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			1.

			She was found with her back against the side of a pine tree. Dust and scattered cones nestled along the backs of her folded legs, thick strands of dark hair partially covering her face. One of her arms was leaning against the base of the tree and the other was laid out flat, fingers resting on the edge of the curved road. She was motionless, her eyes closed, her lips slightly parted. A gentle wind ruffled her blue-flowered dress, and one of her high-heeled shoes hung loose off her right foot.

			It was seven in the morning on what would be another brutally hot summer day in Ischia, the sun rising above the calm waters of the port several miles below, its angled rays slowly beginning to wrap the woman in a blanket of warmth.

			Two carabinieri officers parked their motorcycles at an angle to block off access to the road, patiently waiting for the medical examiner to arrive before allowing the body to be removed. A small group had gathered across the way—men and women who had been preparing to open their shops or head to work, stopped by the sight of the body of a woman none seemed to recognize.

			The younger of the officers stared at the body, a concerned look on his boyish face. “There’s no blood anywhere,” he said in a low voice. “It’s almost as if she fell over and went to sleep.”

			“A sleep that lasts forever,” the other officer said, stepping next to the young carabiniere. “Most likely a heart attack did her in. From the looks of it, she’s been here a few hours. That puts the time of death in the middle of the night. Where would she be going? There’s nothing around here at that hour but shuttered shops and a gas station. Closest house is at least a mile down the road.”

			A carabinieri car came up behind them, braking to a stop in front of the two motorcycles. The two officers turned from the woman’s body and waited for their captain to approach them.

			Captain Paolo Murino nodded at them and gave a quick glance at the group on the far side of the road. He stepped closer to the dead woman, his eyes taking in the curled body and the area where she had come to rest. “Who called it in?” he asked, without turning his head.

			“Local fruit peddler,” the younger officer said. “Told me he was driving past on his way down from his farm, his truck packed with deliveries.”

			“Did he stop to check on her?” Captain Murino asked.

			“No, sir,” the officer said. “He gave her only a passing look, thought she might have had too much to drink and fell asleep. And he was running late as it was.”

			“Did he leave you with a name?”

			The younger carabiniere pulled a notebook from his jacket pocket and flipped open several pages. “Caldani,” he said. “Bernardo Caldani.”

			“Check him out, make sure he is what he says he is,” Murino said, staring at the younger of the two. “Your first week in Ischia, Franco, and you get to work a homicide. I’m certain that’s not what you expected when you were transferred from Rome. Like anyone else who does a tour on the island, you were looking forward to days filled with quiet street patrols and flirting with tourists.”

			“What makes you so certain it was a homicide?” the second officer asked.

			“Well, for one thing, her body would be at rest at that angle only if she had a number of broken bones,” Captain Murino said. “I’m sure even you took note of that, Enrico.”

			“Yes, sir, I did,” Enrico said. “But she could have fallen, tripped, and landed hard enough to break a bone or two.”

			“Perhaps,” Captain Murino said, moving away from the two officers and standing in the center of the road. “But those two black skid marks tell me otherwise. If you compare them to the others on the road, you’ll notice they are darker and deeper. That tells me they’re fresh skid marks. Which might mean the woman’s body was dumped or tossed from a car. She hit the ground hard, causing additional damage to her body.”

			“She is someone without a name,” Franco said. “We didn’t want to touch the body until the medical examiner signed off, but we looked for a bag or a purse and there wasn’t any to be found.”

			“She has a name,” Captain Murino said. “We just don’t know it yet.”

			He turned to gaze out at the harbor below, where the first of the morning tourist boats were starting to head out for their trip around the island, and a packed hydrofoil was coming in to drop off another batch of guests. It was the second week of July and the tourists had been arriving in numbers far greater than any previous year. Murino had been stationed in Ischia for six years now and was still surprised by the thousands who flocked to the island each season. Ischia, eighteen miles off the Naples coast, had been, since the late 1960s, a prime vacation destination for a devoted number of Northern Italian, German, British, and American tourists who packed its many restaurants and beaches and enjoyed the supposedly healing powers of the thermal spas spread across the large island.

			Captain Murino was in his mid-thirties, slim, with light brown razor-cut hair and, when the occasion called for it, a warm and engaging smile. He was engaged to a local girl he had planned to marry the previous fall. The wedding had been postponed, however, due to a family illness. It was now set for the following fall, weeks after the last of the tourists had left the island, and he planned to make Ischia his permanent home, providing his superiors didn’t have another transfer in mind. He was a Northern Italian who had grown to love the island and its many customs and traditions, but was still regarded with suspicion by many of the locals. Over time, he was ever so slowly building up goodwill and trust among people who gave out such feelings with great reluctance.

			“Canvass the area, talk to as many of the locals as you can,” he said to the two officers. “Focus on the ones who live close by. Maybe one or two heard something or, with luck, saw something. Perhaps they might have a clue as to who this woman is or where she came from.”

			“Not exactly a pleasant way to begin a new day,” Enrico said, looking back at the crowd, grown larger since he had first come onto the scene.

			Captain Murino looked at Enrico for a moment and then turned and stared at the body of the dead woman lying on the side of the quiet road. “Or to end one,” he said in a low voice.

		

	
		
		
			2.

			Nonna Maria stood in front of the glass butcher’s counter in the open-air market of the port. It was early morning and the large space was already filled with shoppers, mostly locals buying what they needed for the afternoon meal and a handful of tourists who wandered through more out of curiosity than need. Behind the counter, a tall young man was running a thick slab of prosciutto through the slicing machine.

			“I like it thin, Rafael,” Nonna Maria said to the young man. “But not so thin that the slices stick to the paper. That happened to me last time I was here. Took more time to free the slices than it did to make the panini.”

			“It’s not my fault, Nonna Maria,” Rafael said with a smile. “This machine has a mind of its own. It cuts the way it wants to cut.”

			“Then you should put the machine aside and cut the slices with a knife,” Nonna Maria said. “The way your father used to do. He had a surgeon’s touch.”

			“It was easier for him to pay attention to his work,” Rafael said, gazing around the crowded market. “There were fewer distractions back when he stood behind this counter.”

			“Your father didn’t have time for distractions,” Nonna Maria said. “He had a family to feed and a business to run. You’ll understand one day. Once you’re married and have children of your own.”

			“He was never happier than when he was behind this counter,” Rafael said. “He didn’t think of it as a job. It was more like he was spending his days in the company of his friends.”

			“We felt the same way about him,” Nonna Maria said. “It was a different island in those years. It’s a much richer place now, our summers filled with tourists eager to spend money. And that makes it easier for our young men and women to earn a good living. But I miss those quiet days more and more. I suppose it is all part of getting old. But it’s nice to keep memories of friends alive. Friends like your father.”

			“He said you were the one who talked him out of opening a restaurant and into setting up a butcher shop instead,” Rafael said.

			“It was more my husband, Gabriel, than me,” Nonna Maria said. “But I agreed. Fabrizio hated crowds, and if a restaurant isn’t crowded it goes out of business. But he loved talking to people and was a great salesman. And he made a success out of being a butcher. He worked hard and I never once saw him without a smile on his face.”

			Rafael wrapped the prosciutto in brown paper and taped it down on both ends. “I know you asked for a kilo,” he said to Nonna Maria. “But I gave you a kilo and a half.”

			“Only if you let me pay for it,” Nonna Maria said.

			Rafael stepped out from behind the counter and rested a hand on Nonna Maria’s shoulder. “Think of it as a gift,” he said. “Not from me. From my father.”

			Nonna Maria smiled and nodded. “In that case, I thank you both,” she said. “You for the kind gesture and your father for the delicious gift.”

		

	
		
		
			3.

			Arianna Conte ran out of room 226 of the Grand Hotel Excelsior and bounded down two flights of stairs, bumping her hip against the curled iron railing just before reaching the entryway. She made a sharp left turn and came to a full stop at the front desk and slammed both her hands on the counter. She was short of breath, and a thin sheen of sweat coated her face and arms.

			“I need to speak to the manager,” she said, her loud voice echoing throughout the lobby. “And I need to speak to him now.”

			“He’s on a long-distance call at the moment,” the young woman behind the counter said, speaking in a mellow voice, looking to calm an agitated guest. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

			“You can go inside and tell him to hang up on that call and get out here,” Arianna Conte said, in an even louder voice. “And then you can put in a call to the police and have them here as soon as possible.”

			“The police?” the young woman said. “Why do you want me to call the police?”

			“Why?” Arianna shouted. “I’ll tell you why. My necklace was stolen from out of my room! A very valuable necklace, one that has been in my family for generations, handed down to me by my own mother.”

			“Are you sure you didn’t misplace it?” the young woman behind the counter asked.

			Arianna stared at the girl for a few moments, her anger rising with each passing second. She read the name on the tag pinned to the young woman’s white blouse. “I do not misplace anything, Branka,” she said. “Especially something as valuable as that necklace. Now, do as I asked you to do. Get the manager and call the police. That woman needs to be arrested before she has a chance to leave the hotel.”

			“What woman?”

			“What do you mean ‘what woman’?” Arianna said, slamming a fist on the counter. “The one who stole my necklace. A member of your cleaning crew. She’s been sniffing after that necklace since I checked in earlier this week. I had my suspicions about her, but I kept them to myself. If I had only acted sooner, none of this would have occurred.”

			“Did you see her take it?” Branka asked.

			“I didn’t have to witness it to know she’s the one who stole it,” Arianna said. “She’s in my room morning, afternoon, and night. Waits until I leave for a meal or head to the beach. Always watching. And when I return, my things have always been moved, never in the places where I left them. Including my necklace, there, in plain sight, for her to see and to take.”

			“Why did you not make use of the safe in your room?” Branka asked.

			“A child could break open that safe,” Arianna said. “I’ve been in many five-star hotels in my travels and have never kept anything in any safe. That’s the first place a thief looks when he, or in this case she, is looking to steal.”

			The hotel manager opened the door behind Branka and quietly stepped up to the counter. He was thin, of average height, with salt-and-pepper hair cropped short. He was wearing a crisp white shirt, open at the collar, and he stood directly across from Arianna. “I couldn’t help but overhear,” he said in a soothing voice. “The door to the office is not thick, as you can see.”

			“Then you are well aware that my precious necklace was stolen,” Arianna said.

			“I am well aware that you claim your necklace is missing,” the hotel manager said. “But I assure you, we will not rest until it is found.”

			“She says someone on the cleaning staff has taken it,” Branka said.

			“So I understand,” the hotel manager said. “Do you know the name of the alleged thief? You’ve said you’ve seen her multiple times, so I would imagine you got a look at her name tag, just as you are now looking at mine.”

			“Yes, Antonio,” Arianna said. “I can describe her and name her. For you and for the police. Her name is Loretta, a petite young woman, always with an annoying smile on her face.”

			Antonio stood quietly for a few moments, looking at Arianna, her multicolored robe no doubt costing more than he earned in a month, thick curls of blond hair hanging down the sides of her face. She was in her mid-sixties, he guessed, and looked it, despite the daily herbal treatments meant to give her a more youthful appearance. This was her first stay at his hotel, unlike many of the other guests who returned season after season, making the Excelsior their yearly retreat.

			“And you have no doubt it was Loretta who stole your necklace?” Antonio asked.

			“None whatsoever,” Arianna said.

			“I heard you tell Branka the necklace has been in your family for generations,” Antonio said. “I assume, then, that it’s not an inexpensive piece of jewelry.”

			Arianna leaned in closer to the counter, inches from Antonio, and spoke in a lower voice, tinged with underlying rage. “It is worth more than the meager amount you and your staff could earn in a lifetime,” she said.

			Antonio nodded and turned to Branka. “Please put in a call to the carabinieri,” he said to her. “Tell them we have a guest who wishes to report a theft. And then send one of the bellboys to go find Nonna Maria and ask her to come here as soon as she can.”

			“Why Nonna Maria?” Branka asked.

			Antonio turned to face Arianna and smiled. “For many reasons,” he said to Branka. “Prime among them is that Loretta is Nonna Maria’s goddaughter. Which means this incident will be of great interest to her.”

			“Who is this Nonna Maria?” Arianna asked, not bothering to hide her frustration.

			“If there has indeed been a theft,” Antonio said, “she will be a great help to the police in finding the thief and returning the necklace to you.”

			“Is she a police officer?” Arianna asked.

			Antonio shook his head. “No, Nonna Maria is not a member of the carabinieri,” he said.

			“What is she, then?”

			“Nonna Maria is simply a friend,” Antonio said. “A very good friend.”

		

	
		
		
			4.

			Nonna Maria was sitting on a stone bench in front of Saint Peter’s Church. She was dressed in widow’s black, the color she had worn every day since the death of her beloved husband, Gabriel, more than twenty years ago. She enjoyed watching the tourists parade past on the Corso Vittoria Colonna, heading off to the numerous pristine beaches or the many spas dotting Ischia during the day and, come sundown, dressed in their finest summer outfits eager to enjoy a meal in one of the popular restaurants that were always filled to capacity this time of year.

			Nonna Maria was in her seventies, though there were only a select few, besides her grown children and childhood friends, who knew her real age. She was short, walked with a slight limp favoring her right hip, and had a thick head of hair, white as a cloud, held together in a bun by an array of black pins. She was known and trusted by the island locals and had, over the course of many years, been the one they turned to if they needed help or advice. She was the one they went to see to help settle a family dispute or bring an end to a long-festering feud between neighbors. She was always there to offer financial advice, and sometimes aid, to those hampered by such problems. And, on a number of occasions, Nonna Maria had been called on to help a friend out of a much more serious problem, either accused of committing a crime or being involved in one.

			She had no training in these matters, nor did she claim to possess the skills of a seasoned detective. What Nonna Maria did have was a wide network of contacts throughout the island and as far away as Rome (though she had never set foot in that city). And she had the trust of the people of Ischia, earned through years of friendship and loyalty. She could be counted on to keep her word and never betray a trust. She didn’t bother with idle gossip, and when not off helping a friend in need, she was content to drink more than her share of coffee during the day and white wine in the evening and cook large, flavorful meals for her family. She doted on her many grand- and great-grandchildren and loved to sit at her dining room table, listening to the Neapolitan love ballads sung by her next-door neighbor.

			Nonna Maria thought of herself as a simple woman living a simple life in the only place she had ever called home. She had lived in her two-story stone house for over fifty years now and could never imagine herself anywhere else. It was the home she and her husband had bought when they first married, where she had raised a family, enjoyed moments of great happiness, and suffered through the grief of numerous tragedies. Through the years, she had seen friends and relatives age and prosper as the island grew in popularity. She had also seen far too many loved ones die from either accident or illness, often brought down at much too young an age.

			She was not an educated woman and never read a newspaper or magazine or book. She had not been to a movie or the theater in her life. Yet, despite that, Nonna Maria was intuitively smart and had a keen eye for observation. “A friend comes to her with a problem and she knows what steps need to be taken to help work it out,” Sophia Ventura, an old family friend, used to tell those who marveled at Nonna Maria’s ability to solve both disputes and criminal matters. “And she has eyes and ears everywhere. In that sense, Nonna Maria is a detective. The best one we have on Ischia.”

			She worked closely with the captain of the carabinieri, Paolo Murino, and over the past six years, a mutual respect and friendship had taken root. Nonna Maria never took credit for helping to solve a case. And she did her best not to interfere in police matters. As she often said, all she ever set out to do was offer help to a friend in need.

			That was her one mission and her true calling. And on an island populated by 65,000 and crammed with an additional half a million seasonal visitors, there was no better friend to have than Nonna Maria.

		

	
		
		
			5.

			Federico Castagna spotted Nonna Maria from across the crowded Corso and made his way toward the stone bench where she was sitting. She smiled at him as soon as she saw him approach, waving to her as he did. “I’ve been looking for you all morning,” he said, bending down and kissing her on both cheeks.

			“And now you’ve found me,” Nonna Maria said.

			“Would you mind if I sat down?” he asked.

			“It’s not my bench, Federico,” Nonna Maria said. “So, please, sit and tell me why you look so agitated.”

			Federico Castagna was a frail young man in his late twenties, his brown hair already beginning to thin at the top and his thick-framed eyeglasses seeming always in need of a proper cleaning. Nonna Maria had known him since he was a child. He had been a sad boy who had witnessed a number of tragedies at much too young an age. His father died when Federico was eight, one of several victims of a train derailment fifty miles outside Naples. His mother had suffered a stroke when Federico was still in his teens and he helped care for her and his younger sister, Isabella, while attending school and working part-time in a pastry shop near his small apartment on Via Casciaro. He was a good student and had applied himself to his schoolwork and now had a solid position as a junior accountant with a firm that handled the funds for a number of the island’s businesses.

			Despite what he had accomplished and his loving devotion to his mother and sister, there was a sadness he carried around like a weight. He had few friends on the island, stayed to himself, and was shy when approached. He seemed to live a life filled with darkness on an island drenched in sunshine.

			Federico sat next to Nonna Maria and wiped his brow with a handful of loose tissues. “There was an incident last night,” he said, speaking in a low tone, each word measured. “Just outside of Barano. The police are starting to look into it. So, at this point, I can’t say for certain whether what happened was an accident or a murder.”

			“How do you know all this?” Nonna Maria asked. “Were you there, or are you passing on what you’ve been told?”

			Federico stayed silent for a moment, tissues balled up in his hands. He was nervous and glanced at the faces of the tourists and locals as they passed in front of the church. “I was there,” he finally said. “I had driven up to have dinner with my sister and her family and was on my way back to my apartment. I stayed longer than I had planned and, as you know, the roads down from Barano are not lit late at night.”

			“The sharp turns and curves make driving even more difficult,” Nonna Maria said. “But you know enough to go slowly and not to have too much wine with your meal before having to go out on the road.”

			“I didn’t drink at all, Nonna Maria,” Federico said. “And I was going slowly, taking each curve as gently as I could manage. But the fog was heavy last night and it was difficult keeping my windshield clear. And my vision, even with these glasses, isn’t the best.”

			Nonna Maria leaned closer and reached for Federico’s hands, holding them softly. The young man was shaking and clearly frightened. She could see his body tremble and he had a hard time catching his breath.

			“What are you trying to tell me, Federico?” Nonna Maria asked. “Were you involved in this incident?”

			Federico shook his head and squeezed Nonna Maria’s hands. “I came around a bend, it was a tight turn and caught me by surprise. I felt a bump against the front of my car, on the right side, and heard a loud noise. I stopped soon as I could, on the other side of the curve, and I got out.”

			“Did you see anything or anyone?” Nonna Maria asked.

			“It was too dark to see,” he said. “All the shops were closed and the blinds drawn on the apartments above them. I walked up several feet and didn’t see anything. I thought maybe I had run over some poor animal or hit a barrier of some kind. And the evening fog was so thick it was difficult to see more than ten feet ahead of me. After a few minutes, I walked back to my car and drove home.”

			“So, it wasn’t until this morning that you heard about this incident?” Nonna Maria asked. “When your sister called you?”

			Federico nodded. “How did you know it was my sister who called?”

			“Because I know she’s the kind of sister who would want to make sure you made it home safely and to make sure you enjoyed the evening spent in the company of her family,” Nonna Maria said. “It’s what any sister would do.”

			“She called as I was about to leave my apartment and head to the office,” Federico said. “At first, she told me how much my niece and nephew enjoyed seeing me and that we should plan on another dinner later this month. And then she told me a woman had been found dead by the side of a road leading down to the port. She said the area was flooded with carabinieri and municipal police going door-to-door asking if anyone had seen or heard anything during the night. And that’s when I thought back to that moment with my car. When I thought I had hit something, or maybe someone.”

			“Did your sister tell you the name of the person that was hit near her home?” Nonna Maria asked.

			Federico stared at Nonna Maria, his eyes glistened with tears, streaming down both sides of his face. “I don’t have a name and I don’t think the police do, either. All I know is it was a woman, Nonna Maria, and her body was found early this morning. Found very close to where I drove past last night.”

			“And you think you might have hit her with your car?” Nonna Maria asked.

			Federico nodded. “A woman is dead, Nonna Maria,” he managed to say in between sobs. “And I may well have been the one who killed her.”

			“Compose yourself, Federico,” Nonna Maria said. “Go to your office and focus on your work. It’s all you can do for now.”

			“The police will want to talk to me,” Federico said. “It’s only a matter of time before they find out I drove past the area where the body was found.”

			“I know,” Nonna Maria said. “And when they come, you simply tell them the truth. Which is what I know you will do.”

			“And what will you do, Nonna Maria?” Federico asked.

			Nonna Maria stood and rested a hand on one side of Federico’s face. “What I have always tried to do,” Nonna Maria said. “Help my friends when they need me.”

		

	
		
		
			6.

			Nonna Maria walked past the two carabinieri officers stationed in front of the open gates leading to the garden-lined entrance of the Grand Hotel Excelsior. A taxi-van was parked by the entrance, the driver leaning against one of the sliding passenger doors. He was middle-aged, balding, with a handsome face and an expressive manner on most days. Today was not one of those days.

			He looked up when he saw Nonna Maria and waved in her direction. She walked over to his van. “You look troubled, Giovanni,” Nonna Maria said. “It seems to be the day for it.”

			“I am heartbroken, Nonna Maria,” Giovanni said.

			“You’re not the only one,” Nonna Maria said. “It’s not even time for lunch and there’s already a great deal of trouble on the island.”

			“You heard, then, about the woman found on the road near Barano?” Giovanni said.

			Nonna Maria nodded. “And a bellboy from the hotel caught up with me on Via Roma and told me my goddaughter has been accused of stealing a necklace from one of the hotel’s guests,” she said. “And now I see you with a sad look on your face and a heavy heart to go with it.”

			“Do you remember when one of my cats was run over by a hit-and-run driver last winter?” he asked. “And you offered to help find the driver who did it?”

			Nonna Maria nodded. “I wasn’t the only one who helped,” she said. “You have many good friends, Giovanni. And you have rescued so many stray cats and dogs over the years, not even Saint Francis could keep up with you.”

			“I called the local police and the carabinieri three times to report the incident, but no one ever came,” Giovanni said. “A dead cat wasn’t important enough for them to come investigate. But as soon as someone with money calls, or even just someone they think has money, look how fast they come running.”

			“Even without their help, the driver was found,” Nonna Maria said. “And he was fined for driving with an expired license.”

			“And the lawyer you helped me find proved he had been drinking. He went before a magistrate and ended up serving a three-month sentence in a Naples jail,” Giovanni said.

			“Justice can be served in many ways,” Nonna Maria said. “What matters is he was caught, not who did the catching.”

			“And now instead of one of my cats, it’s a poor young woman who is dead on the side of the road,” Giovanni said.

			“Did you know this woman?” Nonna Maria asked.

			Giovanni shook his head. “It just makes me sad to hear such things,” he said. “This is such a beautiful island, Nonna Maria, filled with fine people and thousands of tourists during the season. Yet, every summer, it seems we are faced with one tragedy after another.”

			“It’s a sad part of life, Giovanni,” Nonna Maria said. “Just because we are lucky to call Ischia our home doesn’t free us from dangers.”

			“I won’t keep you any longer, Nonna Maria,” Giovanni said. “And if you should need any help with whatever is going on in there, you know where to find me.”

			“How many dogs and cats do you have now on your farm?” Nonna Maria asked.

			“At last count, there were twenty-seven,” Giovanni said with a smile. “Each one happy and content. They love roaming the property, and most of all, they love my wife’s cooking.”

			“I changed my mind. You are not the saint, Giovanni,” Nonna Maria said. “Your wife is the one who should have a statue in her name.”

		

	
		
		
			7.

			Nonna Maria moved slowly across the stone pathway leading to the doors of the Excelsior. Branka was behind the counter and gave Nonna Maria a warm smile. Branka had known Nonna Maria since she was a child newly arrived with her parents from Croatia. Nonna Maria had found her family an apartment in the port area and helped ease their transition to life on an island not accustomed to strangers. “I knew you would be here soon as you heard,” she said. “Loretta is on the second floor, talking to one of the carabinieri.”

			“How is she?” Nonna Maria asked.

			“I only got a quick glimpse of her, but she seems to be holding up,” Branka said. “I would imagine she’s upset, and if I were in her place, a bit angry. To be charged with a crime, any crime, is enough to shock anyone.”

			“Accused,” Antonio said, stepping out of his office and up to the counter. “Not yet charged.”

			“Are there any other witnesses to Loretta’s crime?” Nonna Maria asked. “Other than the woman who says her necklace was stolen?”

			“None as yet, Nonna Maria,” Antonio said. “But it’s still very early in the investigation.”

			“So, what happens to Loretta while the carabinieri go about their business?” Nonna Maria asked.

			Antonio drew a deep breath before he answered. “She’s been relieved of her post,” he said. “She is no longer a member of the staff.”

			“Without knowing for sure that she actually took this necklace?” Nonna Maria said.

			“I’m afraid so, Nonna Maria,” Antonio said. “I had no other choice.”

			“There is always a choice, Antonio,” Nonna Maria said.

			“I realize she’s your goddaughter,” Antonio said. “But I have a responsibility to the hotel and to the guests who stay here. And given that we’re in the middle of the summer season, I need to find a replacement for her as soon as possible. I know you don’t agree with me on this, Nonna Maria. But it was a decision that had to be made.”

			“Do you believe Loretta took this woman’s necklace?” Nonna Maria asked.

			“It doesn’t matter what I believe, Nonna Maria,” Antonio said. “While she stands accused, she cannot be allowed to work in this hotel. It would not be right. The guests would be uncomfortable, as would some members of the staff. Those feelings must come before any others.”

			“Loretta loved working here,” Nonna Maria said. “It was a fresh start for her, especially given her difficulties in the past. Difficulties I made you aware of when I recommended her to you. She had found a new path and was the happiest I had seen her in a long time.”

			“That was true until this morning, Nonna Maria,” Antonio said. “Until she stood accused of stealing an expensive necklace from one of my guests. That accusation changed her standing with me and with the hotel owners. I did what needed to be done.”

			Nonna Maria nodded. “And I will do the same,” she said.

			She turned away from the counter and walked toward the hotel’s large salon, a large black tote bag flung over her right shoulder.
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