell Mama?�
She crossed her arms. �I won�t ask what you were doing here in the piazza playing knucklebones with those characters. Twice your size and up to no good. No, I�ll not ask. And no need to say anything to anyone. Your mama has troubles enough.�
They walked toward Teo�s home. �But you can help me with some information.�
He nodded.
�Have you ever seen an old woman sitting near the public gardens? She chants some gibberish.�
�The gypsy queen?�
�She�s a queen?�
He shrugged. �That�s what Calo calls her. He said she has marvels. Once he saw her gazing into magic crystals and once, when a man passed by her and Calo was watching and the man was old and snarly just then as he was passing right in front of the gypsy queen she hummed at him and his arm turned into a pillar of fire and flamed with thick smoke and broke off and fell and shattered BAH-BOOM! like that, onto the cobbles right in front of Calo�s eyes and melted into the ground so Calo, he ran away real fast, faster than the train to Bagheria, and ran down the Serpentina to the water and covered his arms with the sea. That�s what he told us to do and he said you need to hold your nose whenever you pass by her, just pinch it like this with two fingers and run away fast before she sees, you especially if your arms feel cold.�
She smiled. She didn�t know that Teo had so many words locked inside his mouth. �Can you describe her for me?�
�Wears an old black dress with patches on it and a witch�s veil over her head so�s you can hardly see her hair which Calo says is made from the skin of slimy snakes and she takes up almost the whole bench but who�d want to sit next to her, not me, not with those spidery eyes of hers. That�s the one?�
Serafina nodded. �Exactly.�
�Used to be spooked by her and run when I saw her like the other kids because when I got close to her one time my arms started to cool up one arm then down the other.�
�When was that?�
�Two, three years ago.�
�When you see her now, do you run away?�
�Not anymore. I need to be grown up now, that�s what Papa says.�
�And are you?�
He nodded. �Our family, we got secrets and I know them, but I can�t tell them otherwise I�d be a child.�
�And are the secrets good?�
He put a hand on his stomach. �They�re all right, I guess.�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Confession

Carlo barged into the kitchen just as Rosa�s cook was about to serve Serafina a late breakfast. �Colonna said Abatti talked after we left last night. He confessed to Ugo�s murder. Said he did the job himself.�
Serafina looked up from her paper.
�Why are you frowning?�
�I don�t believe it. He confessed? Must have been coerced.�
�Well, believe it. I read his signed confession. Abatti told Colonna he acted alone. Doesn�t know the brother. Said he met Ugo at Boffo�s, poisoned his wine to soften him up, lured him to the Madonie by the promise of stolen goods hidden in the hollow of a tree. As Ugo reached for the loot, Abatti grabbed him, stabbed him once for each of his comrades killed in the Battle of Milazzo.�
Serafina shook her head.
�Wait. There�s more. Abatti said he took Ugo�s keys after he killed him, stuffed his body into a sack, and dumped it on shore. Then he returned to Ugo�s house and lifted the Marsala Medal from its hook above the mantel.�
�And Colonna believes Abatti, of course. How convenient. What about the wine glasses, the stained napkin in Ugo�s home?�
�Leave it, Mama. The town talks of nothing else-another killer caught by Donna Fina, the midwife of Oltramari.�
�And forget we have a poisoner on the loose?�
Carlo struck his forehead.
Serafina rose. �Ugo�s gold and silver?�
�Didn�t ask.� He looked at her. �Where are you going?�
�Abatti said he met Ugo at Boffo�s, did he? We�ll just see about that.�

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Boffo

Boffo was a short man with a friendly smile and no teeth. He owned a caf� on the piazza. Afternoons, he served sweets and coffee to a mixed clientele-a few tourists, but mostly townspeople out shopping. Evenings, Boffo�s catered to a rougher crowd.
As Serafina entered, late morning sun swam on the walls and menus. Too early for customers, but Boffo sat, running his finger down the front page of Giornale di Sicilia, shaking his head, and enjoying what Serafina figured was his only quiet time of the day.
She got straight down to business. �Sorry to disturb you.�
�Not a bit of it. Always a pleasure, Donna Fina.�
�I need to talk something over with you. Only for your ears, and concerns the murder of Ugo Pandolfina. You know about it?�
�Course, I know about it. Whole town knows about Ugo. Poor, old Ugo. Heard you caught the varmint what did him in and single-handed, too. Hit him where he lived, so to speak. Lucky we have you around.�
�I have a few questions about his death. Not a word to anyone, you must promise me.�
�You can rely on me. How did he take it, might I ask?�
�Pardon?�
�I mean, how did Ugo die? They say his entrails was hanging out. Bloody mess.�
�Autopsy�s not been performed and it wouldn�t do for me to speak out of turn. I can tell you that it wasn�t pleasant.�
His eyes widened.
�But his killer said he was in here with Ugo the night before he murdered him.�
�Ugo? In here?�
�Was he a customer?�
�One of my regulars. Most nights, Ugo was here. Known him for years. Need more like him. Pays his bills, I tell you. Hardly keeps a tab. Generous type. Buys for the house when he�s feeling flush. Known him since forever, him and the brother, although, come to hear it told, the two aren�t on good terms.�
Boffo sucked on his gums and continued. �Good bloke, I don�t care what they say about him.�
�What do they say about him?�
He puffed on his cheeks. �Don�t like to speak ill of the dead-I�ll have the specters flying wild at me. But�some said he�d wind up no good.� He leaned closer to her and his voice took on a heavy rasp. �Didn�t wet the don�s beak. Not surprising that he left this world, quick-like.� He tapped a finger on the side of his nose. �Like I say, Ugo was a good customer. If I had more like him, I wouldn�t be in trouble with the bank. Bar�s been in my family for generations. Now I�m hanging by my nails, you might say. Don�t know how much longer I can hold on. Father kept it good. His father before him. Prospered. Now I�m the one what�s losing it.�
She sympathized with his troubles. �When was the last time you saw Ugo in here?�
�Can�t recall the date. Mind getting fuzzy. Late last week, might have been. Don�t know for sure. Gets crowded at night and one day runs into the other, you might say. Always here Saturdays.�
�We found his body Monday morning. Did you see him Sunday evening?�
He shook his head. �Not Sunday, that I know for sure.�
�How so?�
�Closed on Sundays.�

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Commissioner

�Stand aside,� she said to the guards blocking the commissioner�s door. Serafina felt her cheeks flush.
In acknowledgement, the guards clicked their heels, halberds at the ready. They didn�t move away from the door. She gazed up at the frescoed angels banding the ceiling, looked down at a pile of dust sitting in the near corner.
The commissioner�s secretary waddled up. �You can�t go in there, not without an appointment. Have a seat in the waiting room and I�ll tell him you-�
The door opened and the commissioner stood before her. �That�ll do, Tacelli. Next time she comes here to see me, usher Donna Fina in right away.�
�But if you�re in a meeting?�
�Use your head, man!� He brushed the sleeves of his frock coat as he led Serafina into his office.
After she praised the view of the piazza from his windows, Serafina began. �Commissioner, I-�
�Took you a day to capture Ugo�s killer. Congratulations on a fine piece of work.�
�Was it? I�m not so sure.�
He straightened his sash and said nothing.
�I believe Abatti may have been hired to kill Ugo. I believe he was hired by Ugo�s brother, the shoemaker.� She shared the details of her interview with Rodolfo, her impressions of his financial straits, and his abstraction. She told him about the gold found in Ugo�s home. �Abatti said he acted alone, that he met Ugo in Boffo�s and poisoned his wine. That would have been this past Sunday. I�ve just checked with Boffo: he is closed on Sundays.�
The commissioner furrowed his brows. �You took Abatti�s confession?�
�No, Colonna did after I left the building last night.�
�I see.� The commissioner gave her a lopsided smile. �But you�ve read it for yourself?�
�Yes,� she lied and continued, hoping he wouldn�t notice the burning crimson of her cheeks. �I believe the shoemaker himself poisoned Ugo�s wine to soften his brother for the kill.� She told him about finding a glass and napkin in Ugo�s kitchen, both tainted with arsenic.
He scribbled something on a sheet of foolscap. �I need to read Abatti�s confession myself.� He rang the bell, directing his secretary to retrieve the document.
�We claim to have the killer behind bars. He had motive, means, opportunity, and he confessed.� He pressed his fingertips to his forehead. �The town rejoices in our quick capture of Ugo�s murderer. We need to mark the passing of a military hero and do it quickly.�
His arguments were persuasive. She thought for a moment. �So we condone fratricide?�
The commissioner straightened the papers on his desk. He spoke, half to himself. �Let�s keep it simple. Ugo Pandolfina died of a knife wound to the heart. The one who wielded the weapon is behind bars and has confessed. Said he murdered for retribution, did it himself. What more is there?� He looked at Serafina and she knew he would brook no argument. �I�ve appealed to the judge to release the body for burial.�
The secretary returned with Abatti�s confession and left.
The commissioner began reading slowly to himself while she sat there, listening to the crackle of thin parchment, and willed herself to remain perfectly still.
When he finished, he tossed it on the desk. �All here, as you say. Signed by the prisoner, dated yesterday. I can only imagine what Colonna promised Abatti.�
�And later, when the thrill of Abatti�s capture fades and the whispers begin about bad blood between the brothers, what happens then? If it�s discovered that there are holes in Abatti�s confession, that the shoemaker arranged for Ugo�s murder-even helped his hired man by poisoning Ugo�s wine-it will look like our investigative techniques are expedient and slapdash. Journalists will crucify us. The public will feel duped and rightfully so.�
He rubbed his forehead. �Your arguments are sound.� For a moment, he gazed at nothing, nodding his head up and down. �Then, my dear, you must continue your investigation. Be quiet. Be discreet. Be quick-faster than those inky fingers can fan the flames of public sentiment. Our reputation is at stake.�
�To say nothing of justice.�
�Precisely.�
�I�ll talk to Colonna.�
He sighed. �Colonna is a trusted investigator, but he�s a straightforward man. Doesn�t believe in hunches or in a wizard�s canny leap. Doesn�t do well with digging. One day, I want to see you both working together, but not just yet, and certainly not now.�
�But I could use the help.�
�Not his.�
She bit her lower lip.
As he spoke, he took a letter from his middle drawer, folded it, and affixed his seal. �Killing by using the hands of another is hard to prove, but it happens more often than we like to admit-a favorite with the new bandits. In this case, when Abatti takes all the credit for the killing and his motive is so strong-it might be impossible to support. Unless, of course, the shoemaker confesses.�
Handing her the vellum, he continued. �This identifies you as my special agent. You�ve earned it. If Abatti were to recant his confession, or if you find enough evidence implicating the brother, take the shoemaker in for questioning, and we�ll give the town something to talk about. In the meantime, let the people mourn their loss. Let me see�� He riffled through the papers on his desk. �The funeral is Tuesday the 19th.�
Straightening his sash, he turned from her and considered the scene out his window.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Prisoner

A film of water covered the skins of things down here, Serafina thought. It beaded on her upper lip and in her armpits as she followed a guard down the circular staircase of Oltramari�s jail. Moisture dampened the flame on her torch so that she could see no more than a few centimeters ahead. It was like being wrapped in a foul-smelling dream. She saw a dark form scurry past, perhaps Ugo�s shade, here to exact its revenge.
When Serafina entered the room, the guards said in unison, �Rise, please.� A shackled Abatti stood with difficulty, eyed Serafina, said nothing. She breathed in audibly. The pity she felt for him was unexpected and strong. His face was haggard. His shirt was torn, yet he looked like a man unafraid of death.
She handed her torch to a guard and sat down, motioning for Abatti to take his seat. Her eyes studied his face, looking for an involuntary grimace, a tremble in his hands, a sidelong glance. She found no signs of fear.
�You confessed to the murder of Ugo Pandolfina.�
�Proud of it. I�d murder Ugo a hundred times over, that bastard.�
�You had help.�
He shook his head.
�Was there another who wanted his death?�
�Hundreds. Thousands.�
�Name them.�
He didn�t answer. She waited.
�To my comrades who survived Milazzo, I�m a hero.�
She knew it was hopeless, yet something perverse made her persist. �What was his name, the one who poisoned Ugo�s wine?�
A long moment passed. They seemed like hours. The torch sputtered and the guards grew impatient, but she let silence bore into the layers of his courage before asking again, �Who poisoned him?�
�I did.�
�When?�
�While we drank that evening.�
�What evening?�
�Evening I killed him. Sunday.�
�Where?�
�Killed him in a grove in the foot of the Madonie Mountains.�
�You know what I mean. Where did you poison him?�
�Caf� down the street, Boffo�s.�
�Boffo�s is closed on Sundays.�
He said nothing.
�Who helped you, Abatti? Who gave you the Marsala Medal?�
�It�s mine!� He glared at her. �I earned it.�
�I didn�t find your name on the list of recipients.�
She saw beads of sweat run down his face and lose themselves in the folds of his neck. The guards moved from side to side.
�Where is your Marsala Medal now?�
�Guards have it.�
�And you think they�ll bury it with you? Don�t be naive.�
She watched a new shadow cross his face.
�I want his name, Ugo�s poisoner.�
�Abatti is his name, Ezzo Abatti.�
She waited a few moments in silence. Convinced, finally, that Abatti would never talk, she gathered up her reticule and said, �If you change your mind, have the guards send for me.�
Walking home, she was glad for the drying sun on her face and the smells of early spring.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

An Understanding

Despite the commissioner�s advice, Serafina entered the wing of the Municipal Building reserved for police, detectives, and inspectors. Why did the commissioner consider Colonna a good detective? He had nothing but kind words for him. She felt her cheeks burn and her step quicken. Men stick together, she decided.
Was her judgment of Colonna too harsh? Did she want all the glory as Carlo had warned her last week? Should she confide in Colonna, ask for advice? She�d shivered at the thought, but she�d meet with him. She�d show her son. After all, she couldn�t continue acting alone and now she could use the fat inspector�s help.
He was seated behind his desk when she knocked on his door.
Colonna bit on a toothpick while he listened to Serafina�s arguments implicating the shoemaker�s direct involvement in his brother�s death.
�Do you mean Abatti�s not the killer? You found the murder weapon on his person. He confessed. Would you like to read it?�
�He lied about poisoning Ugo.�
�An insignificant detail. The commissioner is happy with your work-the murder of a military hero solved in a day or two. Townspeople will see the killer pay for Ugo�s murder.�
�We�ll hang the wrong man and there�s not much time. We�ve got to stop him.�
�Who?� Colonna looked amused with himself.
�The shoemaker, of course. He planned the murder, contracted Abatti to do the deed, and helped his hired man by adding a small amount of arsenic to Ugo�s wine.�
�How do you know? Were you there? Does the shoemaker know Abatti?�
For an instant, a half-formed image flickered in her mind before it died. She reminded Colonna of the evidence found in Ugo�s home-the wine glass and napkin with traces of arsenic that Abatti knew nothing about. She told him of the shoemaker�s suspicious behavior during her interview with him. �Told me he hadn�t seen his brother in six or seven years when in fact he met with him each month.�
Colonna leaned forward and she could smell stale garlic. �A bit of advice. You are a good investigator. In time, you may approach my expertise, but you need to learn when to quit.�
�And Ugo�s gold and silver?�
The inspector looked around to make sure the shadows had no ears. �I called him in. The shoemaker and I came to a little understanding. I helped him with the red tape. He took the pot of gold-most of it-and I found a dealer for the silver. Not strictly my duties, I admit. And, all right, meddling in your case a bit, I grant you, but�you need experience in these matters and I knew I could help, just like I did with Abatti�s confession.�
Serafina stared at him.
�My dear, you must learn the ropes.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Another Visit

Friday, February 15, 1867
For the past two days, Serafina had been busy delivering babies and could ill afford time to uncover evidence of the shoemaker�s guilt in his brother�s murder.
But yesterday, on the pretext of delivering a fresh batch of medicinals, Serafina squeezed in another visit to Graziella. The shoemaker was not present.
The only member of the household to welcome her was Teo, who bowed when she entered. Serafina winked at him and he smiled.
But it was as if Graziella barely knew her.
�Sit, please, Donna Fina.� Teo wrapped a tongue around his lips.
Graziella sat rocking her infant, staring at something on a barren wall, not acknowledging Serafina.
�I can�t stay long.� Serafina held out a bottle. �I�ve brought you a refill of Mama�s potions.�
Graziella rocked her baby and spoke to Teo. �Put it in the cupboard.�
Serafina took her leave, thinking that the woman�s spirits seemed desolate, her house as cold and ungiving as it had been shortly after the birth of her baby. Strange, she should have snapped back into her old humor by now.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Apothecary Records

Saturday, February 16, 1867
After finishing her breakfast, Serafina folded the paper and watched Assunta clear the table. Was there evidence that Rodolfo had purchased arsenic, she wondered? She remembered her mother once telling her that the unscrupulous did a brisk business in arsenical compounds, not caring who bought how much or for what purpose. Women of all classes purchased potions from the strega laced with arsenic to rid themselves of an unwanted fetus. Most died in the process. Colorists used it to tint wallpapers. And Giorgio told her the story of Tufania d�Adamo who sold arsenic to women longing to be widows. �Acqua Tufana, she called it. Very popular. No color. No taste. Four drops in water or wine meant instant death. Burned at the stake, our Tufania. Took the formula of the poison with her.�
But Loffredo said that the residue around Ugo�s lips was an arsenical salt, a simple garden variety, easily obtainable. He thought that Giorgio might sell it. It was the logical place to begin her search.
Serafina opened the door to the family�s apothecary shop on the far side of the piazza and was flooded with memories. She couldn�t help a few tears as she recalled Giorgio in his dark suit and starched apron, standing behind the counter, greeting customers.
Dark wood paneled the walls, their shelves filled with glass jars and vials. One wall contained life�s bathing necessities, shaving supplies for men, toiletries and perfume for women, combs, clasps, salves, creams, crutches, hot water bottles, variously sized and priced smelling salts, soaps, medicinals, and powders.
Now that her son ran the shop, Giorgio�s tendency toward jumble was missing. Everything was neatly displayed, nothing out of place, the visible sign of Vicenzu�s well-ordered mind.
�Mama, what are you doing here?�
�Do we sell arsenical compounds?�
Vicenzu rested fists on his hips. �This is about Ugo�s death, isn�t it? Can�t let it alone, can you?�
�Shhh! Not a word to any of the customers or, worse, to your brother.� She filled him in on her recent discovery of the holes in Abatti�s confession, her visits to the prisoner and the commissioner and his order that she gather more evidence connecting the shoemaker with Ugo�s death. �Abatti stuck to his confession. He claims he poisoned Ugo�s wine in Boffo�s, later met him in the Madonie and stabbed him.�
Vicenzu thought a moment. �Boffo�s is closed on Sundays.�
�Just so. I�m convinced the shoemaker hired Abatti, helped him by putting a little poison in his brother�s wine.�
�A little poison? No such thing.� Vicenzu shuffled his feet. �The dose makes the poison. But he could have laced his wine with a toxic amount of arsenic.�
�So do we sell it?�
�Arsenic trioxide. It has its uses.�
�For instance?�
�A popular rat poison. We sell it from time to time. In sufficient quantity, it can kill a man, but so can many other substances we think of as benign. You�re thinking that we may have sold the arsenic found in Ugo�s wine?�
She nodded.
�I think you�re mistaken. If someone buys arsenic to kill, he probably gets it from a strega.�
�Do you record each sale?�
He squared his shoulders. �Of course. I suppose you want to see for yourself, but I�d remember if I sold any to Rodolfo. Comes in from time to time. His wife is here more often than he. Buys toiletries, usually.�
Serafina followed Vicenzu to the back office, marveling at how much he resembled Giorgio, and sat while he combed the shelves for the records. In a while he returned, plunking down several books on the desk.
Serafina spent the next two hours looking through ledgers labeled Sales of Dangerous Compounds. Starting with the most recent, she worked her way back. Most entries were in Vicenzu�s careful script, recording date of purchase, amount, and name of buyer.
When she came to the third book and saw Giorgio�s bold lettering, her hands trembled. She bent to smell the paper, holding his scent close to her. For at least an hour, she continued poring through the records, her finger traveling down each page. Soon her eyes began to feel like rocks and she caught herself having to go back and re-read some of the words.
�Coffee?� Vicenzu asked.
�If it�s not like the syrup your father served.�
He set the cup before her and she breathed in its steam. Surprised at the warm, rich taste of the drink, she thought of mornings. Two or three swallows and she was refreshed. �You make a splendid coffee.�
He beamed.
Not a mote of dust in the store or in the back office where she sat and she felt a pang of remorse for overlooking the depth of her middle son�s spirit. Like Renata, he was not colorful, not demanding like Carlo, but quick, logical, self-effacing. He never created a fuss-well, except about coins.
She finished reading but did not find the information she sought.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

A Faded Soldier

At any hour on a Saturday, Boffo�s might be crowded with his late afternoon clientele, but she had some more questions for him, so she trekked across the piazza in the direction of his awning.
She was fortunate there were not many customers. Three shoppers and two British tourists were seated separately. Boffo looked up from serving one of the tables and smiled, showing his red gums.
He led the way to a quiet corner behind the bar. Serafina smelled spoiled fruit. Her stomach lurched.
�A glass of red or white? On the house, of course.�
�Did you ever see Ugo and his brother in here together?�
�You mean at the same time?� He hesitated, gave a slight shake of his head. �Can�t say as I��
�Take your time. It�s important.�
�Well, yes, now that I think on it. Yes, by the snakes, I seen them together, the shoemaker and Ugo. Same flat face, I remember laughing to myself and thinking I was seeing double pretty early in the day. A rare sight, I might add-the brothers weren�t friends, but everyone knows that.�
�Why the bad blood between them?�
�Well, what I�ve heard�� He leaned forward and breathed vinegar near her face. �The shoemaker wrested the shop out from under Ugo�s nose. That�s what they say.�
She nodded. �Were the brothers here for the whole evening?�
He shrugged. �Long enough to have a drink, but you see it was-when was it-end of last week? Weather warming, as I recall.� He paused long enough to smack his gums. �Not crowded. Had to have been recent.�
Although she felt her temples throb, Serafina kept very still. �Can you recall what day of the week it was?�
He cocked his head. �Let me think on it a while.� He quieted for a long time until he nodded. Imperceptible at first, his movement grew distinct, a definite nod. �Saturday, Saturday a week. Definite, that.� He pointed to his head and grinned. �Yep, that�s a definite. Saturday a week. First the shoemaker came in.�
�Alone?�
He shook his head. �No, he came in with someone. Now let me think, hold on, he came in with a queer bloke, a faded soldier, as you might say. Might have seen that one before, but after a while, they all look alike.�
Serafina brought out her notebook and wrote. �A faded soldier. Can you describe him?�
�Not short, not tall. Thick. Kept a rusty rifle by his side, like all the rest.�
�Did they spend the evening here?�
�Hold on now.� Boffo scratched his head. �Not so�s I recall. First the soldier comes in, then the shoemaker. Must have planned to meet here, you see. They sat at a table in the corner away from the bar behind the pillar, although they had their pick of seats. Not crowded, that�s how I remember it. Then a throng comes in. Lost track of the pair, you might say. Later on, Ugo rolls in, seats himself at the brother�s table. But I think, yes, I think the soldier had left by then. Or maybe not. By that time, quite a crowd. Yes, definitely this past Saturday. A rollicky gal, this bar, and she still draws a mob on Saturdays.�
�So you don�t know how long they stayed, but they were together, first the shoemaker and the soldier and after the soldier left, Ugo came in and drank with his brother.�
Boffo�s cheeks puffed in and out. �That�s about it.�
Serafina waited a bit, then stuffed the notebook into her reticule. �Did the brothers leave together?�
�Don�t remember. Just remember the handshakes. And later, that same evening must have been, Rodolfo has a bottle with him. Wants me to fill it with the house wine. I did. Said I could add it to his bill. Old customer, you know.�
�And now he has a high tab?�
He shook his head. �Nope. Yesterday, he paid up.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Chasing a Dream

Serafina sat in her mother�s room on the third floor and wrote down what she�d remembered of her failed meeting with Abatti, her conversations with Rodolfo and his wife, weighing their words and mood, mentally sifting through and jotting down the physical evidence found at the scene of the crime and in Ugo�s kitchen.
She wrestled her mind into the straightjacket of logic and fact, only to give up and let it graze freely on possibilities and failed stratagems. Thumbing through her notes, she considered what she�d learned so far-precious little for all the time she�d spent, certainly not enough to nail Rodolfo to his brother�s murder.
She chewed on the inside of her cheek, realizing she was not as objective as she liked to think: she had begun the investigation of the shoemaker with her mind already convinced of his guilt. Closing her eyes and leaning back, she emptied her head, letting each damaged thought fly away like wounded birds out a window.
She dozed, dreamed a little. Refreshed, she began with what she knew.
From her interview with Rodolfo shortly after she found Ugo�s body on the beach, she learned that the shoemaker�s motives for killing his brother were strong. Like most of the other shopkeepers, including her own son, he was having difficulty making ends meet. Sales dwindled while expenses grew. By his own admission, Rodolfo had to share profits from the store with his brother. With his brother dead, all the profits were his to keep.
While he and his family were well-clothed and seemed well fed, Rodolfo had a tab at Boffo�s. Perhaps he had other debts. If only she had some concrete evidence linking him to his brother�s murder, perhaps the courts would issue a mandate to examine Rodolfo�s financial records and she�d find deeper arrears, but for now, she could only assume his monetary situation had worsened.
She considered Rodolfo�s means at hand-the soldier, the poison.
Boffo claimed he�d seen Rodolfo in his bar with �a faded soldier� on at least one occasion shortly before Ugo�s death. There were many former soldiers in and around the piazza, thousands in Sicily. Was Boffo�s soldier Abatti? And if asked, would Boffo identify Abatti as the soldier he�d seen with Rodolfo?
The barkeep also said he�d seen the Rodolfo and Ugo together. Recent and unusual behavior, according to him. Did the shoemaker affect a reconciliation with the brother, bring a bottle to his brother�s home, and slip a small quantity of arsenic into Ugo�s glass when he wasn�t looking?
Her search for a record that Rodolfo had purchased arsenic was unsuccessful. If she found it, what would it prove? Another indirect piece of evidence. And if she were honest with herself, that�s all she had-bits and pieces, hearsay. Was it enough to bring Rodolfo in for questioning?
Not quite yet. There was some fact she missed or had forgotten-something she should have seen. It toyed with her memory, a chimera enticing her. Searching for truth, she concluded, was a bottomless quest.
And anyway, how could she be so foolish spending all this time chasing after ghosts when her children needed her and there were other murders to solve, other babies to deliver? If she were to take what she knew so far back to the commissioner, would he laugh at her? And why was she bothering with it? Because of her stubbornness? Because in her heart, she believed the shoemaker was guilty of fratricide and she must serve justice.
How would she feel if she gave up now? She couldn�t live with herself. And she felt sure there was a piece she was missing when it came to Rodolfo�s acquaintance with Abatti, an acquaintance that Abatti, because of his pig-headed loyalty, denied.
There was a knock on the door and Assunta�s voice called her to the noon meal. She stopped. How long, she wondered, had she been pacing back and forth?
��� �
After dinner, she went again to her mother�s room, swiping her eyes along the shelves in search of a good book. Returning to the chair with A Tale of Two Cities, she read as far as the first sentence when she smelled lavender and orange peel. The cloud transporting her mother evaporated and the specter appeared before her in full bloom.
�You�re sitting in my spot!�
Forcing Serafina to stand, her mother settled herself in her favorite reading chair. In front of her was the four poster where Maddalena had battled cholera two years ago and where, before succumbing to the disease, she had told her daughter the secret of Tigro�s birth, a millstone she�d carried by herself for over thirty years. But tonight her mother�s face had the freshness of youth. Her ginger curls sparkled and she wore her green velvet gown.
�You startled me!�
�Dawdling as usual, I see, and circling the same worn ground. Get a move on, girl: the answer�s before you.�
�And Ugo�s body will be buried before the week�s out. I mustn�t let that happen.�
�Ugo�s body has told you all it needs to tell, a tale of treachery and revenge, of hatred between brothers, a lust for gold that blights our land. Trust yourself, but think in different ways. You need new eyes.�
Serafina crossed her arms and stomped a foot on the floor as her mother disappeared. �Oh, you are impossible! Impossible! Why won�t you help?� But as she asked the question, Serafina snapped her fingers and ran down the stairs, her doubt dissipated.
��� �
She called for her factotum.
Beppe appeared, panting.
�Remember the body on the beach?�
He nodded.
�I want you and Arcangelo to follow some people for me who may be involved in his death.�
The pointed toes of Beppe�s shoes shuffled back and forth.
�What�s wrong?�
�You�ve captured the killer.�
�I did, but� I�ll explain later. First take this note to Rosa asking for Arcangelo�s help. Then meet me back here.�
In a few minutes, both boys stood before her.
�Carry these for me, won�t you?� Serafina handed each young man several pairs of worn and scuffed shoes. They need mending, another excuse to visit Rodolfo.
As they walked across the piazza, Serafina explained the shoemaker�s involvement in his brother�s death. �That�s why I want you to follow him, his wife, and his son. You know them?�
They nodded.
�I doubt that Graziella leaves the home. She�s just given birth. But if she does and if she walks with her husband, you both can follow together. If they go their separate ways, you�ll have to split up.�
Arcangelo pulled at his sleeves. �What if the three of them go out separately?�
�I don�t think that will happen, but if it does, follow the shoemaker and his wife. They live above the shop. There�s a back door and an alleyway, but I think they�ll take the side path to the street in front.�
She continued. �This is hard work. Under no circumstances are you to let them see you. Remember exactly where they go, to whom they speak. Use your head. If they enter a building with more than one door, wait for them to exit. But if they don�t come out in an hour or so, report back to me.�
�And if they take the train or a public cart?�
She dug into her reticule and handed each boy some coins. �If they take a cab, follow if you can. But don�t take the train. Come back and tell me.�
When they were a few doors from the store, she took the shoes. �I�ll go in and have them mended. Cross the street and hide behind those-�
�We know how, Donna Fina.� Arcangelo winked. �We stalked the monk, remember? And we know how to cover more than one exit.�
She smiled, recalling the part both had played in helping her catch the Ambrosi murderer. Beppe and Arcangelo disappeared. But as she mounted the shoemaker�s stairs, the ghost of something lurked in her mind.
The shop was nearly empty of shoes, except for a few battered specimens in the corner. Teo greeted her wearing a leather apron that almost scraped the floor. �Papa said I could be in charge of the shop this afternoon.� He wrote up the order and gave her a receipt. �Ready on Monday morning.�
�So soon?�
�For you, Donna Fina.�
She smiled, remembering their last conversation about the gypsy queen.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The Sweet Shop

Cocoa, almonds, orange: Serafina breathed in the smell of the heavens as she entered the sweet shop next door to the shoemaker. Bending over the glass display, she ran a finger back and forth, looking at all the delicacies. Soon she saw a head of black hair rising up from a stool behind the counter.
�You�re Renata�s mother,� the girl said.
�And you must be the owner of this delicious-smelling store.�
She shook her curls. �The daughter. How can I help?�
�I thought I might get something special for supper tonight. Don�t mind me while I look. Renata�s away. She�s the one who cooks, usually does a marzipan for dessert or a scrumptious cassata.�
The girl nodded. �Most of these are her recipes.�
Serafina felt tears collect in the creases around her eyes, but she brushed them away and smiled at the girl. �You remind me of my middle daughter, Giulia. Same curls, same beautiful figure. She�s tall like you-like her father was. But�� Serafina wiped her eyes with a linen. �I hope I�m not taking too much of your time. You�re the only one tending the store?�
�Yes. Papa lets me run the store after school. No brothers, you see, and I�m the only child left at home. The shop will be mine some day. A lot to learn.�
�I see. Well, where was I?� Her eyes skittered across the counter.
�Choosing something for supper. Might I suggest one of these marzipan cakes? I�d like to give you one as a gift-a token for all the help Renata has given us.�
�How lovely of you. Renata will be so pleased when she hears. I�ll write to her straight away. And my other children will be delighted. On behalf of all of us, thank you.�
The girl nodded and began tying up the package.
�So quiet here today,� Serafina said by way of making conversation.
�In more ways than one,� the girl muttered as she tied up the pastry.
�Pardon?�
She hesitated for a bit. �It�s just that, well, lately, there�s been a lot of commotion next door.� She motioned toward the shoemaker�s shop with her head.
�You mean from outside?�
�No, raised voices coming from the back of the shop next door. Don�t know what�s going on, there. Sometimes it frightens me.�
�I know the shoemaker�s brother used to visit and make demands-�
�Not the brother. He�d come in and there�d be rows in the front. No, the raised voices come from the back.�
�Men�s voices?�
She nodded. �And a woman�s, I think. Sometimes the screams are piercing. Customers notice it.�
�Children�s voices?�
She shook her head. �No. Not Teo. He�s a friend. Helps me with my English. Sometimes he comes in and he�s so quiet-ashamed, maybe. Other times, he smiles and tells me stories and doesn�t close his mouth.�
�When was the last time you heard angry voices?�
She shrugged. �Last week, maybe the week before? Not sure.�
As she closed the door behind her, Serafina frowned. Trouble between Graziella and the shoemaker. No wonder the woman�s bright spirits had not returned.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Report

�Have some food. We were just getting to dessert.� Rosa�s cook had outdone herself: an enormous cassata stood in the middle of the table next to the marzipan cake from the sweet shop.
Carlo motioned for them to sit.
�Assunta, cake for these two hungry men.�
Both boys sat and began forking in cake. Carlo filled their glasses with wine.
Serafina pushed away her plate. �What took you so long?�
They looked at each other and grinned.
�Yes. You�ve been gone hours. I was beginning to worry. Hurry up, finish your food, then we�ll talk.�
One by one, Serafina�s children quit the room.
�Tell me what happened,� Serafina said, opening her notebook. �First, you followed?�
Arcangelo began. �First, the mother and son came out the side gate hauling a wagon filled with goods.�
�Goods?�
�Books and some spreads and such, maybe a few pantaloons, such as that,� Beppe said.
Arcangelo nodded.
�And?�
�And we followed,� Beppe said.
�They pulled the wagon to the orphanage. We watched them go inside. In an hour or so, they came out again. The wagon was empty.�
Serafina said nothing.
�They went straight home. We hid in the usual place and waited. Waited some more.�
�No sign of the shoemaker?�
�We�re coming to that,� Arcangelo said. �We heard shouting.�
�From his shop?� Serafina asked.
�I think so,� Arcangelo said. �About four o�clock, the shoemaker slipped down the front steps, moving quick.�
�How did you know the hour?�
�My father gave me a timepiece for my birthday.� Arcangelo held up a silver watch twirling from a chain. It glinted back light from the candelabra.
�Hard to follow,� Beppe said. �Lots of people in the piazza at that time on a Saturday.�
�But we did.� Arcangelo stretched his sleeves. �He went to the train station and took the six o�clock to Bagheria. Then we came home.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The Orphanage

Sunday, February 17, 1867
Serafina�s eyes roamed the dilapidated parlor as she waited for Mother Concetta. Dust gathered on the windowsills, made a home for itself on the cushions and in the folds of faded drapes. Was this the best that Guardian Angel Orphanage had to offer its visitors? She gazed at the crucifix listing on the wall, then realized that the room was a masterpiece, appointed with skill to snag those with deep pockets. �The gleam from the coins she�s raised would blind the Madonna,� her mother once told her. She ought to know: they�d been friends for many years and Mother Concetta still mourned Maddalena�s loss. Besides, the old nun had sheltered Carmela when she needed it and had helped Serafina catch the Ambrosi murderer. Beneath her leathery looks was a family friend.
�Spring cleaning, the woman told me,� Mother Concetta said when Serafina asked about Graziella�s visit. �But she�s come here each year about this time to give us what she can. Yesterday she brought books, some hides our cobbler can use, a few clothes her boy had outgrown, and many of her gowns. We can re-make them into dresses for the older girls. She came from money, you know. Raised in a giving way, unlike many I could name.� The nun gave Serafina a look. �Why are you interested?�
Serafina told the nun about visiting Graziella after she delivered her latest. �She seemed, I don�t know, not altogether in the room.�
Mother Concetta shrugged and looked at her with irksome eyes. �You may feign exuberance but the world won�t always open its arms.�
Serafina ignored the barb. For the moment, she said nothing.
�But now that you mention it, the woman did seem to be elsewhere. Dignified, not a talky soul, but yesterday she was more cloaked than usual, I�d say. And she did tear up when she said goodbye.�

CHAPTER THIRTY

Eureka!

Monday, February 18, 1867
Early Monday morning after his breakfast, Vicenzu limped toward the door, donned his hat and coat and was about to leave when, tapping his head, he returned to the kitchen where Serafina sat finishing her breakfast.
�Staring into space again, I see.�
�Oh, yes, dear, that�s fine.�
Vicenzu seemed confused. �I found more records you�d be interested in. Papa had them squirreled in the desk apart from the others. Would you like to see them?�
She shot up like a flash and followed him out the door.
Midway through the last ledger, Serafina blinked, looked again at what she�d just read-an entry made over three years ago. Her finger traced Giorgio�s scrawl: �Thursday, December 17, 1863. 2 g, Arsenic Trioxide, sold to Pandolfina family. Rat poison, workroom.� Heart thumping, she copied the information into her notebook, then stared at the words before heading for home.
Opening the door to the shoe store, Serafina listened for the sound of the silver bell. Missing.
Teo ran his tongue around his lips and smiled. They were waiting for her on the counter, wrapped in brown paper and tied with string.
�Thank you, Donna Fina, for everything.� He smiled.
�Why aren�t you in school?�
�Papa told me to mind the store today while he runs a special errand.�
�It seems so empty in here.�
�Usually not open this early. Too quiet on Monday mornings, but I promised your shoes would be ready.� He handed her the package.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Before the Wake

Late Monday afternoon, Arcangelo and Beppe waited in the sitting room for Serafina.
�Nothing yesterday,� Beppe said. �Waited all morning, afternoon, evening. Shop closed. No sight of the shoemaker or his family.�
Serafina crossed her arms. �Of course. The shop�s closed on Sunday.�
�But this morning the cobbler and his son draped something over the windows and spread straw on the steps. About an hour later-�
�Less than that!� Beppe interrupted. �The shoemaker and his son left together-suited, both of them.�
�Perhaps a visit to the embalmer?�
They shook their heads. �Train station again. Returned a few minutes ago, walking swiftly, heads down, both of them.�
Serafina consulted her watch pin. �Afraid they�d be late for the wake. It begins in an hour.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The Wake

The evening of Ugo�s wake, the embalmer�s parlor was filled with dignitaries. It seemed as if the whole town had gathered, either to view the body or because Boffo had announced drinks on the house afterward.
Two carabinieri flanked the bier.
When Serafina saw Graziella seated in the corner with Teo and the baby, she walked over to pay her respects. She smiled at Teo, kissed Graziella on both cheeks. The poor woman gave her a lost smile, her eyes darting about the room while Serafina spoke words of comfort.
Excusing herself, Serafina and her sons stood in the line to greet Rodolfo.
�We can�t keep a cat in the house,� Vicenzu said. �And I caught Tot� feeding it bits of tuna. Too much. I put it in the stable. Let it eat mice.�
�Whatever you say, dear.�
Carlo winked at his brother. �Dreaming.�
�Sicily bleeds,� Vicenzu muttered, �and we feed a cat.�
Serafina patted Vicenzu�s arm. �You�re right as usual. Just remember what we rehearsed.�
�Foolish, but if you insist.�
�What are you talking about?� Carlo asked.
�You�ll see. Shhh, not a word.�
Poor Vicenzu. She noticed a new stretch to the seams of his frock coat as he bent to hug the shoemaker, the way men do.
Carlo hugged Rodolfo, pecking both his cheeks and, as the eldest son should do, shook the shoemaker�s hand. �No more brothers, eh, Rodolfo? A pity.�
The shoemaker nodded.
Now it was Vicenzu�s turn to speak. Blast him, he just stood there, unmoving, the words they�d rehearsed sticking in his craw. He reached for breath, then all at once, said, �Rats all gone?�
�What?� Rodolfo�s face was the color of bleached wool. He took a step backward, bumped into his brother�s casket.
Vicenzu looked at Serafina, who shot him a soft elbow.
Her son pitched his bulk back and forth. �The arsenic you bought from us some years ago to kill the rats in your shop, did it work?�
Serafina watched the shoemaker�s face. As far as she was concerned, Vicenzu made a lurching start, but in the end, succeeded. His question had the effect on Rodolfo that she hoped it would. In her eyes, the shoemaker was guilty of his brother�s death.
�Are we going to Boffo�s?� Carlo asked on the way out.
�Not interested,� Serafina said.
As they walked home, she raised her chin to Vicenzu. �Thank you. A part well played.�
Carlo shook his head. �The shoemaker almost fainted. He knows you suspect him of having a part to play in Ugo�s death. Now I see his guilt. But a purchase of rat poison three years before the event proves nothing.�
�Of course not,� Vicenzu said. �And the ledger indicated the poison was sold to �The Pandolfina Family.� Which Pandolfina family? There are dozens in Oltramari. Not like Papa to write so vague a notation.�
She turned to Vicenzu. �If I could find one more missing piece, I�d be satisfied. It won�t-�
Carlo interrupted. �You? Satisfied? Don�t believe her.�
She yanked Vicenzu�s sleeve. �I need your help. It won�t take long.�
Carlo held up his hands as if to ward off the devil. �Where have I heard that before?� Turning to his brother, he said, �Be careful. Her minutes creep like hours.�
After his involvement in the initial investigation and the capture of Abatti, she couldn�t blame Carlo. She looked at Vicenzu. �Ready for a little adventure?�
The three stopped, waiting for Vicenzu�s reply. Was that a nod and a wink from her son, the one who seldom smiled, Vicenzu, the one with the numbers and the abacus and the closed purse strings?
Vicenzu opened the gate. He bowed, gestured for Carlo to enter.
�The two of you are mad.� Carlo gave them a cursory wave.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The Search

They crossed the piazza. There was a sliver of moon and no stars. Thankful for the evening�s dimness, she felt in her pockets for the candles she kept with her for late night deliveries.
Vicenzu limped beside her, his lumbering gait a familiar comfort. �When are you going to tell me what we�re doing?�
�Sorry, dear. We�re going to search the shoemaker�s shop for arsenic trioxide.�
Entering the public gardens, she felt the wings of a large bird graze her shoulder. It cackled and flapped its wings. She grabbed Vicenzu�s sleeve.
�Do we really need to do this?�
�Must satisfy myself that Rodolfo had the arsenic in his possession.�
�You�ll never have enough evidence unless he confesses.� Vicenzu pulled at his vest.
She was quiet.
�Are you sure you�re not making your task impossible because you don�t want to succeed?� he asked.
Serafina huddled inside her cape. She could see her breath. �A wild accusation!� But she knew he was right. How clever, this son of hers. Of course: she didn�t want the shoemaker to be guilty, so she had fooled herself, delayed, and made her task impossible.
She let her mind roam and they walked on. All at once, she pictured Rodolfo on the night of his son�s birth. When she opened the door to announce the newborn�s arrival, thunderous clapping. She scanned a sea of faces, but not finding the shoemaker�s, she asked after him. �Taking a walk!� someone yelled. Laughter. How long had he been gone? Was it enough time to drink with his brother? A few minutes later, he had rushed in, face flushed and looking confused, before placing coins in her palm.
Why had she forgotten his absence? In the wind, she heard the rustle of silk and her mother�s voice whispering, �To survive, we forget.�
And if Rodolfo confessed to hiring the killer of his brother, what then? He�d be guilty of murder and she would be to blame for the family�s misfortune. How would Graziella and her children survive without him? She fought the temptation to turn around and go home.
Darkness enveloped them like a cloak. She felt a frisson of fear like a creature crawling up the nape of her neck. They entered the alleyway behind the shoemaker�s stable.
She stopped. Cupping her hand around it, she held the candle steady while Vicenzu scratched the match against a cobble, waited for the flame to grow. The light it gave was weak but enough to show them the way. Somewhere a cat meowed.
Serafina�s fingers trembled as she felt for the gate. She tried the handle. �Locked!�
Vicenzu reached into his pocket, drew out a small knife, and knelt. In a moment, the latch snapped open. Swiftly she made her way up the path, Vicenzu limping softly behind.
They reached the shrubbery surrounding the back of the shoemaker�s store and peered inside. Pitch black. She hugged her sides.
Vicenzu took his time working the hasp. Finally the lock sprung and the door opened. They tiptoed inside.
�It�s got to be someplace in the back of the store.�
She held up the candle. A lone shoe stood on its side against the baseboards. On one wall hung cobbler�s tools and beneath them, a high bench that ran the width of the room. The top held cans of polish, candles, brushes, everything organized, like with like, into neat rows. Alongside was a folded leather apron. Teo�s apron. She touched it. Teo�s world. She blinked.
A cupboard took up most of the opposite wall. Serafina opened it and peered inside. A few hides hung from a pole near the top. The smell of leather was pungent. Above it was a small shelf, higher than Serafina�s head. As she rooted about for a stool to stand on, she heard a sound in the hall. Stopped. Held her breath.
What was it? The outside door scraped the floor!
She felt the rush of cool air as the latch clicked shut and, after a momentary hesitation, footsteps thudded toward them.
She sped over to Vicenzu who struggled with a jammed drawer and grabbed his sleeve. �Someone�s coming!�
He stopped. Beads of sweat rolled down his cheeks.
Footfalls grew louder.
She swallowed hard, feeling her head pound.
Vicenzu pulled her inside the cupboard and closed it just as the workroom door creaked open.
The shoemaker!
She felt a thickening in her throat, heard steps near the cupboard, the brush of wool.
She slowed her breathing, as if she were delivering and clung to Vicenzu.
But he gently pushed her aside. In one motion, he threw open the cupboard, rushed the intruder, and knocked him down.
He stooped, scooped up the figure by his lapels, and shook him. �You!�
�Came to help.� Carlo tried to wrench free. �I worried that you�d be caught. Put me down!�
�Did not. Scared us on purpose!�
�Did not!�
�Did too!�
�Boys! Put him down, Vicenzu.�
Carlo brushed the front of his coat. �Good thing I came, too. If the shoemaker and his wife had returned, they�d have caught you for sure.�
Carlo counted their foibles on his fingers as if he were a lawyer summing his case. �One, you left the gate unlatched. Two, from the alleyway, I saw candlelight flitting about inside. And three, passing the shrubbery, I heard frantic whispering from within. Ratty thieves, both of you. Next time, jump over the fence, wait until your eyes adjust to the dark, and keep your mouths shut. Found anything?�
They shook their heads.
�Then let�s search again.�
They rummaged through the room a second time, found nothing. About to leave, Carlo pointed to a tin box wedged between wall and workstation. He pried the lid. Inside was another small tin. He unscrewed it. �Doesn�t smell like-�
Vicenzu elbowed him. �Give it here. Anyway, arsenic trioxide has no smell, you clod. Breathe it and you die. Hope you got a big whiff.�
Carlo shoved him.
�Enough!� Serafina hissed.
�It seems like the stuff we sell.� Vicenzu replaced the lid. �About the right amount, too.�
Serafina�s heart sank. �Hand it over and let�s leave.�
On the way home, she thought of Graziella and her meager options. �What�s her specialness, I wonder. Does she sew? Launder? Cook?�
Vicenzu dragged his foot behind. �What are you whittering on about?�
�I�m wondering how Graziella will manage after Rodolfo�s locked up.�
�Skipping ahead, aren�t we?� Carlo asked.
�Be quiet and let me think.�
�Don�t like the sound of that, not at all.� Carlo grinned and slammed a fist into Vicenzu�s shoulder. Vicenzu picked him up by the back of his neck. �And what�s your �specialness�?� He spat the word.
Carlo swung his feet and arms about. �Walking on air!�
They laughed, scuffled some more.
�I�m serious!�
�Can�t let yourself win, can you?� Vicenzu tugged at his vest. �Think a moment. Poor, suffering Graziella? She has Teo. He�s a goldmine.�
She nodded.
�Even Papa said he was special. Knew Teo. Liked him.�
Near their home, she stopped.
�What now?�
�Nothing, only that-�
�I hate it when you do that!� Carlo said.
But she held her tongue and walked on, realizing that Loffredo hadn�t told her which arsenical compound he�d found around Ugo�s lips, in the wine glass, and on the napkin. She must find out.
For the past week, she tried not to think of Loffredo and his unfortunate desire for her, but she had no choice. She simply must visit him at this late hour-she was running out of time. Why hadn�t he given her complete information about the arsenic? Perhaps he thought the information was too much for a woman to handle. Her nipples bristled. Thank the Madonna she hadn�t gone to him last week. Such behavior was understandable in young men, but at his age? What right had he to ask her to compromise herself? Oh, it was all too much of a muddle, but before she had time to conclude her deliberations, they were at their front gate.
�I need to see Loffredo.�
�At this hour?� Carlo asked.
�Wipe that smile from your face. You, too, Vicenzu. This is business and cannot wait until tomorrow. I need to ask the medical examiner what compound he found around Ugo�s mouth. He neglected to tell me.�
Vicenzu winked at Carlo. �Probably too busy-�
She turned and walked away.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Affair

Her cheeks burned by the time she arrived at Loffredo�s office. The windows were dark, the door locked and bolted, so she rounded the piazza and doubled back through empty side streets to his villa.
Seated in the parlor waiting for him, her eyes canted this way and that while she ran a hand through her hair and straightened her cape. Like a lovesick animal in spring, she told herself. Her stomach was in knots.
Gas jets hissed in wall sconces and a thick oriental carpet muffled her tread. The room was crowded with overstuffed furniture. Elena�s taste, of course. On the far wall, a fire burned in the hearth and in front of it, was a comfortable-looking love seat and two chairs. Off to one side stood a grand piano. Maria would adore it.
Bookcases lined one wall so she busied herself by running a finger over the spines and reading the titles of each volume. His tastes were eclectic. Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Heraclitus were wedged between well-worn medical tomes. Interspersed with these were books by the moderns. Petrarch and Boccaccio sat next to Flaubert and Melville, and beside them, Leopardi, Cavour, and Amari. Strange, no Dickens.
A memory swept her away. It was early summer. She was home from school. Entering the study, she surprised her father and Loffredo in heated discussion about some activist or other. The reverie faded as she forced herself to consider her present situation. Yes, she wanted him. No, she would not act on her feelings. There were others to consider-her children, Elena, and of course, Giorgio�s memory. No, the affair was impossible, at least for now. She was here because she needed information and she prayed he wouldn�t misunderstand the intent of her visit.
He entered.
She could see his hurt in the way he held his shoulders. It made her feel all the more disheartened by her behavior. She hadn�t considered his feelings. Worse: if she hadn�t needed information from him now, she wouldn�t be here at all. No, not at all. That�s how little she felt for the suffering of others.
�I�m sorry.� She hung her head.
�But you�re here now. That�s all that matters.� He began moving toward her.
�You mistake the reason for my visit.� She couldn�t control her tears. Oh, Madonna, help me. How she had used him. She swiped at her eyes and blurted out, �Which one?�
�Pardon?�
�You found arsenic around Ugo�s mouth. It matched the stain on the napkin, the residue in the glass. Which compound? Is it the same as the contents of this?� She held up the small tin from the shoemaker�s workroom.
For a moment, he stopped and made no sound.
A tide of rapture charged over her, so powerful, it felt like the first time.
He moved to her, taking the tin from her grasp, and she succumbed to his charms.
��� �
Later, he whispered in her ear as he kissed her goodbye. �Arsenic trioxide. Same as the contents of the tin.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The Funeral

Tuesday, February 19, 1867
It had taken all of Assunta�s skills to mask the circles beneath Serafina�s eyes. After she combed out the knots in her hair, she was ready to attend Ugo�s funeral. The bell in the campanile began to toll.
Wearing her finest black bombazine for the occasion, Serafina walked between Carlo and Vicenzu. She kept her shoulders straight and her head still. Trying to ignore what she felt were an unusual amount of nosey passersby, she stared straight ahead at something indistinct. Did she imagine the sly glances her sons shared with each other?
She didn�t know, but she felt herself a fool one moment and a schoolgirl the next. She shook her head. What right did she have, jeopardizing the investigation, her reputation, her stipend, and her children�s future by having an affair with the town�s medical examiner, even if he was an old friend with the stamina of youth? And Oltramari was such a crotchety town. Word would get out. It would lead to misunderstanding, ill will, finally to disaster.
And what about Elena�s feelings? How could she, Serafina, be so uncaring? What if she were Loffredo�s wife and Elena the lover? Impossible, he�d never fall for Elena. After all, there was a reason the poor woman bore him no children.
Truth be told, he�d loved Serafina all his life. A pity they hadn�t married: they would have filled that empty villa of his with lusty screamers. She felt her cheeks take on a glow. But the danger of having an affair was too deep. Never again, she told herself and smiled.
As they approached the church steps, they were stopped by a line of carabinieri blocking their path. Serafina jumped up and down, trying to glimpse the bier. The piazza bulged with onlookers, some of them crowding the carts of vendors who sold candles, flowers, or religious articles. Mourners dressed in their best black attire. Men held onto their silk hats in the brisk wind. Women in watered silk clutched at their skirts, ends of their shawls whipping in the blowing air. Peasants stood silent, waiting for the procession to begin.
A corner of her cape brushed Serafina�s eye. She held a hand to it and gritted. Through the blur she watched the casket appear. Draped in black and carried on pallbearer�s shoulders, the coffin bobbed up the Duomo�s steps. Wearing a tall hat, Rodolfo held a handkerchief to his face. Veiled in thick gauze, Graziella held his arm, her head bent. Teo and the baby were not in attendance, apparently left in the care of a nurse.
Behind them, carabinieri marched two by two, keeping time in halting step, swords drawn, faces solemn. Surrounded by guards wearing their plumy helmets, the dignitaries marched into the church. Serafina blinked several times trying to clear her vision, lined up with the others waiting their turn to enter the church. Inside, the audience pushed and prodded her on either side. She found it impossible to view or hear the proceedings.
Carlo whispered in her ear. �This is useless.�
�Let�s go. I need to open the shop,� Vicenzu said.
�Why? No one�s buying medicinals this morning. Besides, I want to say a word to Rodolfo.�
�You haven�t yet realized, have you? You know he�s guilty. Even I think he poisoned Ugo�s wine. But it�s over. Abatti�s the killer and will be hung.�
�You�ve done your best,� Vicenzu muttered. �Give it up.�
After Ugo�s requiem, the mourners processed to the cemetery for the burial. Altar boys swung censers. The choir sang In Paradisum. Serafina squinted into bright sun, looking for the shoemaker and his wife so she could offer her final condolences, perhaps ask him a question or two while she had him backed into a corner.
She turned to Carlo. �Something�s not right. Where�s Rodolfo? Graziella?
�Not here. So why are we still in line-to kiss the priest?�

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Missing

She told her sons she needed to buy something from the grocer�s.
Vicenzu looked at her.
�Something personal. Even a mother needs her privacy.�
He grinned-so unlike Vicenzu.
�Go home without me. Eat if I�m not back.�
When they were out of sight, she picked up her pace. She hurried past the apothecary shop and knocked on the shoemaker�s front door.
No answer.
She peered inside. Empty.
Her stomach knotted.
Lifting her skirts, she went around to the back. Motes of dust swam in the late morning sun. The stable was empty. No evidence of life except for a wizened man in straw hat and apron who emerged from one of the stalls, mopping his face with a bandana. He called himself the caretaker.
�I came to see Graziella.�
�Not here.�
�Do you know when she�ll return?�
He stared at the ground. �No harm in telling you, but keep it to yourself.�
She waited.
He removed his hat and bowed. �Not here, dear lady.�
�The shoemaker?�
He stepped closer to her. One eye wandered. �Whole family�s gone, but like I say, not a word.�
�Of course.�
�Took the lot of them this morning to the station.�
�Where?�
�Boarded the train for Bagheria.�
�When will they return, do you know?�
The caretaker shrugged. �Locked up the house, the shop, everything.�
�Are they visiting relatives in the north, perhaps?�
�Couldn�t say.�
�Couldn�t or won�t.�
�Like I say, they�re gone.�
She stood, trying to take in his words.
�But when? Rodolfo attended his brother�s funeral today. I saw him and his wife walking behind the coffin.�
He shook his head. �Nope. The domestic and her husband stood in for them.�
�But I was sure I saw Graziella. Wore a veil of mourning over a big hat?� She gestured haloes around her head to indicate a wide brim.
He lowered his voice and spoke to her as if she had a distemper. �The shoemaker asked me to take them to the station this morning. Cart was creaking with the load. All their belongings. Gave me nice coins for my trouble, I can tell you. Threw in the mule and trap. Asked me to guard the house and stables.�
�How long?�
The man closed his eyes. �No returns, dear lady, no returns. Told me not to tell anyone, but like I say, no harm in telling you.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

A Memory Dislodged

She ranged around the piazza, oblivious to everything around her, mentally ordering all that she knew into neat piles before heading for the Municipal Building.
Without knocking, she stuck her head in Colonna�s office. He was busy dunking a biscuit in and out of his coffee.
�First it was only a burr on the edge of my understanding, but now, finally, I�m convinced that Rodolfo planned Ugo�s murder and hired Abatti to do the deed.�
He flapped his hands in the air and rolled his eyes. �Again?�
�Hear me out!� Rodolfo and his family had fled. There was a chance she could still catch them if she hurried, and here she sat, trying to convince this oaf of an inspector. Why? Even the commissioner told Serafina not to bother with Colonna, but just this one, final time, she must try.
To her surprise, Colonna sat up, folded his hands, and seemed attentive. �All right, let�s hear it.�
�No interruptions?�
�You know me.�
She rubbed her temples. �Several years ago, the shoemaker purchased arsenic trioxide from the apothecary shop. I found a tin of it in his backroom.�
�And that proves?�
�That Rodolfo had the means to poison his brother.�
�But I�ve purchased rat poison from Giorgio. Does that make me a murderer?�
She bit her tongue. �And now the shoemaker�s taken flight-damning evidence of his guilt.�
�Means nothing. Look around and you�ll see whole families disappear in the middle of the night. Rodolfo�s business turns sour; he thinks he sees verdant pastures; he leaves. His �flight,� as you call it, has nothing to do with his brother�s murder.�
She blew a stray curl off her forehead.
�I must admit, your arguments are persuasive.� Colonna leaned back in his chair and folded his fingers over his stomach. �But tell me, why are you so sure Rodolfo knew the Abatti?�
�Boffo told me that he�d seen Rodolfo with a faded soldier.�
Colonna shook his head. �How many faded soldiers did you pass in the piazza today?�
With that, Serafina realized she would never convince him. She rose from her chair.
Stopped. Felt the missing piece click into place. �Of course! How could I have forgotten?�
�Forgotten what?� a voice asked behind her.
She turned and saw the commissioner leaning against the doorjamb.
�Go on, don�t mind me.�
So much for Colonna�s rapt attention.
She faced the inspector. �Thank you.�
Colonna�s smile was broad. �Anytime, my dear.�
�No. Truly, I mean it. Thank you. Your questions dislodged a memory-something I�d forgotten-the image of Abatti pounding down the shoemaker�s steps, brushing my shoulder as I prepared to enter the shoemaker�s shop on the day I found Ugo�s body. He had the Marsala Medal in his hand.�
There was a momentary silence.
Colonna sighed. �Long gone, that medal, I�m afraid.�
�Splendid work, Dona Fina. Both of you,� the commissioner said. �We�d be fools to press charges just yet, but there�s enough circumstantial evidence to take the shoemaker in for questioning.� He looked at Colonna. �Do we have men to assist her?�
He shook his head. �Most are on loan to the city of Catania. Only three here and I need them by my side.�
The commissioner shook his head. �You can spare Badali. Send for him.�
�Tell Badali to meet me at home.� Serafina looked back at the commissioner as she rushed down the hall and waved.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Rosa�s Help

The sun was at its zenith as Serafina crossed the piazza on her way to Rosa�s. She quickened her pace.
Tart experience taught her that the only way to handle Rosa was to start talking immediately and to use the most important word first. Serafina knew she�d have at most three short sentences in which to galvanize the madam into action before she lost Rosa�s attention.
She rehearsed while opening the gate. When her head was clear and her breathing softer, she ran up the steps and into Rosa�s front office where the madam sat behind her desk, whispering to stacks of coins and writing numbers into her precious ledger.
Rosa looked up and opened her mouth.
But before she could speak, Serafina began. �Lucre was behind the shoemaker�s plan to kill his brother. This morning he and his family fled. We must stop them.�
Rosa pulled the cord. When a maid appeared, she said, �Tell the driver to ready the coach and meet me in front. Be quick!� She pulled Serafina with her.
�Where are we going?�
�To visit my friend, the admiral.�
Of course. It fell into place, the shoemaker�s trips to Bagheria, perhaps to Palermo. He booked passage on a ship. How else would a family flee with their belongings?
�His office is onboard a ship docked at the cala.� Rosa�s eyes sparked. �Tell me the details on the way.�
Serafina opened the door. �Wait for me in front. Must tell my family I�ll be late for supper.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Tot�

�Rosa�s waiting outside. Sorry, I must leave for-�
�Where have you been?� Carlo stood at the table holding an empty wine glass and pulling on the napkin wedged into his collar. He slammed the linen onto the table, just missing a platter with the remains of dinner-risotto, pork, and peas-the juices now congealing.
As she stood taking in his words, Serafina scooped up a spoonful of lemon custard poured over cassata which sat melting in a bowl on the sideboard. Vicenzu sat at his desk, oblivious to everything but his abacus and ledger.
�Our dinner was cold because we waited too long for you. I�m sure Giulia and Maria were late for school. Carmela is doing whatever it is she does to Rosa�s gardens. Her baby�s been yowling most of the day until I finally changed its�pantaloons. And your youngest has been crying for you. His nose is stuffed; he�s sick to his stomach; his head is flaming. Gloria departed for Prizzi this morning. All my friends are enjoying a holiday in Taormina. And here I sit in a cold house acting as the only mother Tot� knows. Once again, you leave me with your work.�
Lying on the sofa in the sitting room, Tot� stuck out his lower lip, turned away from Serafina, and buried his mop of golden curls in his blanket. When she tried to hug him, he squirmed away.
The domestic, who sat rocking in her corner, motioned with her eyes to Serafina. When she bent to listen, Assunta said, �The male twin talks too much. I changed Carmela�s baby and rocked him to sleep. Tot� has a chill, nothing much.�
Serafina smiled, patted Assunta�s arm, and whispered her thanks.
She strode back to the sofa and sat next to Tot�. �Let me hold you. You�ll feel better.� She heard the ticking of the clock�s pendulum.
After more coaxing, he climbed into Serafina�s lap and she kissed his forehead. As she soothed her son, she felt a heaviness in her limbs. Soon she�d have to explain to Rosa why she couldn�t go. She�d learned a lesson: there were limits to the amount of truth anyone could discover. Besides, the commissioner was satisfied with her work.
A rasping began in her ear. Its inflection sounded like Maddalena�s voice at its most strident. Serafina pulled on an earlobe. The disturbance did not abate.
Presently, Tot� quieted. She eased him onto the sofa and was about to go tell Rosa of her change in plans when she heard Carmela�s footsteps in the hall.
�Rosa sent me in to find you.�
�I can�t go. Tot�s ill.�
�You�ve a killer to catch.�
�Not that again!� Carlo said.
Vicenzu turned from his abacus. �I suppose it�s all right with you if her stipend dies and you can�t finish school.�
Carlo�s eyes flicked from side to side. �But these are my free days and I�m left with a mess.�
Carmela glared at her twin as she strode into the sitting room and bent to kiss Tot�s forehead. �He�s fine. Give him to Assunta. She can take him for an ice.�
Tot�s head popped up.
Carmela stomped over to Carlo. �Grow up. And, Mama, you need to go. Now!�
The hissing in Serafina�s ears receded.
A knock on the door. Steps in the hall. A policeman appeared at the edge of the sitting room. All eyes were on him as he stood facing them.
�Badali, here.� He smiled.
�He�s going with us,� Serafina said.
�Rosa�s not taking her guards?� Vicenzu asked.
�Her guards scare bandits on the road. A show of strength, nothing more.� Serafina stood. �I might be gone a few days.�
�Then you�ll need a change of linen. I�ll pack for you.� Carmela raced out, glancing at Badali.
Serafina blew kisses to the room, motioned for the policeman to follow. Tall, handsome, young. Angle of nose, Roman. Perfect.
�Have you told your wife you might not be coming home tonight?�
�Not married,� Badali said.
Yes, indeed. Perfect!

CHAPTER FORTY

The Ride to the Cala

Badali rode with the driver. Rosa�s guards surrounded the coach. On their ride to the cala, Palermo�s ancient harbor where the admiral�s ship was docked, Serafina told her about finding Ugo�s body on the beach.
The coach wheels bounced over the cobbles. Serafina hung onto a handle as they careened down Via Serpentina. She told Rosa about finding gold and silver in Ugo�s home, catching Abatti at the scene of the crime, and his confession to poisoning then stabbing Ugo.
�Where�s the gold?�
�I�m coming to that.�
They were silent a moment as they swayed into a turn.
The madam shielded her eyes from the glare of the sea. �The most important evidence of all and you leave it for the end, but let me guess. Colonna believes Abatti and you don�t.�
�How did you know?�
The madam chuckled. �Cold cod, the shoemaker. But if Colonna had the gold in his possession and-�
�You�re getting ahead of my story. Now listen.� Serafina told her about her interview with the shoemaker on the day she found Ugo�s body. She spoke of Graziella�s melancholia. She told Rosa about the shoemaker�s shocked reaction at the wake when questioned about the rat poison, about finding a tin of it in his backroom, and finished with the account of the caretaker-that he�d taken the whole family to the station where they�d boarded the train for Bagheria.
�Must be headed for Palermo docks.�
�He didn�t know.�
Rosa was silent for a moment. �Do you have proof that the shoemaker knows Abatti?�
�I remember Abatti bounding down the shoemaker�s steps as I prepared to enter his shop shortly after I found Ugo�s body.�
�Perhaps the soldier bought shoes?�
Serafina canted her eyes in Rosa�s direction.
�A joke. Your word is enough for me. Quick: get back to the gold.�
The madam�s mind is like a trap. �Colonna plays shady dealings sometimes, but-�
�Sometimes?� Rosa asked. �How much?�
�A chest full of the stuff. The inspector told me he had an understanding with the shoemaker.�
Rosa held onto her hat as the coach rounded another corner. �I�ll bet. Where�s the gold now?�
�According to Colonna, the shoemaker has it.�
The madam rolled her eyes. �Except for Colonna�s generous cut-that�s the �understanding� part. No wonder he swallowed Abatti�s confession.�
�But now the commissioner�s involved. He wants me to question the shoemaker in a more formal setting.�
�No doubt you persuaded him.�
�I reminded him that should fratricide be hinted and our initial investigation appear to be less than thorough, the press might-�
Rosa chuckled. �They�d have a delicious romp.� Her eyes exploded as she turned to Serafina. �What�s this I hear about you and Loffredo?�

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The Admiral

Serafina felt queasy when she stepped on board the admiral�s ship. She presented her identification and asked to see the admiral.
�Not here at the moment, dear lady.�
Rosa spoke up and soon the sailors escorted the group down to his office where the admiral gave her a blustery kiss. She grabbed the admiral�s sleeve, pressing it to her chest. �We depend on you. I know you�ll help.� She turned to Serafina who explained the reason for their visit and requested information regarding the shoemaker�s family who she believed had tickets on a steamer.
�The name of the ship? The date of departure?�
She did not know.
As they waited for his secretary to retrieve the passenger lists, the admiral smiled at Rosa. �Like yesterday and yet so many years have passed. Not a day older, my sweet.�
Serafina looked at Badali and smiled.
It seemed like hours before the underling returned. �Rodolfo Pandolfina, a shoemaker from Oltramari in the province of Palermo, boarded a paddle steamer this afternoon. With him were his wife and two children. Earlier this week, he booked passage on a foreign vessel, the Aleppo. Tomorrow afternoon it leaves Messina bound for Liverpool.�
�Why Messina? Palermo�s not good enough for them?� Rosa asked.
The admiral shrugged. �Probably booked tickets for the first available passage.�

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Messina�s Harbor

Wednesday, February 20, 1867
Early the next morning, Rosa�s carriage rolled toward Messina�s harbor. The screeching of the gulls filled Serafina�s ears. Although they had stopped for the night at a comfortable inn on the outskirts, her eyelids felt like shells in rough sand.
As the coach swayed from side to side, so did Serafina�s mind. She wondered if, after all, Carlo had been correct and she was acting to make herself look good in the eyes of the public. Was the shoemaker an innocent man determined to escape the meanness of his present life and create a better world for his family? She shook her head, convinced of his guilt.
They stopped at a promontory overlooking Messina. The harbor was almost as large as the port of Palermo, Serafina thought, and this morning, it bustled. Vendors hawked their wares to crowds gathered around several docked vessels. Wagons carrying trunks moved in all directions. Passengers scurried off paddle steamers lugging their belongings. They called for porters or to family members or stood in long lines for boarding one of several moored ships. For a moment the scene made her breathless.
Badali stood next to her, rumbling on about the difference between a ship and a barque, but she paid no attention. Instead, she marveled at the movement of so many peoples, wondered where they were heading and why. She felt the salt sea air on her face and gazed through mist to the mainland. Listening to the slap of the waves, she pictured for an instant the ancient hag she�d seen last week in Oltramari�s piazza and remembered with amusement Teo�s account of her. The image faded and in its wake, Serafina felt the weight of farewells.
The policeman swung an arm toward the large vessel in front of them. �That�s the one we want, the Aleppo.� Its wharf teemed with carts and people. Men working pulleys hoisted large crates into the hold. On deck, the crew busied themselves checking the rigging, rolling barrels, or repairing sails.
Hoards of men and women pushed their way up a crowded plank. As they boarded, two men stopped them. �Checking credentials,� Badali said. Serafina visored her eyes looking for the shoemaker and his family.
�Look over there.� Badali indicated a group of carabinieri close to the stack who appeared to be talking to the ship�s officers. One flapped papers toward the gangplank.
�Let�s get down there,� Rosa said. �Can�t do anything from here. My guards will stay with the carriage.�
They walked for a few meters until Serafina saw an empty cart and asked the driver to take them down to the dock.
He shook his head. �Wharf restricted to passengers.�
Rosa intervened with coins and the cart�s wheels crunched gravel as they made their way down a steep road to the harbor.
�Boarding�s slow today,� one of the workers told them as they walked alongside the line of people waiting to board. �Shouldn�t be taking this long.� He wore a Phrygian cap and drooled in Rosa�s direction.
Without warning, the queue stalled. A moan went up from the line. Squinting up, Serafina saw carabinieri muscling their way down the steps, against the tide of oncoming passengers. Slowly they reached the bottom of the gangplank and clambered onto the wharf a few meters from where Serafina�s group stood.
With a shock, she saw them, the shoemaker and his family, surrounded by the military police. Badali and Serafina inched forward. She heard shouting and saw Graziella holding her baby and railing against her captors. Teo huddled against his father. Like a huge snake slithering away, the other passengers distanced themselves from the altercation.
�Terrible mistake,� Serafina heard Graziella say. Her voice sliced through the air like a bullet.
One of the carabinieri tried to placate her. �Orders are to hold your husband for questioning. Won�t take long and you can be on your way.�
�Take him, not us, you idiot!� Graziella rocked back and forth, flung her arms like a wild woman.
�But my dear lady,� the carabiniere began again.
She screamed it now, her arm pointing to her husband. �Take him!�
�Can�t. You�re on the same ticket, madam. �Rodolfo Pandolfina, party of four,� it says.�
Graziella�s face mottled. �Don�t be pigheaded, man! Give me the ticket! Take him. He�s the one you want.� She grabbed for the ticket in the officer�s hand.
The shoemaker mopped his brow. �Be reasonable, my dear. Think of the children.�
�Damn you and your reason. That�s all I hear!�
Teo clung to his mother�s sleeve. �It�s all right, Mama. Please don�t shout. Not again, please!�
Graziella jerked herself free from her son�s grasp and spat her words. �Here, make yourself useful.� She thrust the baby into Teo�s arms.
Teo stood for a moment, facing away from his mother, looking out to sea. Slowly he rocked his brother.
Serafina ran to them, enveloped the boy and the baby, and backed away from the shouting to a safe distance. She hugged Teo and the baby to her side until they were buried in her voluminous skirts.
The whole world seemed to still, except for a woman gone mad. Graziella was screaming, her neck raw with congestion. People looked on, frozen.
So swiftly that Serafina thought her mind played its tricks again, Graziella reached into her reticule and withdrew a silver object. She aimed it at her husband and bellowed. He stood fast to the spot, opening and closing his mouth.
�Delayed until I could stand it no longer. Like glue, your mind. Finally! Finally I found someone to kill him. Almost succeeded. Would have, too, but for you.�
Graziella pulled the trigger.
Soft, the sound of the shot, it seemed no louder than a puff of wind.
Rodolfo fell, a blossom of red on his chest.
Graziella put the barrel to her temple.
Another puff of wind.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The Ride Home

They were silent as the coach rolled out of Messina. Rosa sat opposite Serafina who held the baby. Teo sat beside her, staring straight ahead.
Rosa told the driver to stop at the inn where they stayed last night. She asked for a wet nurse. They fed the horses and the baby and were off.
In a while, Teo lifted his face to Serafina. �Why?�
She looked at Rosa who said, �Tell him.�
Serafina did. Afterward, she said, �No one has the words to say how much your parents suffered. No one has the words to explain why your mother did what she did. No one has the words to take away your hurt.�
His tears began. Serafina was relieved. Handing the baby to Rosa, she wrapped her arms around the boy and held him so tight that she feared his bones would crack. She prayed to the Madonna. She did not interrupt his sobbing. She repeated her account of the event several times on the way home, holding him each time he wept.

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

A Cleansing Flame

Thursday, February 21, 1867
A splinter of the rising sun bounced off shop windows as she opened Loffredo�s door. The maid was clearing his breakfast. When she saw Serafina, her mouth formed a scorpion�s smile and she scuttled out of the room.
Loffredo glanced up at Serafina. �I heard.�
�Poor woman.�
�Poor Rodolfo. Imagine having to live with her sickness.� Loffredo gazed at her. �The children?�
�With us. Vicenzu�s suggestion. He wants Teo to work for him after school. Teo clings to him. And Rosa hired a wet nurse for the baby.� She swallowed and stepped closer. �But you and I cannot continue. Forgive me.�
He glanced down at his desk. �Nothing to forgive,� he mumbled.
�Perhaps another-�
�Don�t, Fina.�
�Promise we�ll be friends?� She wouldn�t blame him if he didn�t answer.
He looked up. �Of course. Couldn�t bear to lose you.�
Serafina leaned over and kissed his cheek, his mouth. She felt the cleansing flame of desire.


OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg





