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Susan Russo Anderson
Death Of A Sad Face


Each of us, face to face with other men, is clothed with some sort of dignity, but we know only too well all the unspeakable things that go on in the heart.
��Luigi Pirandello, Six Characters in Search of an Author



Teo And The Specter

Late Wednesday evening, October 28, 1868
Teo undressed in a hurry because he knew the specter might appear any moment. He folded his breeches and put them on the chair, ready for the next day. Struggling into his nightshirt, he lifted the bedcovers with the book in his hand, the one he�d tried to read to Maria earlier. That had been a mistake, a big one, but he only wanted her to smile at him like she had that one time. Instead, she told him to get out of her parlor because he wasn�t allowed, and anyway, she had to practice, so he�d lowered his head and left the room.
No sooner had he jumped into the bed and begun reading when there was a whoosh and a puff of smoke, and the flame of his candle flickered. He smelled something bad, like a rot from the streets.
The wild creature was in the corner again, all greasy and scaly but vapory, too, so Teo had to squint hard to see him. He had three eyes, his beard was green, and flames shot out of his mouth and ears. Teo gave a shiver. He wondered if the bad thing would happen to him like it had to his parents, but just then, the creature cast a horny toad into his innards that nearly choked him, and for a while he couldn�t move.
�What are you doing, lad, just sitting around and reading, like as if you had all night and owned a candle factory besides? Books are no good for boys-girls, maybe-but not for the likes of you. Got to get yourself out of here. Best heed my words when the moon is full. Tonight�s your last chance. And don�t say I didn�t warn you.�
�Can you make Falco come back? My parents, too?�
�Why would I want to do that? They ain�t never coming back. But that don�t mean you gotta sit here and take it while that smug princess with the piano gives of her babbling. You gonna take all her moods? Her friends, too? Such a tatty blighter you are! Why, when I was your age, if a body looked cross at me, he was a mess soon enough, and this one�s a girl, besides.�
The specter spat, and his spittle spread and smoked, and made a hole in the floor. �When I was a tike, much younger than you, I left home, I did. No schooling for me. Didn�t need no prompting, neither. Made myself a fortune soon enough. Built this house. Lived like a king. But you, what are you good for but taking handouts from a widow?�
�Donna Fina�s glad I�m here. She couldn�t have stood it if I�d gone away to live in the orphanage, that�s what she says, and she told me not to pay attention to Maria. All Maria wants is her piano. It�s not her fault, born that way, that�s what Donna Fina says.�
�Boy turns into a man by leaving. Better go now, or tonight when you�re sleeping all warm in your bed, something bad�ll happen, sure enough, like as happened on that day by the sea.�
�I�m not afraid of you.�
�Leave if you�ve got any sense, boy, before that runty brother of yours gets in my way and I stomp on his head.�
With that, the specter disappeared.
Teo slammed the pillow over his ears and tried not to think about his brother or about his parents. If his head were formed like the others at school, he wouldn�t have to leave, but there was nothing he could do about it, Falco had told him that. �When you�re older, if you�re lucky, your nose and lips will pop out more and the cleft in your chin will disappear. But take a look at your old man�s face, don�t you see it, you look just like him, no hope for you.� Falco had laughed and so had he, but those were the happy days.
In the happy days, his parents were alive, and he and Falco spent lots of time together and so what if the other kids didn�t like them. Falco had a silvery eye that wouldn�t stay put, so they stuck together, him and Falco, a flat face and a silvery eye. They laughed about it, the two of them sitting under the chestnut tree near the schoolyard, listening to the others whooping and playing.
But one day Falco didn�t come to school. The teacher said he�d gone, to where she didn�t know, just left with his family, no goodbyes. After that, school made his stomach ache. Not the teacher, she was fine and liked the way he read aloud, but that made it worse because after he read real good that one time, the kids hated him.
Working for Vicenzu, that was better than going to school, especially in the morning because Vicenzu made a bench for him in the front of the store where he could mend customers� shoes, and when his fingers worked the leather, it was just like he was back in his father�s shop. The men talked to one another while he fixed their shoes. They rolled their hands and laughed and gave him tips, and it was fine, but now Donna Fina said he couldn�t work in the mornings, he must make friends at school.
Maria didn�t like him anymore, he knew, because she wouldn�t walk with him to school. She wasn�t mean all the time-too smart and beautiful for that. She loved her piano the way he loved books-that had to count for something-and she didn�t start out bossy. He didn�t know why she crossed over to being with the mean kids. Maybe the specter cast a spell on her. He tried not to mind her mood too much, and when he stood quiet and closed his eyes and thought hard about the books and mending the shoes, it was fine. But other times, like when Maria wouldn�t look at him, he felt like yanking her pigtails so hard they�d come off, but he didn�t.
He dressed and tiptoed across the hall to where his brother slept. His brother looked red tonight. Trouble keeping down the milk, that�s what the wet nurse told him, so he kissed him and put his nose close to his face. He rubbed the hair on his scalp, and his brother smiled and moved his arms and legs fast. Teo was the only one who could make his brother smile, his mother told him that, but he couldn�t think about her now or about leaving his brother, and anyway, he�d be back after he made himself a fortune.
His room faced the front and the sea, and he went to the window for one last look at the waves, and he wondered what was on the other side. Maybe the souls of the dead, like his mother and father, and now Falco who wasn�t dead, not as far as he knew, but who�d left without saying goodbye, which was as good as dead. He stood at the window and waited until the moon was high and the stars pricked the sky before he wrapped himself in Vicenzu�s old cape and stuffed a book into his sack. After kissing his brother once more, he nodded to the wet nurse and crept down the stairs and along the hall, opening the door as softly as he could, and slipped out into the night.

Butler Dead, Jewels Missing

Early Thursday morning, October 29, 1868
Serafina bit into a brioche. �Colonna�s on the front page declaiming again, as if he were the commissioner.� Had she spoken that aloud? She listened for sounds of stirring, but heard nothing, only a solemn emptiness from the floors above and the domestic banging about in the next room, keeping time to the sweep of the wind under the eaves. She went to the stove, poured herself another caff�. Returning to her newspaper, she pursed her lips and flicked the image of the simpering inspector photographed next to a twisted body in situ. The headline read, �Butler Dead, Jewels Missing.� Another crime in sleepy Oltramari. Well, she was having none of it, not that the commissioner had asked for her help yet. Instead, she set the paper aside and let her thoughts wander.
Lately, life had been filled with dead bodies, and she wasn�t in the mood for another one. First, it was her husband�s death over two years ago, followed by a bloody uprising in town, and a slew of other killings, too many to count. Most of all, she remembered the look on the faces of those weighted with sudden loss. Teo�s eyes swam into view.
She worried about them, Teo and his baby brother, ever since their arrival for a stay of indefinite duration, and hadn�t anticipated the difficulty her children had in accepting the newcomers. Maria, especially. Perhaps Serafina should have sent Teo and his brother to the orphanage like her friends advised, but after the horror they�d witnessed and her involvement in the case, she couldn�t abandon those two boys, just couldn�t do it. Her older children had welcomed them. Vicenzu, the son who now ran the family pharmacy, saw another pair of willing hands. No, it was Maria, her youngest daughter, who�d not welcomed the pair. Come to think of it, ever since Serafina had begun her sleuthing, she�d felt the heft of Maria�s spirits. Vicenzu said she was imagining trouble-the household would settle of its own accord soon enough-but she doubted it. She must spend more time with them, but how could she? The family needed the extra stipend her sleuthing fetched, and detecting required time away from home, lots of it, whole swaths of days when her mind did nothing but ruminate. And so, when she was home, she wasn�t there for her children, not really. Oh, it was all too much of a muddle.
After swallowing the last of her caff�, she scooped up the paper again and stared at the words flickering in the candlelight while the memory of the children�s raised voices last night played about her mind.
The door opened, letting in a howl of air. Boots clomped down the hall.
�Back so soon?� she asked.
Vicenzu shrugged off his cape. �Why are you up so early? It�s not yet first light.�
�The wind woke me, whipping against the shutters, making a sound like a wild specter.�
�Go on about the specter.� He grinned. �Grate�s cold.� He limped over to the hearth and began poking about the charred logs. Soon she heard the crackle of the fire and felt warmth creep into her toes.
Over his shoulder, he asked, �Where�s Teo? He was supposed to meet me at the pharmacy this morning.�
�I thought we agreed he was not to work in the store on school days. His teacher says he�s not made many friends, and I�m worried about him. He�s had a terrible time of it.�
�Haven�t we all! But I need him to help me with a new delivery this morning. If Teo were grateful, he�d have started a fire for you and gotten to the shop before me.�
�He�s not a servant. He�s a guest, a boy bewildered by the sudden loss of both parents. Give him time to find his way.�
�Too much of a mope, Teo.�
She shook her head. �I remember how you were after your accident.�
�That�s different. I was physically hurt and couldn�t walk.�
She might as well stop arguing-Vicenzu was born with endless answers. Serafina consulted her watch pin. �Let him sleep. I�ll help as soon as I finish reading.� She rattled her paper. �In the meantime, sit, have some caff�.�
He threw up his hands and pulled out a chair.
�So, my ornery dog, anyone talking about the murder?� Serafina pointed to the picture of a smirking Colonna.
He shrugged. �Your friend?�
�The inspector? Hardly.�
�No, I mean it happened at Villa Lanza. Isn�t the baroness one of your clients?�
�And her baby�s due any moment! I must pay her a visit this morning.�
�Which means you can�t help me, and I�d better wake Teo.� Vicenzu started for the stairs.
�Eat first, then wake him. He�s a child and needs his rest.�
�I�ll help,� Carmela said, entering the room. �I used to work for Papa before your accident, don�t you remember?�
Vicenzu shook his head. �If you say so.�
�Besides, I need to get out of this house.� She rolled her eyes in Vicenzu�s direction, sat, and turned to Serafina. �Don�t forget the circus tonight. The children are looking forward to it, especially Tessa and Tot�-even Maria.�
The domestic padded over with a loaf of warm bread and bowls of biancomangiare. She poured coffee and departed.
Carmela continued. �We�re taking two carriages. It�s all arranged. That look on your face tells me you won�t be home for the noon meal, but be sure you�re back before the light fades. We�ll have an early supper and be off.�

Villa Lanza

Villa Lanza stood in splendor three doors away from Serafina�s home. Like the others in the neighborhood, the residence of Ignazio Lanza, Baron of Oltramari, overlooked the city center.
The footman took Serafina�s cape and escorted her to the upstairs parlor. While waiting for the baroness, Serafina stood warming herself next to a roaring fire. The room, if overstuffed with gilt and carved wood, was furnished in the latest style.
In a moment, Baroness Lucia appeared, clothed in a raw silk dressing gown, the rich fabric reflecting the firelight�s reddish glow, the neck and sleeves finished in lace detail. She swayed into the room like a camel crossing the desert on swollen hooves, one hand shoved into the small of her back, forcing herself forward. Even at this early hour, her raven hair was coiffed. Nonetheless, the poor woman looked dazed. The features of her face, although rouged and powdered, were puffed with weeping and with child.
Serafina kissed her on both cheeks. �My poor dear, I came as soon as I heard. Do sit down, and let me see you. No cramps?�
Lucia shook her head. She sat in a deep chair, fished for a linen, and blew her nose. �Your visit is such a comfort.� She cleared her throat, hesitated. �What to say? The inspector tries to be charming, but he�s not at all like you. It took him an hour to arrive. He was gone in a flash.�
Serafina bit her lip. �Inspector Colonna will take great pains to ferret out the truth.� There, that ought to support that venal colleague of hers.
�If you say so, but I feel better, now that you�ve arrived.�
�I�m here as your midwife, my dear, so first things first. You�ve had a fright, the murder of one of your servants in your own home. Let�s make sure you and your baby are not in danger.�
As she expressed her gratitude, the baroness showed Serafina to her boudoir, an airy room with a view of the Tyrrhenian Sea, and asked a maid to bring them refreshments. Serafina asked Lucia to lie down on a velvet chaise and took her pulse.
The baroness closed her eyes. �Five boys. Let�s hope this one�s a girl.�
After the examination, Serafina said, �The baby�s dropped, I can see that, and since it�s your sixth, when she decides to arrive, she will be quick. As soon as your water breaks or if you feel any discomfort, send one of the servants for me, no matter the hour.�
�You�re so kind.�
�Where are your other children?�
�Away at school. Ignazio�s idea, not mine.� She frowned. �But I�m glad they weren�t here last night.�
�Of course! And too much excitement for you.� Serafina undid her satchel and brought out a bottle. �A special potion, my mother�s recipe for creating calm during the final days of confinement. Take three spoonfuls twice a day, one in the morning, two at night.�
A maid appeared, carrying a silver tea service and pastries. While she poured, Serafina helped Lucia take a spoonful of the tonic.
The baroness washed it down with a sip of tea. �Horrible, seeing Cecco lying there.�
�Cecco?�
�The butler. Whatever shall I do without him? Such a kind man, so very loving and considerate.� She dabbed at her eyes with a linen. �An orphan, did you know?�
Serafina shook her head.
�Yes. Sent to us from Guardian Angel. We hired him as a footman, but when old Donato died, Cecco took his place. He was the best servant anyone could want. Smart, quiet, never shirked.� The baroness began sobbing, and Serafina gave her a moment before asking, �Did he get along with the other servants?�
She nodded. �With the good ones. Demanding with the others and such a comfort to me. He helped me in the running of the house. The baron leaves me alone so much of time-at his hunting club more often than not-so Cecco and I had many quiet moments together.� She stared at nothing. �And Ignazio hated him from the beginning. Men can be so cruel.�
�Hush now, and finish your tea.� How strange, Serafina thought, the woman seemed more distressed at losing her butler than concerned with the health of her fetus after such a piercing disturbance. She must talk to Rosa. �Is the baron here? I�d like to meet with him, just to reassure him.�
�At his club or out hunting, who knows. Most days, I barely see him.� The baroness blew her nose again.
Serafina took a bite of pastry. �Surely he was here last night when the butler was killed?�
�No, but he arrived in time to speak with Colonna.�
Serafina waited for her to continue.
Lucia pushed away her cup. �Cecco and I had just finished with our evening talk; you know-a butler�s responsible for everything in a big house like this. We�d begun planning for the gala we give each year at our villa in Bagheria.�
�You don�t have a housekeeper who helps you with such things?�
�We used to, but Cecco�s such an organizer and so lovely to be with that I dispensed with her.� She flapped her hand. �A witch of a woman! Always making up to Ignazio. You know how haughty some servants can be.�
Serafina frowned. �Go on.�
�But I�ll remember Cecco forever,� she said, a vacant look in her eyes. �The moon had just risen high in the sky. I remember because Cecco said something about the moon and how it glowed and wasn�t it romantic, and suddenly I heard noises coming from the front hall-a turning of the key in the lock, the creaking of the front door. I thought it must be Ignazio coming home, so Cecco went downstairs to attend to him. My husband had dismissed his valet a while ago, and he often needs assistance when he arrives-unsteady, you know.�
�Your husband drinks?�
She nodded. �Then I heard low voices �� She trailed off, staring into space. �A scuffle, brief silence then the voices grew louder, and then-oh, it was too awful-a shot!�
�The time?�
She shook her head. �How should I know? I remember running down the stairs and, and there he was in the vestibule, my Cecco, twisted, lying next to a potted palm, eyes open. I knew, I knew! I looked outside.�
�Through the window?�
She shook her head. �The front door was open.�
�And you saw?�
�A figure leaping away into the night.�
�Can you describe him?�
Lucia shook her head. �I saw his silhouette, that�s all. He was lit from the side by the gaslight on the walk. He seemed to fly. His cape was outstretched.�
Serafina reached into her bag for a linen and wiped Lucia�s brow. �There were jewels in the butler�s hand?� Why had she asked the question? She felt the blood rush to her cheeks and thought of the slippery nature of truth. �Forgive me, I�d no right to ask.�
�No, I�m glad you did. I feel so much better when I talk about it.� Lucia put a hand on her protruding middle and waited a moment before continuing. �Cecco was lying on the floor. My pearls, the strand given to me on my wedding day, were wound around his fingers. His eyes stared at nothing.� She buried her face in her hands.
Serafina threw her arms around Lucia.
�Who knew I�d be so all alone!� she wailed.
�Except for the other servants. Weren�t they here?�
Lucia did not seem to hear the question. �Now I have no one!�
Serafina rummaged in her bag for another linen, handed it to the woman.
�Would you like to see where it happened?�
�Of course. Then I must leave. I mustn�t meddle in Inspector Colonna�s case.�
After telling a maid to remove the tray and fetch Serafina�s cape, Lucia led her down the main staircase. Plush carpeting cushioned their feet. When they reached the bottom, they walked through marble busts and potted plants to the main hall.
In the center of the floor, Serafina saw a dark stain, small, circular. She pointed to it. �Where you found the butler?�
Lucia nodded.
Serafina opened the front door and examined the lock. She saw no evidence of tampering.
�Was anyone else here when you arrived?�
�I was the first. Two maids and a footman arrived a moment later. Cook�s night off, and the scullery maid stays below stairs. Our driver and a second footman arrived later with Ignazio.�
Serafina reminded herself again that she was intruding on the inspector�s business, but she owed the distraught woman some peace of mind, so she might as well find out as much as she could. She noticed interior doors on either side of the entryway. �Behind those doors?�
�Receiving room�s on one side, Ignazio�s library is on the other.�
�I�d like to talk with the other servants.�
�Please do.� Lucia rang the bell. In a moment, a maid appeared, and the baroness asked her to fetch the servants who were with her last night.
When they arrived, Serafina asked them what they�d seen and heard. They each said they�d run upstairs because they heard a shot and described the scene in detail, matching Lucia�s account. No one noticed the hour.
Serafina turned to Lucia. �You must rest. I�ll leave you now. I�m sure the inspector has made a thorough search.�
The baroness shook her head. �That rogue. He kept calling me, �my dear little baroness.� Impossible, I tell you. First thing he did was grab the pearls out of Cecco�s hand and shove them into his pocket. I hadn�t even closed the poor man�s eyes. I should have said something but, what to say, I wasn�t myself. Uniformed men arrived, and a doctor examined Cecco. Then someone from the paper arrived. I was too stunned, I let him inside-and they took the body away. About that time, Ignazio came in, unsteady on his pins. He told me to go upstairs, he�d finish with the inspector. The last thing I remember, he and Colonna walked into Ignazio�s study.�
�Where do you keep your jewels?�
�In a strongbox in the study.�
�Are all your jewels missing?�
�Not all, an emerald necklace and a few diamonds from India. Ignazio made some arrangements with the inspector. He told me someone would call today and help me make a detailed list of the missing pieces.�
�And has anyone called?�
Lucia shook her head.
Serafina frowned. �Might I see the strongbox?�
Lucia showed her into the study, lifted a stone in front of the hearth. Serafina peered inside and saw a solid brass box. She examined the lock. No sign of tampering.
Serafina put her arm through Lucia�s as they walked out of the study. �Might I speak with the scullery maid? She may have seen or heard something last night.�
A parlor maid escorted Serafina down to the kitchen, a cavernous space below stairs with gleaming pots and pans, double ovens, a slate sink, butcher blocks scattered throughout. The scullery maid, a young girl with curly hair, a winning smile, and raw hands, sat in the corner shining a brass pot. She stood and fumbled with what passed for a curtsey when Serafina entered.
�No, dear lady, I heard nothing last night. Poor Cecco!� Tears rolled down her cheeks.
�You liked him?�
�We all did.�
Serafina thanked her. On the landing, she turned to the maid and said, �Tell me about the housekeeper.�
The woman stiffened.
�Forgive me, I shouldn�t have asked. It�s just that I want to ferret out the truth of Cecco�s death.�
The maid ran a hand over her brow. �Please don�t tell anyone-they�d have my job-but I�m worried about the housekeeper.�
�How so?�
�She departed suddenly and without references.�
Serafina digested the words. �Your secret is safe with me. And the valet, the one who was dismissed?�
�Roberto? Tall, handsome, a little flighty but graceful enough. Considered himself better than the rest of us. He spoke only with Cecco. That�s all I know. He wasn�t here long.�
�Thank you. I wonder why he left?�
She shrugged. �There were words, I can tell you that. And shouting.�
�Do you know where he may have gone?�
She shook her head.
Serafina thanked her for her information and returned to the main floor.
The footman appeared with Serafina�s cape. As she swung it round her shoulders and fastened her gloves, something on the floor caught her eye. It whirled like dust in the wind. What was it, a piece of material or her imagination? She bent to examine it-a long silky thread, the color of a ballerina�s gown.
�Is this yours?� she asked Lucia, holding up the thick filament.
The baroness shook her head. �Pink�s not my color.�
Serafina laid the strand between two pages of her notebook. It curled in on itself, guarding its own secret.

Under A Gibbous Moon

Late Wednesday evening October 28, 1868
Teo�s eyes had trouble adjusting to the dark so he looked back at Donna Fina�s door, and that was a mistake because his heart squeezed when he realized he was really leaving. He took a few steps forward trying and steady himself.
Suddenly out of the sky, a flying creature appeared, disguised as a man. It had huge black wings and wore a mask and slammed him to the ground and took the wind right out of his mouth. With one mighty claw, he lifted Teo and shook him and set him on his feet, not asking him if he was hurt or anything. The beast breathed heavy and sweat beaded onto his bushy brows, but he didn�t fool Teo, not one bit. He knew him, all right-it was the specter.
�Forget what you saw, boy.�
Teo didn�t know what to say, but he nodded.
�You saw nothing, remember?�
Teo nodded harder, faster. �Sure, mister.�
�What did you see?� the specter asked, removing his mask and sticking his ugly face close to Teo�s.
�You?�
The creature slapped him. �What did you see?�
�Nothing?�
�That�s right. Now, remember that.�
He lifted Teo by the neck and dragged Teo with him. �Do I know you?� the specter asked.
Teo remembered the shoes the specter wore from long ago when he mended them at his father�s shop. They were strange shoes for a man or for a creature, all soft and made of fine leather and a girly color, too, his father had said.
But Teo shook his head and whispered, �No, you don�t know me, I never seen you. I don�t see you now, and I didn�t see nothing,� and Teo looked straight ahead when he said it so the specter wouldn�t see the lie on his face.
�You�re the shoemaker�s son.� And the monster shook Teo and twisted his collar, gagging him. The specter wore strange clothes, too, and he walked too fast and dragged Teo along with him.
�Let go of me, beast!�
The specter didn�t answer, but pressed Teo�s neck harder, and Teo couldn�t speak, and he neither looked right nor left, but after a while he got the shakes, so he knew for sure it was the specter put a spell on him.
He tried to remember what Falco had told him about getting rid of specter curses: squeeze your eyes shut and spit twice over your left shoulder, cross your wrists and point the first and last fingers of both hands toward the ground and pump them fast, up and down, until the spell melts into the earth. Teo worked his hands and fingers just so, but the beast wouldn�t let go. He had Teo in his fiery clutch, and they flew low over the ground, so Teo screwed himself up and said, �Where are we going?�
�No questions.�
Then Teo thought that since he was doomed anyway, he might as well try to wrestle free from the specter�s mighty hold. So when the beast least suspected it, Teo called him a bad word and wrenched himself upward and spit into his face.
The phantom clutched his eyes and Teo tore himself free and did his feint and dodge and ran fast, jumping into a ditch and hiding behind a prickly pear.
His ears burned and his head pounded, but he didn�t move. Only when he saw the grizzly thing coming after him, he ran to the hills, but the creature scooped him up and shook him out like he was a wet dog.
And then the specter thrust something hard and hot at his head and Teo�s nose filled with a sour smell, and his heart stopped when he felt the metal pressing into him. It was a gun, the cold nose of a gun.

Villa Rosa

Thursday morning, October 29, 1868
Outside, Serafina found a bench, and struggling against the wind, wrote down everything she�d learned about the butler�s death and the Lanza household. Then she walked down the street, nodded to the guard who opened the gate to Rosa�s villa.
A maid took her cape and ushered her into a room with a high ceiling in which frescoed angels flew. Three walls were lined with books, and the fourth had large windows facing the piazza�s gardens. Beech logs blazed in the hearth, and Serafina stood in front of it, warming her toes and glancing admiringly at the view.
Not yet dressed for the day, Rosa sat, short and round, behind an elaborately carved mahogany desk blending in nicely with the rest of the gilt furnishings.
Serafina knew enough not to interrupt her friend while she counted her coins. �At your ledger, I see. Must be hard work, biting into all those gold pieces.� A few years ago, Rosa repented of her sins, sold her business-a high-class house overlooking the sea-and moved into the vacant villa next to Serafina�s. But the erstwhile madam continued to play a role managing the brothel�s financial affairs for a handsome fee-when she wasn�t too busy helping Serafina solve mysteries.
�Your timing is perfect. I�ve finished this minute.� Rosa swept the pile of money aside. �Sit. Why are you here, to tell me about the dead butler?� She rang the bell.
A moment of pure friendship, Serafina thought, fishing in her pocket for a linen. They met as children and had been through so much together.
As Serafina blotted her face, she told her friend about her visit with Baroness Lucia. �Not my case, and I won�t become involved.�
�Nonsense, you�ve already sunk your teeth in deep.�
The maid appeared.
�My friend needs to grow her brain,� Rosa said. �Dolci for her. Perhaps I could manage a crumb. Tell cook to surprise us.�
After the maid departed, Serafina said, �I�ve been her midwife for ten years. Can I help it if she confides in me? But I did remind her that this is Colonna�s case.�
�That miserable inspector.�
�So of course, I�ll let him handle it.� Serafina told Rosa what she�d learned at Villa Lanza. �What I can�t understand is Lucia�s reliance on the butler. Several months ago, she let the housekeeper go without references, and the butler became her sole advisor.�
��Advisor�? Is that what they call it? Sometimes I think you were born yesterday.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Just what every schoolgirl in Sicily knows.� She leaned closer. �They say Cecco�s the father of her latest, and the housekeeper was having an affair with the baron when she suddenly departed, her belly distended.�
�How do you know all of this?�
�I didn�t run a brothel for nothing. Oh, yes, I made a good living. Tessa�s secure-what am I saying-Tessa�s great-grandchildren will have untold wealth. But more important, I know everything about everyone. How do you think I survive?�
The maid returned with a silver tray piled with cups, saucers, and a large cake. �From cook: orange cassata with ricotta filling.� She began serving.
Serafina�s corset pinched just thinking about more food. �A tiny wedge for me, but cream in the latt�.�
�Saving your appetites for tonight?�
Loffredo was visiting relatives in the south, and Serafina must admit, she missed him terribly. �He�s away. But I know something you don�t.�
�Such as?�
�The Lanza butler was an orphan.�
�So? What does that have to do with anything?�
�If we�re going to find the killer, we must dig into the victim�s past. Who were his enemies? More important, who were his friends?�
�Nonsense. At the heart of murder is lucre, mind me.�
�Often that�s true. But sometimes it�s love, a love gone feral.�
The madam stared at Serafina. �You�ve gone round the twist. And don�t explain, I don�t want to know.�
�So much for your detecting skills.� Serafina dug into her reticule and brought out her notebook, opened it to the coiling thread she�d found in the baroness�s villa, and placed it on the desk.
Rosa examined it, pulled at it, watched it stretch. She shoved a large piece of cake into her mouth and said through the morsel, �What am I thinking?� She rang the bell again.
When the maid appeared, she said, �Get the laundress.�
Serafina sipped her latt�. �Why would a baroness risk such behavior with a servant? We all know that husbands can keep a mistress or two, but let a wife of any class so much as look at another man and she risks the end of her marriage, the loss of children, position, social ostracism. Why are you looking at me like that?�
They were interrupted by a knock, and the laundress, a squat woman with a red face, waddled into the room.
Rosa showed her the thread.
�Not from my laundry room, I tell you.�
�Of course not. But from where? Who would wear such a fabric?�
The laundress worried the snaky remnant between two fingers, shuffled over to a window. Serafina and Rosa followed her. In the morning light, it took on a fiery glow.
�Perhaps a clown�s costume?� Serafina asked.
The laundress hunched her loaf-like shoulders and shook her head. �The raveling from one who prances on a stage or flies through the air.�
When the laundress closed the door and the two of them returned to the desk, Rosa handed back the thread and notebook. �Take it with you tonight. Pinch the gown from a dancing bear and compare threads.�
When Serafina made no reply, Rosa said, �Don�t tell me you�ve forgotten about the circus.�
�Don�t be silly. The children look forward to it. And my family needs to laugh together.� She told Rosa about the tiff she�d overheard late yesterday between Maria and Teo, but the madam gave her a blank look. Serafina knew Rosa had an eye for the main chance, yet did not fully comprehend the altercations, the conspiracies, the intrigues that were daily occurrences in a large family.
�Speaking of forgetting,� Serafina said, �we haven�t finished with the baroness. I said she�d be ostracized for the behavior you allege.�
Rosa held her nose aloft and trumpeted, �You�re forgetting one small detail: her family is the one with the money.�
Serafina gazed at a point in the room.
�There goes your mind off that cliff again.�
�Just chewing on your words. And if the baron found her out, what would he do?�
�It depends,� the madam said. �But consider: if he has all the trappings of wealth and title, the ability to come and go whenever and with whomever he pleases, why would he risk a scandal? Lawyers would become involved, that�s a given, and when they do, all parties lose.�
Serafina had to agree with that. �In addition, he drinks.�
�Well, there you have it.�
�But could the baron have killed Cecco or arranged for his death?�

A Sprung Sofa

Serafina sat on a sprung sofa, waiting for Guardian Angel�s mother superior. The nun was a lifelong friend of Serafina�s dead mother and someone who�d helped Serafina in the past. Soon a wizened figure in black sailed into the room, veil flowing.
After dispensing with the usual exchange of news, Serafina asked Mother Concetta about the Lanza butler.
�Cecco? An orphan loved by all,� she said.
�No enemies?�
Concetta narrowed her eyes. �I mourn his death. Not unexpected.�
�How so?�
�A man so perfect unwittingly makes enemies.�
�Can you be more specific?�
The nun fingered her beads for a while. �When a boy becomes a man, we no longer suit his needs. But Cecco was a difficult case.�
�How so?�
�He wasn�t interested in tilling the fields or in carpentry or smithing. Whatever we tried, we couldn�t find an occupation for him. Oh, he was strong and tall, quick to learn, but none of our usual friends wanted to take him on. Too handsome, I suspect.�
There was something the nun was withholding. Serafina could feel it in the way the woman looked down at her hands. �That�s all you have to tell me?�
She straightened her wimple. �He had a wanderer�s heart.�
�And?�
�Just like your mother�s, your tongue persists.�
Serafina smile was wistful. �Who were his friends?�
�Cecco was a friend to all and had a special gift for knowing what others needed. He bound all wounds, quelled disturbances, dispelled intrigues. The other children flocked to him.�
�Then why couldn�t Cecco work here as a helping hand, a counselor, as Carmela did?�
The nun appeared not to have heard the question. She continued down her own track. �Perhaps �happy� is the wrong word. Show me an orphan, and I�ll show you a sad face.�
Mother Concetta stopped talking. She seemed to be smoothing the rough edges of a memory. Soon she squirmed, withdrew a linen from her pocket, and wiped her brow. �You won�t give up, will you?�
Serafina made no reply.
�There was a boy. So lithe were his limbs; he�d run and tumble, an acrobatic magician. He idolized Cecco. For weeks, they�d be inseparable. Then the younger boy would ignore Cecco, and a heavy silence ruled the orphanage.�
�Can you be more specific?�
The nun glanced at the crucifix listing on the wall. �In the end, we had to separate them. We sent Cecco away. That�s all I�ll say.�
�Sent him where?�
�Barco�s circus.
�Why not the acrobat friend of his?�
�Cecco was older, you see, so he had to leave. And when he departed, the younger boy was relieved at first, and the house breathed again. His elation, however, soon turned to despondency. We feared for his soul.�
Serafina saw deep shadows flicker across Mother Concetta�s face.
After a long moment, the nun continued. �One of my many great sins-I did nothing to assuage the boy�s sorrow. I knew I should have gotten guidance from someone wiser in these things than myself, but I waited for time to heal the boy.�
Serafina considered Concetta�s response for a moment. �And was he healed?�
Mother Concetta shook her head. �One day he disappeared.�
�His name?�
�Roberto.�

Field Full Of Wagons

Early Thursday morning, October 29, 1868
�Try running away again and I�ll kill you. Understand?�
Teo held his breath.
The specter shook him and said, �Do � you � understand?�
Teo nodded.
�I should have killed you and thrown your body in the lake on the outskirts of town,� he said. The monster stuck his filthy gun into Teo�s face again.
�Go on, kill me. My parents are dead, Falco�s as good as dead, and I left my brother when I ran away. I got nothing more to lose.� Teo shut his eyes and plugged his ears.
But the monster turned all of a sudden and looked hard at the ground and sat. He shook his head and said he�d become awful in his own sight, lower than beasts in a field. With that, Teo saw the specter turn into a huge winged creature and flap out of the man�s head and disappear.
Teo felt an easing in his throat.
The man stowed the gun in his belt, and Teo could scarce believe his eyes when he saw water rolling down the man�s cheeks. Teo heard him say that he�d killed the best life in the world.
For the rest of the journey, the man hung his head and shook it good, saying not another word, nor did he point the gun in Teo�s face again, but he didn�t stop shoving Teo forward with his mighty paw.
The sun was up when they arrived at a field full of wagons and cages and roaring beasts. A round man greeted them. Teo looked at all the circus performers, but the man shoved him inside a wagon and told him to sit and said he wouldn�t be hurt. �Not unless you try to escape. I need you to make shoes, like the shoes your father once made for me.�

A Twisted Mustache

Thursday afternoon, October 29, 1868
Serafina hated being a snoop. However, for the sake of the baroness-to say nothing of her family and the citizens of her town-she wanted Cecco�s killer brought to justice. She doubted that would happen with Colonna as investigator, so she�d have to step in.
Despite the commissioner requesting her expertise whenever needed, Colonna still thought of her as an outsider. Worse, he thought of her as a woman. She hated the way he winked at her as if she were still a schoolgirl playing at a game of hunt the slipper. With her daughter�s ability to get to the heart of things, Carmela told her not to let Colonna�s jealousy bother her too much, but Serafina couldn�t help it. After all, why should that no-nothing, venal inspector bask in the glory of a title and a large salary while she, Serafina, was paid a pittance and did most of the difficult work of detecting for him?
Dr. Loffredo�s absence meant that Serafina would have to speak with the assistant medical examiner and discover for herself just how Cecco was killed. As she made her way to the morgue, Serafina burrowed into her cape, bending into the wind, preoccupied with Mother Concetta�s remarks. She hurried past mules pulling carts, brushed a straggler running to school, heard the bells chiming the hour. When she opened the door, she smelled the cloying stench of death.
�What can I do for you?� a guard asked.
�I�m here to see the assistant medical examiner. Is he available?�
The guard escorted her to a basement office, and in a few minutes, Loffredo�s assistant entered.
Serafina, who had been holding a linen to her nose and mouth, cleared her throat. �Forgive me, Doctor. I know my visit is highly irregular, but I�d like to ask you about the Lanza case.�
�Not at all, I�ll be glad to tell you as much as I can. You know how we love working with you.� The doctor paused. �I wish I could say the same about some others.� He winked, pointing to the ceiling.
�Too kind. I�ve just come from Villa Lanza where the baroness, my client who is soon to give birth, is distraught. She is anxious to hear the cause and manner of her butler�s death. I wondered if there was anything you could tell me. Have you been able to examine the body?�
�No autopsy yet, but I was called to the scene by Inspector Colonna. Have you had a chance to speak with him?�
�Not yet.�
�From the looks of it, the butler was killed by a single shot to the heart. Not much blood. The gun was fired by a professional.�
�How so?�
�As I told the inspector-�
�Did I hear my name?� Colonna asked, pushing into the office on splayed feet. He stroked his mustache. �Fina, my dear, what a surprise!�
Serafina swallowed. �We were just speaking of you.�
Colonna looked at the doctor. �But go on, please. Don�t let me stop you.�
�The gun which, I understand, has not yet been found, must have been a revolver with a fairly short barrel. And this killer hit the victim in just the right spot, resulting in instant death and very little loss of blood.�
Colonna eyes twinkled. �Almost solved, my dear, so don�t worry your pretty head.�
�Would you like to hear what I�ve learned?� Serafina asked.
He gave her a self-indulgent smile and shook his head.
�So you�ve retrieved the gun? Examined the locks in the house? Found the jewels? Taken the killer into custody? Accepted his signed confession?�
Colonna grinned. �Not quite. But it�s a case of theft, pure and simple. All the baroness�s jewels are missing.�
�All? That�s not what I understand.�
He twisted one end of his mustache. �Quite a substantial amount. The butler got in the way. All we need to do is find the thief.�
�Was theft the only motive? You�ve ruled out the baron? Any other enemies the butler might have had?�
�Decidedly. No Sicilian baron murders, you ought to know that. And butlers have no enemies-they are loved by everyone. He will be mourned.�
Ridiculous jackanapes, he won�t even try to solve this case. Already spending the reward the baron will pay. Or worse: she stared at him as the truth dawned. �You still have the pearls, the emerald necklace, the diamonds-a small price for your silence?�
Colonna�s face reddened. He opened his mouth to say something when Serafina heard running feet.
Carmela burst inside. �Teo�s missing!�

Golden Orb

Serafina mulled over recent events in her study on the third floor, once her mother�s room. It stood opposite the nursery and the garret she�d made into a bedroom for Teo.
They�d looked everywhere for Teo, in the cellar of the apothecary shop, in the schoolyard, the library, down by the harbor where he loved to watch the fishermen, even in his old home, now empty and waiting for new owners. No Teo. Everyone had joined in the search, Carmela, Vicenzu, even Rosa. Time, she knew, was running out, and soon she�d have to face the fact that perhaps he had gone for good.
The children had returned from school. In a few hours, they�d be leaving for the circus.
Earlier, when she�d asked Maria about her words with Teo in the parlor, the child mumbled something, then said, �He came into my parlor after supper last night-�
�What do you mean �my parlor�?�
�Where I practice. He�s not allowed in there.�
�Whose rule is that?�
Maria shoved her glasses up to the bridge of her nose and said no more, but her eyes were filling with water.
Of all her children, Maria was the most puzzling, not at all like her siblings. She had adult responses to most situations and was concerned only with her piano. Seemingly unaware of her talent, she was kind, humble, gracious-or was Serafina blind? As her daughter stood before her, Serafina realized that she could cajole or insist, but in the end, if Maria didn�t want to do what her mother suggested, Serafina had little recourse. She could solve most murders and already knew who had killed Cecco and why and where to find him. But her children? They were difficult. She felt helpless.
Maria broke the silence. �Teo�s weird. Everyone says so. Look at him-he�s not like us. Maybe the specter ate him.�
�Nonsense! There is no specter, and I�m disappointed. I thought you were able to see what other children could not see. Teo might be different, but we�re all different. Each of us is an enigma. How do you expect to make music if you don�t celebrate the mystery of others?�
Her reverie faded. Serafina stopped her pacing and sat in her mother�s favorite chair, wondering how she could have been a better example for her children. Was her little liaison with Dr. Loffredo somehow responsible for their willfulness? She pushed away the thought.
Suddenly there was the smell of lavender and orange peel, a puff of smoke and Maddalena, the ghost of her mother, appeared, looking fresh and full of youth and life. She wore her green velvet gown and wrinkled her nose.
�You�re sitting in my chair!�
�Honestly, Mama, sit on the bed if you must. Unless you are prepared to help, I don�t have time for this, not this evening. We�re going to the circus, and I�ve got to catch a killer!� Serafina rose and sat on the bed as her mother maneuvered her way into her chair.
�Send for Badali. You�ll need him,� her mother said.
�Is that all you�ve got to say? You�re worse than Mother Concetta.�
�Don�t speak ill of my friend! I�m loyal, which is more than I can say about Maria. I�ll see what I can do about her, but I can�t promise. Oh, and don�t forget to talk to the wet nurse.�
With that, Maddalena vanished.
�Impossible!� Serafina said, then sat back down in her mother�s chair. After she had digested her mother�s words, she went to the desk and scribbled a note to Badali, a carabiniere who�d helped her in the past.
On the landing, Serafina remembered her mother�s directive and retraced her steps. She opened the door to the nursery and greeted the wet nurse, pecking her on both cheeks.
�What time did Teo leave last night?�
The nurse arranged her pendulous bosoms and spoke, eyes closed, bandana canted to one side. �The moon were a golden orb over the sea. It rose, shimmering, and when it were at its zenith �� Here she paused, opened her eyes, stared at Serafina. �� Teo kissed his brother goodbye and departed.�
With that, the last piece fell into place in Serafina�s mind, and she took a moment to finalize her plans. Swallowing her fears, she walked downstairs and asked her factotum to deliver her note to Captain Badali.

A Light Supper

Early Thursday evening, October 29, 1868
As she entered the dining room, she saw the upturned faces of her children, smiling and expectant, except for Maria who hunched over her score. Rosa and her daughter, Tessa had arrived. All were gathered around the table.
�About time,� Rosa said. She wore her purple velvet and matching pillbox with feathers.
�We�re going to the circus!� Tot�, her youngest, said.
�Right you are, my brightest boy!� Serafina kissed him and sat. After the domestic served a light supper-pasta con le sarde and squid salad-she stood, about to detail her plan, when she was interrupted by a knock at the door. Vicenzu ran to open it.
A blast of cool air brought Captain Badali into the dining room, removing his three-cornered hat and greeting everyone. His eyes locked onto Carmela�s, whose cheeks reddened. Lovely, Serafina thought. Vicenzu helped the captain to his seat, poured his wine, and filled his plate.
�No interruptions, please,� Serafina said, �while I tell you our plans for this evening. After supper, Carmela, you ride with the children and don�t leave their side. Rosa, Vicenzu, Badali and I will follow in another carriage, and we�ll meet in front of the big tent and sit together.�
The children nodded. Tot� grabbed an olive from Tessa�s plate and grinned, whispering, �We�re going to the circus!�
�Shhh!� someone said.
�Vicenzu, bring Papa�s stiletto.�
Serafina glanced at Badali whose eyes rounded.
�We�ll enter and sit together until the circus begins, when Vicenzu, the captain, Rosa and I will leave for a short while, returning in time to watch the finale.�

The Leaps Of A Wizard

�Tell us what this is all about,� Rosa said as the carriage wheels spun through the piazza and down via Serpentina on the way to Barco�s Circus.
Serafina told Vicenzu and Badali about the pink strand of fabric she�d found in the Lanza entryway, probably from the costume of a performer.
Rosa scowled. �We know all that. Hurry up and finish with your story, I smell elephants.�
As they pulled into the road leading to the tents, Serafina told them what she�d learned about Cecco and Roberto from talking to Lucia, her maid, and Mother Concetta.
Rosa hung onto her hat and rolled with the coach. �What makes you think that Roberto works in Barco�s circus? That Teo is with him? That Roberto killed Cecco?�
�It�s impossible to argue with my mother when she has that look in her eye,� Vicenzu said.
�Two events happened simultaneously: Roberto shot Cecco, and Teo left our home. Lucia told me that she�d heard a shot when the moon was high in the sky and saw a cloaked figure �leap away into the night�; the wet nurse said Teo left �when the moon were at its zenith.� I think what happened is that Roberto collided with Teo. He thought the boy had witnessed his flight, so he kidnapped him. How else would Teo have vanished so quickly?�
�By taking a train or a boat,� Rosa said and rolled her eyes. The madam was silent for a moment. �Still, I�ve learned to live with the leaps of a wizard.�

The Circus

The two carriages parked close to each other in a large field adjacent to the big top and Serafina�s party moved through the throng toward the tent to take their seats. Lions roared in the distance. Clowns stood on the sidelines holding dancing bears or monkeys or parrots. People shouted to one another. Someone pushed Rosa, who elbowed the offender.
After they took their seats, Tot� and Tessa clapped. Maria smiled. Someone blew a whistle, and the gaslights dimmed. �Ladies and gentleman!� the announcer intoned. A hush fell over the crowd.
Serafina swallowed. The moment had arrived. She gave the signal and quietly and with bowed heads, the foursome moved silently out of the row, down the aisle, and out of the big tent.
Barco stood outside the entrance, a ringmaster�s whip in hand. A ball of a man, short and round, he dressed in the only garb Serafina had ever seen him wear: overalls, a tattered shirt stained with sweat, red tails, a top hat with bald patches.
�Haven�t seen you since Giorgio�s funeral. Leaving so soon?� He tipped his hat to the women.
Serafina said, �We want to see Roberto.�
Barco narrowed his brows. �Since it�s you, Donna Fina, go right ahead.� He waved an arm in the direction of a tent in the middle distance. �You�ll find him over there, him and his trapeze. Gets special treatment, does our Roberto, his own tent. Comes and goes as he pleases. Works all over Europe, but he�s here tonight, and the crowd will go wild, mark me. Flies through the air, somersaulting like a specter. Best tumbler I ever seen. Good for business, I tell you. I got the big tent packed every night, even Mondays. Roberto has his duds made for him in Paris, and this time, brought his own little shoemaker with him.� He pulled on a chain and looked at his watch. �Goes on in a few minutes. Better hurry!�
The group walked down the narrow path that led to the acrobat�s tent. Vicenzu looked at Badali; Rosa for once said nothing; and Serafina, praying to the Madonna, gripped the handle of Giorgio�s stiletto.
Vicenzu opened the flap to Roberto�s tent, and the four entered, splitting up to search. Serafina breathed fetid air, doubtless caused by several torches giving off a foul smoke. In one corner, Teo sat, tied to a chair. He was gagged, his shirt and pantaloons torn.
Serafina rushed to him. �Let�s get you out of here!� Using the stiletto, she tore the gag and sliced his ropes.
Freed, Teo pointed. �Up there!�
Serafina could barely see Roberto in the smoky light as she raised her head to the top of the tent, where a thick rope hung to the ground, and beside it, swinging slightly, a trapeze. On it, Roberto hung upside down. His strong legs and feet wound around the bar. And the enormous muscles of his back bent upward so that he faced Teo and Serafina. His hair hung loose. His eyes bore holes in Serafina. On his feet were thin-soled shoes, and in his outstretched hands, a revolver aimed at Teo.
From the other side, Badali shouted, �Down on the ground. Now!�
�Move and I shoot the boy,� Roberto said.
Unnoticed by the acrobat and silent as a cat, Rosa walked in back of Roberto and grabbed the end of the rope.
�Over here!� Vicenzu cried from the shadows.
Caught off guard, Roberto turned, pointing the gun at Badali, twisting again, and leveling the gun at Vicenzu who was a short distance away from the carabiniere and moving toward Rosa.
Serafina spirited Teo toward the entrance. But seeing her escape, Roberto swung the revolver back and forth between Serafina and Badali, now running toward him.
�You�re surrounded! Give up, and come down from there,� Badali said.
Serafina stopped and turned to the trapeze artist. �We know you killed Cecco!�
Roberto jumped up to a standing position on the bar, his gun following Serafina and Teo. �His death was instant. I gave him peace.�
But Rosa, who�d taken the rope in both hands, shook it, sending rippling waves up and down its length, catching the acrobat off guard, and pitching him and his trapeze from side to side. Then she ran to join Serafina, the plumes of her hat wafting in the heavy air.
Instead of falling, the acrobat leapt off the bar in a graceful arc, soaring to a great height before somersaulting and righting himself to land on both feet. Waving his gun, he corralled the five. �Watch this young man die.�
He aimed his gun at Teo.
�Don�t shoot!� Serafina yelled, hiding Teo in the folds of her voluminous skirts.
It seemed as if they stood fixed forever in a tableau she�d designed, Roberto in the center of their doomed semicircle. Serafina�s heart pounded. They�d be killed, and she was to blame. Her children and Tessa would be orphans, and all because of her own pride and foolhardiness, her wish to outshine Colonna. She shielded Teo as she had on that fateful day by the sea, trembling, wishing she could turn back time. Roberto aimed for her, his arms gripping the gun, strong and steady. He cocked the hammer. Slowly his finger began to squeeze the trigger.
Serafina stared at him, waiting for her own death, when she felt a giant suck of wind as Barco who suddenly appeared, cracked his whip. It wrapped around the acrobat�s throat, and the revolver tumbled to the ground.
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