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Old Wounds


My stomach muscles contracted as I locked the car door. I hadn’t been to Melrose Park for ten years, but, as I walked up the narrow pavement to the house’s side entrance, I felt a decade of maturity slipping from me, felt the familiar sickening, my heart thudding.


The January wind scattered dead leaves around my feet. Little snow had fallen this winter, but the air blew cold. After ringing the bell I jammed my hands deep into the pockets of my navy car coat to keep them warm. I tried to argue my nervousness away. After all, they had called me . . . begged me for help . . . The words meant nothing. I had lost an important battle by responding to the plea.


I stamped my feet to loosen the toes frozen inside thin-soled loafers and heard, at last, a rattling behind the painted blue door. It swung inward into a dimly lit vestibule. Through the screen I could just make out my cousin Albert, much heavier than he’d been ten years ago. The screen and the dark behind him softened his pout.


‘Come in, Victoria. Mother is waiting for you.’


I bit back an excuse for being a quarter hour late and turned it into a neutral comment on the weather. Albert was almost bald, I noted with pleasure. He took my coat ungraciously and draped it over the banister at the foot of the narrow, uncarpeted stairs.


A deep, harsh voice called to us. ‘Albert! Is that Victoria?’


‘Yes, Mama,’ Albert muttered.


The only light in the entryway came from a tiny round window facing the stairs. The dimness obscured the pattern in the wallpaper, but as I followed Albert down the close corridor I could see it hadn’t changed: gray paper with white loops, ugly, cold. As a child, I thought the paper oozed hate. Behind Albert’s wobbling thighs the old chill stuck out tendrils at me and I shivered.


I used to beg my mother, Gabriella, not to bring me to this house. Why should we go? Rosa hated her, hated me, and Gabriella always cried after the long L ride home. But she would only set her lips in a tight smile and say, ‘I am obligated, cara. I must go.’


Albert led me into the formal parlor at the back of the house. The horsehair furniture was as familiar to me as my own apartment. In my nightmares I dreamed of being trapped in this room with its stiff furniture, the ice-blue drapes, the sad picture of Uncle Carl over the fake fireplace, and Rosa, thin, hawk-nosed, frowning, seated poker-backed in a spindle-legged chair.


Her black hair was iron-colored now, but the severe, disapproving stare was unaltered. I tried taking diaphragm breaths to calm the churning in my stomach. You’re here because she begged you, I reminded myself.


She didn’t stand up, didn’t smile – I couldn’t remember ever seeing her smile. ‘It was good of you to come, Victoria.’ Her tone implied it would have been better if I’d come on time. ‘When one is old, one doesn’t travel easily. And the last few days have made me old indeed.’


I sat down in what I hoped was the least uncomfortable chair. ‘Yes,’ I said noncommittally. Rosa was about seventy-five. When they performed her autopsy, they would find her bones were made of cast iron. She did not look old to me: She hadn’t begun to rust yet.


‘Albert. Pour some coffee for Victoria.’


Rosa’s single virtue was her cooking. I took a cup of the rich Italian coffee gratefully, but ignored the tray of pastries Albert proffered – I’d get pastry cream on my black wool skirt and feel foolish as well as tense.


Albert sat uneasily on the narrow settee, eating a piece of torta del re, glancing surreptitiously at the floor when a crumb dropped, then at Rosa to see if she’d noticed.


‘You are well, Victoria? You are happy?’


‘Yes,’ I said firmly. ‘Both well and happy.’


‘But you have not remarried?’


The last time I’d been here was with my brief husband for a strained bridal visit. ‘It is possible to be happy and not married, as Albert doubtless can tell you, or as you know yourself.’ The last was a cruel remark: Uncle Carl had killed himself shortly after Albert was born. I felt vindictively pleased, then guilty. Surely I was mature enough not to need that kind of satisfaction. Somehow Rosa always made me feel eight years old.


Rosa shrugged her thin shoulders disdainfully. ‘No doubt you are right. Yet for me – I am to die without the joy of grandchildren.’


Albert shifted uncomfortably on the settee. It was clearly not a new complaint.


‘A pity,’ I said. ‘I know grandchildren would be the crowning joy of a happy and virtuous life.’


Albert choked but recovered. Rosa narrowed her eyes angrily. ‘You, of all people, should know why my life has not been happy.’


Despite my efforts at control, anger spilled over. ‘Rosa, for some reason you think Gabriella destroyed your happiness. What mysterious grievance a girl of eighteen could have caused you I don’t know. But you threw her out into the city on her own. She didn’t speak English. She might have been killed. Whatever she did to you, it couldn’t have been as bad as what you did to her.


‘You know the only reason I’m here: Gabriella made me promise that I would help you if you needed it. It stuck in my gut and it still does. But I promised her, and here I am. So let’s leave the past in peace: I won’t be sarcastic if you’ll stop throwing around insults about my mother. Why not just tell me what the problem is.’


Rosa tightened her lips until they almost disappeared. ‘The most difficult thing I ever did in my life was to call you. And now I see I should not have done it.’ She rose in one movement, like a steel crane, and left the room. I could hear the angry clip of her shoes on the uncarpeted hall and up the bare stairs. In the distance a door slammed.


I put down my coffee and looked at Albert. He had turned red with discomfort, but he seemed less amorphous with Rosa out of the room.


‘How bad is her trouble?’


He wiped his fingers on a napkin and folded it tidily. ‘Pretty bad,’ he muttered. ‘Why’d you have to make her mad?’


‘It makes her mad to see me here instead of at the bottom of Lake Michigan. Every time I’ve talked to her since Gabriella died she’s been hostile to me. If she needs help, all I want is the facts. She can save the rest for her psychiatrist. I don’t get paid enough to deal with it.’ I picked up my shoulder bag and stood up. At the doorway I stopped and looked at him.


‘I’m not coming back to Melrose Park for another round, Albert. If you want to tell me the story I’ll listen. But if I leave now, that’s it; I won’t respond to any more pleas for family unity from Rosa. And by the way, if you do want to hire me, I’m not working out of love for your mother.’


He stared at the ceiling, listening perhaps for guidance from above. Not heaven – just the back bedroom. We couldn’t hear anything. Rosa was probably jabbing pins into a piece of clay with a lock of my hair stuck to it. I rubbed my arms involuntarily, searching for damage.


Albert shifted uneasily and stood up. ‘Uh, look, uh, maybe I’d better tell you.’


‘Fine. Can we go to a more comfortable room?’


‘Sure. Sure.’ He gave a half smile, the first I’d seen that afternoon. I followed him back down the hall to a room on the left. It was tiny, but clearly his private spot. A giant set of stereo speakers loomed from one wall; below them were some built-in shelves holding an amplifier and a large collection of tapes and records. No books except a few accounting texts. His high-school trophies. A tiny cache of bottles.


He sat in the one chair, a large leather desk chair with a hassock next to it. He slid the hassock over to me and I perched on that.


In his own place, Albert relaxed and his face took on a more decisive look. He was a CPA with his own business, I remembered. When you saw him with Rosa, you couldn’t imagine him managing anything on his own, but in here it didn’t seem so improbable.


He took a pipe from the desk top next to him and began the pipe smoker’s interminable ritual with it. With luck I’d be gone before he actually lit it. All smoke makes me ill, and pipe smoke on top of an empty stomach – I’d been too tense for lunch – would be disastrous.


‘How long have you been a detective, Victoria?’


‘About ten years.’ I swallowed my annoyance at being called Victoria. Not that it isn’t my name. Just that if I liked using it I wouldn’t go by my initials.


‘And you’re good at it?’


‘Yes. Depending on your problem, I’m about the best you can get . . . I have a list of references if you want to call someone.’


‘Yeah, I’d like a name or two before you go.’ He had finished drilling out the pipe bowl. He knocked it methodically against the side of an ashtray and began packing it with tobacco. ‘Mother’s gotten herself involved with some counterfeit securities.’


Wild dreams of Rosa as the brains behind Chicago’s Mob ran through my head. I could see six-point screamer headlines in the Herald-Star.


‘Involved how?’


‘They found some in the St Albert Priory safe.’


I sighed to myself. Albert was deliberately going to drag this out. ‘She plant them there? What’s she got to do with this priory?’


The moment of truth had come: Albert struck a match and began sucking on the pipestem. Sweet blue smoke curled up around his head and wafted toward me. I felt my stomach turn over.


‘Mother’s been their treasurer for the last twenty years. I thought you knew.’ He paused a minute to let me feel guilty about not keeping up with the family. ‘Of course they had to ask her to leave when they found the securities.’


‘Does she know anything about them?’


He shrugged. He was sure she didn’t. He didn’t know how many there were, what companies they were drawn on, how long since they’d last been examined, or who had access to them. The only thing he knew was the new prior wanted to sell them in order to make repairs on the building. Yes, they’d been in a safe.


‘Her heart’s broken because of the suspicion.’ He saw my derisive look and said defensively, ‘Just because you only see her when she’s upset or angry you can’t imagine she has real feelings. She’s seventy-five, you know, and that job meant a lot to her. She wants her name cleared so she can go back.’


‘Surely the FBI is investigating, and the SEC.’


‘Yes, but they’d be just as happy to hang it on her if it made things easier for them. After all, who wants to take a priest to court? And they know she’s old, she’d get off with a suspended sentence.’


I blinked a few times. ‘Albert. No. You’re out of touch. If she were some poor West Side black, they might railroad her. But not Rosa. She’d scare ’em too much for one thing. And the FBI – they’ll want to get to the bottom of this. They’re never going to believe an old woman masterminded a counterfeiting scheme.’ Unless, of course, she had. I wished I could believe it, but Rosa was malicious, not dishonest.


‘But that church is the only thing she really loves,’ he blurted, turning crimson. ‘They might believe she got carried away. People do.’


We talked about it some more, but it ended as I suppose I’d known it had to, with me pulling out two copies of my standard contract for Albert to sign. I gave him a family rate on the fee – sixteen dollars an hour instead of twenty.


He told me the new prior would be expecting my call. Boniface Carroll his name was. Albert wrote that on a piece of paper along with a rough map of how to find the priory. I frowned as I stuck it in my bag. They were taking an awful lot for granted. Then I laughed sourly at myself. Once I’d agreed to make the trek to Melrose Park they could take a lot for granted.


Back at my car I stood rubbing my head for a few minutes, hoping the cold clean air would blow the pipe fumes from my throbbing brain. I glanced back at the house. A curtain fell quickly at an upstairs window. I climbed into the car somewhat cheered. To see Rosa spy furtively on me – like a small child or a thief – made me feel somehow that more of the power lay in my hands.
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Remembrance of Things Past


I woke up sweating. The bedroom was dark and for a moment I couldn’t remember where I was. Gabriella had been staring at me, her eyes huge in her wasted face, the skin translucent as it had been those last painful months of her life, pleading with me to help her. The dream had been in Italian. It took time to reorient myself to English, to adulthood, to my apartment.


The digital clock glowed faintly orange. Five-thirty. My sweat turned to a chill. I pulled the comforter up around my neck and clenched my teeth to keep them from chattering.


My mother died of cancer when I was fifteen. As the disease ate the vitality from her beautiful face, she made me promise to help Rosa if her aunt ever needed me. I had tried to argue with Gabriella: Rosa hated her, hated me – we had no obligation. But my mother insisted and I could not refuse.


My father had told me more than once how he met my mother. He was a policeman. Rosa had thrown Gabriella out on the street, an immigrant with minimal English. My mother, who always had more courage than common sense, was trying to earn a living doing the only thing she knew: singing. Unfortunately, none of the Milwaukee Avenue bars where she auditioned liked Puccini or Verdi and my father rescued her one day from a group of men who were trying to force her to strip. Neither he nor I could understand why she ever saw Rosa again. But I made her the promise she wanted.


My pulse had calmed down but I knew more sleep was out of the question. Shivering in the cold room, I padded naked to the window and pulled back the heavy curtain. The winter morning was black. Snow falling like a fine mist glowed in the streetlamp at the corner of the alley. I kept shivering, but the still morning held me entranced, the thick black air pressing at me comfortingly.


At last I let the curtain drop. I had a ten o’clock meeting in Melrose Park with the new prior of St Albert’s. I might as well get going.


Even in the winter I try to run five miles a day. Although financial crime, my specialty, doesn’t often lead to violence, I grew up in a rough South Side neighborhood where girls as well as boys had to be able to defend themselves. Old habits die hard, so I work out and run to stay in shape. Anyway, running is the best way I know to ward off the effects of pasta. I don’t enjoy exercise, but it beats dieting.


In the winter I wear a light sweatshirt, loose pants, and a down vest. Once warmed up I donned these and ran quickly down the hall and three flights of stairs to keep my muscles loose.


Outside, I wanted to abandon the project. The cold and damp were miserable. Even though the streets were already filling with early commuters, it was hours before my usual waking time, and the sky had barely begun to lighten by the time I got back to Halsted and Belmont. I walked carefully up the stairs to my apartment. The steps were shiny with age and very slippery when wet. I had a vision of myself sliding backward on wet running shoes, cracking my skull on old marble.


A long hallway divides my apartment in half and makes it seem bigger than its four rooms. The dining room and kitchen are to the left; bedroom and living room to the right. For some reason the kitchen connects to the bathroom. I turned on water for a shower and went next door to start coffee.


Armed with coffee, I took my running clothes off and sniffed them. Smelly, but not too bad for one more morning. I dropped them over a chair back and gave myself up to a long hot shower. The stream of water drumming on my skull soothed me. I relaxed, and without realizing it, I started to sing a bit under my breath. After a while the tune drifted into my consciousness, a sad Italian folksong Gabriella used to sing. Rosa was really lying heavy on my mind – the nightmare, visions of my skull breaking, now mournful songs. I was not going to let her control me this way – that would be the ultimate defeat. I shampooed my hair vigorously and forced myself to sing Brahms. I don’t like his Lieder, but some, like ‘Meine Liebe Ist Grün’ are almost painfully cheerful.


Coming out of the shower I switched to the dwarfs’ song from Snow White. Off to work we go. My navy walking suit, I decided, to make me mature and dignified. It had a three-quarter-length double-breasted jacket and a skirt with two side pleats. A knit silk top of pale gold, almost the colour of my skin, and a long scarf bright with red and navy and brushed again with the same gold. Perfect. I edged the corners of my eyes with a faint trace of blue pencil to make their gray color bluer, added a little light rouge and lipstick to match the red in the scarf. Open-toed red-leather pumps, Italian. Gabriella brought me up to believe that my feet would fall off if I wore shoes made anyplace else. Even now that a pair of Magli pumps go for a hundred forty dollars, I can’t bring myself to wear Comfort-Stride.


I left the breakfast dishes in the sink with last night’s supper plates and those from a few other meals. And the bed unmade. And the clothes strewn around. Perhaps I should save the money I spend on clothes and shoes and invest in a housekeeper. Or even a hypnosis program to teach me to be neat and tidy. But what the hell. Who besides me was going to see it?
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The Order of Preachers


The Eisenhower Expressway is the main escape route from Chicago to the western suburbs. Even on warm sunny days, it looks like a prison exercise yard for most of its length. Rundown houses and faceless projects line the tops of the canyons on either side of its eight lanes. L stations are planted along the median. The Eisenhower is always choked with traffic, even at three in the morning. At nine on a wet workday it was impossible.


I could feel tension tightening the cords in the back of my neck as I oozed forward. I was on an errand I did not wish to make to talk to a person I had no desire to see about the troubles of an aunt I loathed. To do so I had to spend hours stalled in traffic. And my feet were cold inside their open-toed pumps. I turned up the heat further but the little Omega didn’t respond. I curled and uncurled my toes to get the blood moving but they remained obstinately frozen.


At First Avenue the traffic eased up as the offices there sucked up most of the outbound drivers. I exited north at Mannheim and meandered through the streets, trying to follow Albert’s roughly sketched directions. It was five after ten when I finally found the priory entrance. Being late did nothing to improve my humor.


The Priory of St Albertus Magnus included a large block of neo-Gothic buildings set to one side of a beautiful park. The architect apparently believed he had to compensate for the beauties of nature: In the misty snow the gray stone buildings loomed as ungainly shapes.


A small lettered sign identified the nearest concrete block as the House of Studies. As I drove past, a few men in long white robes were scuttling into it, hoods pulled over their faces so that they looked like medieval monks. They paid no attention to me.


As I crept slowly up the circular drive I saw a number of cars parked to one side. I left the Omega there and quickly ran to the nearest entrance. This was labelled simply ST. ALBERT’S PRIORY.


Inside, the building had the half-eerie, half-tired atmosphere you often find in religious institutions. You can tell people spend a lot of time praying there, but perhaps they also spend too much time feeling depressed or bored. The entryway had a vaulted concrete ceiling that disappeared in the gloomy light several stores up. Marble flagstones added to the coldness.


A corridor ran at right angles to the entrance. I crossed to it, my heels echoing in the vaulted chamber, and looked doubtfully around. A scarred wooden desk had been stuck in a corner formed by the entry hall and a stairwell. A thin young man in civvies sat behind it reading The Greater Trumps by Charles Williams. He put it down reluctantly after I’d spoken several times. His face was extremely thin; he seemed to burn with a nervous asceticism, but perhaps he was merely hyperthyroid. At any rate, he directed me to the prior’s office in a hurried whisper, not waiting to see if I followed his directions before returning to the book.


At least I was in the right building, a relief since I was now fifteen minutes late. I turned left down the corridor, passing icons and shut doors. A couple of men in white robes passed me, arguing vigorously but in subdued voices. At the end of the hall I turned right. On one side of me was a chapel and across from it, as the youth had promised, the prior’s office.


The Reverend Boniface Carroll was on the phone when I came in. He smiled when he saw me and motioned me to a chair in front of his desk, but continued his conversation in a series of grunts. He was a frail man of perhaps fifty. His white woolen robe had turned faintly yellow with age. He looked very tired; as he listened to his caller he kept rubbing his eyes.


The office itself was sparsely furnished. A crucifix over one wall was the only decoration, and the wide desk was scuffed with age. The floor was covered with institutional linoleum, only partly hidden by a threadbare carpet.


‘Well, actually she’s here right now, Mr Hatfield . . . No, no, I think I should talk to her.’


I raised my eyebrows at that. The only Hatfield I knew worked on fraud for the FBI. He was a competent young man, but his sense of humor left something to be desired. When our paths crossed, it was usually to our mutual irritation, since he tried to overcome my flippancy with threats of the might of the FBI.


Carroll terminated the conversation and turned to me. ‘You are Miss Warshawski, aren’t you?’ He had a light, pleasant voice with a trace of an eastern accent.


‘Yes.’ I handed him one of my cards. ‘Was that Derek Hatfield?’


‘The FBIman. Yes, he’s been out here with Ted Dartmouth from the Securities Exchange Commission. I don’t know how he learned we were going to meet, but he was asking me not to talk to you.’


‘Did he say why?’


‘He thinks this is a matter for the FBI and the SEC. He told me an amateur such as yourself might muddy the waters, make the investigation more difficult.’


I rubbed my upper lip thoughtfully. I’d forgotten the lipstick until I saw the smear on my forefinger. Cool, Vic. If I were being logical, I’d smile politely at Father Carroll and leave; after all, I’d been cursing him, Rosa, and my mission all the way from Chicago. However, there’s nothing like a little opposition to make me change my mind, especially when the opposition comes from Derek Hatfield.


‘That’s sort of what I said to my aunt when I talked to her yesterday. The FBI and the SEC are trained to handle this kind of investigation. But she’s old and she’s scared and she wants someone from the family in her corner.


‘I’ve been a private investigator for almost ten years. I’ve done a lot of financial crime and I’ve got a good reputation – I could give you the names of some people in the city to call so you don’t have to take just my word for it.’


Carroll smiled. ‘Relax, Miss Warshawski. You don’t have to sell me. I told your aunt I would talk to you and I feel we owe her something here, if only a conversation with you. She’s worked for St Albert’s very faithfully for a long time. It really hurt her when we asked her to take a leave of absence. I hated doing it, but I’ve made the same request to everyone with access to the safe. As soon as we get this business cleared up, she knows we want her back. She’s extremely competent.’


I nodded. I could see Rosa as a competent treasurer. It flashed through my mind that she might have been less angry if she had channeled her energy into a career: She would have made a good corporate financial officer.


‘I don’t really know what happened,’ I said to Carroll. ‘Why don’t you tell me the story – where the safe is, how you came to find the fakes, how much money is involved, who could have gotten at them, who knew about them – and I’ll butt in when I don’t understand.’


He smiled again, a shy sweet smile, and got up to show me the safe. It was in a storeroom behind his office, one of those old cast-iron models with a combination lock. It was stuck in a corner amid stacks of paper, an ancient mimeo machine, and piles of extra prayer books.


I knelt to look at it. Of course, the priory had used the same combination for years, which meant anyone who’d been there a while could have found out what it was. Neither the FBI nor the Melrose Park police had discovered any signs that the lock had been forced.


‘How many people do you have here at the priory?’


‘There are twenty-one students at the House of Studies and eleven priests on the teaching faculty. But then there are people like your aunt who come in and work during the day. We have a kitchen crew, for example; the brothers do all the washing up and waiting at table, but we have three women who come in to do the cooking. We have two receptionists – the young man who probably directed you to my office and a woman who handles the afternoon shift. And of course there are a lot of neighborhood people who worship with us in the chapel.’ He smiled again. ‘We Dominicans are preachers and scholars. We don’t usually run parish churches, but a lot of people do treat this as their parish.’


I shook my head. ‘You’ve got too many people around here to make sorting this out easy. Who actually had official access to the safe?’


‘Well, Mrs Vignelli, of course.’ That was Rosa. ‘I do. The procurator – he handles the financial affairs. The student master. We have an audit once a year, and our accountants always examine the stocks, along with the other assets, but I don’t think they know the combination to the safe.’


‘Why’d you keep the things here instead of in a bank vault?’


He shrugged. ‘I wondered the same thing. I was just elected last May.’ The smile crept back into his eyes. ‘Not a post I wanted – I’m like John Roncalli – the safe candidate who doesn’t belong to any of the factions here. Anyway, I’d never been at all involved in running this – or any other – priory. I didn’t know anything about it. I didn’t know we kept five million dollars’ worth of stock certificates on the premises. To tell you the truth, I didn’t even know we owned them.’


I shuddered. Five million dollars sitting around for any casual passerby to take. The wonder was that they hadn’t simply been stolen years before.


Father Carroll was explaining the history of the stocks in his gentle, efficient voice. They were all blue-chip shares – AT&T, IBM, and Standard of Indiana primarily. They had been left to the priory ten years ago by a wealthy man in Melrose Park.


The priory buildings were close to eighty years old and needed a lot of repairs. He pointed to some cracks in the plaster on the wall and I followed the line of damage to a wide brown stain on the ceiling.


‘The most urgent problems are the roof and the furnace. It seemed reasonable to sell some shares and use the money to repair the plant, which is, after all, our main asset. Even though it’s ugly and uncomfortable we couldn’t begin to replace it today. So I brought up the matter at chapter meeting and got an agreement. The next Monday I went into the Loop and met with a broker. He agreed to sell eighty thousand dollars’ worth of shares. He took them from us then.’


That had been the last of the matter for a week. Then the broker had called back. The Fort Dearborn Trust, the company’s stock-transfer agent, had examined the shares and found they were counterfeits.


‘Is there a possibility the broker or the banker made an exchange?’


He shook his head unhappily. ‘That’s the first thing we thought of. But we had all the remaining certificates looked at. They’re all fakes.’


We sat silently for a bit. What a dispiriting prospect.


‘When was the last time the shares were authenticated?’ I asked at last.


‘I don’t know. I called the accountants, but all they do is verify that the shares are there. According to the FBI man, these certificates are extremely good forgeries. They were found out only because the serial numbers had not been used by the issuing companies. They’d fool any ordinary observer.’


I sighed. I probably should talk to the former prior, and to the student master and procurator. I asked Carroll about them. His predecessor was in Pakistan for a year, running a Dominican school there. But the student master and procurator were both in the building and would be at lunch.


‘You’re welcome to join us if you like. Ordinarily the refectory in a convent is cloistered – that means only friars can use the room,’ he explained in answer to my puzzled look. ‘And yes. We friars call this a convent. Or a friary. Anyway, we’ve lifted the cloister here at the school so that the young men can eat with their families when they come to visit . . . The food isn’t very interesting, but it’s an easier way to meet Pelly and Jablonski than trying to track them down afterward.’ He pulled back a yellowed sleeve to reveal a thin wrist with a heavy leather watchband on it. ‘It’s almost noon. People will be gathering outside the refectory now.’


I looked at my own watch. It was almost twenty of twelve. Duty had driven me to worse things than undistinguished cuisine. I accepted. The prior locked the storeroom carefully behind him. ‘Another example of locking the barn door,’ he said. ‘There was no lock on that storeroom until we discovered the fake securities.’


We joined a throng of white-robed men walking down the corridor past Carroll’s office. Most of them said hello to him, eyeing me covertly. At the end of the hall were two swinging doors. Through their glass top halves I could see the refectory, looking like a high-school gym converted to a lunch room: long deal tables, metal folding chairs, no linens, hospital-green walls.


Carroll took me by the arm and led me through the huddle to a pudgy middle-aged man whose head emerged from a fringe of gray hair, like a soft-boiled egg from an egg cup. ‘Stephen, I’d like you to meet Miss Warshawski. She’s Rosa Vignelli’s niece, but she’s also a private investigator. She’s looking into our crime as an amica familiae.’ He turned to me. ‘This is Father Jablonski, who’s been the student master for seven years . . . Stephen, why don’t you dig up Augustine and introduce him to Miss Warshawski. She needs to talk to him, too.’


I was about to murmur a social inanity when Carroll turned to the crowd and said something in Latin. They answered and he rattled off what I assumed was a blessing; everyone crossed himself.


Lunch was definitely uninteresting: bowls of Campbell’s tomato soup, which I loathe, and toasted cheese sandwiches. I put pickles and onions inside my sandwich and accepted coffee from an eager young Dominican.


Jablonski introduced me to Augustine Pelly, the procurator, and to some half dozen other men at our table. These were all ‘brothers,’ not ‘fathers.’ Since they tended to look alike in their fresh white robes I promptly forgot their names.


‘Miss Warshawski thinks she can succeed where the FBI and the SEC are baffled,’ Jablonski said jovially, his nasal midwestern accent blaring above the dining room cacophony.


Pelly gave me a measuring look, then smiled. He was almost as thin as Father Carroll, and very tanned, which surprised me – where did a monk go sunbathing in mid-winter? His blue eyes were sharp and alert in his dark face. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Warshawski – I know Stephen well enough to tell he’s joking, but I’m afraid I don’t get the joke.’


‘I’m a private investigator,’ I explained.


Pelly raised his eyebrows. ‘And you’re going to look into our missing securities?’


I shook my head. ‘I don’t really have the resources to match the FBI on that type of thing. But I’m also Rosa Vignelli’s niece; she wants someone from the family on her side in the investigation. A lot of people have had access to that safe over the years; I’m here to remind Derek Hatfield of that if he starts breathing down Rosa’s neck too hard.’


Pelly smiled again. ‘Mrs Vignelli doesn’t strike one as the type of woman to need protection.’


I grinned back at him. ‘She certainly doesn’t, Father Pelly. But I keep reminding myself that Rosa’s been aging just like any other human being. At any rate, she seems a little frightened, especially that she won’t be able to work here anymore.’I ate some of my sandwich. Kraft American. Next to Stilton and Brie my favorite cheese.


Jablonski said, ‘I hope she knows that Augustine and I are also forbidden access to the priory’s finances until this matter is cleared up. She’s not being singled out in any way that we aren’t.’


‘Maybe one of you could call her,’ I suggested. ‘That might make her feel better . . . I’m sure you know her well enough to realize she’s not a woman with a lot of friends. She’s centered a good part of her life around this church.’


‘Yes,’ Pelly agreed. ‘I didn’t realize she had any family besides her son. She’s never mentioned you, Miss Warshawski. Nor that she had any Polish relatives.’


‘Her brother’s daughter was my mother, who married a Chicago policeman named Warshawski. I’ve never understood the laws of kinship too well. Does that mean that she has Polish relatives because I’m half Polish? You don’t think I’m posing as Rosa’s niece just to get inside the priory, do you?’


Jablonski gave his sardonic smile. ‘Now that the securities are gone, there’s nothing worth worming your way into the priory for. Unless you have some secret fetish for friars.’


I laughed, but Pelly said seriously, ‘I assume the prior looked into your credentials.’


‘There wasn’t any reason for him to; he wasn’t hiring me. I do have a copy of my P.I. license on me, but I don’t carry any identification that proves I’m Rosa Vignelli’s niece. You could call her, of course.’


Pelly held up a hand. ‘I’m not doubting you. I’m just concerned for the priory. We’re getting some publicity which none of us relishes and which is really detrimental to the studies of these young men.’ He indicated the intently eavesdropping young brothers at our table. One of them blushed in embarrassment. ‘I really don’t want anyone, even if she’s the pope’s niece, stirring things up here further.’


‘I can understand that. But I can also see Rosa’s point – it’s just too convenient to have her on the outside of the priory taking the fall. She doesn’t have a big organization with lots of political connections behind her. You do.’


Pelly gave me a freezing stare. ‘I won’t attempt to untangle that one, Miss Warshawski. You obviously are referring to the popular myth about the political power of the Catholic Church, the direct line from the Vatican that was going to control John Kennedy, that sort of thing. It’s beneath discussion.’


‘I think we could have a pretty lively discussion about it,’ I objected. ‘We could talk about the politics of abortion, for example. How local pastors try to influence their congregations to vote for anti-choice candidates regardless of how terrible their qualifications may be otherwise. Or maybe you’d like to discuss the relations between Archbishop Farber and Police Superintendent Bellamy. Or even between him and the mayor.’


Jablonski turned to me. ‘I think pastors would be gravely lax in their moral duty if they didn’t try to oppose abortion in any way possible, even urging their parishioners to vote for pro-life candidates.’


I felt the blood rush to my head, but smiled. ‘We’re never going to agree on whether abortion is a moral issue or a private matter between a woman and her physician. But one thing is clear – it is a highly political issue. There are a lot of people scrutinizing the Catholic Church’s involvement in this area.


‘Now the tax code spells out pretty specifically how clear of politics you have to stay to keep your tax-exempt status. So when bishops and priests are using their offices to push political candidates, they’re walking a pretty thin line on tax-exempt status. So far, no tax-court judge has been willing to take on the Catholic Church – which in itself argues some hefty clout.’


Pelly turned an angry crimson under his tan. ‘I don’t think you have the least idea what you’re talking about, Miss Warshawski. Maybe you could keep your remarks to the specific points that the prior asked you to discuss.’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Let’s concentrate on the priory here. Is there anyone who would have reason to take close to five million dollars?’


‘No one,’ Pelly said shortly. ‘We take vows of poverty.’


One of the brothers offered me more coffee. It was so thin as to be almost undrinkable, but I accepted it absently. ‘You got the shares ten years ago. Since then, almost anyone with access to the priory could have taken the money. Discounting random strangers walking in off the street, that means someone connected with this place. What kind of turnover do you have among your monks?’


‘They’re actually called friars,’ Jablonski interjected. ‘Monks stay in one place; friars roam around. What do you mean by turnover? Every year students leave – some have been ordained, others find the conventual life doesn’t suit them for some reason. And there’s a lot of movement among the priests, too. People who taught at other Dominican institutions come here, or vice versa. Father Pelly here just returned from six months in Ciudad Isabella. He was a student in Panama and likes to spend a certain amount of time down there.’


That explained his suntan, then. ‘We can probably eliminate people who move on to other Dominican seats. But what about any young men who’ve left the order in the last decade? Could you find out if any of them claimed coming into an inheritance?’


Pelly shrugged disdainfully. ‘I suppose so, but I would be most reluctant to do so. When Stephen said young men find the monastic life doesn’t suit them, it’s not usually because of lack of luxury. We do a careful screening of our applicants before we allow them to become novices. I think we’d turn up the type who would steal.’


Father Carroll joined us at that point. The refectory was clearing. Knots of men stood talking in the doorway, some staring at me. The prior turned to the brothers lingering at our table. ‘Don’t you have exams next week? Perhaps you should be studying.’


They got up a little shamefacedly and Carroll sat in one of the empty seats. ‘Are you making any progress?’


Pelly frowned. ‘We’ve progressed past some wild accusations about the Church in general to a concentrated attack on young men who have left the order in the last decade. Not exactly what I’d expect from a Catholic girl.’


I held up a hand. ‘Not me, Father Pelly. I’m not a girl and I’m not a Catholic . . . We’re really at a standstill. I’ll have to talk to Derek Hatfield and see if he’ll share the FBI’s ideas with me. What you need to find is someone with a secret bank account. Perhaps one of your brothers, possibly my aunt. Although if she stole the money, it certainly wasn’t to use on herself. She lives very frugally. Perhaps, though, she’s a fanatic about some cause I don’t know anything about and stole to support it. Which might be true of any of you as well.’


Rosa as a secret Torquemada appealed to me but there wasn’t any real evidence of it. It was hard to imagine her feeling positive enough about anyone or anything to love it, let alone steal for it.


‘As the procurator, Father Pelly, perhaps you know whether the shares were ever authenticated. If this wasn’t done when you got them, it’s possible they came to you as forgeries.’


Pelly shook his head. ‘It never occurred to us. I don’t know if we’re too unworldly to handle assets, but it doesn’t seem like the kind of thing anyone does.’


‘Probably not,’ I agreed. I asked him and Jablonski some more questions, but neither was very helpful. Pelly still seemed miffed with me over the Church and politics. Since I’d compounded my sin by not being a Catholic girl, his answers were fairly frosty. Even Jablonski commented on it.


‘Why are you on such a high horse with Miss Warshawski, Gus? So she’s not a Catholic. Neither is eighty-five percent of the world’s population. That should make us more charitable, not less.’


Pelly turned his cold stare on him, and Carroll remarked,‘Let’s save group criticism for chapter, Stephen.’


Pelly said, ‘I’m sorry if I seem rude, Miss Warshawski. But this business is very worrying, especially because I was the procurator for eight years. And I’m afraid my experiences in Central America make me sensitive to criticisms about the Church and politics.’


I blinked a few times. ‘Sensitive how?’


Carroll intervened again. ‘Two of our priests were shot in El Salvador last spring; the government suspected they were harboring rebels.’


I didn’t say anything. Whether the Church was working for the poor, as in El Salvador, or supporting the government, as in Spain, it was still, in my book, up to its neck in politics. But it didn’t seem polite to pursue the argument.


Jablonski thought otherwise. ‘Rubbish, Gus, and you know it. You’re only upset because you and the government don’t see eye to eye. But if your friends have their way, you know very well that the Friary of San Tomás will have some very powerful allies.’ He turned to me. ‘That’s the trouble with people like you and Gus, Miss Warshawski – when the Church is on your side, whether it’s fighting racism or poverty, it’s just being sensitive, not political. When it goes against your position, then it’s political and up to no good.’


Carroll said, ‘I think we’re all getting a long way from Miss Warshawski’s real business in coming out here. Stephen, I know we Dominicans are supposed to be preachers, but it violates some rules of hospitality to preach at a guest over lunch, even so meager a lunch as this.’


He stood up and the rest of us got up also. As we walked from the refectory, Jablonski said, ‘No hard feelings, Miss Warshawski. I like a good fighter. Sorry if I offended you in your role as a guest.’


To my surprise I found myself smiling at him. ‘No hard feelings, Father. I’m afraid I got a little carried away myself.’


He shook hands with me briskly and walked down the hall in the opposite direction from Carroll, who said, ‘Good. I’m glad you and Stephen found some common ground. He’s a good man, just a little aggressive sometimes.’


Pelly frowned. ‘Aggressive! He’s completely without—’ He suddenly remembered to save group criticism for chapter and broke off. ‘Sorry, Prior. Maybe I should go back to San Tomás – that’s where my mind seems to be these days.’
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Return Engagement


It was close to three when I threaded my way to my office in the South Loop. It’s in the Pulteney Building, which is of the right vintage to be a national historic landmark. I sometimes think it might even qualify if it ever acquired a management interested in looking after it. Buildings around there don’t fare well. They’re too close to the city lockup, the slums, the peepshows and the cheap bars, so they attract clients like me: detectives on shoestring budgets, bail bondsmen, inept secretarial services.


I put the car into a lot on Adams and walked the block north to the Pulteney. The snow, or rain, or whatever it was had stopped. While the skies were still sullen, the pavement was almost dry and my beloved Magli pumps were free from further insults.


Someone had left a bourbon bottle in the lobby. I picked it up and carried it with me to throw out in my office. My long-awaited oil-tanker billionaire might show up and be put off by empty whiskey bottles in the lobby. Especially if he saw the brand.
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