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CAPTIVITY


With her hair held tightly, someone else was wrapping something around her eyes. A blindfold of so many layers she couldn’t possibly see through it or unbind it herself, even if her hands were free.


They were moving again. Into another room, the door opening and shutting. Then she was eased down on a bed, facedown. Her shoes were removed and something cold was attached to one of her ankles. She felt them hooking something on to the cuffs still on her wrists. Then they were gone.


She was lying in utter darkness. She tried to pull against what they’d attached her to, but she could barely move. The corset was so tight. She couldn’t breathe.


This couldn’t be happening. It wasn’t possible.


She was trapped inside a nightmare. There was no escape…


“One sexy beach read.”


—Glamour


“A Count of Monte Cristo meets Anne Rice opus.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“This ripping period romp is sure to make a splash …. Moline writes like Jane Austen on steroids.”


—Sunday Times (London)


“Harold Robbins meets The Story of O … and it’s selling like ice cream in July.”


—Detroit Free Press


“A fascinating lead protagonist… erotic, exotic places … BELLADONNA is the book to take you there.”


—Harriet Klausner, Midwest Book Review


“BELLADONNA delivers thrills … Moline has flair.”


—Salisbury Post


“Seductive…. The ultimate summer read.”


—Toronto Life


“Moline’s characters are Jacobean in their ferocity … whose antics would bring a blush to the cheek of the Marquis de Sade.”


—Independent (London)



For Jacki, with love



Cold eyelids that hidelike a jewel


Hard eyes that grow soft for an hour;


The heavy white limbs, and the cruel


Red mouth like a venomous flower…


Pain melted in tears, and was pleasure;


Death tinged with blood, and was life


—Swinburne,
“Dolores, Notre-Dame des Sept Douleurs”



A Tasty
 Little Ditty




Belladonna sounds so sweet


Pretty woman on the street


Pretty woman passing by


Pretty teardrops in her eye


Pretty poison is her cry


Belladonna watch you die




A TASTY LITTLE DITTY


Belladonna sounds so sweet


A whiff of a killer is a potent aphrodisiac.


Sweet sweet poison, they call her, the beauty fresh from hell.


You want to breathe the same air she does, absorb the molecules of her fame as if a sniff could transform your dreary, sensible life. Don’t deny it. You know you’re desperate for the entire incredible fable of the incomparable Belladonna—not the fake stories multiplying like hyenas at a carcass, that greedy foraging for shards of gossip among the bones. So be patient. Sit back. Wish you were me, writing poisonously tasty little ditties, spreading a few rumors. All right, I concede: many rumors. I try not to lie, but sometimes I can’t help a tiny bit of exaggeration. Why should I spoil the unspooling of my story with the unadulterated truth?


“I don’t want truth,” says Belladonna fiercely. “I’m not looking for truth. I want vengeance.“


La vendetta. Oh ho, how your curiosity is piqued. Naughty, aren’t you? Naughty Belladonna sounds so sweet, but she’s not, is she? Never was, go the whispers.


“Who wants nice?” she asks with a shrug. “Nice gets you nowhere.”


But you don’t want her to be nice. Nice is boring. Nice is safe. Nice is not how she got her fortune. “Candy is dandy but lucre is cracker,” she says with a bitter laugh. “The power money buys is a woman’s only protection against the world. Against men. Against him.”


That, and an unforgiving heart.


I expect that many men possess her ruthlessness, but how many would be willing to pursue their passions into her vengeful realm? Do you consider vengeance an unsuitable topic for the women of the world? Too bad, then, for you. Finita la commedia.


Allow me to introduce myself. Tomasino Cennini, your most obedient servant. Jack-of-all-trades, master of many. Because I once had the leisure to read the contents of an immense library I am a veritable fountain of arcane information; because I am possessed of such a pleasing personality I am an astute manager of many households; because I am such an officious listener I am a vast receptacle of buckets of gossip; because I am famous for my knee-throbbing hunches I am an uncanny judge of character. I am renowned for my mint juleps served in shiny silver beakers; notorious simply for my proximity to Belladonna.


Don’t you forget it.


I am also younger brother to Matteo Cennini, by four measly minutes. I suppose now is the time to tell you my twin and I are not quite all whole. Wholly male, I mean. We were born whole, naturally, but castration is not a topic for polite conversation. In fact, there is no easier way to watch a man’s face blanch than to whisper our piteous secret in his ear. Running more to fat than ever, I have been a eunuch so long that I no longer dream of the feel of a woman. But had we not been disfigured so, Belladonna would never have trusted us, and this story would be very different.


Besides, I prefer not to think about my manhood. I have so many other wonderful qualities.


“You are my masterpiece of ruined civilization,” Belladonna says fondly about me. I am indispensable to her, a man of consummate style and judgment, a delicious comrade for any emergency.


How I love my work!


I came to meet Belladonna when she was nearing the end of the worst of what made her, you see, when Matteo and I were…


Botheration. It is too soon to tell you of that treachery, yet surely the purpose of every story is to arrive at a destination.


Let me start again: This is a story of revenge.


Pretty woman on the street


Close your eyes and let me conjure a woman of cruelty sublime. You adore her and despise her: The humble are filled with disapproving envy; the wealthy with scornful, grudging admiration—yet still you long to join her world as if to steal the secret of her being and make it your own.


I know you wonder if she has a heart. It doesn’t matter, though, because she has enough money to buy one, or anything else she wants.


See her sit, unblinking, cold as frost, yet when she points her fan at you, or talks about everything and nothing in her throaty voice, or smiles, life for a moment seems to go that much faster. And when she laughs—oh ho, Belladonna, the very sound of it so intoxicating it could enchant the deaf—you wish you could bottle this sound, genie-like, to uncork and replay whenever you realize that the world without Belladonna is a world without enchantment.


She is not quite real, this magical image come to life in the dark corners of the Club Belladonna


“What is real? What is useful?” Belladonna asks one night as she moves among the tables, fingering a bright cerise ringlet of her wig. “What is more boring than a useful person? Flowers are useless, but we love them, we nurture them, we can’t live without them. So don’t talk to me of useful unless you understand the kind of usefulness I need.”


Which, of course, no one understands. Except me.


People believe almost anything about Belladonna. That, for instance, she uses dilute drops of Atropa belladonna to enlarge her pupils and make them gleam. No no no—it is a glimmer of disdain and vague amusement, tempered by her preclub ritual: a glass of watercress juice and a diluted vinegar chaser to start the blood flowing.


Her otherworldly eyes and hint of a smile under her masks petrify your imagination, and render you nearly dumb like my brother Matteo, the silent sentinel at the club’s door, with the dog Andromeda at his side. Belladonna’s devastating beauty—or rather, what you imagine it to be—is of such power as to arouse even the impotent.


And I should know, shouldn’t I?


Pretty woman passing by


Ask yourself this: What is concealed behind that glorious facade of the impenetrable Belladonna? She may appear to be a woman of beguiling ease, but how easily she can seduce your senses into confused bewilderment. She’s had too many years to perfect this talent. It started, quite unwillingly, under a very particular kind of tutelage. It continued under another, where she learned how to play at concealment like a game. One of the few she could win.


Yet I warn you, she has an uncanny radar for deceit; lie to her and she’ll turn that green gaze upon you, freezing the marrow of your bones. In her club she knows all the secrets. And the truth is, you never had a clue what Belladonna looks like, really. I’ll tell you this much: If you see her walking down the street, you’ll say, “Now there is a fine figure of a woman.” Her hair is long and thick and very wavy, a lustrous dark reddish chestnut, with hints of gold running through it; the firmly shaped planes of her face are slightly tilted; her lips like chewy cherries; her chin strong, like her nose; her neck long and lovely; her body of only medium height, curvy and strong, held ramrod-straight so that she seems taller. Her movements are impossibly quick; she is agile like a puma, lithe and fastidious.


Blink and you’ll miss her. No, Belladonna doesn’t trust anyone. Why should she? I wouldn’t, if I were Belladonna.


Pretty teardrops in her eye


The absurd juxtapositions life presents: One moment you pick up the telephone and overhear your husband telling his mistress how much he desires her, and the next you’re looking at toothpaste in your bathroom, spit into a marble sink as turquoise as the tiles of a pool glistening in the gardens underneath the tower window of a Tuscan palazzo.


Women started flocking to the imperious Belladonna in desperation, you see. They decided she might be a sympathetic ally, and they began to write pleading letters. In the early years of the 1950s, we lived in a twilight world of unjust verdicts; courtrooms were ruled by fools, by men, where new money and old connections bought freedom for the guilty willing to pay any price.


But Belladonna has more than enough money to buy them all. And now all those women have Belladonna.


Pretty poison is her cry


See what she has become: the octopus of revenge. How these women plead, hoping to be admitted to her secret lair in the Club Belladonna.


For them, she is a modern-day oracle of vengeance. Her voice, they say, is low and sweet, and when they tell her what they want she lights the fire and burns the incense, her calm movements evoking a primitive eeriness. She makes these ladies repeat their desires, and it is then that her voice changes, only for the briefest of seconds, into a shape as brittle as the mahogany skin of a roasted suckling pig dug steaming out of a pit of glowing coals.


Oh ho, a whiff of Belladonna is wafting their way.


So much in so few words! I didn’t say Belladonna is nice, did I?


She prefers the Atropa belladonna, of course. Deadly nightshade, lovely purplish-red flowers shaped like bells, berries black and shiny as a cocker spaniel’s coat.


I prefer Nerium oleander. So delicate, fragrant, and touchable, so bitterly toxic. It’s not from the dogbane family for nothing. Brush that glossy coat of pretty poochie all you want before he laps the pond water where a few sweet leaves and branches of oleander float, innocently rotting. Kiss pretty poochie good-bye.


Belladonna watch you die


There she sits in her secret lair, the toughness of her shell invulnerable to criticism and jealousy. A deliberate cipher, since no one can see her face. Yet the fire burns inside her, propelling her on.


She changes all those other women profoundly, but for her they are a mere diversion, a crochet hook and yarn to keep her hands busy while her mind frets in its quest for the men who wronged her.


The members of the Club, she calls these men. Not the Club Belladonna. The other one.


And the worst of them is known as His Lordship.


Yes, the women in the Club Belladonna are only a small part of my story. But like everyone else who meets Belladonna, they long for acknowledgment, the smallest token of her love and esteem.


Don’t hold your breath waiting.


It’s not that my darling Belladonna is immune to love, even if the landscape of her heart is full of hardness and chill. She lives to plot, you see. The plotting, like the fire of her rage, will not leave her. She will reshape her world; she will remold herself; she will create her own destiny. How she suffered—but she will not let fate squash her down and kill her spirit.


“You can become anything—if only you know what you want, which most people don’t,” she was told. “If you think you can’t fail, you won’t. If you think you’re going to lose, you will. If you avoid the truth, you pay for your lies. A lie will always do the most harm to the person who tells it.”


That, she learned too well. But at the bottom of every conquest is a little worm, snaking in the dirt, looking to feed itself. A little worm, a little bit of poison to spoil your fun and cut a jagged edge in your hopefulness.


It keeps her ever vigilant, and she knows how to protect herself. We were introduced to a man who taught us the best way to shoot: Stand in a perpendicular stance to expose less of your body, take a deep breath, exhale halfway, swallow, then squeeze—never pull—the trigger before your target knows what hit him. Shoot steady.


Aim for his heart.


Belladonna sounds so sweet


Are you still with me? Of course you are. I know where you want to go, but you haven’t yet earned the right to cross the exclusive portals of the Club Belladonna. It’s time to go back, years and years, to the beginning of what molded her.


It was 1935, early spring in London, the trees just beginning to bud, and she was only eighteen and knew so little of the world. She was visiting her cousin June, free at last from the boring burden of her upbringing. Life was a pleasingly empty road of vague dreams and girlish hopes stretching before her in the mist of a March twilight. It was then mat she had the misfortune to meet a man named Henry Hogarth. At least that’s what he said his name was.


Henry Hogarth. How the sound of his name conjures a flood of memories. How the thought of him and what he started leads me to this tale of the incomparable Belladonna.


Oh ho, the sweet sweet poison!



The Diary


(1935)




LONDON, MARCH–MAY 1935


—All women are whores, Hogarth was saying. He’d come to their little flat for tea.


June’s eyes got as round as the saucer of milk they put out for the cat, when she heard that. Her cousin, sitting in a corner of the flat, looked up from her book.


—Henry Hogarth, June said, giggling, you are too shocking. You say the most unbelievable things.


—But it’s true, my dear June, he said, whorish behavior begins when a little girl bats her eyelashes at daddy. He becomes putty in his wee darling’s hands, does he not? The more affectionate she is, the more loving he becomes. Aha, she says to herself. This is progress; this brings me presents. Then she begins to work her way through the other masculine members of the family. As putty, they become as well. And so it goes, on and on from there until she hooks them all.


—But what has that to do with whores? June’s cousin asked.


Hogarth flicked off an infinitesimal speck of lint from his jacket. He was fussy about his clothes. He was always complaining about his tailor. Then he smiled.


—It has everything to do with whores, he said. Girls learn that flaunting a few of the feminine wiles may very well bestow upon them what they think they desire. A husband, a house, whatever. They are willing to sell themselves in exchange for security. And this they’ve learned at darling daddy’s knee.


—I didn’t learn that from my father, her cousin said.


—Your father was a drunk, June said. She didn’t understand this conversation, which meant she didn’t like it. It had nothing to do with her.


—Women are afraid of their own desires, Hogarth went on. They’re simply too overwhelming. Sexual desires, I mean. Therefore, they sell themselves short; they sell the possibility of their freedom for the allures of security. He shuddered. Quite a dreadful concept, if you ask me.


—Is that why you’re not married? June’s cousin asked.


—One of the many reasons, he replied. Always on the move. Must remain unencumbered. “A man has missed something if he has never woken up in an anonymous bed beside a face he’ll never see again, and if he has never left a brothel at dawn feeling like jumping off a bridge into the river out of sheer physical disgust with life.” Flaubert, of course.


Hogarth was always quoting things. Especially quotes from Frenchmen. That made June impatient. She didn’t know who Flaubert was or what Hogarth was talking about.


—Had I indeed taken the fateful plunge toward the matrimonial state, Hogarth went on, I should never have had the pleasure of meeting the delicious June Nickerson.


—Oh Hogarth, June said. You say the nicest things.


—I don’t think what you’ve been saying about women is nice at all, said her cousin.


—No, I don’t suppose it is, Hogarth replied. You shall learn that sometimes, my sweet, nice gets you nowhere. Nor does conventionality. Or conformity.


June’s cousin had the feeling he was talking directly to her, testing her in some odd way, bypassing June because he knew she was too feeble to understand.


—What would you do, for example, if you had a chance, if something remarkable and splendid could be handed to you if only you dared reach out to grab it? Hogarth asked, looking directly at her. A chance to change your life, utterly. All you’d have to do would be to agree to take one step into the shadows.


She felt a chill. A premonition. Don’t be absurd, she told herself. It’s just talk. Hogarth talking to two impressionable American girls pretending to be sophisticated in his London world.


—I’d grab it, June said. Of course I’d grab it.


—Yes, my dear June, I always knew you were a brave darling, Hogarth said. And you?


—Oh, she doesn’t know what she wants, June protested. You won’t ever get a straight answer out of her.


Hogarth knew her answer, she decided. He gave a tiny nod only she could see. And he didn’t like June at all. The sudden realization struck her like an afternoon downpour in Kensington Gardens. He tolerated June because he was interested in her. She didn’t like him like that; nor was he interested in seducing her. It was something else. She had no idea what. She ‘d never met anyone like him before in all her young years. But the knowledge that she intrigued a man like Hogarth pleased her very much.


—A touch of the forbidden sharpens one’s focus, Hogarth said


June frowned Honestly, the most ridiculous things sometimes came out of Hogarth’s mouth.


—Yes, a touch of the forbidden, he went on. My round-about manner, dearest June, of inviting you to a very exclusive costume ball. A house party in the country. It will be the most splendid event of the season.


—Oh, what fun! June said. London’s been such a bore. It’s always raining and gray and damp and so boring. Ever since I got here; ever since she got here last month. But does she have to come with us? Look at her, always got her nose buried in some dumb book. So boring.


—Of course your cousin must come, Hogarth said. We couldn’t think of going without her. Those lovely green eyes will dazzle everyone there.


June really didn’t like hearing that. She pouted. June had a tendency to pout, when she wasn’t complaining. But she needed her cousin with her in London, even though June didn’t think she was showing enough gratitude. More opportunity to go out, meet people, when she had another girl her age with her. People like Hogarth were much more interesting than dusty old statues and boring old things in museums. Who would you ever meet in a museum besides boring old tourists?


Her cousin should be grateful that June had already met Hogarth at a dinner party a few weeks before. Hogarth knew everybody and got invited to everything. Hogarth took June and her cousin to the most fabulous places, tea at the Cafe Royal and dinners at the Gargoyle and the 400 and the Ivy, where everyone looked at them, because they were jealous. Swanky parties in mansions full of servants and lots of young people, interesting people who were wearing fabulous clothes, women in silken gowns with fluttery chiffon sleeves. And the jewelry, huge things that left June speechless with desire. People didn’t wear jewels like that in Minneapolis. Ropes of pearls. Chunks of emeralds and sapphires, and oh, those diamond tiaras. June wanted a tiara. More than anything, June wanted a husband who was rich enough to buy her a tiara.


June also wanted her cousin to go away, back home, but people seemed to like her. Even Hogarth. Especially Hogarth. It was terribly aggravating.


June looked in the mirror, preening after Hogarth left. Her dull blue eyes stared back at her. Everyone talked about her cousin’s dazzling green eyes. Men, handsome and strapping young men, who should be paying more attention to June. After all, June had all the money and the letters to society people that her mother had finagled for her. Her cousin had nothing. Well, June’d show them. She’d go to this fabulous costume ball and then go back to Minneapolis with a tiara and a handsome and strapping young husband with a title or something and a swanky accent. A husband who knew how to shoot and ride and had a big house in the country with lots of dogs and servants, a house that June could invite all her little friends to and they’d be so jealous because their own lives were so boring.


But June couldn’t go to the very exclusive costume ball. Something was terribly wrong with her stomach and she wasn’t getting any better. She was still too sick to get out of bed, except to run to the bathroom. Must have been something she’d eaten the last time they’d all gone to the Ivy or the Café de Paris. She accused her cousin of poisoning her so she could go to Hogarth’s party all by herself.


—I’ll never forgive you, June screamed from her bed. You did this on purpose.


—I won’t go if you don’t want me to.


June was torn. What if her cousin went and met someone interesting and he had an older brother who was even richer and more handsome and he ‘d take one look at June and fall madly in love with her and—


—Oh, I don’t care what you do, June said, pouting. I don’t care if you ever come back.



PART I


The Oracle
 of the Fountains


(1947–1951)


 


 


Belladonna doesn’t know


What to think or where to go


Who can teach her, who can tell


Where is heaven, where is hell


Wander blindly, hold your breath


Belladonna walks toward death



1


The Secret of
 perpetual youth


“He’s staring at you again. That one, over by the fountain.”


Belladonna looks at a chubby man sprawled on a chaise and dismisses him with a shudder. She tucks a soft pink mohair shawl tighter around her daughter, Bryony, napping peacefully in her lap. “He looks like an overboiled chestnut.”


Matteo smiles, pleased she can joke about a man. As long as the man doesn’t come anywhere near us.


Wait. This is not quite right. I beg to interrupt already. She is not yet Belladonna; I am not used to thinking of her as what she had once been, frightened and weak.


No—I must remember to call her Ariel. Her given name once upon a time was Isabella Ariel Nickerson, and her traveling name, written neatly in one of her several fake passports, is Ariel Hunter. I am using the false name of Thomas Smith, and my brother is calling himself Matthew. I can thank my training in the Resistance for the development of one of my many talents: the very particular art of forgery and counterfeiting.


“Yes, he does look like a flabby chestnut, especially with those lovely bulging eyes. I hereby christen him Mr. Nutley,” I say, not wanting to think of the Resistance. “And look, all the regulars are out today.”


Ariel closes her eyes, but I know she is alert to their presence in the limpid spring air. My blather distracts her, because she is easily spooked by the few passersby, casually curious about the fragile lady with the seven-month-old baby and the two men with luxurious dark curls; smooth, pale, hairless skin; and soft, round bellies.


“Signora Mange is in fuchsia today. She appears to have had her hair fluffed again,” I report about the plump matron in the too-tight capris and clattering mules topped with—what else?—powder pink poufs, smothering her revolting ratball of a shihtzu with smooches. “And let’s see … Madame Twenty Carats has exchanged her tiara for a simple parure of cabochon emeralds. From Woolworth.”


“Is the other one there, too, the Count of the Sorrows?” Ariel asks, her eyes still closed.


“Yes, in his usual spot,” I tell her. This is what we call the slim, elderly gentleman with the full head of white hair, slicked back sleekly, and the shapely Roman nose, who walks with a beautifully shaped mahogany cane topped with the golden head of a lion. He bows to us with the utmost courtesy every morning but never says a word. Nor do his lips curve into the semblance of a smile. I respect him for that, lost in his melancholy as we are in our own.


“He must be someone important,” I say. “All the staff shower him with a special sort of deference.”


“Do you think the waters will cure what ails him?” Ariel asks.


Matteo looks at me. There is no cure for what ails us—only time, and plotting. Meticulous plotting. Careful planning. The thought that someday, perhaps, we really shall find the men we are looking for.


The necessity of revenge.


She loathed Matteo and me at first, not understanding who we were or why we were in that house in Belgium. She couldn’t stop herself from flinching in either terror or revulsion when, laden with her meals on a tray, either of us entered the large room we’d painted the color of clotted cream, lined with books, a baby grand piano near the window. And she responded with a more tangible fear to anyone closely associated with the man we’d been instructed to call Mr. Lincoln. This included the dreadful Moritz, “cousin” we were told, of the dreadful Markus, the keeper of the locked gates. Equally taciturn, squat, and broad of face as Markus, reeking of cheap damp tobacco, Moritz patrolled the grounds with a shotgun tucked lovingly under his arm and gleefully hunted down the rabbits spoiled by easy accessibility to the lettuce in my vegetable garden.


When she first arrived, Hogarth had said her name was Doula, that she was a “special companion” to Mr. Lincoln, and instructed us to stay out of her way. To keep her doors locked. Or else. Especially not to talk to her. Or else.


Or else we’d risk the wrath of the dreadful Moritz, who always seemed to be underfoot, shotgun in tow, watching us and waiting for the slightest infraction.


She had been there for several months before I dared even to say hello. But I couldn’t help it when I noticed her belly growing large and the lavender circles under her vivid green eyes deepening.


“Do you need anything?” I risked asking her one day as I tip-toed in to pick up her tray.


She turned away from the window and stared at me, her eyes flashing emerald orbs of fear and disdain. She opened her mouth to speak, but had to clear her throat first. I got the wild idea that she wasn’t used to speaking. “You’re not supposed to talk to me,” she said.


“I don’t care what I’m supposed to do,” I mumbled. I couldn’t yet tell her about the tiny peephole in her room, hidden near one of the Corot landscapes Hogarth gloatingly showed up with one day, and that Markus and Moritz sat there for hours. On Mr. Lincoln’s instructions, no doubt. That day, Moritz was hunting and Matilda was browbeating the shopkeepers in the village, so Markus was guarding the gates, and it was safe to have an unspied-upon conversation.


“Is that so? Who are you, anyway?” she said. Her voice was foggy, rusty almost.


“Tomasino Cennini. My brother is Matteo.”


“You sound American.”


“Haven’t been there for a long time. Doesn’t matter,” I said quickly. “I’m still worried about you.”


“He’s not, and you work for him, don’t you? Why else would you be here?” she asked, her voice trembling. “Do you belong to him?”


“Belong to him? What do you mean?” I said, taken aback.


“Can’t you get away?” she pressed.


“We owe him our lives. Besides, Matteo can’t cope with people yet, and I don’t know if I can, either.” Only when I said it did I realize how true it was. “You’ve seen Markus. And Moritz. Try getting past them—and that gate is the only way out. There’s barbed wire the entire length of the fencing around the property. We’ve checked. They’ve even rolled it into the hedges. The charming Moritz enjoys skinning all the animals that get caught in it. He’d kill us in a second.”


“Markus and Moritz I understand. The rest I don’t.”


Oh ho, take the plunge, Tomasino. She’ll be the first person you tell the embarrassing truth to. What does it matter? She despises us anyway.


So I told her. To my surprise, the world didn’t stop turning and come crashing down on my crimson cheeks. I watched her eyes soften slightly as she rubbed her ring, a dazzlingly large emerald flanked by two yellow diamonds. At least she didn’t laugh.


“You can’t …?” she began.


“No. I can’t even try. There’s no desire to try. And Matteo’s even worse. His tongue scarred over badly and left him with a peculiar lisp. He hardly ever says a word, not even to me.”


“I see. But why—” She stopped abruptly and sighed deeply. “I don’t know how to carry on a normal conversation anymore.” She sat down and stared at the hands she’d clasped over her belly. “Why don’t you try to escape from this hell?” she asked, in such a low voice that I had to strain to hear her. “Don’t you want revenge?”


She puzzled me exceedingly, but I was too leery to ask more, for fear she’d never talk to me again. “I don’t know who did it exactly. Someone betrayed us, but we never saw the faces of the Fascisti. Besides, they’re all dead. Mr. Lincoln killed them. That’s how we got out.”


“Who’s Mr. Lincoln?”


“Him. You know—the master. He said to call him Mr. Lincoln because he freed the slaves. Meaning us.”


Her eyes widened in astonishment and she burst into peals of hysterical laughter so deep they quickly turned to hiccups. I wanted to pat her back to make them stop, but she cringed as soon as I took a step toward her.


“Oh thank you. I can’t remember the last time I laughed like that,” she said sarcastically between gasps, calming herself. “But how do you know Mr. Lincoln didn’t set it all up because he needed new houseboys?” She smiled thinly, humorless again. “Now get out.”


I bowed and left, troubled. But the next day when I brought her lunch, she was holding a slim volume bound in morocco leather. I glanced at the title: Secrets of the Ottoman Empire.


“According to this book, in the harem they called it being ‘shaved’ for duty,” she said, clearing her throat and opening to a page she’d marked. “The Romans invented a special clamp, so that a man would be locked in position, and the serrated edges would cut him cleanly in a single stroke. Did you know that?”


No, I didn’t know that. What a thrill you’ve shared that tasty tidbit with me.


“Easier to heal, less mess. They often carved lions on the hilt of the clamp, as a cruel joke about some poor soul’s manhood.”


Oh ho, my darling not yet even Belladonna, that was such a Belladonna moment.


I didn’t say she was nice, did I?


She turned to another page. “It says here that some eunuchs became overly sensitive, some excessively affectionate, some withdrawn and hostile. The quick-witted ones often became effective administrators in the harem, because they owed no clemency to anyone who spurned or mocked them.” She looked up at me, her eyes questioning. “Do you think you might become an effective administrator?”


I tried to smile, and failed.


“Here’s something,” she went on, “Juvenal wrote: ‘There are girls who adore unmanly eunuchs—so smooth/So beardless to kiss, and no worry about abortions!’”


She smacked the book shut, then handed it to me. “Maybe this can help you.”


“Maybe the Romans knew something I don’t,” I told her, and she gave me the ghost of a smile, this time for real. With that, the molecules in the air seemed to shift, and the smallest smidgen of the fear and bitterness melted from her eyes.


Each day, as I brought and carried away her trays, we talked a little bit more. Once my tongue loosened, it was not difficult to tell her about myself and my brother, and, eventually, she grew to believe Matteo and I would not betray her. We became allies, friends forever, confidants of the heart. I realized I’d found my true calling.


Especially when she showed me the diary she’d scribbled, stashed inside a hollowed-out volume of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, to keep from going mad. I told her the little I knew about Mr. Lincoln—she called him His Lordship—and I tried to keep my hand steady as I copied over the diary at her request so it was legible. I told Matteo as much as I needed to, and we started to plan our escape. We didn’t know how we were going to get away––only that we had to.


That’s what brought her back to life, she once told me. Forcing herself to think again. Plotting. Being able to envision a future in a world that had nearly destroyed her. Being able to have her baby. Being able, somehow, to hope.


Not that she could ever be able to live a normal life. Not that she ever wanted to, not after—


I love her, even though I can’t love. I love her more because I can’t.


What can ever take the place of a woman?


Of course for me that’s a bit of a problem.


No, there is no cure for what ails us. Merano had never been as chic a spa as Montecatini, and is now neglected and quiet. There are few guests, and they have, until Mr. Nutley’s arrival, kept to themselves, as we do. Signor Goldini, the loquacious manager, is thrilled with our long booking and my extravagant tipping, and is obliging with any particular requests. He makes sure we have privacy when Ariel is feeling poorly, which is more often than not. He sent us a lovely grandfatherly pediatrician who lived near the closest village, for Bryony. Merano has become, after several months, a sort of safe haven, as unlikely a place as any for us to hide in plain sight after our escape from Belgium.


No no no, enough about that. I’ve got so much to tell you, and our escape can wait. Right now, I need my afternoon constitutional.


Castrati, and all the wounded, have always been soothed by the waters, you see. We sit in the sunshine, and each day is slightly warmer than the last, and we are grateful for the dulling, pleasurable sameness of the hours, the unobtrusiveness of the staff, and the thin plink of the water in the fountains. We get up with the sun to drink the hot, brackish water in the pump rooms, water full of radon and, I think, a hint of arsenic to improve the digestion.


To kill what remains of the clientele, more likely.


Matteo gets up, points toward the formal gardens, and strides away. He’s lost his feel for speech, although he babbles softly to Bryony when she fusses, soothing her. I know when she starts to talk she will imitate his lisp when she says, “Tomathino.”


“He hasn’t said a word in two weeks,” Ariel says, watching him recede, his shoulders hunched.


“There’s a woman with the Count of the Sorrows,” I tell her as a distraction. “Blond, pretty, expensive-looking. She’s crying. No, wait. Now she seems to be yelling. Hmmm. What can this mean? How can a woman be so sad and so imperious at the same time?”


“How should I know? How old is she?”


“Younger than she appears.” When she got up it looked as if the lines on her palms had been imprinted on her face, buried in her hands for too long. “Maybe it’s his daughter. Or a young wife he deserted who’s come to beg him to return home. Or a mistress who pawned all the jewelry.” I watch her walk away. “She doesn’t look at all like him. And he doesn’t appear to be the mistress type. Although you never can tell.”


At that moment Mr. Nutley decides to saunter by. He tips his Panama hat, then abruptly turns on his heels and plops down on the chaise next to Ariel. She stares at him and freezes, and there is a sudden heaviness in the air around her. He has startled her so much that she’s too scared to move. He is after something; I feel waves of craving rising from his damp brow like mist on the fountains at daybreak.


Mr. Nutley wipes his face with a starched handkerchief. It is the only part of the beige linen ensemble sagging on his dumpling body that is not wrinkled. Why he chooses to wear a cravat while taking the waters is beyond me. I reminds me of Hogarth, and I don’t like it.


“Good afternoon. I do believe it is getting warmer,” he announces, oblivious to the stormy look on my face. He licks his pinkie and lifts it to the nonexistent wind. “Quite stultifying. How lovely it would be to have a storm. A terrific onslaught. Oh yes. How lovely indeed.” He leans back, waving his hankie. I notice the initials J J A.


“Jasper James Adlington,” he says. “Businessman. Homme d’ affaires. At your service.”


“Thomas Smith. And this is Mrs. Hunter.”


“How do you do. And where, may I ask, is the enchanting infant?”


“With my brother, Matthew.”


“I see. A male nanny. How divine. How I wish I’d had one. Ah, well.” He heaves a contented sigh. “Have you been here long? I must confess I do adore this place. So decrepit, so outré, so horribly Italian. They are masters of bumbling incompetence, I must say, losing one’s things or disappearing just as one needs them. And the food—all those noodles! Quite wearing for the digestion.”


He is fussing with his handkerchief as he babbles, but I catch him looking askance, for the briefest of seconds, at Ariel’s magnificent emerald, the same color as her eyes, flanked by two yellow diamonds set into a golden band so thick it reaches up to her knuckle.


Oh ho, Mr. Nutley, you sly jewelry-loving little devil, working the spa circuit of lonely rich ladies. He must have realized the pickings at Merano are very slim indeed.


“Who are you?” he says suddenly to Ariel. “Why are you here?”


She absolutely starts. “What?” she asks, her voice rising in panic. “What? Why did you say that?” She rises so quickly that her chaise tips over with a loud thunk. “Why did you say that? What do you want? Who sent you?”


Both Mr. Nutley and I leap up to help her, but she steps back from us, her skin deathly pale.


“Get away!” she screams at him. “Get away from me!”


He stares at her, taken aback by the desperation in her voice. The fountain tinkles on, oblivious.


“I do beg your pardon,” he says, and slopes off, replacing his hat and tucking his hankie in his pocket with a flourish.


Of all the stupid phrases in the world, he had to pick those words. I’d like to clobber his fussy fat ass. Now she is going to want to leave this place, just as I thought it was having a truly calming effect. Botheration. How could she not be teetering on the edge? Tomasino, you are a fool to think otherwise.


Who are you? Why are you here?


Ariel has sat back down on another chaise, her skin ashen, shivering uncontrollably in the warm air. I kneel down, careful not to touch her.


“Let’s find Matteo,” I say.


“Make him go away. Make him go away,” she is whispering over and over, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, rocking back and forth.


“He’s gone. Don’t worry, he’s gone.”


A shadow falls over my shoulder, and I look up, to see the Count of the Sorrows. His fingers, I notice, are as slim and finely shaped as his cane, and his eyes are a peculiar hazel, dotted with flecks of gold. “Might I be of assistance?” he asks, his accent unmistakably Italian.


“She’s had a shock,” I tell him. “I can’t explain now.” I don’t know why I feel I can say anything to him, but I do. I have one of my famous hunches. He seems trustable. Perhaps it is the expression in his eyes, with no hint of any ulterior motive save compassion. “Would you find my brother? He should be in the gardens with the baby.”


He bows, then quickly walks away. I start talking to Ariel, about nothing, really, just words to calm her down. Thankfully, Matteo hurries over within a few minutes to put Bryony in her arms. Ariel is still deathly pale. “You can go up to the rooms now,” I tell her gently. “Matteo will take you upstairs and you’ll be safe.”


As they start to walk away the Count of the Sorrows hands me his card, engraved with his name and an elaborate family crest. Leandro della Robbia, it reads. “He is an odious little man, that inglese,” he says. “It is a pity. One comes to the waters to be undisturbed. The war has changed everything, you see. Now there are so few clients, only the vulgar foreigners, it seems.”


“I suppose we’re vulgar foreigners, too.”


“Foreigners, yes. Vulgar, no,” he says. “The young lady who has arrived to join me is also inglese, but I am hoping to keep her from the attentions of Signor Adlington. Perhaps you might care to join us tonight for dinner.”


“It would be a pleasure,” I tell him. “But I’ll have see. We’re not very sociable at the moment. I’ll leave a message at the front desk.”


“I quite understand,” he says.


Once I made sure they were safely ensconced upstairs—Ariel will be sitting on the balcony with Bryony in her lap for hours, Matteo standing guard, I know, staring out at the bright wide vista of the Adige Valley stretching out into the mist, perfumed with the scent of apricot blossoms and unencumbered by walls and darkness—I went in search of Signor Goldini, inviting him to tell me over a glass of grappa what he knew about Leandro. I had a feeling my dear signor would relish the opportunity to gossip, and he did not let me down.


“Il conte? Ah, he is such a gentleman. So kind of him to come here,” Signor Goldini says. “The word will spread that il Conte della Robbia was here, and they will flock back like before.” He beams. “So many of the rich, they left my country during the war, but not il conte. The contadini he protected, the property he saved in his estates—a miracle! And such a fortune he has still—more than the Medici. Shipping, you know. The Greeks have bathtubs compared with il conte. Ah, he must be one of the richest men in Italy. Because he never trusted anyone. Those who were trusting with their money—poof! Arrivederci! Of course il Duce tired to—how do you say—confiscate what he could find, but il conte was too clever for that baboon. He sailed the ships away. They destroyed two of his houses, but not the biggest one, in Tuscany. It is called Ca’ d’Oro.”


The house of gold.


“Never try to separate an Italian from his money, or his pasta, sì?” he goes on. “Or from l’amore. Ah, it is such a shame. Such a tragedy. First his wife died just after the Great War, and they had only one daughter, Beatrice.”


I love the way Italians say that name: Bay-a-tree-chay. Like some exotic flower.


“But no son to carry on the family name.” He sighs deeply, offended no doubt by this insult to Italian manhood. I’d hate to tell him what happened to me and my brother.


“His Beatrice died during the war, when she was giving birth to a bambino.” He sighs volubly again. “The bambino was—how do you say—not breathing when he was born. Che tragèdia! The young lady here with him was a friend of the young Beatrice.”


I thank him for the illuminating conversation, and he smiles proudly, thrilled to be of service. I scrawl a note asking Leandro to meet for a drink after dinner. I’m curious. All right, I confess: I love to snoop. Snooping is ever useful, when done properly. And a bit of snooping will help me deal with the peculiar questions of one Jasper James Adlington, our precious Mr. Nutley.


When Leandro joins me by the fountain a few hours later, I notice his ring, set with a large stone of a strange greenish yellow hue, the color of thick raw honey. I wonder how I could have missed it earlier. Well, I suppose I was a little agitated.


“This is a chrysoberyl,” he explains when I ask him what it is. “Most usually called a cat’s-eye. The finest have a perfectly centered eye—you see—and when the light hits a certain angle it resembles the iris of a cat in bright sunlight, widening and narrowing as if it were alive. They are mined in Ceylon, where they are considered a formidable charm against evil spirits, as well as a preserver of fortune and good health. In this respect, it should very well protect me against the likes of Jasper Adlington.”


“We’ve nicknamed him Mr. Nutley,” I say. “We’ve not yet found an animal to describe him.”


“How appropriate.”


“I’ve decided he likes sparkly things. Have you noticed? You’d better watch your back. I’m sure a stone of this size and translucence is very rare.”


“Yes, it is. But I am quite certain I can take care of myself.” He jabs his cane, topped with the lion’s head, into the tiles of the terrace, and a thin, sharp blade slices out He jabs it again, and the blade slides swiftly back in. It couldn’t have taken more than a second. I decide I like this man more and more. Yes, my dear Tomasino, you can always trust your hunches. The stiffly erect Leandro has an unmistakable aura of hypervigilance. And those lips are just a little too thin: they’re the giveaway. I’m certain he could be ruthless when need be, bless his conniving little heart, yet he is an impeccable gentleman with us. I don’t suppose a man can run a shipping empire without developing the instincts of a barracuda.


“How useful,” I tell him.


“One never knows,” he says, “when one is safe.”


“One never is.”


“No,” he says simply, gazing out at the fountain. “There is no protection from fate. Or from age. Few people know how to grow old. Because our hair is white and our faces lined, does that mean we are enfeebled or no longer able to be ourselves? I am not yet tired, although my heart is weary.” He looks at me and sighs. “Please do forgive me. I have not felt the need for speech since my arrival, I fear. Much like your brother.”


“You are very observant.”


“One cannot help but watch when one is silent.”


We sit in companionable calm for a while, listening to the water and the laughter of the other guests as the wine continues to flow. The water may be healthy for the body, but a little vino is even better.


Oh ho, things are about to shift for us. I feel it. My knee is throbbing pleasantly.


“You may have noticed the young lady who has joined me,” Leandro says. “Her name is Laura Garnett, and she was the closest friend of my daughter, Beatrice, who died several years ago. School friends, from Switzerland. Now, it is not a happy time for her. She asks for advice yet does not want to hear it. She is so young. Around her, I feel my age.”


“You are not so very old.”


“Well, my legs are good. This much I can say. I sleep well, and I still have my legs. The secret of perpetual youth is perpetual motion.”


I laugh. “I hope you’re right.”


“I doubt it, but one can only hope. I’m afraid that since the death of my Beatrice I no longer care. For a man to lose his power and his expectations, take away that which he most loves. All I can be deprived of now is the present, and one cannot lose what one does not own.”


We are interrupted by a burst of raucous laughter from Madame Twenty Carats’s table. I am surprised to see Laura sitting there with Mr. Nutley, both of them downing martinis. Leandro sees them, and the only sign of his unease is a slight shifting.


“How unfortunate Merano has been appropriated by imbeciles,” he says, his eyes on Mr. Nutley. “It was once more luxurious. My wife, Alessandra, and I used to come here in the summer, for the breezes. But that was in another lifetime, before the Great War, before she died. What, I wonder, shall historians call this war?”


“A masterpiece of ruined civilization,” I smile. “At least that’s what Ariel calls me.”


“She is very afraid, your Ariel, is she not?”


“Is it that obvious?”


“No, I am sure it is not. As you have said, I have been observant, simply because I am here and you are here, and she is as lovely as she is afraid. La bella donna, pazzo di terrore.”


There is a faint barking of dogs in the hills.


“She is a bella donna, isn’t she?” I say. “And to tell you the truth, I am also afraid. For her. It is a horrible story, one I fear I am not at liberty to discuss.”


“May I ask why you decided that Merano might help you?”


“We never thought he’d find us here,” I say, before realizing even a hint of His Lordship is not wise. “Now I’m not so sure. I think we must be going.”


“I see.”


“The only thing is, I don’t know where we might go that will make Ariel feel safe. Maybe you could advise me.”


There is another burst of laughter, and we see Laura getting up with Mr. Nutley, linking her arm in his. Leandro lights a Montecristo with a slim gold lighter encrusted, I note, with another chrysoberyl. His eyes narrow, not from smoke but from following Laura’s disappearing backside. He offers me a Monte, but I decline. I used to enjoy a good puff now and then, but a cigar is simply too phallic for me to hold in my dumpling fingers.


Oh ho, another pastime extinguished.


“She does not want to go back to her husband, you see,” Leandro explains. “There are two children … it is most unfortunate. She thinks she is punishing me because I warned her not to marry him, but in truth she hurts only herself.”


“The martinis, you mean,” I say, “and Mr. Nutley.”


“One could not endure the latter without the former.”


“Most men are exceptional bastards.”


“Yes. Even I. And I have been called worse.” He exhales in perfect rings. “Not lately, of course. My age, you see, and the end of the war. I have delegated much of the business, and so I have been at liberty to wander from one spa to another. Stabiane, Agnano, Sibarite, Montecatini, Saturnia, Recoaro. The water heals the body, yes, and my presence stirs up a bit of gossip. It can’t be helped, but it is good for the locals. And now I am weary. I want to go home. Perhaps …”


I sit, waiting. My heart starts thumping along with my knee, confirming my hunch. This could be just what we need. I will have to assess the situation, many more details about him, the site of his house, the accessibility, the privacy, but it may be the perfect place for Ariel’s shattered nerves to bake themselves clean and hot as she sits in the sun, away from the Mr. Nutleys of the world.


“Perhaps I may be so bold as to extend my hospitality,” Leandro goes on. “Despite her unhappiness, Laura will return to her family in England, and I have none. My palazzo in Tuscany is too large, and the rooms echo with quiet. There are several guest houses, and my staff has been with me for many years. To hear the laughter of a baby would do their hearts good. And mine also. Yes,” he says to himself, “it would do my heart good. You would be doing me a great kindness.”


“It is you who offer us kindness.”


He waves his cigar in dismissal and rises. “I must see to Laura,” he says.


“Thank you,” I say. “I will talk to Matteo and Ariel tomorrow.”


He bows and walks away, leaving a faint trail of smoke in his wake.


I broach the subject as we’re eating melon for breakfast the next morning.


“Are you mad?” Ariel says to me. Her eyes are hard, flashing emeralds. “What are you trying to do to me? Stay in the house of a strange man? Never.”


“He’s not a strange man. Everyone in Italy knows who he is. He’s one of the richest men in the country. Ask anyone in the village and they’ll tell you stories about him.”


“Worry about what they don’t say,” Matteo says.


“I wish you could have heard what he said to me.” I am not going to let this drop without a fight. “I know it’ll be okay. I just know it.”


“Spare me your hunches.”


I ignore that. “He’s getting old,” I say. “He’s sad, he’s lonely, and he wants company.”


“Oh, so now he’s your new best friend, after one conversation,” Ariel says. “I didn’t think you were such a fool.”


“There are several guest houses and a large staff,” I press on.


“I despise staff. Especially large staff.”


“Here’s a photograph Signor Goldini gave me. See. It’s a tourist brochure. Visitors can’t go to the palazzo itself, but they can view part of the gardens. Look—they’re amazing. He’s not hiding anything.”


“How can you be so naive?”


“I don’t know. I just trust him. Can’t explain why, but I do. He feels trustable.”


“So did Hogarth, when I first met him.”


I am surprised she can bring up his name. Maybe part of her is starting to get better after all.


“That was a long time ago,” I tell her. “You are no longer naive. You have us now. We have money. We are beholden to no one, and we don’t have to stay. But I don’t like Mr. Nutley, and I think we should be off, away from here. We’ve been in one spot long enough. Should we stay, there’ll undoubtedly be another Mr. Nutley before long. I’d rather go someplace less public, and we can see what happens once we get there.”


“I won’t go to a house I don’t know. Private houses have locked doors and secret places. I hate them. You know that.”


“We can check it out thoroughly before we decide to stay. I asked Signor Goldini if he knew about it, and he told me a cousin of his wife’s best friend works in the kitchens and the count is a very kind master. Servants like that are not shy about complaining. I’ll speak to her directly.”


“And he has no ulterior motive, I am sure.”


“Listen, he is very rich. He’s connected. He can help us.”


“Help us? How do you know?” she asks.


“Well, he must know important people. Other rich people, not just in Italy. He’s in the shipping business, so he must have global contacts. Company men, businessmen, diplomats, even spies—they all communicate. Who knows?”


“Why would he want to help us?”


She is starting to waver, just slightly. Let me worm my way in. Keep going, Tomasino, don’t let up now.


“You can help each other,” I say. “His wife died more than thirty years ago in the influenza epidemic after the war. He never remarried. His only child died in childbirth a few years ago, and so did her baby.”


I finally see the hard green glint in her eyes lessen somewhat. It’s only because of the baby.


“Who’s that woman with him?” she asks.


“An old school friend of his daughter. She is having a bad time with her husband and came here to get away. She’s leaving soon to go back home, to England and her family. Surely the fact that he cares about his dead daughter’s friend is a good indication of character.”


“Maybe it’s more than character,” she says.


“Not every rich man is bad,” Matteo says.


“We have to start trusting someone if we’re going to get the help we need,” I go on. “As you trusted us. No one will find us there.”


“Unless he’s one of them.”


“He’s not one of them. Talk to him. He doesn’t smell like one of them.” I kneel at her feet, humble supplicant that I am. “Listen to me, my darling, if you are going to start to live again you must heal in a place where you feel safe. I know how hard this is to say or think, but there are a few people in the world who are generous and kind and wish one another no harm. Let him try to help you, please. Whatever good you do for him will come back to you in a way you most need.”


“I wish no forgiveness,” she says simply. “I need no pity. I have none.”


“Ah, but Leandro does. I know I can learn a lot from him, if he is willing to teach me. Matteo, too. Besides, if we don’t like it at his palazzo, we can leave. Just talk to him. We’ll all be there. See what he says. See if you like him. Then we can decide.”


She pushes me away with an annoyed swat. “Get up,” she says, “before I change my mind.”


The next day, we are all sitting near the fountain, drinking the bitter water and soaking the heat into our bones. Laura is nowhere to be found, and when Leandro walks by I’m afraid to ask if she’s still seeing Mr. Nutley. I gesture to him and he bows as usual, then sits down on the chaise next to me. He reaches into his pocket and extends a round yellow ring made of rubber.


“It is from the mechanic’s wife in the village,” he says. “She tells me it is good for the teething.”


Ariel looks at him in surprise, and I reach out to take it so she doesn’t have to worry about touching his fingers. I’d left a note telling the count not to make any sudden gestures. Then she nods her thanks.


“It is nothing,” he says. “Once your child is born you never escape the weight of love on your heart, even when they keep you up all night screaming with their teething.”


She clears her throat, but is unable to say anything.


“Tell us about your daughter. If you don’t mind,” I quickly say. I know that’s what Ariel would have said, had she been able.


“Only if it would give you pleasure,” he replies, glancing at Ariel.


She looks very small and lost, and my heart flops with compassion. Leandro leans back and closes his eyes.


“Her hair was very nearly the same color as yours, but her eyes were such a dark brown, they were nearly black,” he says. “She liked to take the waters, too. Her favorite spa was at Stabiane, because it is closest to Pompeii. She was entranced by the ruins there; she was convinced we are descended from the house of Menander, because of the gold coins and small statues my father had given me when I came of age. Things that his father had given him. She was a historian, my Beatrice, always telling stories. She loved the Greek stories about the oracles, for that was how she met Laura, even though she was five years older. They were both at boarding school in Switzerland, and my Beatrice took pity on this girl who was shy and lonely and crying for her mother. Every evening, she went to this girl’s bed, little blond Laura, and told her stories and gave her courage. She was a wonderful child.”


Ariel gets up suddenly and walks over to Leandro, holding Bryony out to him without a word. I am astonished. She’s never let anyone hold her baby but Matteo and myself.


He looks up at her, speechless, and takes Bryony in his arms, kissing the soft whorl of strawberry blond hair on her head as she settles easily in his arms. If he were not such a self-contained gentleman, I know I would have seen tears in his eyes.


Ariel is wrong. She can still take pity on a man.


Matteo and Bryony are on their daily search for butterflies in the gardens, and we sit talking in our usual spot. “The oracles never explained,” Leandro is telling Ariel. “They spoke in riddles. It was the responsibility of the listener to interpret the words, and then act.”


My hunches never explain, either. If I trust them, they never lead me wrong. I must be the reincarnation of an ancient, wise priestess. Just my luck to land a vestal virgin.


“I have a sculpted marble panel in my hallway, of Achilles on his way to Troy. There was a battle, and Achilles wounded the local king with his spear. This wound refused to heal, so Achilles consulted an oracle for advice. She told him he would reach Troy only if the king he’d tried to kill would consent to guide him.” He fingers his cane. “The king also consulted an oracle, you see, and was told that he, the wounded, could cure what had wounded him. That is the essence of the story. The wounded could cure the enemy who’d wounded him.”


“I think I understand,” Ariel says slowly. I notice that she has grown pale in the sunshine. “Are there still oracles anywhere on this wretched earth?” she adds, as much to herself as to Leandro.


“I can’t answer that,” he replies. “But my housekeeper, Caterina, is a Strega, what you in America might call a witch. I bow to her advice on all matters of the spirit.”


Now I imagine most people would have been flummoxed by this conversation, but to us it is somehow perfectly of this place, with the tinkling of the fountain and the wind in the cypress trees and the bizarre nature of our lives. In fact, I decide it is exactly what Ariel is needing to hear.


It is, at least, until Laura suddenly appears, flushed and panting under the broad brim of her straw sun hat, pulling up a chaise and plopping down with a melodramatic sigh. She has that classic creamy English rose complexion, white and unfreckled: her cheeks pink from the heat, her large blue eyes fraught with coy disingenuousness, her wavy blond hair swept back in a simple ponytail. There are perfect pearl drops, edged in diamonds, dangling from her ears. She kicks off her espadrilles, unbuttons the top of her blouse, and smooths the wide sweep of her skirt with a flourish. Botheration. Its red and white polka dots give me an instant headache, and so does she. She catches a glimpse of my face and frowns.


“It’s rude to stare,” she says.


Ariel and Matteo exchange glances. Sometimes they are telepathic, those two, and I must confess a twinge of jealousy. I do all the talking, and he gets all the credit for understanding her every need. But what are siblings for if not to set your teeth on edge!


They both stand up, Bryony in Ariel’s arms, bow a thank-you to Leandro, and walk away without saying a word. Serves the stuckup Laura right.


“Well, I see I’ve interrupted,” she says to Leandro, “but I need to talk to you. Now. I’m afraid it’s quite awfully urgent.”


“You have interrupted,” he says calmly, “And I should think you owe my friend an apology.”


“Sorry.” She shrugs. “Now if you will excuse us …”


I get the hint, but for some reason I don’t feel like budging. No one has bossed me around since we left the house in Belgium, and no snot-nose Brit bitch is going to tell me what to do.


Leandro has better manners than I do. “We shall discuss this upstairs,” he tells her, and walks off into the gardens.


Laura sulks as she slips her shoes back on. She’d be awfully pretty if she wiped that pout off her face.


“I suppose he told you the sob story about Beatrice,” she says. “Why don’t you ask him who the father of her baby was? Not such a paragon of virtue after all, was the lady Beatrice. No, no. Not so very nice as her darling papa would like to believe.”


“I thought she was your best friend.”


“She was.”


“I’d hate to be your enemy,” I tell her.


“Drop dead,” she says, and sashays off.


“I do believe I owe you an apology,” Leandro says to me later when we meet for a nightcap.


“I do believe you don’t,” I retort. “Hardly your fault that she’s such a mess.”


“Yes, she is. I think the simplest explanation is that so many whom she’s loved have left her. It’s much easier for her to remain angry than to confront her grief.”


“You’re still here.”


“Yes, but it is hard to listen to a surrogate father, especially now that Beatrice is gone. Laura married the first man who said he loved her, even though she knew in her heart that he was after her money. Andrew’s become even more arrogant and domineering since he had an heir. The children are quite young, and I assume she feels trapped.”


“How old are her children?”


“Rupert is three, and Cassandra is two.”


“Why aren’t they with her here?”


“Oh, they’re quite safe at home with the nannies. The English way, is it not?” He calmly unwraps a Montecristo and lights it, and we glance over to the table where Laura is sitting with Mr. Nutley. When they notice our attention they raise their martini glasses in a mock salute.


“Men like that are entirely predictable,” Leandro says. “Clinging to their rituals, making themselves into a breed apart, and creating what they think is a manner of behaving that is a law unto itself. One would think that men who have been properly educated and have every advantage might possess some notion of proper conduct, but they’re never quite strong enough alone. There always must be people around, if only to echo the paltriness of their opinions.”


“Their secret little groups, you mean.”


“I have not had much experience with them nel gruppo, fortunately. I prefer to take them on one at a time.”


I heave a huge inward sigh of relief. Ariel will be pleased to hear this, his last comment especially. No, he cannot be one of them, the members of the Club. It’s not possible. He is too self-contained. He cares too much about the women he’s loved. He may be a shark at sea, but there’s too much compassion in him to have been one of them.


I knew it all along. Ariel is going to have to believe me.


“But the worst is that they play dirty, and they know nothing about women,” he goes on.


Naturally, Laura and Mr. Nutley choose that moment to join us.


“Lovely evening,” Mr. Nutley says, snapping his fingers at the waiter for another drink.


This blubberball really gets on my nerves. Before we leave Merano I’m going to test my hunch about his slick fingers and watch him squirm.


“Yes,” I say, “the sky is the color of a milky sapphire.”


Mr. Nutley smiles to himself.


“It reminds me of a story I once heard about a famous courtesan,” I go on. “She had a lover, a repulsive masochist and impotent to boot—undoubtedly you know whom I mean; he was an English earl—but whenever she could manage to rouse him he would reward her with her choice of jewels. Well, one day he was feeling exceptionally pleased with her—who knows what she had to do for that—and summoned the jeweler to his home. Instead of showing a simple strand of pearls or a ring or two, the enterprising jeweler emptied what seemed like the entire contents of his safe on her bed. There she sat in her silk negligee, dazzled, running her hands through the treasure—sparkling tiaras, ropes of gems, turquoises and aquamarines as big as goose eggs, rubies and emeralds the size of your eyes, you name it—like a pirate with his booty. ‘Ah, my darling, I cannot possibly decide!’ she said to her loathsome lover. ‘You choose for me.’ So her lover went over to the bed, shoved her down, tied her wrists to it with the two longest diamond chains, and said, ‘It’s all yours. All of it.’ Well, the jeweler didn’t bat an eyelash. He packed up his now-empty cases and quickly departed. What splendid generosity! What a gentleman! Well, perhaps he was a bit of a rogue, but can you imagine! What a bill he had to pay!”


Mr. Nutley is no longer smiling. “No, I have not heard that story,” he mutters.


Of course he hadn’t—I just made it up.


“My dear sir, you needn’t be shy around me,” I say. “Surely a man of your experience would have heard this tale. The splendid lover went bankrupt six months later and threw himself off Big Ben.”


“Cigar?” Leandro offers. I suspect he knows I’m pulling a fast one.


“Speaking of jewels,” I say to Laura, “I was greatly admiring your pearl earrings earlier. I hope you didn’t lose them rushing off like you did.”


She instinctively puts one hand up to her ears, flashing a look of cool disdain. Tonight she is wearing clusters of crystals, nothing terribly valuable. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.


“Shall we have a stroll in the moonlight?” Mr. Nutley asks her, standing up and proffering his hand to lead her away.


“When does Laura return home?” I ask Leandro.


“In two days’ time.”


“Then I’ll wager there’s going to be a scene tomorrow,” I say. “Just wait and see.”


Sure enough, Laura comes up to me in a huff as I am sitting in the garden the following afternoon. “All right,” she says, “where are they?”


I assume my sweetest blank look. “Where are what?”


“My pearl earrings. You made up that story last night to disguise the fact that you stole them.”


“Let me see if I understand you,” I say slowly. “We have had the very briefest of encounters, yet you dare accuse me of stealing your ugly little pearls. Back where I come from, namely Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, that is a hanging offense.”


“I don’t give a toss where you come from—I just want my earrings back.”


“Then I suggest you have a word with your precious Jasper James. He is a much more likely suspect. Perhaps they fell off during one of your moonlit strolls.”


“You bastard,” she hisses. “He is a perfect gentleman. I’m calling the authorities.”


“Please, be my guest. I’d love to discuss your appalling behavior and false accusations with them.”


“How dare you!” she says, and flounces off.


Delightfully pleased with myself, I decide it’s time to pay a visit to the lair of Mr. Nutley. Another one of my many talents is the ability to deftly pick my way into any lock, so when I spy the lumpen sod consoling Laura on the terrace, I sneak up the stairs and into his suite. What a surprise to see his valises neatly packed at the foot of the bed. What a surprised look on his face when he enters his room a short while later and finds me sitting in a chair, fanning my face with his train tickets and passport.


“Leaving us so soon?” I say.


“Of all the …” he sputters. “Get out before I throw you out.”


I laugh. If I sat on Mr. Nutley I’d squash him. I may be a bit pudgy, but, frankly, I am still an imposing figure and I still know how to fight. It’s in my body language and glinting in my charcoal black eyes. Don’t let the cherubic cascade of dark curls that Bryony loves to tug lull you into thinking I am remotely cherubic.


“First we need to have a little chat,” I say.


“I think not.”


“I think so,” I retort. I pull Laura’s pearl drops out of one pocket.


“Where did you find those?” he says, astonished. “So you did steal them after all. You’ve come here to blackmail me. I knew it from the moment—”


“Oh please. I’ve had quite enough of you.” I pull a small black velvet jewelry roll from another pocket, and his eyes practically bug out of his head. “We have several options. I can go to the authorities and report you for the light-fingered fool that you are,” I say, waving the roll containing a delightful assortment of other ladies’ earrings at him. “I could, on the other hand, turn these over to Leandro and let him deal with you. These options both involve—how shall I put it?—a certain amount of pain and distress. Or I can deliver everything to Signor Goldini and tell him they were found on the gravel path by the fountain. In which case, you will already be on the next train to parts unknown and will, I might add, owe me a rather considerable favor.”


“I knew it.” He sighs melodramatically but relaxes nonetheless. “Which is …?”


“The answer to a question.”


He looks at me, confused. “The answer to a question? That’s all?”


“That’s all. And a promise never to set foot near Laura Garnett or any of us ever again in your unnatural lifetime, or I shall be the first in line to happily wring your neck. I know where you live, I know who you are, and, should you continue to misbehave, I’d be looking over my shoulder in the dark, if you catch my drift.”


He barely hesitates. “Oh bloody hell. You have my word.” For what it’s worth. “Now ask me the question and bugger off. I’ve got a train to catch.”


“Very well,” I say. “Why did you ask Mrs. Hunter, ‘Who are you? Why are you here?’”


“What are you talking about?”


“The day you first sat down with us, you used those very words. She became upset. I want to know why.”


“I’ve no idea. They’re perfectly innocuous questions, I should think.”


“That’s all it was, simple curiosity?”


“Of course it was.” He looks genuinely perplexed. “What else could it be?”


My pathetic Mr. Nutley, thank you for your stupidity. I believe you. You’re too dumb to be one of them. What a relief not to have to worry about this pudgepot ever again.


“Nothing,” I tell him. “Nothing at all.”


That evening, Laura stayed in her room, and Leandro joined us after consoling her for the untimely exit of her holiday beau.


“What will she do now?” I ask him.


“I hope she will visit me with the children in August,” he replies. “With my invitation she will know there is somewhere to go if she is tired of home.”


I hope the sound of that makes Ariel feel safer.


“Why doesn’t she ask your witch to make the husband go away?” Ariel asks.


“That is not the way of the strega,” he says.


“Then what does the strega actually do?” Ariel asks, almost to herself. “Do you think she could help me?”


“She helps those who are in need, yes, but not everyone who comes to her finds her message to their liking.”


“Can she find the disappeared?”


Leandro looks puzzled.


“I need to find someone,” Ariel says.


No no no, not this. Not yet.


“My baby.”


Leandro looks at Bryony and seems even more puzzled.


“He stole my baby. Bryony has a twin. A boy baby. His name is Tristan.” Ariel’s hands are clenched together so tightly that her knuckles are dead white. “They told me he died, but I know he’s still alive. I know it. I want my baby back.”


“I am very sorry—”


“I can’t explain now,” she says fiercely, with more energy in her voice than I think I’ve ever heard, “but he’s gone. I’ve got to find them. My baby, and the man who stole him. I am going to get my strength back, and I’m not going to stop until I find them.”


“I see,” Leandro says.


“I must go.” Ariel stands up with Bryony and hurries off, Matteo following, worried. I am stunned that she confessed this terrible secret to a man whom only a few days before she said she’d never trust.


“Well,” I say, “she is full of surprises.”


“Una sorpresa della bella donna. Yes. A grand surprise. I do not know what to say.”


“Your address might be helpful.”


Leandro nearly smiles.


“You have said more to help her than you know,” I tell him. “I hope that we can be there in a week or two. I’ll sort it out. We’ll drive a circuitous route, just to be safe. I’ll tell Signor Goldini we are leaving for America, and then we’ll disappear again.”


“I shall be waiting.”


For the last time in Merano, he bows and walks away, and as he leaves I swear I see the cat’s-eye winking.
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The House
 of Gold


“The fine points must come from within,” Leandro is saying to Ariel.


“You know I shall be pleased to help you, however well I can,” he goes on. “But that does not mean I should tell you precise details of how and what to do.” He takes a sip of grappa, distilled from his most recent harvest. “If you are sincere, you have much work to do. Once you begin, you must suppress the instinct to want to lash out for immediate results, and learn how to bide your time. Even if it takes years.”


“It has already been years.”


“Then it will be years more. There is plenty of time for all of it. You, my dear, are in far more contact with your need for revenge than you might imagine. I sense there is an unspoken fury within you threatening to explode.”


“Yes. I want out,” she says. “I’ve said it to Tomasino already. I want out of myself. I wsant to become someone else. La bella donna. I want to be the Belladonna you think I am.”


“That is good. It will keep you fighting.” He plants his cane firmly on the terrace and stands up. “Please, come with me, all of you. I want us to share a small something.”


Leandro withdraws inside, then soon returns with a tiny vial, a tea towel, and a small bowl clutched in one hand. Beckoning with a large flashlight, he leads us down in the deepening twilight to one of the trees sheltering the stage of his outdoor theater. As he shines the beam up, we notice an owl carved into the bark. I’d never have noticed it in the daylight. Obviously, it’s not meant to be noticed.


“Why an owl?” Ariel asks.


“Why do you think?” Leandro replies.


“Symbol of mortal wisdom,” I say. “Unblinking and exact.”


“Yes,” he says. “And …”


“Of nightly prowling, of the killer instinct,” Ariel says. “Waiting to pounce.”


Leandro smiles broadly. We so rarely see him pleased like that. He turns off the flashlight and leads us back to the fountain of a laughing Dionysus. He pulls out several handkerchiefs, uncorks the vial, sprinkles some powder on his wrist, and quickly inhales it. I am taken aback, wondering if it’s snuff, or a strange drug. This is most unlike Leandro. I notice that Ariel has paled even in the dark. She takes a step back, ready to flee.


Leandro sees our faces and smiles once more. “It is merely a little bit of snuff that Caterina mixed for me,” he explains. “You see, the gods are appeased only by ritual. We must soothe them if they are to believe we are sincere. This is a sneezing ritual, a story described by Casanova, told to me by my grandfather. To perform it correctly, Casanova’s lover gave him sneezing powder similar to that which I have here, and it caused both their noses to bleed. They put their heads together over a basin, so their blood could mingle together.”


He gestures to us. “Like so.” He sprinkles a bit of powder and I snort it up. Matteo does the same. It tingles all the way down my throat and makes me want to giggle. Ariel slowly holds out her wrist. Please, my darling, trust him. It’s not a drug. He’ll do you no wrong.


Once she and Matteo have inhaled, we follow Leandro’s lead and bend our heads down. Within seconds, our noses are dripping. Leandro passes us the bowl, and our drops of blood mingle with his. He scoops a palmful of water from the fountain and adds it to the bowl.


“And now to Caterina,” he says, handing Ariel the tea towel so she can wipe her nose.


I don’t want to know what Caterina is going to do. It doesn’t matter. We are partners in plotting, preparing ourselves for battle, bound in blood.


Houses have souls. You can tell as soon as you walk inside whether they’re happy or miserable or neglected. Or maybe even haunted. I knew the minute I saw the rows of floppy straw hats hanging on marble hooks in the hall by Leandro’s kitchen that this was a safe house, despite its daunting history and grandeur.


I still feel safe a year and a half later as the moonlight gleams on the wide terrace outside the library as we wait for Leandro to join us, preparing to toast in the New Year, 1950. Year of the Tiger, according to the Chinese. Yes, I should say we have much to be thankful for: a protected palazzo to hide in, a thriving child, adoring servants, and the daily company of the most charming embodiment of nonprying discretion, the Count della Robbia.


This year is going to be different. We’ve been quiet long enough. Something’s coming. I feel it. Call it a hunch, and not just in my psychic kneecap.


“Come on,” I say to Ariel as I fill her glass with a spicy vintage Brunello. She refuses to drink champagne. “Make a wish.”


“That’s simple,” she says. “I wish I were a man.”


“I wish that when I die I will know that I would come back as a man,” I say. “A whole man.”


Matteo smiles wryly. “I wish I could come back as a dog,” he says.


“Oh really?” I ask. “What breed?”


“Neapolitan mastiff, maybe. Or an Irish wolfhound.”


“I’ll get you some one day,” says Ariel. “Protectors. But you already are my protector. For that, I toast you, my Matteo.”


She has a peculiar look on her face. I close my eyes and conjure her as a sleeping form inside a chrysalis, cocooned in darkness, gathering her strength. If that chrysalis were crystal-clear, I’d see her hunched over and hardening inside it, laying the foundation for the fortress of her psyche; the fearful quivering of the woman in Merano disappearing, bit by tiny bit.


But looking at such a thing isn’t so clear, is it? What we wish for never is.


That’s because down there in the blackness the little worms are gnawing. But leave it to my darling. She is making friends with the crawling creatures of the dark, so that she can conquer them and bend them to her will. Soon she will burst forth like the butterflies hovering over the honeysuckle under the kitchen window.


And then you’ll wish that nice, quiet little Belladonna back again, won’t you? Once you know the truth.


Too bad if it’s taking a bit of time. She can’t be rushed; no creature can emerge without a struggle. That would be as tedious as listening to the spoiled rich kids from the neighboring villas chattering about squandering their inheritance on gold-plated steering wheels and lazy months in Sardinia.


Not that I should talk, pampered slug that I have become. At least I have superior taste. Leandro has been teaching me. We talk for hours nearly every day, about life and love and art and history and the Machiavellian conniving it takes to run a shipping empire and stay one tub ahead of Niarchos and Onassis. We talk, too, about suffering, and sometimes about Ariel. He always calls her Belladonna, so Matteo and I have taken to calling her that, too. Ariel will be no more. Once, though, I made the dumb mistake of calling her Bella.


“Don’t ever call me Bella,” she screamed.


“Why not?” I was taken aback by her fury.


“Because that used to be my name,” she hissed. “Isabella. The pathetic little Isabella Ariel Nickerson. The sweet, docile thing who disappeared off the face of the earth. Or have you forgotten already?”


“No, I haven’t forgotten. It was just a stupid mistake. And I’m sorry. I won’t ever do it again.”


“Isabella’s dead. She died a long time ago. And Ariel is getting on my nerves. Ariel sounds nice, and airy-fairy, and pleasing. I don’t like who she is, either. I don’t want to be pleasing.”


“Doesn’t Belladonna bother you?” I venture to ask.


“Not the way Leandro says it,” she mutters.


Don’t try to distract me from the scent of this path, my darling. I’ve seen you having more and more surreptitious little chats with Caterina Mariani, the strega cook, whose pasta is as toothsome as her potions.


It’s about time, too.


Even before our New Year’s toast, Belladonna had started coming up more regularly to the big house, to our regular Sunday lunches with Leandro. He’d sit at the other end of the immense wooden dining room table, and we’d talk of pleasant nothings, of the beauty of the gardens and the state of the harvest. Leandro did not visit our quarters, and as the months went by, Belladonna began to stroll away from the security of her room, and the anxiety finally started to seep out of my heart.


When we’d first arrived, Leandro put us in one of the guest cottages, where Belladonna retreated in a state of near catatonia for months. Perhaps because she was freed from worry about her surroundings, she allowed herself to regress emotionally, and was in a far worse state than she’d been in Merano. She took comfort from no one save Matteo, who’d communicate with her in some sort of pidgin sign language, and Bryony, for whom she’d try to rouse herself into some form of essential mothering. And from the radio. She’d asked only for a powerful radio, and she listened to it all the time. Often I heard her talking softly back to it, at all hours.


At night, I used to hear Belladonna crying softly in the dark, her radio turned down low, but she wouldn’t let me near her to wipe her tears. During the day, when I brought her meals in on a tray as I used to do in Belgium, I’d catch glimpses of her pacing, scribbling in notebooks Leandro had given me for her use, talking to the voices on the radio. Plotting something, in her way, to keep herself from going completely mad.


This is how she’s mourning what’s been lost, I told myself, on her own terms. Let her be.


At least she felt safe in her room: Its windows were too high and too narrow to be breached. It was reached only through a passage hidden behind a hanging tapestry in the room I shared with Matteo, and opened out onto a small terrace with a sheer drop on all sides, shaded by tall hedges with thorns on top, planted in fat, deep terra-cotta pots. We have made it safe for her and safe for Bryony, but impregnable for intruders.


Here, she imprisoned herself. All we could do was watch, and wait.


Our little cottage used to be a retreat for the abbot of the monastery, which is what Ca’ d’Oro once was. Perched on a steep hill, its descending terraces overlooking the village below, surrounded by acres of sunflowers, grapevines, and olive trees, the immense palazzo is approachable only by one narrow, curving road. It looks frighteningly austere from below, but every time I approach it after a jaunt to the market I still feel a frisson of pleasure that this is what we can call our home. Maybe it’s the comfort we’ve found inside the solid ring of its thick stone walls, where there are wood ceilings decorated with painted zodiacs in the living room; multi-colored tiled floors in the halls, cooling our feet in the summer swelter; busts from Pompeii lining niches in the long corridor on the second floor, where the monks’ cells have been turned into bedrooms; and fantastic frescoes of dancing nymphs and satyrs painted on the walls in Leandro’s bedroom. Naturally, I gravitate to the kitchen, where copper pots hang over marble sinks and Caterina is bustling, chopping tomatoes with her husband, Roberto, but I also love to retreat to the reading room in the bell tower near the staff wing which overlooks the central courtyard, or to the turquoise swimming pool, which appears carved into the hill. From there it seems that the ground itself is the same color as Leandro’s ring.


Where we all feel most at home, though, is the library. It is far more marvelous than the one in Belgium, which we never speak of, and I often find Leandro in it. Unless he’s gone off on one of his business meetings in Rome or Florence, but this is rare. His shipping empire seems to be run by capable lieutenants, and he leaves most of its aggravation to them. I suspect he’s been looking for leads to help us in our search, but so far he’s uncovered nothing. We don’t talk about it, and I’d never mention it to Belladonna. If it seems fruitless now, it may stop her before she is ready to leave our hidey-hole and start her hunt in earnest.


At the end of the day Leandro and I often walk to the goldfish pond dappled with shadows from the cypress trees, past the fountain of Dionysus spurting water instead of wine, past the chapel and the family vault, down the winding path where the owl sits guard, to the theater with its open-air stage shaded by two giant trees, their branches intermingling over the boards. There, we often discover Belladonna sitting on the carved granite steps, watching patches of sunlight chase one another over the ancient stones.


Sometimes we sit in the terrace off the library and watch her swinging slightly in a hammock strung between two gnarled apricot trees, sipping from the glass of watercress juice laced with Caterina’s tonic herbs, to strengthen her blood. Leandro is patient, waiting for her to harden. He knows she’ll come to him when she’s ready, the way I do already. In the meantime, he is content to instruct me in the ways of his world. His staff does, too. Naturally, they all love me because I speak their language, with a few Brooklyn gems thrown in for spice. And because I am so deliciously charming.


Every morning there is a heated discussion about who will be allowed to watch over Bryony that day. Her favorite is the plump Roberto, probably because he always comes to her with a biscotti he baked specially for her, which good-naturedly infuriates Dino and Renaldo, who tend the horses; and Pasquale and Guido, the chauffeurs who tend the cars; and Bruno, the head gardener, and all the maids. Carla Fantucci, the head housekeeper, is most likely singing lullabies to Bryony. Even her taciturn husband, Mario, the butler, had been seen to crack a smile when Bryony grabbed onto his legs for balance when she was learning how to walk. It’s as if this laughing little girl with the strawberry blond ringlets and immense blue-green eyes has brought the house back to life, just as Leandro had hoped. Nowadays, the staff always seems to be singing: nonsense songs for Bryony, and folk songs and arias for yours truly, who has succumbed to instruction by Carla, who does not remark on the unnatural pitch of my voice. Belladonna diligently practices the piano and harpsichord, and once in a while I hear Matteo tripping over exercises and scales. It’s to keep his fingers nimble. He’d rather practice his card and juggling tricks and disappearing acts with the rabbits and his top hat, rehearsing for the children of the staff, who are less fearful of him now that he can amuse them. I guess he’s decided to be the world’s first silent magician.


If only he could conjure the lost bits of himself.


Still, Bryony is his delighted main assistant; she toddles around, trailing colored handkerchiefs and Roman coins, and Roberto gives her lettuce, which she loves to feed to the bunnies they keep in a hutch near the vegetable garden.


I wasn’t too surprised when her first word was neelio, short for coniglio, the Italian word for rabbit. Belladonna bit her lip to keep from laughing when she heard it. When Bryony didn’t say the word Mama, I guess she was relieved it wasn’t puttanesca.


To all the staff, Belladonna is simply who Leandro said she is, a friend who’d been ill for a very long time and who needs to be left alone to soak up the fresh Tuscan air. They’d no more dream of prying than judge any of us, and hope only that she feels a little bit better every day. They have more important things to worry about, like tending the endless expanse of gardens and the vines and the horses, or fixing the plumbing in the fountains, or painting the proscenium arch of the theater before a concert given by the local brass band. Matteo and I lend a hand whenever we can, and the days float by in a pleasant haze.


In the meantime, I am worrying about my seat. Riding, that is. I’ve decided to become an expert equestrian, and Dino is trying to teach me. I’m pretty hopeless; I can’t get the balance right.


“That’s because you’re unbalanced,” Belladonna said when I complained about it.


“Oh really? Well, I’d like to see you try.”


She frowned and said no more, so I was surprised when she woke me up early a few days later. “Come on, get up,” she said. “I want to get on a horse.”


I groaned. I am not what you call a happy morning person. “Let me sleep.”


“No. You have to come with me. I don’t want to be alone with Dino.”


Dino, mind you, is probably about seventy-five, and a great-grandfather several times over. Rinaldo can’t be much younger. No one really rides anymore, and I suspect Leandro keeps the horses and their keepers on because, where the staff is concerned, he’s an old softy. To him, they are family, and he can’t bear to let them go.


As I threw on my riding gear, Belladonna sat on the edge of my bed. Matteo was still snoring slightly. “I want to be strong. I need to get strong,” she whispered. “I want out of myself.”


I had been wanting to hear this for so long that I forgave her for awakening me. And as soon as she entered the stables, the horses all nickered. Botheration. I pretty much gave up my riding prospects right then. Belladonna was about to discover the pleasure of talking to and caring for animals, as well as learning from Dino. His grizzled face came to life every morning when he saw her, thrilled to be of use to Leandro’s special friend. He was quietly patient, and she was such a quick learner, surprisingly fearless, recognizing that mastery of a large horse could give her a sense of power she’d not felt before. I don’t know how she did it, but even the most recalcitrant nag seemed to adore her. Her thinness and pallor were soon replaced by firm muscles and a glowing tan the color of butterscotch.


It was then that Leandro brought us Orlando Pitti, a big brawny Venetian with more black hair than I thought possible on a grown man, a bashed-in nose, and lots of crooked teeth. He smiles often, but his dark brown eyes are watchful, like Leandro’s. An accomplished black belt, he specializes in all matters of security. He’ll be living in the big house, staying close to teach us whatever skills we want to absorb.


Our routine is simple. We get up, and Belladonna rides for an hour. We eat melon and bland toasted Tuscan bread for breakfast; then Orlando takes us to target practice before the heat becomes too much for our concentration. We alternate among rifles, shotguns, pistols, even a bow and arrow.


“Shoot steady,” Orlando says. “Breathe carefully. Aim for his heart.”


Every other day, we have a lesson in self-defense, and practice our falls and throws in the sweet-smelling piles of hay in the stables. Bryony mimics us, running around as we trip each other, dripping with sweat, pulling the horses’ tails as she screams Hiyaahh! whenever we do. After lunch, I lounge around, reading my way through the library; Matteo rehearses his magic show, or disappears on the grounds. He’s become friendly with the equally taciturn Marcello Rolandi, who works on the fountains, and they often tinker with the mechanics or stroll down to the village with Orlando for a glass of vino. Belladonna studies Italian and French, practicing with the staff, or she meanders through the gardens, stopping to pull a handful of weeds or prune a rosebush, a camera slung around her neck. Whenever Marisa Columbo arrives—she’s the fresco expert who drives down from Lucca every few months to check Leandro’s walls—she gives Belladonna a lesson in light and composition with the beat-up Leica I found in a drawer in the bell tower. I have been given the task of developing the film, for Belladonna panicked when we first went into the darkroom Leandro set up near the root cellar. Dumb, thoughtless Tomasino: I should have known better than to take her down anywhere in confining darkness.


When the daylight has nearly faded, we meet Leandro on the terrace, and talk into the night.


It is an endless botheration trying to keep up with all of them. Especially watching Belladonna effortlessly gallop her horse, Artemis. If she can ride that creature, she can ride anything. She proves it when an ostrich arrives one day, a joke gift from Leandro. Dino throws a rope around its neck, Belladonna hops on, and off they scramble. She bounces along and hangs on for dear life as they zigzag through the tomatoes and green peppers. Caterina tries not to wail in distress as the rest of us are nearly collapsing with laughter. Bryony names the revolting creature Fluffy, and when Pasquale and Guido build an enclosure for him downwind of the horses, he becomes the talk of the village. We try to tame him so the local kids can ride him, but Fluffy has fallen hard for Belladonna, and a one-woman ostrich he remains.


Oh ho, the magic touch!


We go up every afternoon to hear a different story from Leandro, fanning ourselves as we sit in the shade of the grape arbor on his terrace, the valley below us shimmering gold and brown. I’ve got to be very careful of the sun here—I don’t tan anymore; I blotch.
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