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Chapter 1
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“It’s really not a good idea to disturb your father, Nicola,” Pietra, the housekeeper, said in a hushed tone. She bent over Nicola, frowning, as she fussed with his waistcoat and jacket. 

“I won’t be a bother, I swear. I’ll just watch him from the door.” It was Nicola’s turn to frown, and he squirmed. He sat on a thick, uncomfortable loveseat that was moved to his bedroom, and he was freshly bathed and dressed in clean clothes. Not too far away stood the small tin tub into which he’d been tossed for a thorough scrubbing no more than an hour ago. “This is hot. I don’t like it.”

“Ha! Since when have eight-year-old boys become judges of fashion?” 

Nicola tried to think of a proper retort, but when he glanced up at Pietra’s face, he found her doing a poor job of suppressing a smile, and he relaxed. Conceding, he allowed her to make him look decent, and his conscience managed to remind him that he’d also made things difficult for the poor woman after coming back indoors in a right state—all dried mud and grass after he’d tripped and fallen into rain-soaked ground not just once or even twice, but three times, maybe even four. Perhaps it was his fault for not waiting for the ground to dry after the previous day’s downpour, but he felt restless and fidgety and managed to slip out of the house for his usual countryside exploration. He didn’t make it too far. In fact, with the ground so soft and muddy, he had stumbled quite a few times and had nearly swallowed mouthfuls of wet earth. Fatigue, a very common result of his wanderings despite the short and easy distances he always covered, had set in, and he was forced to return home and present himself to the horrified housekeeper.

It was one of those painful reminders of how much better off he’d be had he been born with two normal legs. Any boy with functional lower limbs would easily have avoided these catastrophic little accidents, even with the ground in such a state. 

He glanced down at his unhealthy, shrunken, and awkwardly bent right leg, the trouser leg covering it not doing anything in easing his embarrassment at being stricken with infantile paralysis when he was only three, one that had led to a withered and barely functional limb. He balled one hand into a fist and pounded the leg.

“I don’t want this! I want it off me!”

“Stop that! Do you hear me? Stop it!”

“It’s ugly! I hate it!”

Pietra managed to grab his hand and hold it still, watching him in grim silence as Nicola did what he normally did when forced to face his physical limitations: rage and weep and hurt himself. When he tried to use his other hand with which to hit his leg, she grabbed hold of that one as well and Nicola fought hard, sobbing and kicking at her with his good leg. It wasn’t the first time, either, when Nicola cursed ladies’ fashion, even among servants, for the layers of petticoats shielded Pietra from his hysterical, wild thrashing.

He stopped eventually. Fatigued both physically and emotionally, though he remained in Pietra’s iron grip even as he sagged, crying, his arms held up and away from his body, tears and mucus dripping on his clothes. 

“Do you promise not to hurt yourself again?” she asked after another moment’s heavy silence, and Nicola nodded, bowing his head. With a sigh, she released him and fumbled around for a handkerchief. She tipped his head back and wiped his face, murmuring gentle words as she did, till he wept himself into complete exhaustion, and it was all he could do to slide off the loveseat, hobble close, embrace her, and hiccough against her thick skirts. 

“Come now, Nicola,” Pietra said, crouching down and returning his embrace. “You’re not ugly or useless. I know that it isn’t fair, and it’s not your fault, but life’s just—it’s so unpredictable, and all we can do is overcome these things the best way we can. Hitting yourself and crying don’t show the world what you’re really made of. You’re still able to move around. You wander all over the countryside without help. What does it matter if you limp or you’re too slow by everyone else’s standards? You’re not an invalid. You’re better off than a good deal of other people out there—people who’ve got full use of their legs, too.”

“How?” Nicola asked, peering dully over her shoulder, feeling himself relax even more under her gentle, soothing strokes on his back. He held on, refused to let go. 

“You’re healthier in all other ways. You’re a bright young man. You know how to read and write. You’re not poor and starving. Shall I go on?”

Nicola shook his head, and Pietra chuckled. 

“All right,” she added as she pulled away, smiling at him while wiping his face again. “You’re a bit of a mess now, but I think something sweet will make you feel a little better. What do you think?” 

“May I go see Papa afterward?”

She sighed, pressing her thin mouth into a tight line, and regarded him thoughtfully. “We’ll see, child. We’ll see.”

Without waiting for a response, she stood up and offered a hand to Nicola, who took it and walked out of the bedroom with her. They went straight to the kitchen, not the dining room, where a piece of cake awaited Nicola’s pleasure on the small kitchen table. Preparing one of the chairs with an old pillow for proper elevation, Pietra helped Nicola sit down, and he spent the rest of the hour enjoying being spoiled, while Pietra bustled around, preparing dinner and telling him stories about magic from her childhood.

He didn’t broach the subject about his father again, but he still planned to carry out his schemes. Whether or not Pietra approved, he was determined to watch his father at work—or, rather, subtly remind his father that Nicola existed. He stole occasional glances in Pietra’s direction and didn’t catch her watching him, for she was too busy with work that required at least two people. It was fortunate for her that only Nicola and his father lived in that house, which made her work a bit easier, though looking after the needs of a lame child was likely the equivalent of working for a family of four. 

* * * *
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IT WAS EASY SPYING on his father when the man worked in that old and small carriage house that he had turned into a workshop. Jacopo Gregori was a very intense man when it came to his craft, and it took something loud or drastic to draw his attention away from his work. For better or for worse, he always forgot to fix the old lock on the door, sometimes leaving it slightly ajar as he hurried about his work, and Nicola took advantage of that, hobbling as quietly as he could to the door and peering inside. 

His father had his back to him, and scattered around the room were handmade clocks of varying states of completion. Most towered above Nicola’s father, though some of them were wall clocks, albeit large ones. Intricate carvings in the wooden cases or in rare instances, the clock faces themselves, filled Nicola’s immediate world. The rhythmic but unsynchronized clicking and ticking of inner mechanisms from a number of sources gave the strange and remarkable beauty of his father’s designs a more otherworldly quality. It seemed as though a dozen clocks coming from a dozen different worlds converged in one room, each trying to out-tick the others in its unique way. 

As though in mimicry of the cacophonous sounds of clicking, whirring, and ticking, the carvings that embellished the clocks boasted a variety of fantastical creatures, some of which seemed to be caught in the writhing canes of thorny and wilting flowers. Nicola recognized satyrs, gargoyles, skeletons, and mask-like faces all set in alarming contorted expressions. There were somber, hooded figures with heads bowed, dancing women with wide, crazed eyes and strange knife-like instruments in their hands, and monstrous lizard-like creatures struggling to free themselves from graves or crypts. Images of the moon and the sun matched the grotesque imagery, with faces carved into them, all staring out with simmering malevolence in their eyes.

Was his father trying to tell wild, imaginative stories through his clocks? Nicola wouldn’t be surprised if he did, and Nicola devoured as many of the details as he could, marveling in stunned silence and feeling his skin prickle from the frightening effects of his father’s incredible imagination.

Nicola gaped. He stood at the door, leaning against the doorframe to ease the weight off his weak leg and chewing on a finger as he watched in wide-eyed fascination. His father muttered to himself as he worked, his clothes soiled even with his smock on. Whenever he turned around to search for tools, Nicola shrank back and pulled the door with him till he was sure it was safe to watch again. If his father noticed the workshop door standing more widely open than usual, he didn’t give any indication. He kept his head bent as he looked for things, sometimes muttering to himself, his movements edged with nervous energy. This fierce concentration often baffled and frightened Nicola, but it served him well when it came to the risk of being discovered. 

Eventually Nicola’s excitement and immense pride in his father’s artistry overrode all caution, and he widened the door further and leaned against the doorframe for support. When his father turned around again to dig through his collection of tools, Nicola braced himself but didn’t move away. 

His father stopped and looked up sharply, frowning. “What’s this?” he demanded. “What are you doing here?”

Nicola’s heart hammered, but he refused to leave. “I’m just watching, Papa,” he said, his voice small and thin. “I won’t go inside, I swear. I won’t touch any of your clocks.”

“No, no. This isn’t a place for you. Where’s Pietra? Why on earth did she let you come here?”

“It’s not her fault. I left her when she wasn’t looking.”

“How many times do I have to tell you that I never want to be bothered while I’m working?” his father asked, his voice low and tight, edged with the threat of physical punishment.

“I really like your clocks, Papa,” Nicola said in a mad rush of words, and he clenched and unclenched his hands as he spoke—a nervous reaction, especially since he’d been told very forcefully never to engage in bad habits like biting his nails when he was anxious. His father had even emphasized his injunction by slapping Nicola’s wet and chewed up hand away from Nicola’s mouth. “I do. I think you’re the best clockmaker in the world, and I want to be like you someday.”

His father shook his head, his frown deepening. He then set his tools aside, walked around his worktable, and strode toward the door. 

“If you have your head on right, you’ll be going to a damned school, not turn to apprenticeships like I did. You’re lucky you weren’t born poor, and you’d better remember it. You want to make our family proud? Get yourself into a good school and prove that you’re better than everyone, especially your father!”

Nicola blinked, shrinking into himself. He realized that his head was definitely not on right, for he didn’t care for the idea of going to school. He wished—had always wished more than anything—to be like his father. To have the imagination, the artistic skills in giving life to so many wonderful, unnatural images. Nicola believed that he could be just as good if only his father would show him how. He’d prove himself an eager and hard-working student, the kind who’d make his father proud despite the lack of a formal education. For quite some time, Nicola had dreamt of showing off his skills, even outdoing his father with his clever designs and unique approach to clock making.

“But I want to make clocks, too. With monsters and ghosts like what yours have,” he said. “I want to make clocks with wild things carved into them, and the clocks tell special stories about them while telling time.” 

“I’m not raising you to be an idiot. Don’t think like one. Do you hear me? Don’t ever be a miserable clockmaker—not even when I’m dead and rotting in my grave.” His father raised a hand, but to strike or to warn, Nicola didn’t know. He violently shied away once his father reached him. 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, I’m not going to hit you, boy,” his father retorted, though he grabbed Nicola’s arm roughly. “Stop your whimpering.” With a firm jerk of his hand, he pulled Nicola away from the door and marched him out into the middle of the garden area. “Pietra!” he called out. “Pietra! Where are you?”

Nicola thought his ears had shattered from the volume of his father’s bellow. When the rear door that led to the kitchen swung open and Pietra hurried outside, Nicola sighed in defeat.

“I told you not to let the boy near the workshop while I’m there,” his father barked. 

“I didn’t know, Signore,” Pietra said, coloring, as she ran up to them and gently took Nicola’s hand in hers. “I’m very sorry. I got too busy preparing for dinner that I didn’t realize he’d slipped away. I’ll keep him in his room.”

“Do that. I don’t want to see him unless I call for him. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Signore.”

Nicola’s father barely gave him another glance when he relinquished his hold on Nicola. He turned around and stalked back to his workshop, this time slamming the door shut behind him. 

“Now you’ve done it,” Pietra said, giving Nicola’s wrist a quick tug. “I told you not to bother him, didn’t I? Why don’t you ever listen? Now he’s angry with you.”

She turned and half-dragged him back inside the house. 

“Papa’s always angry with me, anyway. I don’t see any difference with how he is now.”

“Don’t be silly. He only gets angry when you’re disobedient. Now come along. I’m sure we’ll be able to find something to occupy you till dinner time.”

Nicola hardly listened to her, however. His father was angry at him, always resentful of his existence, blaming him for his mother’s death when Nicola was only an infant. Illness? Yes, an illness took her, probably the same illness that condemned him to a lifetime of embarrassments and perhaps loneliness. Nicola might only be eight years old, but he was no fool, and he’d learned at too early an age to read into other people’s behavior toward him—especially his father’s. 

Then again, a vindictive former housekeeper had told him those things when she was sacked, and Nicola couldn’t help but believe her spiteful claims. His father’s impatience and iciness toward him only served to confirm his suspicions.

Pietra had always insisted that his father loved him despite his brusque manner and his distance, but Nicola was never convinced. Too many hours spent alone, his mind preyed upon by those shrill echoes of a sneering old woman’s words, had done their job in shaping Nicola’s perceptions till he barely clung to the hope that someday his father would consider paying him a sliver of undivided and sincere attention. That someday seemed so far away.

Once they reached his bedroom, Pietra opened his toy chest and dug through, beckoning him to come over and find something he liked. 

“You can play in the kitchen if you want,” she said as he stared at his toys, feeling nothing but apathy and a dull ache in his chest. He reached in and pulled out a random toy—a handmade wooden soldier that he’d received from one of their neighbors for his birthday the previous year. Nicola had broken the soldier’s right leg and refused to have it fixed.

He spent the rest of his pre-dinner time in the kitchen, playing with the lame wooden soldier, but he recalled nothing of the hours. It didn’t bother him the least, as he’d long grown used to such moments of forgetful, mindless play. It was better than spending the time crying, of which he was on the verge hour after hour since his father booted him out of the workshop. 

Later that evening, when he knew that everyone had gone to bed, he crawled out from under the stifling layers of his blankets and tiptoed over to his writing desk. He pulled out his little journal and started sketching what he could remember of his father’s designs, taking care to label them with names and descriptions that were entirely his. 

“This will be a wonderful story when I’m done,” he muttered, smiling at his crude handiwork under the bright, silvery glow of the moon, which filtered through the window against which his writing desk was set. “Maybe Pietra will be interested in reading it when I’m done.”

Frowning, biting his nail, and turning things in his mind, Nicola tried to shape a story around the marvelous creatures he’d seen. Every once in a while, he’d gasp in triumph as an idea struck, and he’d scribble down phrases and sentences that he thought would help him piece little scenes together into a coherent fairy tale. Oh, what he’d give to see his story unfold as carved figures on a clock’s wooden case or even the clock face itself, with the intricate workings of the clock’s inner machinery propelling the story forward!

Nicola frowned as he considered how all these wild possibilities could come about without the literal use of magic bringing such a marvelous clock alive. At length he shrugged. “I suppose I can find someone who’ll be willing to teach me magic, too,” he muttered. That sounded like a lovely plan. “Learning how to make clocks and how to do magic sounds much more interesting than going to school, anyway.”

It was exciting, this surge of creativity. Its awesome power crushed the disappointments and the pain of the day, and Nicola was soon lost in his imagination, his thin wrist hurting after several moments of mad writing. When he thought that he was finished, he sat back in his chair, grinning in extreme pleasure as he eyed his sketches and the scattered notes that filled five pages of his journal. It wasn’t bad for an evening’s work.

The following morning, after breakfast, Nicola told Pietra about his new masterpiece. The housekeeper listened with attention as a flood of words poured out of Nicola’s mouth, and she interrupted here and there to tell him to stop bouncing too much in his chair, for he was making her dizzy.

“What do you think?” he asked once he finished. “Do you think it’s a good story?”

She pursed her lips and looked thoughtful for a nerve-wracking moment, and then nodded. “It is, my dear. You know, it also sounds like that wandering demon story that I used to tell you.”

Nicola’s blood froze. “It does? I wasn’t thinking about it when I put together my drawings.”

“No, but it’s already deep in your head. How many times have I told you that story?”

Nicola stared at her, incredulous. “That’s not fair,” he said. 

“You sweet, mad thing,” she replied, leaning on her elbows over her coffee and chuckling, her eyes sparkling with amusement and mischief. “That story’s been told a hundred different ways, you know. Anyone with a good imagination can still take an old story and tell it in his own way and make it as wonderful and exciting and unique as the original.” 

“You know a lot of stories. Did you read hundreds of books?” Nicola doubted it, but he did find it remarkable that a servant would be so knowledgeable and articulate. Having spent a great deal of time in Pietra’s company lulled him into a sweet kind of passivity regarding her intellect, and now he expected all housekeepers to be very smart.

She laughed at this. “My parents gave me a number of books,” she replied. “I grew up a schoolmaster’s daughter, you know.”

He stared at her, frowning. “You did? Why aren’t you married to a good man and hiring your own housekeeper?”

“Both of my parents died when I was still young, Nicola. I was left on my own, with no relatives to take me in. Besides, I’d sooner soil my hands with honest, hard work than live off someone’s charity.”

Nicola listened, amazed, his story forgotten, which Pietra seemed to notice, for she quickly changed the subject, reaching over to him and tapping his forehead and then his heart with a finger. “This is where magic happens, Nicola. Here and here. You might not have inherited your father’s skill in clock-making, but you’re just as imaginative and passionate as he is. If you work hard on improving yourself, I’m sure you’ll be a great magician in your own right.”

“I don’t know magic. I’d like to learn, though.”

Pietra sighed, but she grinned as she shook her head. “I’ll play along with you and pretend you know what you’re talking about—or I’ll pretend you never heard a single word I said about what I really mean when I say ‘magic’.” Then she stood up to walk around the table and give Nicola a kiss on the head. “Now you’d better not test your father like you did yesterday.”

“Then I’ll draw some more. Maybe my story needs more gargoyles.” He scowled at her. “I still don’t understand what you said about me becoming a great magician. If I don’t learn magic, how can I be one?”

Pietra laughed as she walked off to get her daily work started.

* * * *
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ONE OF THE ODD GOINGS on in Nicola’s young life was the occasional flow of strange people who wished to see his father. All dressed in somber suits and tall silk hats as befitted respectable gentlemen of the day, they also had about them a grim, forbidding air. Nicola wasn’t allowed to be anywhere near them, naturally, but he’d sneak peeks through the kitchen door or the top of the stairs whenever he could, while Pietra welcomed the strangers and led them to the small study where Nicola’s father hid himself whenever he wasn’t working on his clocks. 

The general manner and attitude of those strange gentlemen spoke of serious business of some kind, and they always stayed in the study for about an hour straight. When they left, they also left behind a gloomy air that was thick and stifling even to Nicola, who didn’t know who they were and what their business was. 

It was also pointless asking Pietra. 

“It’s none of your business, child,” she’d always say while pushing over a small plate of cake or any other sweet treats for him. Inducement, it looked like, for him to stop his questions and to be silent about a matter that didn’t concern him. Not that Nicola minded at all, and cake was very effective in doing its job.

His father, unfortunately, appeared to be worn out and depressed afterward, often disappearing from home for hours at a time and not coming back till midnight or beyond, drunk and desperate. 

* * * *

[image: image]


WHEN HE WAS TEN, NICOLA was sent off to school—a small but respectable establishment a few towns away, which made it easy for him to travel back home during holidays and for vacation. There he learned practical matters such as arithmetic and facts, but he held on to all those magnificent creations in his head, even taking his old journal with him, so he could sketch more creatures in it. This time, however, he felt a good deal of pride in knowing that those fantastical things were solely his invention, not awe-struck recollections of his father’s designs. 

He couldn’t help but smile whenever Pietra’s words came to mind. Nicola understood her meaning now, and he thought it a wonderfully mad thing to be able to make magic through his own imaginings, his creativity moving from vague pictures in his head to more detailed drawings in his journal to disjointed sentences and finally to half-baked stories. 

Accounts from home came in the shape of letters from Pietra, never his father. 

We’re all doing well, Nicola, and we miss you. We also enjoy thinking about how school can teach you everything you need to know to make all that magic in your head a reality, and we hope to see you back for the summer, an apprentice magician but not the literal kind, the most recent letter said, drawing a wistful smile from Nicola. 

He swore to do them proud, of course, though in some respects, holding on to all those brilliant creations in his mind developed a more practical use when it came to coping with his new environment. 

Being the only lame student in school, Nicola was often picked on by schoolyard bullies, and half of his sincere efforts at making friends yielded frightening moments stuck in a farmer’s property, exposed to the potential mauling by dogs or even angry bulls. Older and stronger students would lure him there and then run away, laughing, while he realized too late the danger of his situation. Scrambling over fences or trees was a clumsy process with only one good leg to help him, and he always found himself a mere hair’s breadth from tragedy. From those fences and trees he managed to find some safety, awkwardly clinging to them, sweat dripping, muscles aching, and sobbing while dogs barked and snapped at him or irritated bulls snorted and paced below. That Nicola would be escorted back to school by a red-faced and irate farmer further heightened his humiliation and sent him hiding from the rest of the school for hours and hours. 

He heard some of the whispered jokes and the stifled laughter once the prank of the day was talked about among tittering students. Those precious few—Nicola had counted four—who were his friends stuck by him. Bright and enthusiastic in their own ways, they nevertheless impressed upon Nicola that the only way for someone like him to survive was to work hard in being as invisible to everyone else as possible—physically and intellectually. It wasn’t enough to blend in with the rest of the boys in appearance, but one also needed to avoid making himself special in any way in the classroom, for it drew unwanted attention.

“You do have the disadvantage of a bad leg,” one of his friends noted with a thoughtful little frown. “It’ll be a little difficult getting everyone to ignore you. We’re used to being ignored since we don’t do anything out of the ordinary.” He paused and grinned—a bright, proud sort of grin that made Nicola wince. “And none of us looks special enough for some imbecile to notice.”

“Stay with us,” one boy said, giving him a friendly punch in the arm. “Those pigs are idiots who harass anyone weaker than they are.”

“More like cowards, really,” another student sniffed. “That’s their way of making themselves feel good about how pathetic they are.” 

“And our headmaster’s interested in money and nothing else. He won’t care what happens unless someone dies. I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

Nicola would have to agree with the last claim, appalling it might be. The headmaster did nothing to punish the bullies, and Nicola discovered that those boys came from some of the richest families in the neighboring towns. All the comfort he received was a stern reprimand never to allow his judgment to be overruled by childish desires for friendship.

“Know your limits, and stick to them,” the headmaster said, impatience tingeing his words. “You’d do well not to wander out from your corner and put yourself in everyone’s way.” 

Nicola’s tiny circle of friends meant well, but their belief in mediocrity as a way of surviving school didn’t sit well with him. He was grateful for their friendship, of course, and spent as much time as he could with them, but eventually, he found that he’d rather isolate himself from the rest of the student body and immerse himself in his books and his journal. He’d grown so restless and uninspired, and his ongoing fear of being targeted for future humiliation made him yearn for something far, far better and impossible. 

Sometimes he’d spend far too much time mulling over his journal contents, his gaze devouring those sketches and feeding his imagination with unreality after unreality. Ghouls, fairies, nymphs, and specters all filling up worlds that would never exist—those were much more preferable than the stifling, painful hours spent in a school that cared little for its disadvantaged students. 

I miss you all, he’d write back home. I wish I could stay home with you. He’d pause whenever he was on the verge of recounting his harrowing experiences, and lingering images of his father’s look of exasperation, disappointment, and anger held his pen. Then he’d crumple the first sheet into a ball and toss it aside, leaving him a fresh one for his lies. I’m doing very well in my classes and have made plenty of friends. They’re all very nice here, and they never mock my deformity. Some of them are my heroes, and I enjoy listening to them talk about their dreams, and they encourage me to follow mine. I couldn’t have been luckier.
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Chapter 2
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“How long will Papa be away this time?” Nicola asked, ignoring Pietra’s protests as he finished sweeping the kitchen floor. When she marched up to him, he waved her away with a mock snarl, and she rolled her eyes and went back to the table where she sat down with a relieved sigh. She appeared a little tired from walking up to Nicola and then back, but she tucked some stray hair behind her ear and resumed wiping the newly washed dishes.

“He said he’ll be back in a month’s time.”

“We’ll be missing his birthday, then.”

Nicola looked up in time to find Pietra glancing at him, and they flashed each other rueful little smiles. “Just because he isn’t here doesn’t mean we can’t celebrate,” she replied, a little sparkle lighting up her eyes.

“Let’s have a grand private dinner party,” Nicola offered, drawing bright, bubbly laughter from the housekeeper. “It won’t cost us much, seeing as how there’ll only be two of us attending.”

“I like how you think,” Pietra said once her laughter died down, and she sighed again. 

“It’s good to be economical, you know. I mean, one can never be sure of what might happen next to one’s money.”

Nicola saw the housekeeper freeze for a fraction of a second while wiping a platter dry, the sudden stiffness around Pietra’s shoulders betraying a heightened alertness caused by Nicola’s remark. Then she was back to her work with a long, soft exhalation as though in relief, behaving as though nothing had happened.

With some concern, Nicola took in the weathered appearance of the woman who became his closest and only childhood friend. He was now fourteen years old, and Pietra remained with the tiny family, her deep fondness for both Nicola and his father binding her to them. She had turned sixty years old two months before, and already it appeared as though she’d aged another ten years. Her occasional bouts of ill health made her even more fragile than ever. Nicola had appealed to his father a few times already, and he’d also begged Pietra to agree to hire someone for help around the house, but the housekeeper refused to listen. He didn’t suspect financial constraints being the reason behind his father and Pietra’s responses then, but now he did.

Nicola tried not to think about the future, for even though he’d been haunted before by the thought of someday losing Pietra, he found that he wasn’t ready for it, and he was convinced that he never would be. Cursing silently at himself, he turned back to his task and was soon done. Nicola went outside and washed his hands at the pump, cudgeling his brain for absentee father birthday ideas. 

It was a common thing nowadays, his father being away. Since Nicola began school, his father had been venturing farther and farther away for commissions, and he’d been very successful in finding new jobs half the time, which didn’t promise the family much, for Nicola’s education cost them a lot of money. Nicola had long been aware of this since he first set foot in school, wide-eyed and terrified. The school might be located in the country and it was small compared to other schools in the more modern urban centers, but uniforms, rooms, and meals required compensation. 

Since his father refused to talk to him about his work, Nicola had learned to hold his tongue at the dinner table, and mealtimes were quiet, somber moments that seemed to be endured out of necessity unless they wished to die of hunger. 

When Nicola re-entered the kitchen, he sat down at the table and idly watched Pietra put the dry dishes away.

“Is Papa in trouble financially?” he asked, diving straight to the point.

“If he is, child, he doesn’t say.”

“Or won’t admit to it.”

Pietra frowned at him but kept bustling around the kitchen. “It’s always good to go out there and find new customers, you know. There are only so many clocks he can make for people in this area. His clocks last a good long time, and I’ve talked to some of the servants of families who’ve commissioned your father years ago, and they all say the same thing—that their clocks are beautiful and haunting and work just as well as they did since the beginning.”

Nicola beamed with pride. “I suppose that’s the disadvantage of being good at what he does,” he said. “His work lasts a long time, and he’ll also have to wait a long time to create new ones to replace them, right?”

“So now he has to travel to secure new commissions.”

There was something in Pietra’s tone and the way she spoke those few words that struck Nicola as unconvincing, but then again, perhaps it was because he wasn’t keen on believing her explanations. In his gut, Nicola suspected that his family was struggling with money; that perhaps no one wanted to commission a talented clock maker who insisted on fantastical and rather unsettling designs for his creations. There was something irrational, sacrilegious, and darkly mocking about those clocks—an old, old aesthetic that folks nowadays no longer believed in or had long dismissed as nothing more than superstitious silliness. Nicola might consider them brilliant, but most of the world would probably disagree. 

“Nicola, you really shouldn’t resort to menial duties around the house,” Pietra said from one corner of the kitchen. She had her back turned to him then, so he couldn’t see the look on her face when she spoke. “There are only two of you I’m looking after, and neither of you requires a great deal of care. I don’t understand why you think that soiling your hands with drudgework would be a good way to pass your time. What about your family’s library?”

Nicola shrugged despite the fact that she still had her back to him. “Something different, I suppose. I want to be helpful around here, not sit around and pretend like I’m important.” He stared at the weathered wood of the table and started running his fingers over the grain. “Doesn’t it help you?”

“That’s not the point, and you know it.” Pietra sighed as she walked to another end of the kitchen, where a large, old sideboard stood, and she bent down to look through the shelves for something. “I’ve also noticed that you’ve grown less willing to talk about things, and you walk around as though you’re trying to avoid being noticed by people.”

“I walk the way I’ve always walked. You never bothered me about that before,” Nicola replied sullenly. The table’s grain held his attention, and he refused to look up even for a second, afraid of what he’d see in Pietra’s fading eyes. 
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