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To the memory of my friend Giorgio Faletti.
The world misses you.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

While the Italian law enforcement agencies I refer to in this novel
are real, I do hope the fine members of these organizations, many
of whom I've met and whose company I’ve enjoyed, will forgive
the minor adjustments I’ve made to their procedures and locales,
which have been necessary for the timing and plotting of the
story.

And T wish to offer my particular thanks to musician and
writer, translator and interpreter extraordinaire Seba Pezzani,
without whose friendship, and diligence and devotion to the arts,
this book could not have been written.
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The winter wind blows and the night is dark;
Moans are heard in the linden-trees.
Through the gloom, white skeletons pass,
Running and leaping in their shrouds.
— Henri Cazalis, ‘Danse Macabre’
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THE HANGMAN’S WALTZ

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20
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CHAPTER 1

‘Mommy.’

‘In a minute.’

They trooped doggedly along the quiet street on the Upper
East Side, the sun low this cool autumn morning. Red leaves,
yellow leaves spiraled from sparse branches.

Mother and daughter, burdened with the baggage that children
now carted to school.

In my day . ..

Claire was texting furiously. Her housekeeper had — wouldn’t
you know it? — gotten sick, no, possibly gotten sick, on the day
of the dinner party! The party. And Alan had to work late.
Possibly had to work late.

As if T could ever count on him anyway.

Ding.

The response from her friend:

Sorry, Carmellas busy tnight.

Jesus. A tearful emoji accompanied the missive. Why not type
the goddamn ‘0’ in ‘tonight’? Did it save you a precious milli-
second? And remember apostrophes?

‘But, Mommy . . .” A nine-year-old singsongy tone.

‘A minute, Morgynn. You heard me.” Claire’s voice was a benign
monotone. Not the least angry, not the least peeved or piqued.
Thinking of the weekly sessions: Sitting in the chair, not lying
back on the couch — the good doctor didn’t even have a couch
in his office — Claire attacked her nemeses, the anger and impa-
tience, and she had studiously worked to avoid snapping or
shouting when her daughter was annoying (even when she
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behaved that way intentionally, which, Claire calculated, was
easily one-quarter of the girl’s waking hours).

And I’'m doing a damn good job of keeping a lid on it.

Reasonable. Mature. ‘A minute,” she repeated, sensing the girl
was about to speak.

Claire slowed to a stop, flipping through her phone’s address
book, lost in the maelstrom of approaching disaster. It was early
but the day would vanish fast and the party would be on her like
a nearby Uber. Wasn’t there someone, anyone, in the borough
of Manhattan who might have decent help she could borrow to
wait a party? A party for ten friggin’ people! That was nothing.
How hard could it be?

She debated. Her sister?

Nope. She wasn’t invited.

Sally from the club?

Nope. Out of town. And a bitch, to boot.

Morgynn had slowed and Claire was aware of her daughter
turning around. Had she dropped something? Apparently so. She
ran back to pick it up.

Better not be her phone. She’d already broken one. The screen
had cost $187 to fix.

Honestly. Children.

Then Claire was back to scrolling, praying for waitperson
salvation. Look at all these names. Need to clean out this damn
contact list. Don’t know half these people. Don’t like a good
chunk of the rest. Off went another beseeching message.

The child returned to her side and said firmly, ‘Mommy,
look—’

‘Ssssh.” Hissing now. But there was nothing wrong with an
edge occasionally, of course, she told herself. It was a form of
education. Children had to learn. Even the cutest of puppies
needed collar-jerk correction from time to time.

Another ding of iPhone.

Another no.

Goddamn it.
Well, what about that woman that Terri from the office had
used? Hispanic, or Latino ... Latina. Whatever those people
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called themselves now. The cheerful woman had been the star of
Terri’s daughter’s graduation party.

Claire found Terri’s number and dialed a voice call.

‘Hello?

“Terri! It’s Claire. How are you?’

A hesitation then Terri said, ‘Hi, there. How’re you doing?’

P

At which point Morgynn interrupted yet again. ‘Mommy!’

Snap. Claire spun around and glared down at the petite blonde,
hair in braids, wearing a snug pink leather Armani Junior jacket.
She raged, ‘I am on the phone! Are you blind? What have I told
you about that? When ’'m on the phone? What is so f— Okay,
watch the language, she told herself. Claire offered a labored
smile. “What’s so . . . important, dear?’

‘m trying to tell you. This man back there?” The girl nodded
up the street. ‘He came up to another man and hit him or some-
thing and pushed him in the trunk.’

“What?’

Morgynn tossed a braid, which ended in a tiny bunny clip, off
her shoulder. ‘He left this on the ground and then drove away.’
She held up a cord or thin rope. What was it?

Claire gasped. In her daughter’s petite hand was a miniature
hangman’s noose.

Morgynn replied, ‘That’s what’s so— She paused and her tiny
lips curled into a smile of their own. ‘Important.’
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