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ALL’S brilliant colors had faded; threadbare Halloween

was standing tall, waving gnarled fingers from every
tree in Excelsior. Betsy Devonshire loved autumn, but busi-
ness had kept her from a leaf excursion this year. She
couldn’t even enjoy its brilliant colors in her shop much
longer. The needlework patterns of bright-colored leaves,
jack-o’-lanterns, and witches would make way for the Christ-
mas displays the day after Halloween.

Such was the way of the commerce world. The fall stuff
had been picked back around the Fourth of July, the Christ-
mas offerings had been planned before school started. One
of the sad parts of owning a retail business was that the
owner was always thinking a season or two ahead.

Right now, Betsy was browsing through a catalog from
Lantern Moon, which made beautiful baskets. Betsy liked to
use their baskets to display needlework products in her
shop, and she also carried their baskets for sale, especially
the sea-reed rice baskets with their fold-in tops, very handy
for carrying projects. Baskets made great Christmas gifts.
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But Lantern Moon was now also carrying knitting needles
made of ebony, rosewood, and coconut palm, and needle
cases made of silk, and Betsy was happy to add these items to
her order. They would look nice next to a basket full of wool
and silk yarns in winter colors of deep green, wine, and gold.

She was totting up the cost with a little sigh when her
door sounded its two notes. She looked up to see her good
friend and steady customer Jill Cross Larson. Holding on to
Jill's hand was Jill's daughter, Emma, just going on two.
Mother and daughter were equally fair, but Jill’s hair was
straight and pulled severely back from her face into a fat
braid; her toddler’s hair was fine and curly. Emma was walk-
ing sideways, reaching for a hat that Jill held in her other
hand. “Mine, mine!” Emma was saying.

“Yes, baby, this is your hat,” said Jill, handing it over. To
Betsy, she added, “She was experimenting to see if she could
throw it between parked cars into the street.”

“Throw hat!” agreed Emma, suiting action to her words.
The hat, a warm knit helmet in bright blue, flew up and for-
ward a couple of yards, landing on a low table covered with
framed models of solemn pilgrims and comic turkeys. Emma
giggled and tried to pull free of her mother’s grasp.

“Hold on, Mighty Mite,” said Jill, not letting go. She
walked her over to the table and picked the hat off a frame.
Holding it out of her daughter’s reach, she said, “If I give
this to you, do not throw it. Do you understand? Hold it, or
wear it, but do not throw it.”

“’Kay,” agreed Emma. Of course, on being handed the
hat, she immediately threw it. This time it hooked onto a
spinner rack of overdyed floss.

Jill looked around at Betsy. “Sorry,” she said.

Betsy was laughing too hard to reply. Jill was a solemn
sort of person. To see her coping with a daughter who had a
wild sense of humor was amusing.
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Jill again retrieved the hat and this time stuffed it in a
pocket, placidly ignoring the outraged toddler’s demand for
it back.

“What can I do for you?” asked Betsy, using more effort
to ignore Emma’s screams.

“Two things: First, I want to sign up for that knitting
class that Rosemary is teaching.”

That took a few minutes, while a check was written and
a name entered.

Then, “Second, I want to invite you to go horseback rid-
ing with me.”

Betsy smiled, in case this was the beginning of one of
Jill’s subtle jokes. “Ride a horse where?”

“Oh, out in the fields on my friend’s farm. She has five
horses. They’re not being ridden as often as they should be, so
she says I can come and ride any time I want, and I can bring
a friend, too.” Seeing that Betsy still did not understand, she
continued, “You know how every so often we talk about go-
ing on a cattle roundup?”

It had long been Betsy’s dream—her maternal great-
grandfather had been among the last of the real cowboys—
to go on a cattle drive. It was a dream Jill shared, though
they had not managed to fulfill it even after years of talking
about it.

Cattle rides, or roundups, still happened in the twenty-
first century, but mostly as tourist attractions. There was a
ranch in eastern South Dakota that had one, Betsy knew.
But the tourists didn’t just stand by the fences, applauding
as the cattle streamed by; they got to join in, ride the horses,
herd strays back into line, eat beans and wood-grilled steak
around a campfire, and sleep on the ground. And they paid
good money for such privileges.

“Yes, I remember. Are you saying she’s going to have a
cattle drive?”
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“No, no. I mean, she does have cattle, a few of the Scot-
tish Highland breed, very exotic—and delicious. But this
isn’t a roundup or drive, just a chance to reacquaint our bot-
toms with a saddle.”

“Hmmm,” said Betsy, for it had been a long time since
she sat on a horse. “When do you want to go?”

Jill went to the spinner rack of overdyed floss and turned
it casually with one finger. “Lars has tomorrow off.”

“Oh, Jill, not this week! I've got that EGA convention
coming up!” Betsy, an officer of the local Embroiderers Guild
of America, was helping to organize the national gathering
of needlepointers. But she was also the sole vendor of needle-
work materials and was going to have to move almost the en-
tire stock of her shop to the downtown Minneapolis hotel for
a three-day weekend. That took considerable organization,
and all of it in addition to the usual lengthy day of a small-
shop owner: sales, restocking, bookkeeping, cleaning, mend-
ing, filling special orders, and keeping teachers and students
in her many classes organized and happy. Not to mention the
usual tasks of an unmarried person in today’s America: laun-
dry, cleaning, cooking, grocery shopping, even the occa-
sional full night’s sleep.

“Can’t Goddy—" began Jill. Godwin Dulac was Betsy’s
store manager and essential right arm in the business.

“I am not going to let Goddy do my laundry!”

Jill laughed. “Laundry?” she asked. “I meant he can find
someone to work an extra afternoon, can’t he?”

Emma imitated her mother’s laugh, and Jill scooped her
up, then began walking very slowly toward the checkout
desk. “Think about it,” she said. “The sun on top of a horse’s
mane, rippling as he walks. The pungent equine scent, the
rocking saddle, the breeze in your hair. The bawl of a dis-
tant calf, and a crow’s fading call. The smell of drying grass
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and fallen leaves. The unwinding of stress.” By now she was
leaning in to Betsy’s face, her voice low and thrilling.

Betsy’s eyes closed. She was there, in the sunlight, with the
crows and the creaking saddle. “Oh, gosh,” she murmured.

“Business has been good lately, hasn’t it?”

Betsy nodded.

“So you can send your laundry out for once. And you can
afford that part-timer for one extra afternoon, too—not even
the whole afternoon, just three hours. Lindsay’s place is half
an hour from here, so an hour there and back, and two hours
to mess around with horses. Fat, quiet horses, nothing excit-
ing, you won't even be sore the next day. She’ll have them sad-
dled and waiting.”

Betsy meant to argue some more, but when she opened
her mouth, all that came out was, “Let’s do it.”

HE horses were indeed fat and lazy, perfect for two
T women who needed to relearn old riding skills. The day
was bright and barely cool—global warming had come to
Minnesota, and sometimes it didn’'t snow until mid-
November.

Jill’s friend Lindsay led the way out into a pasture where
green grass was growing up through hay stubble. Insects
buzzed haltheartedly, resurrected by the warmth. The sky
was a cloudless blue, a deeper shade than in summer, and
the air had a rough edge to it, carrying scents of ripe apples
and dying leaves. The horses’ feet crushed the dry stems of
cut hay with a sound like bursts of elfin applause. As Jill had
predicted, the distant lowing of a cow and cawing of a crow
could be heard, while overhead a skein of Canada geese flew
in an uneven formation.

Betsy, after ten minutes of discomfort, finally remembered
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how to relax her spine and settle into the saddle. She was rid-
ing a mare named Brown Eyes. Lindsay, leading the way, rode
a beautiful light gray gelding named Fancy Pants, who had a
dark muzzle and legs and a mostly white mane and tail. Fancy
Pants snorted and danced his way across the field and Betsy
was grateful not to be riding him. Jill brought up the rear on
another gelding, a tall, quiet palomino named Goldie.

At the other side of the pasture, Lindsay showed off
Fancy Pants’s training by making him sidle back and forth
while she opened and closed a gate without dismounting.
The gate led to a dirt lane into a small wood. Fallen leaves
crunched in a deeper note as they ambled among some big
old trees. A jay flitted from tree to tree ahead of them,
screaming, “Thief! Thief! Thief!” which alarmed an antlered
buck into crashing off, his tail a white flag.

“Darn that old jay,” grumbled Lindsay. “Usually when
you’re on horseback, the deer can’t pick up the human smell
and you can ride right up on them.”

The trees ended abruptly at a steep bank, leading down
to a stream. They started up alongside it. Betsy said over her
shoulder to Jill, “I'm starting to feel competent, how about
you?”

“Sure. What do you have in mind, a race?”

“No, but I'd like to see if we can get down to the water
without falling off.”

Lindsay, who was Jill’s age, with light brown hair and
eyes, said, “Yes, a race! Race you to the bottom!” and turned
her horse, clapped heels to his flanks, and gave him his head.
The horse took the slope, which was gravelly and thinly
strewn with clumps of low-growing grass, in a series of
dust-raising plunges, which she rode with ease.

Betsy, grinning, turned her horse to follow. But Brown
Eyes snorted at such foolishness. She refused to go headlong,
instead turning sideways to ease her way down.
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Jill’s tall palomino took one leap headfirst, almost throw-
ing Jill over his shoulder. Then he turned sideways and im-
itated Betsy’s mount, stepping carefully downward. Jill
grinned at Betsy, relieved.

At the bottom, Lindsay was letting her horse drink from
the stream while she looked up and laughed. “Cowards!”
she shouted, making him snort and splash.

“Hey, this is my horse’s idea, not mine!” replied Betsy,
perfectly happy with his caution.

At the bottom, they all let their horses drink from the
stream. Fancy Pants pawed impatiently at the water, and
Lindsay said, “Shall we see if they can climb up the other side?
It’s still my land over there.” At the top on the other side was
open pastute.

“Sure,” said Jill, and she urged her horse up and out of the
water.

The opposite bank was, if anything, steeper than the firs,
but with a kind of small plateau halfway up. Jill grabbed the
saddle horn and hung on while her horse, sinking fetlock-
deep into the gravelly earth, lunged upward. Betsy hollered,
“Whait for me!” and kicked her horse to make it hurry.

But halfway up, Brown Eyes began to slide. Betsy started
to get off, but had only one leg free when the horse collapsed,
legs flailing. Betsy, with her other foot caught in the stirrup,
felt a sickening pain as the horse twisted and rolled, trying
to regain its feet. Then her foot came loose and the horse slid
away, still struggling, down to the stream at the bottom.

Betsy tried to get her own legs under her, and screamed
as the pain in her right ankle overwhelmed her. It was like a
huge monster that darkened the sunlit sky over her head.

“Oh, my God, oh, my God!” yelled Lindsay, who had
dismounted at the bottom. She began climbing up toward
Betsy on all fours. “Don’t move, don’t move!”

“O-okay,” Betsy stammered. She was lying on her back,
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and she dug her left heel into the soft ground to stay in
place. Her voice was thin and shaky.

Suddenly there was a tumble of stones from above, then
Jill was beside her. Betsy put a hand out, afraid Jill would
try to lift her. But Jill said, “Lie still.”

“I'm trying to.” Betsy could hear Lindsay talking on a cell
phone, calling for an ambulance. “Is the horse all right?”
Betsy asked.

Jill smiled at her. “Yes, she’s stepping on her reins down
in the water, trying to decide how much trouble she’s in.”

“Our fault, not hers. Oh, God, my leg hurts so bad!”

“I know. No, don’t look, it’s twisted in a funny way. But
there’s no blood. You're going to be fine.” She looked down
the slope and called, “Lindsay, can you bring me your jacket?”
Jill, very typically, had worn only a light flannel shirt for the
ride. Betsy had a denim jacket on, but she was going into
shock and had started to shiver.

“Anything else hurt?” asked Jill, looking her over.

“No, I don’t think so. But I think my ankle’s broken.”

“Yes, I think it is, too.”

“Oh, Jill, what am I going to do about the convention?”

Jill smiled. “I don’t think that’s the big problem right
now. The big problem is going to be getting you out of here.
Should be interesting to see how they do it.”

It was. And painful, too.
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HE door to Betsy’s hospital room opened, and Jill ap-
Tpeared in the doorway. “Hi, are you ready to go?” she
asked.

“I guess,” said Betsy. It had been five days since the horse
had rolled over and broken not just both her fibula and
tibia—the two long bones between her knee and ankle—
but also torn the ligaments that held her ankle bone in
place. The tendons were not torn completely loose, and they
had a decent chance to heal if supported by a cast or brace. A
surgeon had removed the marrow from the shattered larger
leg bone and strung the pieces on a metal rod as if they were
beads. The tibia was held in place by a plate with screws.
The pieces of bone would grow back together, but the hard-
ware was permanent. For the rest of her life Betsy would
carry a card, signed by her doctor, explaining why she set off
metal detectors in airports.

And meanwhile, she was unable to get around at all. This
was not the kind of broken leg that allows for a walking
cast, at least not for several weeks. She was instructed to go
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home and stay there, mostly sitting down or lying in bed,
hobbling around on flat surfaces with crutches. No stairs,
no prolonged moving around, and certainly no driving.

“Does it hurt much?” asked Jill.

“Not too much. So long as I lie still, chere’s only a kind of
ache,” she said. “Of course, they keep insisting I get up and
move around—and now that you're here, there’s going to be
some serious movement, isn’t there?” Jill had come to bring
her home. Betsy’s surgery had been four days ago. Her med-
ical insurance mandated, and her doctor agreed, that she
could finish healing at home. “And by the way, have you
given any thought to how I'll get up to my apartment?” she
asked Jill. Betsy lived on the second floor of a two-story
building, which normally was great, because her needlework
shop was on the ground floor. But there was no elevator.

“Lars will carry you,” said Jill.

Betsy chuckled uncertainly. Lars was Jill's husband, a
very large cop who could probably climb the stairs with her
thrown over his shoulder, without even lightening his load
by first taking off his gunbelt.

“Isn’t he on patrol today?”

“Certainly. But our motto is “To Protect and Serve,” and
carrying you up to your apartment is service.” Jill used to be
a cop, too, but she had quit to raise her daughter, the
adorable Emma Elizabeth.

“Jill, are you seriously proposing that Lars carry me up
the stairs to my apartment?”

Jill’s light blue eyes widened with sincerity. “Sure. Oth-
erwise we'll have to get two or three men trying to carry you
in a wheelchair, and maybe stumbling and letting go with
you hanging on for dear life, and the wheelchair going over
and over and you winding up at the foot of the stairs with
your other leg broken, if not your skull.”
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Betsy wasn’t sure if Jill was joking. She looked serious,
but then, she was at her most serious when pulling Betsy’s
leg the hardest.

Jill was of Norwegian stock, and not the least inclined to
let her feelings show—whether she was joking, angry, or
penitent. She had apologized in her direct way—once—for
instigating the horseback ride that led to the mishap, but
she had not mentioned it again. Betsy was fine with that;
it was nice to have a friend who didn’t find it necessary to
make endless demonstrations of sorrow or repentance. On
the other hand, doubtless Jill felt responsible for getting
Betsy home safely.

Betsy decided just to trust Jill. She would wind up safe
in her apartment one way or another, because another thing
Jill was, was reliable.

Betsy said, “Thank you for helping me.”

Jill smiled, pulled her cell phone from her purse,
punched in a fast-dial digit, and said, when the call was an-
swered, “It’s go for the transfer. We’ll be leaving here within
half an hour. Right.” Her tone grew tender. “Bye, sweet-
ums.”

Betsy rang for the nurse, who helped her pack up her be-
longings: two bed jackets (knit by loyal customers of Crewel
World), five pairs of bed socks (ditto), a potted plant, a half-
eaten box of chocolates, a toothbrush and other bathroom
items, a pair of crutches, a carrier bag of medicines, and sev-
eral printouts of instructions for home care. These were put
in a cardboard box, which was balanced on the arms of the
wheelchair after Betsy was helped into it. She managed not
to groan.

Then Jill wheeled her down the broad corridor to the
bank of elevators, stepping back when a car arrived with a
nurse, two attendants, and a patient on a gurney. “So, you
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want to go horseback riding again this weekend?” Jill asked
Betsy while they waited for the patient to be wheeled out.
An attendant was maneuvering a wheeled stand holding up
two plastic bags each half full of a clear liquid, which was
dribbling down a hose into a needle taped to the back of the
patient’s hand. He was an unconscious man with dark hair
showing under the edge of his bandages and a lot of facial
cuts and bruises.

Betsy made a tsk sound of pity, as Jill pushed her into the
car and punched the button for the ground floor. Then,
“No,” said Betsy, chuckling, as Jill's question suddenly regis-
tered, “not this weekend. Maybe next if the weather is nice.”

ONY Milan was vaguely aware that he was moving. And
Tnot walking but riding. In a car? A very distant alarm
went off at that thought. But no, he was lying down.
Maybe . . . maybe he was on a horse. No, of course not. Silly
idea. He was doped up, and by the familiar muffled feeling
it was on some kind of downer, something stronger than
pot. Prescription pills, maybe, the good kind.

Rolling, rolling, rolling—wasn’t there a song with those
words? A cowboy song. Something about a horse? Whoops,
the rolling had stopped. And there were voices, a woman and
a couple of men. Maybe a couple of women. His clothing was
being messed with, he seemed to be dressed in sheets. Toga
party? And now they were moving him, rolling or pushing
him, he was sliding. Was he being mugged? He opened his
mouth to protest and suddenly what they were doing hurt
and he let out a kind of soft yell. One of the women said,
“Hush, take it easy, you're all right,” and covered him with
something, like another sheet. But damn, his whole left side
hurt, and his head, and the back of his hand, and his knee,
and his right ankle . . . before he could finish his inventory,
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he was drifting back into the comfortable haze that only
OxyContin can bring.

And then someone was calling his name. “Tony? Tony
Milan? Wake up, Tony!” He opened his eyes and a dark-
haired lady with brown eyes and an Aztec face was bending
over him. He had no idea who she was.

He tried to ask, but his throat hurt and all he managed
was a croaked, “Ur? OQo-00.”

“My name is Margaret, and I'm your nurse,” she replied,
just as if she understood his question. “You are in Hennepin
County Medical Center. You had an accident with your car.
Do you understand that?” She was talking as if to an idiot.
Of course he understood. “Wah,” he said, which was nearly
a word. “Hah, how—" Better. Lick lips and try again.
“Howah lon I behn heah?” He seemed to have developed a
foreign accent.

“Three days,” she said.

That seriously surprised him. He'd never gone on a toot
that lasted that long before. “Th-thu-reeeee?” The drawn-
out vowel was because something started stabbing him in
the chest. Only one arm seemed to work, he reached to
touch the sore spot. Was she poking him?

“Lie still, don’t try to move,” she said. “You have some
broken bones.”

“Ah?”

“Don’t you remember the accident?”

“Uh-uh.” He'd been in an accident—was that because
he’d been on a toot? Tony didn’t want the police involved in
this. He was scared, and began a struggle to remember.
Somehow this started to involve his whole body, and a gen-
tle hand came down on his chest.

“I said, lie still. You can’t remember because you frac-
tured your skull in a car accident.”

“Amma gonna die?”
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“No, though we were a little worried about you when
you arrived.”

“Wha’ happen?” He sure hoped someone hit him, that he
hadn’t hit someone.

“A drunk driver ran a light. He’s more badly injured
than you, which is unusual.”

“Yeah.” Tony tried to nod—he had often joked about
drunk drivers who walked away from accidents that killed
other people—but the movement hurt his head.

“Amma hurt bad?”

“You have a broken leg, a broken arm, broken ribs, and a
skull fracture.”

“Wow. Car totaled, huh?” He liked that car, and it was
paid for.

“What was left of it had to be cut open with the Jaws of
Life to get you out.”

“Wow. Wait, skull fracture?” His head was actually bro-
ken? No wonder it hurt!

“Yes, that’s why you can’t remember the accident.”

“What day is today?”

“Monday. You had the accident on Friday.”

“Wow.”

She took his pulse, then tucked his good hand, his right
one, under the sheet. “Are you in pain?” she asked.

Well, bless her, there was a question he loved to hear! He
nodded and began trying to look pathetic. Actually, he was
in pain, he could feel it moving around under the drugs
they’d already given him. Oh, wonderful to be in a hospital,
where the pain meds were legal, where the chance he’d get
some was amazingly, happily high. Which he hoped to be,
real soon.

And there it was, a syringe just dripping with eagerness
to sink into a vein—only she didn’t put it in the vein, she
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stuck it in a thin, clear plastic hose—oh. That’s why the
back of his hand hurt. Gosh, not even the pain of a needle
stick and here was the sweet, warm fog coming back again.
He sank happily into it, even though someone at the back of
his head was yelling, “Three days? Three days?”
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T was Wednesday morning, around noon—Betsy had
I come home on Monday—when she looked up from her
knitting. She was lying on the couch in her living room, her
right leg supported on three needlepoint pillows. From the
knee down it was encased in a hard, gray plastic foot-shaped
case held shut with Velcro straps. The toes poking out the
end of the case looked small and forlorn.

She was knitting an afghan made of squares of scrap yarn.
She was bored with it, but being fuddled with pain meds
meant she could knit only very simple patterns.

Her large and flufty cat, Sophie, was asleep on her stom-
ach. At twenty-two pounds, Sophie was a serious burden;
but the animal had taken it upon herself to be a comfort to
Betsy, a behavior so outside her normal selfishness that
Betsy hadn’t the heart to discourage her.

It was so quiet up on the second floor that both sets of
ears picked up even faint sounds. Sophie’s head came up
only an instant before Betsy heard the footfalls of someone
coming up the stairs. They were followed by a soft rap-a-tap
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on her door. “Come in!” Betsy called, because she knew who
it was.

“Hello, hello, it’s me!” caroled Godwin. He was her store
manager, though he preferred Vice President in Charge of
Operations of Crewel World, Incorporated. He stopped just
inside the door, which let into a short hallway, to ask anx-
iously, “Are you decent?”

“Yes, yes,” grumbled Betsy, who thought that an irrele-
vant question, considering her age, weight, injury, and the
sexual orientation of the man asking. Nevertheless she pushed
Sophie onto the floor so she could rearrange her old bathrobe,
the thick one with the broad vertical stripes of gray and ma-
roon, so it covered her down to her ankles. She lowered her
needles and peered over her magnifying glasses.

He’d sounded all excited about something, but as he en-
tered the living room he halted short. “What?” he said, sur-
prised.

“What, what?” she asked.

“I don’t know, you were giving me a look, like you al-
ready know I did something wrong.”

“I was? I didn’t mean to.” She took off the magnifying
glasses. “Did you do something wrong? Is there trouble down
in the shop?”

He relaxed and came forward. “No, no, nothing like that.
But have you seen the news today?” He was starting to get
excited again.

“No,” she confessed. Though she was not taking so many
of the most strenuous meds, she still found she lacked any
desire to see what was happening in the real world, possibly
because she lay helpless here at home so there was nothing
she could do about anything. “Did I miss something?”

“Girl!”” said Godwin. “Did you miss something? Only the
biggest scandal ever to hit EGA!”

Betsy stared at him. She hadn’t been able to go to the



18 Monica Ferris

convention, of course, being either doped into semicon-
sciousness or actually in surgery while it was going on. But
Godwin had brought her all the details once she was awake
and able to take notice. Others reported that he had done a
superb job of running the Crewel World booth at the event.
Neither he nor any other visitor had even hinted at a scan-
dal. And, anyway, the Embroiderers Guild of America was
hardly a place one would find a scandal of any size, large or
small. She tried a smile, thinking he was jesting, or at least
exaggerating, but he didn’t smile back. “You're serious!” she
said.

“You bet I am!”

“So tell me!”

“Well, you know how they were selling that heart canvas
to raise money for women'’s heart disease research,” he began.

She nodded. The local EGA group had begun selling a
painted outline of a Valentine heart on canvas right after the
last annual convention. The inside was divided into seven
sections, each to be filled with a different stitch. There was a
competition to find the best composed and executed set of
stitches, entries to be displayed at the convention for mem-
bers to vote for. Betsy and Godwin had both been consulted
by several people putting together their designs—and been
glad to sell them the materials needed to work them.

“Did you know they raised over twenty-four thousand
dollars?” asked Godwin.

“I knew it was going to be at least twenty thousand,” said
Betsy. “They said as much at the last meeting I went to.”

“Well, the Heart Coalition was so impressed that they
sent a man to the banquet to pick up the check—and he’s
gone. So’s the check.”

“Gone?”

“Yes, gone. Gone, as in run off, vanished. With the check.
The police are looking for him, but so far no luck. That’s
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what the news is saying. Mrs. Germaine is downstairs, and
she’s really upset.”

Mrs. Germaine was president of the local EGA chapter.
Betsy said, “She should be—everyone in the guild should
be. Twenty-four thousand dollars was a lot of money to
raise, and it’s a lot of money to lose!”

“No, no, sweetie, you don’t understand! The man who
disappeared with the money is her husband!”

Betsy had to try twice before she could exclaim, “No!”

“Yes! Mr. Bob Germaine came to the banquet, made a nice
speech, gave me the eye, and walked out with the check.”

Betsy shook her head as if to clear it. “I don’t think I'm
following you.”

“I went to the EGA banquet, remember? You told me to
use your ticket, since you couldn’t go. That’s why I was ac-
tually there, an eyewitness who watched him take the check
from Ms. Pickens, the EGA Treasurer, and make a small
thank-you speech. Don’t you remember me telling you
about that?”

“You told me about the banquet and the check presenta-
tion. But that’s not what I mean. Why did EGA give the
check to Allie’s husband?”

“Because he was the honcho from the National Heart Co-
alition they sent to pick it up.”

“Bob works for the Heart Coalition?” Betsy held up a
hand. “Wait a minute, I knew that. How could I forget
that?”

“Possibly because Allie came up with the idea of the
Women'’s Heart Disease fund-raiser?” suggested Godwin.

“Yes, she did. So what? Oh, I see what you mean: She
didn’t want to underline the fact that her husband’s em-
ployer would benefit from a heart disease fund-raiser.”

“That’s right. She talks a lot—a /or—about Bob, but ever
since EGA started that Women’s Heart Disease fund-raiser,
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she never let the fact that her husband is an executive with
the National Heart Coalition escape her pretty lips.”

“Do you suppose the idea was really his? That he used
EGA as a fund-raiser?” asked Betsy. “That would be a scandal.”

“You know I love you,” said Godwin. “And that you are
my very favorite boss in all the wide world.”

Betsy frowned at him. “Do I hear a buz in there some-
where?”

“But,” said Godwin, nodding. “The question is not
whether or not he asked his wife to use EGA to raise money
for the company he worked for. I mean it might be a scandal
if it’s true, but not nearly as big a scandal as his taking the
check and leaving town.”

“Oh,” said Betsy. She definitely had to cut back on the
meds. “I suppose people are saying that if he really did run
off with the check, then this whole thing might be a plot
between the two of them to steal the money. That would be
a scandal!”

Godwin raised a slim forefinger, indicating he had a
thought about that. “Twelve thousand dollars apiece seems
kind of small potatoes for people in their income range.”

Betsy nodded. “Well, yes, you're right. Besides, if it was
both of them, why is she still here?”

“She wants to talk to you.”

“No, I mean, why didn’t she leave town with him?”

“I don’t know. But right now this minute she is down-
stairs all agog to speak with you.” He frowned. “Is agog the
word I want?”

“I don’t know. What does she want to talk to me about?”

“About helping her find out what really happened to him,
of course!”

“Goddy, look at me! I can’t go sleuthing! I'm stuck in-
side this apartment for another ten days—and I can’t drive
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my car for six weeks after that! How on earth can I possibly
investigate when I can’t go anywhere?”

The note of distress in her voice brought Sophie back up
onto her stomach. “Uff! Easy, cat!” But when Godwin came to
lift the animal down, she said, “No, leave her, she thinks she’s
helping.”

Godwin stopped and looked at Sophie, who was “knead-
ing dough” on Betsy’s abdomen. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. And actually, it’s kind of nice having her within
reach all the time.”

“Okay, if you say so. Where were we? Oh, Allie wants you
to help her—and yes, I told her all about how you can’t go
anywhere. But she says she just wants to talk to someone who
might believe her when she says someone kidnapped her dar-
ling Bob. Someone who can give her some ideas about what
to do, where to look.”

“Oh, for heaven'’s sake! Don’t the police—?"

Godwin interrupted, “The police have put out an all
points bulletin asking for help capturing one Robert Henry
Germaine, wanted for grand theft, theft by fraud, and—
something else, I can’t remember what. They have a photo-
graph of him.” Godwin frowned. “It’s not a very good
photograph, which is pretty clever of Mrs. Germaine.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember when Mary Kuhfeld lost a lot of weight and
had a Glamour Shot taken of herself all made-up to look like
a model?”

“Yes.”

“Well, her husband said that if she ever ran away from
home and he didn’t want her back, that’s the photo he’d
give the police.”

Betsy laughed, and the jiggle made Sophie jump down
and stalk off. Betsy said, “I see what you mean. Allie’s helping
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her husband hide by giving the police a photo that doesn’t
look much like him.”

“That’s right.”

She nodded. “Well, that’s understandable. And clever, cer-
tainly.” She thought briefly, then suddenly flashed on some-
thing he’'d said earlier. “What did you mean, he gave you the
eye?”

“I mean, during his speech, my good old reliable gaydar
went ping! So I smiled at him as he went out and he smiled
back. I actually think he would have stopped, but he was
surrounded by about half a dozen women who were escort-
ing him out, talking sixteen to the dozen to him.”

Betsy laughed. “His wife might not have liked that,
Goddy,” she said.

“His wife wasn’t at the banquet. She was at a meeting of
chapter presidents.”

“During the banquer?”

“I know. It was supposed to end before the banquet started,
but they got caught up in something—no one knows what
and had their meal sent up.”

“Still, I can’t believe he’d actually give you the eye with
people who know Allie watching.”

“Unless he knew he would never be seeing any of them
again,” Godwin pointed out. “One of the women told me
they walked him out to his light blue Lexus in the parking
garage, and he drove off, never to be seen again.”

“You really think he’s gay?”

“Well, my gaydar is generally reliable, but I'd never met
him, and never even seen him, until the banquet last Friday
evening. Have you?”

Betsy thought. “Now I think about it, no.”

Goddy shrugged. “Maybe his gate swings both ways. You
can feel her out about it, if you like. May I send her up?”

“Oh, I don’t know—" Betsy didn’t mind so much that
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Godwin saw her in dishabille, but Allie Germaine was a dif-
ferent story. Betsy looked around at the mess in the room, at
her ratty bathrobe, and recalled that she hadn’t had a tub
bath since the accident. “My hair, this place—" she said.

“I'll get you a comb. And this place isn’t so awful, really.
Here, let me put some things out of sight.” He picked up the
cat and a trashy novel and headed for the bedroom with them.

Betsy called after him, “But what if she expects more than
I can do?”

The door closed and Godwin came back. “Oh, please don’t
say no! She’s sitting right in the shop, ruining the ambience.”
He rummaged in her purse, coming up with a comb, mirror,
and lipstick. “Please, please?” He handed her the comb and
said, “She’s so upset and sad, and she says you're her last
hope.”

Betsy looked despairingly at her face in the little mirror,
then over it at Godwin’s pleading expression. “Oh, all right.
Send her up.”

Godwin waited until Betsy finished with the comb and
began applying lipstick, then hurried out. Betsy put away
her knitting and tried to smooth some of the wrinkles out of
the robe with her fingers. It was too big on her so it covered
the even more wrinkled nightgown under it, and the ugly
plastic casing under that. She had barely gotten past the
wince of pain any movement of her leg brought when there
was a light tap on her door, which Godwin had left ajar.

“Come in, Mrs. Germaine!” she called, and braced her-
self. She was sadly certain she would not be able to help this
woman.



Four

ONY Milan had read the story in the Star Tribune—the
first time in a long time that Tony had read a newspaper
for more than the sports and comics—and watched two
follow-up stories on the morning and evening news. He
learned that Robert Germaine, Account Executive of the
National Heart Coalition, had run off with a check for over
twenty-four thousand dollars. The check had been pre-
sented to him by the Treasurer of the National Committee
of the Embroiderers Guild of America. It had been collected
by EGA for women’s heart research. Germaine had last been
seen getting into his car in the parking ramp at the Hotel
Internationale in downtown Minneapolis, to which he’'d
been escorted by five members of the local chapter. The po-
lice were looking for him. There was a photo on page six of
the newspaper that Tony recognized as a copy of the one that
was on the wall of the third floor of the Heart Coalition’s
headquarters in a long row of executive portraits.
So maybe Tony had been put off by the presence of all
those women walking Bob Germaine to his car—because
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Tony was supposed to have that check, not Bob. His plan
had been to go to the hotel, waylay Germaine as he was
leaving, and take the check. Then around three on Saturday
afternoon he was to drive to the airport. Tony had had a
plane ticket to Madagascar, best of the few countries left
that had no extradition treaty with the USA, and an almost-
authentic passport. Instead, here he was, four days later, in
a hospital bed.

But now Germaine and the check were both missing.
How had that come about?

He had no idea.

Tony had spent at least an hour last night trying various
methods to recall what happened four days ago. He had
some experience in recall, having been through a dozen or
more drug- and alcohol-induced blackouts. He could usu-
ally get a glimpse of events, but not this time. This made
him wonder at first if maybe he’d had the car accident on his
way to the hotel, but the nurse said he arrived at the hospi-
tal around eleven that night. Where had he been? His plan
called for him to be at the hotel around half past five, and he
remembered leaving work in time to do that.

Last night he’d fallen asleep while trying to shake loose
the memory and so triggered a dream about it, a dream in
which he’d ridden a horse out to the airport and hit Ger-
maine on the head with a black Nike sports bag after which
some woman had presented him with the embroiderers’
check as a reward.

Which he was sure was not what had actually happened.

Maybe in some kind of weird coincidence, Bob Germaine
really had stolen the check himself. Funny how Tony hadn'’t
spotted Bob as a fellow crook; he was generally pretty good at
that. Still, Tony’s acquaintance with him was slight; about all
he did was glimpse him in his office as he handed his secretary
a fistful of mail twice a day. Though now he remembered that
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he had sat through a speech Germaine gave to the staff a few
months ago, about increasing efficiency. Tony had thought to
ask about getting a motorized mail cart, but something about
the look of the man changed his mind.

Wait a minute. Tony thought hard. Somewhere, some-
time, Tony had heard Germaine practicing a speech. In a big
empty hall, maybe. Someplace where his voice echoed. Tony
could actually remember some phrases from it; it was a
speech about gratitude. There wasn’t a big hall at the Heart
Coalition headquarters, so where had that been? Tony had
been standing near enough to touch Germaine—maybe. The
more he tried to tease the memory from his head, the more it
turned to smoke. It was probably another dream, because
what would a mail-room clerk be doing listening to an ac-
count executive practice a speech?

Tony had had ambitions to rise through the ranks when
he came to work for the Heart Coalition. He got the entry-
level job through the assistance of Post-Prison Friends, an
organization that helped people on parole get honest work.
He actually meant to go straight this time, after his second
trip to the joint.

However, and understandably, most companies weren’t
interested in hiring a two-time loser, particularly someone
with a record of theft on top of drug use and drug sales. But
one—a charity that was feeling charitable—consented to
give him a chance. He had to start at the bottom, of course,
so he was given a place in the mail room. He’'d thought
janitorial was the bottom, but Janitorial Services was
unionized, with good pay and full benefits. Such a high-
tone department was not willing to consider hiring an ex-
con on parole. Mail-room clerking was the real entry level,
at least at the Heart Coalition. The work was easy enough,
sorting mail by name and department, taking a cart twice
a day to pick up and deliver letters and packages on three
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floors. Then weighing outgoing mail and putting postage
on it from a meter. A woman who worked in the mail room
showed him the ropes—it turned out he was her replace-
ment, and after four days of letting her carry most of the
weight, she was gone. After that it was just him and Mitch.
Mitch was grim, a pissant about everything. The woman
had bored him enormously, of course, being a know-it-all
female, but she had nothing on Mitch for bossiness.

So, naturally, Tony quickly came to hate the job. He stuck
at it, having been serious about going straight, but after four
months he was thoroughly fed up. The work was boring and
the mail room full of petty rules, like starting the morning
mail run at nine-thirty, not nine-twenty or nine-forty, and
keeping the mail room picked up—what was the unionized
janitorial staff for, anyhow? And Mitch was an everlasting
pain in the ass, always finding something to ride Tony about.
So Tony decided to fall off the honesty wagon. He began by
lifting an item here and there, but it wasn’t enough to make
staying with the job worthwhile. Then he remembered a con
a fellow inmate had told him about, and here he was in the
perfect place to try it.

To his delight, it worked, and soon he had an extra, if irreg-
ular, income that enabled him to have a life outside of work. It
might have gone on for years—so long as he didn’t get greedy
enough to make anyone notice—but Tony couldn’t resist con-
tinuing picking up items here and there that the owners left
right out in the open. Cell phones, wallets, watches, and rings
(people took them off when washing their hands), gold pens,
iPods, once even a take-out mu shu pork lunch that smelled
too good to resist.

Mitch eventually began remarking about things going
missing—and Mitch didn’t know the half of it—so Tony
decided this was a clue he’d better quit. If Mitch found
proof Tony was a thief, it might lead to an investigation that
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would reveal the great scheme Tony was running. Tony be-
gan to look for a good reason to quit—then found out about
this big check coming in. Twenty grand, maybe more.
What a swell good-bye to the place if he could intercept it.

Usually talk about a big check didn’t reach as far down as
the mail room—no need to tempt the peons, after all—but
this time it did, because it was unexpected. It wasn’t the re-
sult of a fund drive, this was something extra, run by a bunch
of females who did embroidery-type sewing. Tony once had a
shirt covered all over with hand-done embroidery, an expen-
sive gift from a friend. Tony had seen a photograph of a pink
heart they’d embroidered—the boss made a poster of it and
put it up in the lobby of the Heart Coalition. These females
were embroidering these hearts and selling them, and instead
of a couple hundred bucks, they had raised twenty grand.

Tony had taken a good look at the poster, because it had
the embroidery club’s logo on it: EGA in fancy lettering.
He’d recognize it when the check came into the mail room.
Getting his hands on this check—and not having to take
the deep discount he’d get if he merely sold it to a fence—
was going to make a sweet good-bye to this stupid nothing
job and pissant Mitch, and the suit-and-tie jerks up on the
third floor. He was going to sting these people good.

Then came the bad news: The check wasn’t going to be
mailed in, the Heart Coalition was going to send someone
to pick it up and thank the embroidery ladies in person.

What a gyp! That check was bis, good as in his hand, un-
til some big shot took it from him. What was wrong with
sending it through the mail? Bigger checks had come into
the mail room, Tony had seen them. And wasn’t a written
letter better than a verbal thanks? Jerks, all of them, from
the embroidery ladies to the big shots upstairs. They were
the thieves, taking the check away from Tony, after it was
almost right there, in his hand!
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So all right, all right, a little thought brought a new idea,
a different way to get hold of the money. They were going to
send some hotshot executive to pick it up? Fine, Tony knew
where the event was being held, he’d go over there himself.
It was a downtown hotel and it had an attached parking
garage. Someplace, in some lonesome corridor or down in the
dimly lit garage, he’d mug the executive and take his watch
and wallet. By the time they figured out the check was gone,
too, Tony would have run it through his system, pulled the
cash, and be long gone. He made a point of refreshing his
memory of what this Germaine fellow looked like so he’d
know him outside the hotel.

Then . . . something. Tony was pretty sure he hadn’t
done the mugging, or it would be Bob in the hospital, not
him. But instead, there was a police hunt for Bob Germaine.

So what the hell had happened?

Damned if he knew.

“Tony?” asked a voice from the door. He looked over and
there was the pissant himself, in person.

“Hey, Mitch!” said Tony, pretending to be glad to see a
familiar face.

“How’re ya doin’?”

“Aw, I'll be all right once they let me up,” growled Tony,
posturing just a little. In fact, they’d had him out of bed
this morning, and he’d been surprised at how far away from
his eyes the floor was.

“When do you think they’ll cut you loose?”

Tony grinned. “What'’s the matter, you miss me?”

“Would you believe I do? We got a temp in there now,
and I'm not sure he knows how to read. So have they said
anything about letting you go?”

“As a matter of fact, they have. The doc came in this
morning and said maybe tomorrow. Problem is, he said I
should stay home for a week, to finish healing. And then
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there’s going to be a problem walking—TI'll need crutches
for three weeks, and a cane for a while after that. I messed my
knee and my ankle up good.”

Mitch grimaced. “That’s too bad.” Then he smiled. “And
it didn’t do your handsome face any good, either.”

Tony smiled back. He was a good-looking man, much bet-
ter looking than Mitch. “Well, my face will heal.” He didn’t
add “But yours won’t,” but Mitch got the jab anyhow, and his
smile went away.

Mitch said gruffly, “Well, we’ll hold your job for you.
You've got some sick leave coming and there’s even some va-
cation time—four days, I think. So you’ll get a paycheck for
a while. I want you to call in every couple of days to let me
know how you’re doing. What the hell happened, anyway?”

Tony shook his head. Funny how the truth was all right
this time. “I haven’t got the slightest idea. I have a skull frac-
ture and the doc says it gave me a severe concussion. I re-
member leaving work, and I think I remember driving out of
the parking lot—and then it’s just blank. I left work around
five, and the accident happened around ten or ten-thirty. I
was in the hospital when I woke up. My car is wrecked, the
ambulance people had to use the Jaws of Life to get me out,
but I don’t know how it happened.”

“I'll be damned,” said Mitch. “You're sure you don’t re-
member a thing?”

“Not a thing. It’s been bugging me, I can tell you. The
doc says parts of my memory may come back, or I may never
remember any of it.”

“Well, I'm glad you remember clocking out of work. We
coulda been hit with a workers’ comp suit.”

“That’s my boss,” cracked Tony. “Always looking on the
bright side.”



Five

LLIE Germaine was about thirty-five, maybe a little
Aolder, of medium height, very slim, with bright brown
eyes and short-cropped, dark, curly hair. She wore a copper
pantsuit ornamented with a red scarf, and low-heeled cop-
per shoes. Normally so vital she virtually thrummed, today
her energy seemed barely adequate to get her up the stairs
and into the room.

“Hello, Mrs. Germaine,” said Betsy, speaking gently
because she was so shocked by Allie’s obvious fatigue.

“Hello, Betsy,” replied Allie in a low voice. “I want to say
how sorry I am about your accident,” she added, a tiny bit
more forcibly. Allie’s good manners would prevail on her
deathbed, even were she to be crushed by a steamroller.
“Sorry to be taking so long about this, and please excuse the
mess,” she’d murmur before expiring.

Betsy replied, “Thank you—oh, and thank you for the
cookies, they were delicious.”

“You're welcome, of course. We all love you and miss
you in your darling little shop. But I'm not up here just to
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exchange pleasantries, of course. Betsy, the most dreadful
thing has happened.”

“Yes, Godwin was just telling me. I'm afraid I haven't
been watching the news lately, or I would have known.
Here, sit down and tell me more.”

“Thank you.” Allie sank into the upholstered chair set at
ninety degrees to the foot of the couch. She relaxed for just a
moment, then looked up at a high-pitched sound. “What's
that?”

“Oh, it’s just the cat. I had Godwin put her in the bed-
room so she wouldn’t bother us. She loves visitors; she hopes
they’ll feed her.”

Allie smiled a tight little smile, then sobered. “It’s all
been like a nightmare; I simply cannot believe the things
the police think Bob did.”

“What do they say he did?”

“Well, that he’s a thief! That he took the EGA check and
made off with it.”

“Was it presented to him personally?”

“Yes, of course. He made a thank-you speech on behalf of
the Heart Coalition when it was handed over. That was at
the banquet Friday night. Then he was walked to his car by
five EGA officials, who watched him drive away.” Allie
swallowed a sob. “The EGA officers say he drove off in the
car alone, no one was in it with him. And—and he hasn’t
been seen since. The police are out to arrest him.”

“But you think—" prompted Betsy.

“I don’t know what to think! He wasn’t there when I got
home from the event, but that didn’t bother me, he often goes
for a drive after making a speech—he gets so wired that he
needs time alone to get his heart rate back to normal. Driving
relaxes him. I was so exhausted myself, I took a sleeping pill
and went straight to bed. I slept right through till nine the
next morning—good thing it was Saturday. When I realized
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he hadn’t come to bed, I thought he might have slept on the
couch—sleeping pills sometimes make me, er, breathe a bit
heavily—and then gotten up early Saturday morning and
gone to the office to turn in the check. It wasn’t until around
noon that I got worried. I called his office and got no answer.
And I couldn’t think what to do.”

“You didn't call the police?”

“No, not right then. I should have; I mean, it was ridicu-
lous to think he’d go off somewhere with no warning. 1
knew he wasn’t in an accident, he always has plenty of iden-
tification in his wallet, so someone would have called. And
if he was kidnapped, I'd have gotten a call about ransom. It
was when I started that conversation with myself, about a
ransom, that I realized how worried I was. I just couldn’t
think why he wasn’t at home.” She offered a painful smile.
“There isn’t a family history of amnesia, either.”

“Had you quarreled about something?” asked Betsy.

“No. We haven’t had a serious quarrel about anything in
quite a long time. We were on the best of terms that day; af-
ter all, it was at least partly my doing that the Heart Coali-
tion was getting that rather nice check. And his getting the
Heart Coalition to lend its name made the fund-raiser im-
portant, so more people joined in. Denise Williams designed
the heart—she did a great job—and we had some really
lovely entries; I'm sorry you couldn’t be there to see them. I
kept telling myself he was all right, that any minute he’d call
with some silly reason for not coming home. I was thinking
about calling the police when they came knocking at my
door.”

Betsy, remembering what Godwin had said, asked, “Did
Bob sometimes do that? Stay out late or all night with some
silly excuse for it?”

Allie raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Never all night.
Once in a while he gets into an intense planning session or
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caught up reading a complicated survey and will come
home late. Or he’ll get to playing a new computer game and
just forget about the time. I've been married to him for six-
teen years, and his excuses for staying out late have never
gotten less lame or sounded more like him.”

Betsy nodded. “So either he’s been leading a double life
since before you married him—"

“Or he’s the creative, driven, exasperating, charming dar-
ling I've always known him to be,” said Allie, nodding back.

“If he’s that absentminded, he must keep some kind of
calendar,” said Betsy.

“Oh, yes. He says his iPAQ is the greatest invention
since the calendar, that he’d be lost without it—once he
learned to put all his appointments on it.”

“Does he let you see it?”

“Of course. He downloads a copy of it onto my pocket
PC at least once a week, and I send mine to his—I've got a
busy life, too—so we don’t book one another for engage-
ments that conflict.” She smiled. “And sometimes one of us
will sneak in a luncheon booking on the other’s schedule,
just for fun, and we meet at a downtown restaurant.”

“Was he supposed to be somewhere on Monday?”

“Yes. In fact he’s missed two appointments and a meet-
ing already this week. But he has a big one this afternoon,
one he wouldn’t miss for anything. He has to make a very
important presentation to some members of the national
board about an idea he has for a campaign.”

“Was he nervous or upset about it?”

“He’s always anxious about presentations. He’s wonderful
at it, but he gets almost sick with stage fright ahead of time.
He walks up and down in the living room at home,
practicing—it drives me out of the house when he’s prepar-
ing for a big one like this. He gets so tense, he sometimes
doesn’t eat dinner the night before. But he never, ever tries to
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get out of them. That’s why I'm certain now something . . .
something dreadful has happened to him. Because he just
wouldn’t miss a presentation as important as this.”

“Did you tell the police that?”

“Yes, of course. I showed a detective my little pocket
computer with his calendar on it, and he wrote some of it
down.”

“Bob didn’t say anything to anyone at work about some-
one taking his place this time, just for this presentation?”

“No. When they called me today, I told them I still
hadn’t heard from him. I pointed out that his speech is on
his computer at work, PowerPoint slides and all. I chink
they’re covered; after all, it isn’t as if no one else knows what
it’s about or how he planned to do it. It was like a Broadway
production; there were a lot of people involved in planning
and writing it. But they’re very disturbed that he won’t be
there to make it.”

“Do they think he ran off with the money?”

“I...TI can’t believe they do, not really. The police do,
but the people at the Heart Coalition know him, they know
how pleased he was that so much money was raised—it was
his idea to ask EGA to do the project.”

“Not yours?”

Allie smiled. “All right, we thought of it together. EGA
loves to raise money for charity and we were looking for
something for the national convention, and this just seemed
a natural. But Bob did all the work on his end and some of
it on mine, so of course I let him take all the credit. But you
see, that just strengthens my argument that he would not
possibly have stolen that money. The credit he got for the
project was far, far more important than twenty-four thou-
sand four hundred and seventy dollars.”

“Suppose, just for a minute, he did take it,” said Betsy.
“What would he do with it? How would he cash it?”
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“It was never cashed.”

“What?”

“As soon as we were notified on Tuesday morning that
the check hadn’t been turned in at the Heart Coalition, we
called our bank. The balance indicated it hasn’t been
cashed, and we put a stop payment on it.”

“Have you told this to the police?”

Allie nodded. “Yes, but it doesn’t seem to have changed
their minds that he meant to steal it, and that now he’s stay-
ing away because he knows he’ll be arrested if he comes
home. That’s why I'm here to talk to you. Betsy, you've got
to help me!”

“Allie, I'd love to. But look at me, I can’t even get down
to the shop. What do you think I can do for you?”

“I don’t know!” Her voice was a wail. “But there has to
be something, someone you can talk to, to make them stop
treating Bob like a, a fe/on! He’s a missing person!”

Betsy thought about that. It occurred to her that if the
police thought Bob had arranged this whole fund-raiser in
order to steal the money, they might also think his wife was
a co-conspirator. So of course they wouldn’t share all their
conclusions with her. She said, “The police aren’t fools, I'm
sure they’re looking at all the possibilities. They just don’t
talk about everything they’re doing with the public.”

“I suppose that’s true. But you know some police offi-
cials. Can’t you call one of them and find out what they’re
doing, what they're thinking?”

“Well, I suppose I could ask. Meanwhile, have you called
around, asked some of Bob’s friends if he’s gotten in touch
with them?”

“Yes, of course. Nothing.” Allie gave an exaggerated, ex-
asperated shrug.

Betsy wished she knew Allie better. It was not enough to
know she was an ardent needlepointer and skilled knitter.
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She needed to know more about Allie and Bob’s marriage,
for example. And have a deeper understanding of Allie’s
character.

She asked, “If he’s in hiding, what’s he living on?”

“Betsy, we have ten thousand dollars in a bank account he
can access with a cash card, fifteen thousand in a money
market account, and two credit cards, one with no limit on
it. That's why it’s stupid to think he would run away with a
check for twenty-four thousand dollars!”

“Has he accessed any of these accounts?”

“Not the cash accounts, no.” Allie looked close to tears
again. “I checked the balances this morning, and when I saw
they hadn’t gone down, that’s when I decided I needed to
talk to you. I didn’t know where else to turn. You've done
investigations before; you're so very clever.”

“Yes, well, before I could always get around to talk to
people.”

“Maybe I could talk to them, if I knew who to talk to.
Maybe he’s using his credit cards—that can be checked,
can’t it?”

“Yes, they can trace credit card use, including location,
so if he had, they’d have gone there looking for him.”

“Do you think he’s . . . dead?” Allie asked in a very small
voice.

“What do you think?”

“I think something’s happened to him, that he’s stuck
somewhere and can’t get home or call for help. Perhaps
someone hijacked his car to get the check. Or just to get the
car, and left him injured somewhere. Or maybe he was on
that drive and went off the road and he’s in a ravine some-
where, hurt. The banquet was last Friday, five days ago. I
have nightmares about him lying injured in his wrecked car,
too hurt to use his cell phone, unconscious, maybe . . . ” The
pain in her eyes and voice was enormous, but she took a
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breath and continued bravely, “Yes, maybe dead by now. I've
driven the route he would have taken coming home, but
didn’t see a car in a ditch. But if he went for a drive, there’s
no telling what route he took. Who knows where he is right
now?” Tears overflowed and rolled down Allie’s cheeks.

Wishing she could reach her, to put an arm around her,
all Betsy could do was gesture at the box of tissues on the
coffee table. Allie pulled two out and covered her eyes.
Betsy waited, and in a few minutes Allie pulled herself to-
gether and blew her nose. “I'm sorry.”

“Allie, I'm so sorry, too. Let me make some calls, maybe
the police are taking everything into consideration.” She
took a breath and dared to ask, “What if we found him in a
hotel somewhere with . . . someone else?”

Allie laughed softly. “That won’t happen. But if it did,
that would be worlds better than what I'm terrified has hap-
pened.”

LLIE wasn't gone ten minutes before Godwin was at
A the door again. “Well? Well?” he demanded.

“I said I'd make some calls to find out what the police are
thinking,” said Betsy.

“You're not going to try to find him?”

“How on earth can I do that?” she retorted, gesturing at
her leg.

“By asking me to help,” said Godwin, with an air of stat-
ing the obvious.

“Oh, I don’t think—"

“Then you should, my dear, you should. For who has sat
admiringly at your tender toes, absorbing your methods?
Mo:i! All you have to do is tell me where you would have
gone, if you could go, and I will go there, ask any questions
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you would want asked, and bring the answers back to you.”
He assumed a “thanks for your applause” pose, arms wide.

“Oh, Goddy, I don’t know,” she said. Godwin was intel-
ligent, clever, and imaginative—it was this last that made
her doubtful.

“Why not?” he asked. “I've already told you something
nobody else knows, that Bob Germaine is gay.”

“Now, hold on,” said Betsy. “We don’t know that.”

“I'm sure Allie Germaine denied it—"

“I didn’t ask her,” said Betsy. “She is in far too much dis-
tress to be asked a question like that right now.”

“Oh, but that’s the big guestion, the question that needs
answering, the question that could lead to the solution to this
thing!”

“I did ask her how she would feel if he were found in a
hotel room with someone else, and she said that would be
worlds better than finding him dead.”

“Well . . . yes, I suppose, if that’s the alternative,” said
Godwin. “But surely he’d’ve been found by now if he was
killed in a car crash or something.”

“I don’t know. Every so often there’s a news story about
someone who ran off the road and no one saw the wreck for
days, even weeks. That’s what she’s thinking happened, and
she’s upset that the police are searching for a thief when they
should be looking for an accident victim. She says he some-
times goes for a long drive after giving a speech, to cool off,
settle his nerves.”

“Or,” said Godwin, “maybe he went out partying to cel-
ebrate.”

“With the check in his pocket? That sounds kind of irre-
sponsible.”

“Maybe he left the check in his car, in a good hiding
place. Maybe the car got stolen—it was a new Lexus, after
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all—and he’s too ashamed to admit where he was. And it
didn’t get cashed because the thief didn’t find it.” He
beamed at her. “See? I'm thinking like a detective already!”

Betsy nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, you are. Well, let me
make my phone calls first, then we’ll talk about you going
out to sleuth.”



ETSY was in her small kitchen, moving awkwardly on

her crutches—the old-fashioned kind that offer support
under the arms—while she got out the crackers, then stirred
the pan of soup heating on her stove. She couldn’t think
how she would transfer the soup to a bowl and the bowl to
the table, and so proposed to eat it out of the pan.

Sophie had already learned that for the time being
(though she didn’t know there was to be a limit on it) she
was allowed on the counter, because Betsy couldn’t put the
animal’s bowl on the floor and so fed her up there.

Then the doorbell rang. With an aggravated growl, she
swung around clumsily to head for the intercom near her
front door. The bell had rung again before she got there.

Holding down the intercom button, “Yes?” she said in
her crispest voice, a warning to someone with something to
sell.

“It’s me, I've got news!” Godwin, sounding cheerful.

Her physical therapist had been here earlier and had her
doing more leg lifts than she ever thought she could. Her



42 Monica Ferris

leg still ached, and she was in no mood for chirpy conversa-
tion. But Godwin said he had news, and if he could tell her
something useful she could put up with chirpy, right?

“Come on up.” She pushed another button, one that re-
leased the lock on the door downstairs, and went back to stir
her soup, which was starting to bubble around the edges.

In less than a minute he was opening the door to her apart-
ment. “Hi, good to see you up on your feet!” he said, coming
into her kitchen. “And cooking, too, better and better.”

“Well, I hate to say it, but all those lovely hot dishes peo-
ple keep bringing are too high in calories for someone who
does nothing but lie around all day. Which reminds me, my
freezer up here is full of them, and three more came this af-
ternoon. Can you take most of them down to the basement,
to the big chest freezer down there? I'll write my name on
them so my tenants will leave them alone.”

“Sure, after I've told you what I found out.”

She went to stir her soup. “Supper first. I'd’'ve made a
salad, but my lettuce has died. I figure chicken noodle soup
can’t do my figure much harm, even with crackers. Would
you like some?”

“No, thanks, I've wined and dined and dined some
more.” He smirked just a little; he was dating that hand-
some fellow known as Dex who worked at Needlework Un-
limited, so life in that respect was good. “And I'll hint in
the shop tomorrow that what you need is not another hot
dish, but someone to do some grocery shopping for you.”

“That would be lovely. Thanks.”

“But now to the big news: Bob Germaine has been very
active in the gay community.”

Betsy turned toward him so fast she staggered and nearly
fell. “What?” she said. “You szw him? What did he say?”

He reached out to steady her, taking her by the shoulders.
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“No, no, I didn’t see him,” he said, mildly aggravated. “And
no one I talked to has seen him for at least a week.” He let go
and stepped back. “Okay now?

“I'm fine, just fine,” she said impatiently. “Well, then
what did you mean that you found him active in the gay
community?”

“I mean people I talked to know him. When I described
the man I saw at the banquet, a lot of people said they've
seen him around. He’s kind of a party animal, they say. Only
he uses a different name: Stoney Durand.”

She snorted faintly. “Sounds like the main character in an
old television show: Stoney Durand and his sidekick Gig-
gles, fighting for justice in the Old West.”

“Can I help what a man picks for a pseudonym? Maybe
he watches old westerns a lot. Maybe he smoked a lot of
weed in college.”

“How did you describe him?” Betsy was thinking Godwin
had only seen Bob Germaine once, and then from a distance.

“He’s a little taller than me, with a better-than-average
build, and dark brown hair kind of wavy on top and short
on the sides. He has brown eyes and thick eyebrows. No ear-
ring. His hands are not the kind you get when you’ve done
hard labor like construction or landscaping.” Godwin held
out his own slender hands. “Not as nice as mine, of course.
His nose is just the least little bit retroussé. He wears a sil-
ver ID bracelet on his left wrist, the kind with flat links—I
noticed it when he reached for the check and at the same
time was shaking hands with the President of EGA. And
people who know Stoney Durand say he always wears an 1D
bracelet like that.”

Betsy, duly impressed with this detailed description, said,
“Sounds as if you were really paying attention. Good for you.
Still, that description could fit more than one person.”



44 Monica Ferris

“Not the whole thing taken together,” argued Godwin.
“The hair, the nose, the eyebrows, the bracelec—"

“The name,” said Betsy, by her tone only appearing to
agree with his list. “I understand most people pick a fake
name close to their own so they’ll turn to look when they
hear it. So I'd’ve thought he’d pick something like Hob
Lalane rather than Stoney Durand. And also, if he’s bi, has
this Stoney ever been seen with a woman?”

“Not in the places I looked,” said Godwin with a smile.
“And anyway, he’s got a woman at home.”

Betsy turned off the burner on her stove. “So you are rel-
atively sure this Stoney Durand is actually Bob Germaine?”

“Not relatively: positively!”

Betsy grimaced and shook her head. “What a shock this
is going to be for poor Allie!”

Godwin’s cheer dimmed considerably. “Yes. And while
there’s no need to tell her this, some of the people who say
they know him aren’t as sweet as I am.” He waggled his eye-
brows to underline this.

Betsy’s heart sank and she sighed. Then hunger prodded,
and she turned back to the pan. She couldn’t eat right from
the stove with Godwin looking and so was at a loss.

Then he was beside her, putting a bowl on a plate, pour-
ing the soup into it. “Crackers?” he asked.

She nodded toward them on the counter, and he took a
few from the package and set them on the plate. The second
drawer he opened held her silverware—he found it before she
realized what he was looking for and told him where to look.

“This way,” she said and went to the little dining nook at
the other end of her kitchen.

She bumped her foot against the table leg and sat down
with a grimace of pain she hoped he didn’t see. He put the
soup in front of her. “But he’s still missing,” she said. “You
said no one’s seen him for at least a week.”
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“That’s right.” Godwin went back for a napkin, then sat
across from Betsy, watching as she crumbled a cracker into
the bowl. “But I did find out the important thing, right?”

“Yes, unfortunately.” Her ankle was throbbing.

“Do you think he stole the money to spend on his secret
life?” He filched a cracker off her plate and nibbled at a cor-
ner of it.

“Do you think he thought he could just ride off with the
check and no one would come after him for it?” retorted
Betsy.

“Maybe he thought no one would go looking for him.
You know, not guess he’s gay.”

“If he didn’t want people to guess, he shouldn’t go mak-
ing eyes at handsome young men until he’s away from the
hotel.” Betsy knew she was sounding grumpy, but now her
whole leg ached. “Did anyone see the look you two ex-
changed?”

Godwin preened a little and touched his blond hair at
the back. “I don’t know, I wasn’t looking anywhere but at
him. But I see what you mean.”

“So you see how something’s very wrong about this.”

“I don’t see anything wrong. I'm thinking he met the
love of his life a month or two ago and now they’re starting
all over again somewhere far from here.”

“What are they living on then? Allie Germaine says
he hasn’t emptied their bank accounts. If he was willing
to steal a check, you'd think he’d take at least some money
from their joint accounts.”

“Maybe the love of his life is rich.”

“So why steal the check?” Betsy asked.

Godwin considered that a few moments. Then he said,
“Maybe it was like a good-bye thing, taking that check.
Good-bye to his job, good-bye to his wife, good-bye to
everything and everyone who thinks they know him. Taking
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the check meant he was burning his bridges. He can’t come
home again now.”

Betsy considered that. There was an ugly logic to it. A
man living a lie decides to come out of the closet—and
makes sure he can’t go back in again. “It’s hard to believe
Allie could be so wrong about her husband. They have
children—two or three, I think—and the oldest is in high
school, right?”

“Two, and I think both are in high school,” said Godwin.

“She said they’d been married sixteen years. That’s a long
time to carry off a lie, don’t you think?”

Godwin shrugged. “It happens.” He leaned forward and
repeated more strongly, “I know for a fact that it happens.”

“All right. But is it even remotely possible Stoney Durand
is not Bob Germaine? That we're not talking about the same
man here?”

The intensity of her look and voice made him squirm
just a little. He said, “Look, I described him as best I could,
and only two people named someone else—and one of them
took it back when his friend said no, it was more likely
Stoney Durand I was talking about.”

“And the other person, the one who didn’t take it back?”

“He said I was describing Al Gore.” Godwin snickered.
“I'said, ‘In your dreams,” and he said—" Godwin sighed ro-
mantically, and drawled, “ “Yeah.””

Betsy sighed, but not romantically. She shifted slightly
on the chair. Her leg was like a bad toothache.

“But you see,” Godwin continued, “the consensus is, it’s
Stoney Durand. We both know the man I saw at the ban-
quet is Bob Germaine. So I'm positive the man I asked
everyone about is really Bob Germaine.” Her doubting face
made him uncomfortable. “I would have taken that photo
from the newspaper with me, but it was such a bad picture.
Could you ask Mrs. Germaine if she has a better picture? I'd
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ask her, but if she wanted to know more about why I want
one, I might forget and tell her where I've been looking.”

“Didn’t they take pictures at the banquet?” asked Betsy.

“Some people at the tables did. You can just imagine how
awful they are, with those little flashes, and too far away to do
any good. But I didn’t see them do that posed thing, where
they hold on to a check big as a coffee table and smile pretty.”

Betsy said, “I think the decision to send an exec from the
National Heart Coalition came too late to have that hu-
mungous check made.”

“How do you cash a check like that?” asked Godwin, di-
verted. “Can you imagine trying to put it in the car?
Wouldn’t it be funny to watch someone trying to get it
through the door of the bank? Could you still cash it if it
was in two or more pieces?” He grinned and popped the re-
mainder of his cracker into his mouth.

“They aren’t real checks,” said Betsy, dipping her spoon
into the bowl. “It’s just for show. I remember reading some-
where that the real check is the normal size.” She took a
mouthful of broth and noodles, then put the spoon down.
Pain had taken her appetite away.

Godwin asked, “Did you talk to the police about what
they’re doing?”

“Oh, yes. I called Jill, and she called the investigator on
the aneapohs police force in charge of the case. His name

. O-something. Orrick? He told Jill his investigation is
going nowhere. Germaine, he said, seems a very unlikely
thief, but he is their only suspect. Jill told me he said it’s be-
cause of the eyewitnesses.”

“What about them?” Godwin asked.

“There are too many to doubt, and they’re all telling the
same story. They heard him make the speech, watched him
put the envelope with the check into his pocket, and some of
them walked him out to his car. So that part is clear. Orrick
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thinks it possible Bob Germaine got carjacked, but if so,
where is he?”

“Do you think that’s what happened?” asked Godwin.

Betsy repeated Allie Germaine’s story about her husband
going for a drive after the speech. “Jill said Allie told that to
Orrick when they first talked to her, and that Orrick put out
a call to law enforcement in the five-county area to look for
signs of a car going off the road, and to check ravines and
rivers for a light blue Lexus. But nothing so far.”

“So maybe the car is on its way to New Mexico, driven by
Bob Germaine. And in the passenger seat is this good-
looking older guy with big bucks.”

“Why older and good looking?” asked Betsy, thinking
Godwin had someone in mind.

“Why not?” said Godwin with a shrug, reaching for an-
other cracker. “It’s just that when I think of someone break-
ing loose at last, running off with a new lover, he’s rich,
handsome, and has these beautiful silver streaks in his dark,
wavy hair.”

TONY Milan sat on his dilapidated couch, his left leg in
its dark canvas-and-metal brace resting on the stained
old coffee table the landlord had probably rescued from the
sidewalk. What a dump, he thought.

Beside him was a black plastic bag containing the stuff
he’d brought home from the hospital. He’d already dug out
the pain meds they’'d given him, but he was still resting
from getting from the curb into his garden apartment. He
was afraid that if he didn’t gather his strength before he
stood to go into his bedroom, he might fall. And he was
afraid that if he fell, he wouldn’t be able to get up—his bro-
ken arm and leg were on the same side, plus his overall
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bruises and scrapes made even ordinary movement painful.
He wished he’d accepted pissant Mitch’s offer to help him
into his apartment, even at the risk of seeing the packed
suitcase inside the door. And the passport and airline ticket
to Madagascar sitting on top of it.

Maybe it was just as well. Mitch thought he’d be coming
back to work—and maybe he was. The airline ticket was no
good anymore.

Anyway, he had no reason to run now, did he? He frowned
over that for a while. Because he had been stealing checks
from the mail room and depositing them in a special account
he’d set up. There was absolutely no sign from Mitch that he,
Tony, was suspected in that way. Of petty theft, maybe—but
Tony hoped with all his heart that there were other petty
thieves at the Heart Coalition, because a sudden stop to all
theft during his hospitalization would be all the proof they
needed of his guilt.

Thinking about his check-stealing scam brought up the
question again: What happened last Friday? Tony had a
good-enough plan to get hold of that check written by
EGA. Okay, both Mr. Germaine and the check were gone—
but why assume Germaine and the check had gone to-
gether? Maybe Tony had the check. His car accident may
have been just that, an accident, with no link to the theft of
the check. After all, no one said they’d found this big check
written to the Heart Coalition in a pocket—they did search
his pockets, didn’t they?

Whoa!

Tony stopped thinking while he ripped open the black
plastic bag that contained his personal effects. A big brown
envelope contained his cell phone, his good ID bracelet with
the flat links, a nice gold watch with a leather band—which
he’d never seen before—and his wallet, which itself contained
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his driver’s license, Social Security card, two credit cards.
And $147, which was a lot more than he remembered, but
nowhere near $24,000. In the big envelope was also a little
brown envelope containing about two dollars in loose
change, a small brass key with the number 36 written in
ink on a strip of white tape on it, and a pair of what looked
like real-gold cuff links. The change he remembered, but
not the key or the cuff links. He put them aside and con-
tinued pulling things out of the bag. Up came a white
dress shirt, covered with dried blood. His blood. It was odd
to look at that and think that huge amount of blood had
come out of him. He touched the big bandage on his head
tenderly.

Hold on, he owned a white dress shirt, but he hadn’t
worn it to work last Friday. And this one had French cuffs,
which his didn’t. That explained the cuff links, in a way.
But why had he been wearing someone else’s dress shirt and
cuff links? Had he gone to a drunken hot tub party and put
on the wrong shirt after? He smiled at himself—that would
have been a typical accidental-on-purpose “mistake” for
him. And it would explain the watch, too. But he had no
memory of a hot tub party, and, in fact, didn’t currently
know anyone with a hot tub. He picked up the cuff links.
They were plain, a small square sitting on a bigger square,
and not new; but the weight and shine suggested high-carat
gold. He put them down again, more respectfully. The
watch was only a Bulova, but the strap looked like real croc-
odile. Taken from the same person who owned the shirt and
cuff links?

In the bottom of the bag, in a big wad, was a black suit.
He pulled it out. It was torn, cut, stiff with what was prob-
ably more dried blood, and here and there, caught in the
folds, were a very few little cubes of glass. Oh, windshield
glass, sure.
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But the suit was once a very nice one. And it wasn'’t his.
Tony didn’t own a black suit.

He went through the pockets anyhow and didn’t find the
check. Had he left it at the party? In the car? Did the people
who towed wrecked cars away go through them looking for
valuables?

Wait a second, maybe he’d deposited it. He opened his
cell phone and was pleased to find he had turned it off, so
when he turned it on, it had a charge. He thought a few mo-
ments, then dialed a number that connected him to First
Express Bank’s automated service. He had a checking ac-
count there that would give the Heart Coalition a fit if they
knew about it, and he loved not having to talk to a person
who might later remember his call. Some more numbers
and he got the balance on the National Heart Fund account
he’d set up: “Four thousand four hundred thirty-two dol-
lars,” the female robot voice told him.

He disconnected. Okay, he hadn’t deposited the check.

Maybe Mr. Germaine had it after all. Tony felt a stab of
anger. He hoped Germaine was found and sent to jail. That
would teach him to steal from Tony Milan!

Tony cast about for something to do. He wasn’t able to
go out of his little apartment and had always been careful
not to let anyone know where he lived unless absolutely nec-
essary. His home was a den, a place of safety, and the wise
predator didn’t leave hints to its location. So he couldn’t in-
vite anyone over.

His bank had his address, as did the bank unwittingly
taking part in the Heart Fund scam. Some Heart Coalition
employees also knew where he lived; for instance, the two
women in Personnel and the pissant.

But no one else. Well, except the Domino’s Pizza that he
sometimes ordered a delivery from. He drew a lonesome
sigh. But hold on, no need for a pity party. Tony could still
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talk to people, couldn’t he? Some of his friends must be
wondering why they hadn’t seen him in a while.

Tony picked up the cordless phone on the coffee table,
thought a few moments, then dialed. A male voice an-
swered, and Tony said, “Hey, Billy, it’s me, Stoney Durand!”



Coven

ILL was preparing Emma Elizabeth for bed.
J “I do it!” shouted Emma from inside the nightgown,
her little fists grabbing at the fabric. Jill immediately let go
and Emma began a struggle to find the neck hole and get her
head through it. She pulled at random, and when she couldn’t
find the opening she began bouncing with impatience, which
didn’t help.

Jill, amused, continued to refrain from helping, but she
could not entirely smother a giggle. Emma stopped, listen-
ing to the sound. Her tiny nose could be seen in outline
through the fabric, pointed at the ceiling. Jill laughed.

Emma laughed uncertainly. “I silly?” she asked.

“No, darling, you’re not silly, but you look silly with your
teeny nose.” Jill reached out and touched it lightly with a
forefinger.

Emma collapsed as if the touch had been a blow. “Nose
silly!” she shrieked. “Toe silly!” She kicked upward inside
the nightgown, pressing her toes into the fabric, laughing
heartily.
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At other times Jill would have begun a hilarious search
for the toddler’s silly toes and nose, but it was already a lit-
tle past Emma’s bedtime and no time to get her daughter
even more excited. Instead she began to sing a song about a
farmer named MacDonald, and while at first Emma shouted
with every verse that what old MacDonald had on his farm
was a nose, pretty soon she was agreeing that here and there
the chicken was going cluck-cluck and the pig oink-oink.
Soon she allowed her mother to help her get the nightgown
on. In ten minutes, she was asleep.

Jill went out into the living room and sat on the couch
beside her husband with a little sigh.

“It only gets worse,” said Lars, affably. “Pretty soon it’s
drinks of water and ‘God bless Mommy’ and just one more
story.”

“And how do you know all this?” she asked in a chilly
voice, and then was alarmed at how real it sounded. But she
saw him catch the slight twinkle in her eyes, and her alarm
faded.

“I remember from when I was a baby,” he said, and stuck
his tongue into his cheek.

She made a skeptical face at him.

“Okay, my mother said my baby brother was just like
me, and I remember him being like that.”

They sat in smiling silence for a few moments. Then Lars
said, his massive brow corrugating in an effort to be diplo-
matic, “Hon, have you been thinking about going back to
work?”

“Not really, why? Do we need the money?” She won-
dered if he had another costly purchase in mind—he was
prone to costly, work-heavy enthusiasms.

“No, no, we're doing all right.” Which at least meant his
current hobby, a 1912 Stanley Steamer automobile, hadn’t
done anything expensive to itself lately.
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“Well, why do you ask, then?”

“You'll think this is dumb, prob’ly, but yesterday I
opened the suitcase on the top shelf of our closet because I
forgot what it was doing up there, and I found it was full of
Em’s baby clothes. And a smell came out of them, just like
she smelled when she was new, and all of a sudden I thought
how nice it would be to have another baby.”

He wasn’t looking at her when he said this. Afraid she
might laugh at him, she thought. “And you think perhaps
the choice for me is either going back to work or having an-
other baby?” This time the chill in her voice was not faux.

“No, no!” he hastened to say. “No, what I was thinking
was that maybe you were thinking about going back on the
cops. Because I know you miss it. But if you're not thinking
about it, maybe you could think about a baby brother or sis-
ter for Em.”

He still was looking away. So he missed the look of com-
passion she gave him. Back before they married, they’d agreed
they wanted a big family, at least four children. But Emma
was more expensive and a whole lot more work than either
had anticipated. Most of the labor fell on Jill—which was
okay, because it was her choice. And she loved it. Mostly. And
just lately she had been thinking that one wasn’t enough. It
was kind of nice that dear Lars was thinking so, too.

Her silence drew his attention, and he turned to look at
her, his pale gray eyes looking into her light blue ones. They
both started smiling at the same time.

ODWIN was watching an old movie on cable. It was
Bette Davis month, and she was starring in The Petrified
Forest. Bette Davis, he reflected, had been a terrific actress,
sweet and vulnerable in some roles, defiant and angry in
others, ironic and sarcastic in still others. Whatever the role
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called for, there she was, living it, graceful or clumsy, defen-
sive and vulnerable, snotty, witty, beautiful—sometimes
even homely, but always true to the role.

He was knitting another in his endless series of white
cotton socks—not that he needed another pair. What he
needed was an excuse for staying up late. Some customers
who knew him would be sure to notice he was tired tomor-
row and ask if he’d been out on a date. He didn’t want to lie
and say yes—but he also didn’t want to say he stayed up late
to watch a Bette Davis marathon. So he knit, because saying
he got involved in knitting was almost the truth, and some-
thing Crewel World customers would definitely understand.

But he was really staying up late because he wanted to
think. Like his parents before him, he had grown up doing
homework while watching TV, sometimes with music also
playing. He believed all those distractions somehow helped
him focus.

But it didn’t seem to work this time. Maybe because he’d
seen The Petrified Forest before, several times, and he didn’t
think it one of her better efforts—Ms. Davis was very young
in this movie, not the gallant ruin she would be many years
down the road. It made him aware that one day he, too,
might be a ruin—and not a gallant one, at that.

Which was not what he wanted to think about. He
wanted to think about sleuthing. He'd thought he’'d be a
natural. Wasn’t he nosy? Even nosier than Betsy, if it came to
that. Wasn’t he able to charm almost anyone into talking to
him? Hadn’t he gone to places where he knew he could get
people to talk to him, where he knew many of the people he
would talk to? And hadn’t he found that Bob Germaine was
living a secret second life? And yet the way she’'d looked at
him and his deductions . . .

He’d watched Betsy’s techniques as she investigated
crimes over the past few years. He’d hung on her every word
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at the end of her cases and absorbed her explanations. It
wasn’t hard, she always said. She’'d just talk to people and
gather their meanings, hidden and obvious, until a pattern
emerged. And that’s what he’d done, talked and listened.
And he brought home lots and lots of good information.

So why did it seem to him that she wasn’t fully satisfied
with his results?

The deep thinking this was calling for was getting a bit
hard, so he reached for the remote and turned off the televi-
sion. He continued working on the sock, which was one be-
gun at the toe and ending at the cuff. He was at the cuff,
knit one, purl one, very easy, and he liked a nice, long cuff.
Betsy often said that knitting something simple freed her
mind to think, to ponder, which she defined as a deeper kind
of thinking. He sat back in his big, comfy chair, allowing
his mind to ponder.

He hadn’t done everything wrong. For example, Betsy had
been very impressed with his idea that Bob Germaine had
decided to come out of the closet with a big, bad, dishonest
act, make a statement, so that was probably true—Betsy had
a nose for the truth that was at least as good as his own.

But she had seemed particularly nose-wrinkly at his vi-
sion of Bob sailing down a highway with his silver-haired
lover, which Godwin thought was a particularly fine piece of
deduction. Why didn’t she like that one?

He pondered that for a while before deciding it was too
many for him—he’d read that expression in a Mark Twain
story once upon a time and really liked it—"too many for
him,” meaning he just couldn’t figure it out—that was
sharp. But knowing it was too many didn’t solve the prob-
lem. He knew his next assignment was going to be to talk to
the women who had been at the EGA convention banquet,
which was going to be a lot harder than talking to friends
around the city. Maybe he’d better ask Betsy about her
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expectations, or at least get some solid instructions about his
methods. That decision settled his mind enough that he
could tuck his knitting away and go off to his lonely little
bed for the night.

BETSY. struggling gingerly into a fresh nightgown, re-
flected on Godwin’s efforts. Godwin had many talents,
and his admiration for Betsy’s sleuthing ability was as charm-
ing as it was sincere. But his ambition to emulate her, to be a
sleuth himself, was, she feared, not something he could do
reliably.

Godwin had gone investigating to prove his already-
drawn conclusion that Bob Germaine was a closeted gay man.
Which was almost all right. He had told Betsy that Germaine
was gay before they talked about his sleuthing. The problem
was, he found a number of people who helped support his
theory, and felt his mission was accomplished. Perhaps if he’d
talked to more people, he might have found some who dis-
agreed with his theory, perhaps with facts to back them up.

But what put the cap on the thing, she thought, was his
imaginative description of Bob Germaine driving his Lexus
down a long highway with a handsome, wealthy, mature
lover in the passenger seat—there was not a shred of evi-
dence to indicate this scenario was more than a happy
dream—and one close to Godwin’s own heart. Who knew
what Bob Germaine’s dreams were?

She sank carefully into bed, laying sheet and blanket ten-
derly over her mending leg. She had a huge stretchy stock-
ing pulled over the hard plastic “boot” on her left foot and
lower leg to protect her sheets from its buckles and rough
edges, but pulling it on had reignited the pain.

She had barely emitted a sigh of relief at successfully be-
coming horizontal when Sophie jumped up on the bed, on
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the other side from her usual landing spot, away from Betsy’s
wounded leg. Funny how Sophie had immediately under-
stood that her mistress was injured and in pain, that the pain
was located in her right leg, and that she, Sophie, while seek-
ing to comfort Betsy, must not step on or bump the injury.

The cat, a beautiful, fluffy white creature with tan and
gray patches on her head, down her back, and up her tail, was
also very solid, and she joggled the mattress—and Betsy’s
leg—while making her way to Betsy’s left side, where she
collapsed with a purring sigh. Very gently she put one paw
on Betsy’s forearm. Betsy could not help smiling, and she
stroked Sophie’s dense fur, eliciting a deeper, more rhythmic
purr. Giving and receiving comfort, Sophie was good to have
around, Betsy thought.

Betsy was also, for once, grateful that Sophie was probably
the laziest cat in the state. Long ago, a friend who owned a
more energetic cat was sick in bed, and the cat wore itself out
bringing her freshly killed mice, gophers, and once even a
squirrel, in an attempt to nourish her mistress back to health.

Sophie, the queen of nourishment, did not hunt even to
nourish herself. Possibly it was not her fault, possibly she was
taken from her mother before her mother could teach her to
hunt; it was even possible her mother did not know how
to hunt, either. In any case, Sophie did not seem to know
food could come from elsewhere than a human hand.

Betsy’s thoughts had wandered off the topic, which
was . . . what? The pain pill she’d taken after brushing her
teeth was kicking in. Oh, yes, sleuthing. And Godwin’s
willing, enthusiastic, but not very good attempts at it.

So what was she to do? She didn’t want to hurt Godwin’s
feelings by telling him he wasn’t to do any more investigat-
ing. And, it wasn’t as if she could go out herself. Perhaps,
hinted her weary mind, she should just call the matter off.
She’d done what Allie had asked, found that the police
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were, in fact, looking into other possibilities than that her
husband was a thief. Still, it was an interesting case, and she
was intrigued by its contradictions. Could she use Godwin’s
inept investigating somehow? Or was there someone else
she could send out? Who did she know who might be more
skilled at sleuthing than Goddy?

The pill began easing her gently into sleep. Her last con-
scious thought was: Ji//.



Eight

T was late the next morning. Godwin was just starting to
Ithink about lunch: Should he go first, or send Marti, the
part-timer? It had been a slow morning, and he was sitting
at the library table in the middle of the shop, stitching a
model Christmas stocking. It was cut out of a piece of can-
vas and he was covering it in shades of red, white, yellow,
and green yarns in a bargello pattern. Bargello is beautiful
with its sharply curved lines, and not difficult—if the first
line is done correctly. Also, once under way, the stitcher can
put it down and pick it up again very easily, a nice quality if
one is (hopefully) constantly interrupted by customers. One
trick Janet Perry suggests is to begin that first row in the
center of the line. Leave half the yarn hanging, parking its
end at one end of the canvas, and work the line to the end.
Then come back and pick up the loose end and finish the
line in the other direction. Godwin was doing an illusion
pattern, where the center section had steeper and narrower
lines, making it look as if it were partly folded.

He’d done the first row and then quite a few more rows
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when the door sounded its two musical notes. He put his
work down and stood to smile a greeting. And then smiled
more warmly. A tall woman with a serene Gibson-girl face
and very pale hair pulled back in a braid was standing there
in pale green wool slacks and matching soft flannel shirt.

“Hello, Jill!” he said. His voice went very high as he
added, stooping, “And heh-woe to you, wittle darlin’!” to
Emma Beth, who stuck a forefinger in her mouth and looked
up doubtfully at her mother. Emma, even fairer than her
mother, was delectable in wine corduroy overalls and a pink-
and-wine sweater.

“It’s all right, baby, you may say hello to Godwin.”

“Woe,” said Emma obediently, looking at him.

“Not into baby talk, is she?” Godwin remarked, straight-
ening.

“Not too much.”

So he made a silly face at the toddler, who suddenly
warmed to him, grinning back.

Jill said, “Betsy told me she was going to send you to
find out if Bob Germaine was leading a secret life.”

“Yes, she did. And I did. And he is.”

“Really?” Jill looked just a trifle taken aback. Since she
rarely showed surprise, this gratified Godwin very much.

“Oh, yes,” he said, preening, “I have a lot of contacts in
the gay community, so I talked to a lot of people. And I de-
scribed the man I saw getting the check at the EGA con-
vention banquet. That was Bob Germaine, and they said
that from my description, it sounded like Stoney Durand,
who is quite well known in the community.” Godwin raised
and lowered his eyebrows in a complex way and Jill nodded
comprehension.

“Well done,” she said. “Betsy asked me to come over to-
day and talk to her. Is she free?”

“Sure. Go through the back door of the shop, so she
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doesn’t have to get up and answer the downstairs buzzer.
Her apartment door’s unlocked.”

Jill didn’t ask if she could leave Emma with Godwin, for
which he was grateful.

MMA Elizabeth knew what a visit to Betsy’s apartment

meant. She turned left into the kitchen with a one-word
cry of happiness: “Cookie!”

“Hi, Betsy!” called Jill. “It seems I brought the Cookie
Monster with me by mistake. I thought I had my lovely,
well-mannered daughter along.”

“Cookie!” insisted the lovely daughter.

“The cookie jar is on the counter near the refrigerator!”
called Betsy from her place on the couch.

“Cookie!” reiterated Emma, who could hear that magic
word in any sentence, be it ever so long; and the next sound
heard was the pottery lid being lifted off the pig-shaped jar.

A few moments later they came into the living room,
Emma contentedly gnawing on a sugar cookie, Jill smiling
a greeting.

Jill said, “Did you know Goddy can do the wave with his
eyebrows?”

“What? Oh, that thing he’s started doing when he thinks
I may be missing a point he’s trying to make. I bet he prac-
tices an hour in the mirror twice a week.”

“Kitty?” asked Emma, looking around.

But Sophie had vanished in that magical way some cats
have, the instant they hear a child’s voice. Though Emma
had a habit of spilling lickable cookie crumbs, she also
loved to pull the cat’s tail and whiskers. Sophie knew she
could gather up the crumbs after the child was gone.

Jill said, “The kitty is taking a nap. Would you like to take
a nap?”
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“No!”

“Her favorite word,” said Jill with a sigh. “I was just
downstairs, talking to Goddy. Were you surprised to find
out Bob Germaine is a closeted gay?”

“I'm not sure he is. I have only Godwin’s opinion.”

Jill raised her left eyebrow and said, “I take it Goddy is
not a detective.”

“Well . . . he does his best. But in this case, he had an
idea, and I think he only looked for information that would
confirm it.”

Jill cocked the other of her pale eyebrows. “Where did he
get that idea to start with?”

“He is sure Bob Germaine returned a flirting smile Goddy
gave him as he went out of the banquet hall last Saturday
night. Therefore, according to Goddy, he is a deeply closeted
gay man.”

Jill's lovely features went still for several seconds. Then
she said, “I don’t believe it.”

Betsy felt a sharp stir of interest. “Have you met Bob
Germaine?”

“Certainly. I've been to the Germaine house half a dozen
times—maybe more. I've spent evenings with them. And I
have never had the remotest idea that Bob was gay. He’s an
artist, but more the serious kind than the flighty kind, you
know?”

Betsy smiled. “More Russian than French, right?”

“I'd say he’s definitely more suffering than romantic, if
that’s what you mean. He gets really intense when he’s on a
project.”

“Allie said that about him. I wish I had met him, then I
might have a better feel for this. What do you think, could
he have been joking with Godwin? Does Bob know Goddy?”

“No, although he knows about him. Allie loves to talk
about Godwin with me—she likes him at least as much as I
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do, and she’s always telling Bob the funny things he says.
But I don’t think Godwin’s ever been to their house, and
I'm quite sure Bob wouldn’t know him on sight. On the
other hand, Goddy isn’t the kind to receive a message when
one isn’t being sent, is he?”

“No, not normally. He broadcasts a lot, however. Maybe
he saw something he liked in Bob, let it show, and Bob saw
it. And, just kidding, smiled back at him.” She looked in-
quiringly at Jill.

Who nodded slowly. “I suppose so. Though that wasn’t ex-
actly the right time and place for that sort of thing, was it?”

“I wouldn’t think so—but I don’t know Bob. You do.”

“And I don’t think he’d do something like that to some-
one he didn’t know, especially when he was acting on behalf
of his employer. But downstairs just now Godwin said that
when he described Bob Germaine to people in gay hang-
outs, they said they knew him—but by another name.”

Betsy nodded. “Stoney Durand. An unlikely pseudonym,
don’t you think? But Goddy told me Stoney Durand is a
well-known figure among a certain set of gay people. A
wilder bunch, if I read Goddy’s euphemisms correctly.”

“That’s . . . different,” said Jill, using the Minnesota un-
derstatement for very strange. “If Bob were gay—which I
don’t believe—I don’t think he’d be the wild and crazy type.
He'd be the quiet kind, the one you never knew was gay un-
til he introduced you to his partner.”

Betsy shrugged. “Well . . . maybe. I mean, if you're liv-
ing a double life, and you have to keep all your gay feelings
locked away most of the time, it seems to me that you'd
want to let them roar at least a little bit when they’re out for
a walk. Take you, for instance.”

Both of Jill’s eyebrows went up. “Me?”

Betsy smiled. “Yes, you. You are this cool and calm per-
son, and when you were a cop on patrol, you were so correct
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you could have given lessons to Sergeant Joe Friday. I was
scared to death of you when I first met you.”

“You were?” Her ice-blue eyes twinkled with amusement.

“Sure. Then I started hearing stories about you. My fa-
vorite was about the time you put just a drop or two of tear
gas on the heater of Lars’s patrol car on the coldest night of
the year. He had to choose between freezing and crying his
whole watch.”

Jill thawed into a smile. “And you realized that I roar
sometimes, too.”

“Exactly. So I suppose it’s possible Bob Germaine lets
loose when he’s out of the closet.”

Jill nodded. “In the sense that anything is possible, it’s
possible. But I still don’t believe it.”

“That’s interesting. Because now Goddy’s all hot to go
talking to people who came to the EGA convention.”

After a short silence, Jill said, “Did you ask me over here
to see if I would go with him?”

“Yes,” Betsy admitted, and burst out, “I don’t know who
else to ask!”

“Maybe you don’t need to ask anyone. Maybe this is a job
you can’t do. Maybe you should tell Allie—wait a second.”
Jill held up a hand, palm forward, a cop stopping traffic,
while she thought. “Remember when Goddy was arrested
for murder?”

“Yes, of course I do. Why?”

“Well, you involved a woman lawyer in the case. She
ended up working as a PI, right?”

“Oh, you mean Susan Lavery. She calls herself a ‘recover-
ing lawyer’ nowadays. She’s doing private-eye work.” Susan
was a regular customer in Betsy’s shop—she claimed that
she could sit anywhere doing needlework and no one, even
the target of her stakeout, would realize it was a stakeout. A
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tall, thin, white-skinned woman with bright red hair, she
was otherwise pretty conspicuous.

“You helped her change careers, maybe even saved her
life,” said Jill. “Don’t you think she owes you a favor?”

“Well, she told me she does, said to ask her for help if I
ever needed it.” Betsy nodded twice. “Oh, wow, I wonder
why I didn’t think of her.” She looked up at Jill. “I'm con-
fused a lot lately. Could it be the pain meds?”

“I don’t know. What are you taking?”

“Vicodin, mostly.”

Jill smiled. “Oh, yes, a couple of Vicodin will mess up
anyone’s thinking. Nice stuff, otherwise.”

“Actually, I prefer Darvon. I was given Darvon years and
years ago after a dentist took out my wisdom teeth. I've
never forgotten how marvelous Darvon made me feel.” Betsy
sighed. “I actually had my doctor write in my medical file
that I was not to be given Darvon again, because I really, re-
ally like it.” Betsy sighed again, remembering how Darvon
smoothed all the bumps out of her life the three days she was
on it. Then she looked up and saw Jill smiling at her.

“Vicodin does a good job, too, I see.”

“Oh. Yes, I guess it does. All right, I'll call Susan Lavery.
But I wish you'd work for me. Godwin trusts you, and you
used to be a cop.”

“But I never was a detective in the department.”

“No, but you did very well on patrol—and that calls for
a lot of decisions based on your interpretation of what peo-
ple say and how they behave.”

Jill nodded. “True. Emma Beth, come away from there!”

The child had fallen silent, a development that should
have drawn Jill’s attention sooner. Now she was seen with
one arm inserted nearly to her shoulder into Betsy’s knitting
bag. Beside her on the carpet were several balls of yarn and
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a piece of knitting with needles sticking out of it. She
glanced over at her mother, absorbing the look of censure
with her mother’s own cool composure. “No,” she said
calmly.

“One,” said her mother, just as calmly. “Two. Three.”

The arm reluctantly came out. Jill went to praise and pet
her daughter and allow her to help pick up the yarn. Jill asked
Betsy, “Do you want me to hand you this piece you're work-
ing on?”

“No, it’s nothing important. I thought you couldn’t use
that counting business on children until they were at least
four.”

“I thought so, too, then I came home from an overnight
trip and found Lars had taught it to her. Thank you, Emma,”
she said, taking the last ball of wool from her and putting it
into the bag.

Emma followed her mother back to the chair, then
leaned on her lap to smile very sweetly up at her. “Cookie?”
she asked.

“No. Lunch soon.”

Emma’s lower lip poked forward, then turned downward
until it nearly touched her chin. Her beautiful blue eyes
shone with incipient tears, but Jill only continued regard-
ing her daughter with no show of sympathy—or anger—
and Emma’s lip slowly righted itself. The child sighed and
looked around for some new source of entertainment.

Betsy said, “There’s a pretty ball somewhere in this room.”

Emma brightened. “Ball?”

“It’s soft and it’s red and green and gray and blue and
gold. And there’s a jingle bell inside it.” Betsy had made the
ball of scraps of washable velveteen as a toy for Sophie, back
when she still thought it possible to tempt the cat to exer-
cise. It was stuffed with old panty hose, nice and squeezable,
and in its middle was a tiny golden bell inside a little plastic
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box. Sophie had spent several weeks contentedly watching it
roll by. A couple of weeks ago Betsy had come across it
while cleaning out the linen closet and decided that she’d
give it to Emma.

“Where’s the ball?” Jill asked Emma.

Emma looked around, then back at her mother and
shrugged her baby shoulders.

“It’s behind a pillow,” hinted Betsy.

Emma studied Betsy as if waiting for further enlighten-
ment, but Betsy merely winked and nodded. Emma looked
around the room again and saw the brightly colored needle-
point pillow on the upholstered chair. With a glad cry, she ran
to it and pulled the pillow away. But no ball was behind it.

She looked accusingly at Betsy, her lower lip threatening
to do its trick again—then saw how Betsy was moving her
head against the big pillow on the couch. Emma laughed
and ran to thrust a chubby hand behind the pillow, and
pulled out the ball with a loud shriek of delight. She spent
the next several minutes clumsily throwing and kicking the
ball around the room while Jill and Betsy talked.

“How’s the healing coming along?” Jill asked.

“Oh, not too bad. There’s still some pain, of course. And
the exercises are aggravating. I think it’s too soon to do all
they’re asking me to do. Leg lifts really hurt.”

“Do you think you're reinjuring the bones?”

“They say I'm not, that the plate they put in there will
protect it against the movements I'm doing. But it hurts!”
Betsy saw Emma look at her with alarm and closed her lips
firmly over further whining. She said instead, “I just wish I
didn’t feel so useless.”

Jill said, “I think you need to give yourself some time. As
the healing really takes hold, you’ll find plenty to do.” She
stood. “And now I think it’s time we went away and left you
to it. Emma Beth, what would you like for lunch?”
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“Mackincheeeeese!” crowed Emma immediately, drop-
ping the ball and trotting to reach for her mother’s hand.

“Bless you for coming,” said Betsy. “You really gave me a
good idea. I wonder what other obvious thing I'm missing?”

“Me, too,” said Jill, and she let the merest hint of a twin-
kle show in her eye. “Come on, baby, let’s go home.”



Nine

ETSY’S curious failure to think of something so obvious
Bas calling Susan Lavery left her shaken. What was the
matter with her? Was it the pain meds? Or was it simply
that she had eaten only a dry piece of toast for breakfast this
morning, and nothing since?

She got to her good foot, grabbed her crutches and did the
“dot and go one”—her father’s expression for anyone walking
on crutches—into her galley kitchen to open a can of soup.
She had very little appetite, which she would ordinarily con-
sider a good thing, as she was generally in the middle of a
fight between her waistline and her love of good food. On the
other hand, the visiting nurse had warned her she needed to
nourish her injured body so it could grow the new bone it
needed to mend itself. She decided cream of chicken soup
would be the easiest wise choice and balanced on one foot
while pulling the tab that opened the can’s top. She used the
last of her milk to make the soup and actually ate most of it.
And did feel better.

After lunch, she went to phone Susan Lavery at her home.
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She got Susan’s voice mail and left a brief message. Susan’s
cell phone went directly to voice mail, too. Since she worked
for a criminal defense attorney named Marvin Lebowski,
Betsy called Marvin’s law firm and talked to Mr. Lebowski’s
secretary.

“Hi, Phyllis, is Susan there?” asked Betsy.

“Oh, I'm sorry, she isn’t. She’s out all this week.”

“Vacation or on a case?” Betsy had hired Mr. Lebowski
to defend Godwin last year—which he did, very capably,
with her help—and as a side effect of the case, Susan Lavery
gave up her own position in a law firm to work for Lebowski
as a PI.

“A case. She’ll be gone at least all this week and possibly
most of next week, too.”

“Would it be possible to contact her somehow?”

“No, I'm sorry, she’s out of touch unless it’s a real emer-
gency. Is this something that serious?”

“No, no. I wanted her to do some investigating for me.”

“Maybe she’ll finish up this week. I'll have her call you
when she gets back in town.”

“Okay. Thanks, Phyllis.” Betsy sighed deeply and hung up.

She was back to deciding whether to let Godwin con-
tinue sleuthing or pressing harder on Jill to help.

“ 0.” said Jill, on the phone. “I told you, I have a full-
Ntime job taking care of Emma Beth. Maybe when

she’s older, in first grade, say; then I'll think about it.” Betsy
could hear a smile in her voice as she continued, “Of course,
by then I may have a little brother for Emma Beth.”

“Say, you aren’'t—"

“No, I'm not—yet.”

Betsy groaned inwardly. Jill in a nesting mood was not at
all what she wanted. She teased cruelly, “I hope it’s twins.”
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“Then I'll give one to you.”

“Triplets?”

“The other one to Goddy.”

Betsy laughed. “Can you imagine Godwin with a baby?”

“Now, don’t cast aspersions, he might make a very nice
parent.”

“At the very least, his baby would be the best-dressed of
the three.” Godwin’s sense of color and style were legendary.

“Seriously, Betsy, I'd like to help, but not by going out
on a case. Maybe I can consult with Godwin, give him some
hints about talking to people and how to judge whether
they are holding back or lying.”

“That actually might be a great help. Thank you.”

ODWIN was having a very interesting conversation
with a young woman making her first quile. “It’s not
just my first, it’s my last,” Sharon was saying. “I had no idea
how complicated it was when I started it, or how long it was
going to take. I could have finished a Marilyn Leavitt Im-
blum pattern in the time it’s taken me just to accumulate the
fabric and cut it.” She was a short, stocky woman in her mid-
dle thirties, with thick, light brown hair tied back loosely at
the nape of her neck. She wore a pink cotton sweater of a
complex pattern she had probably knit herself. “It’s not like
I'm doing a fancy pattern, I'm just doing four-inch squares.”
Godwin nodded sympathetically. “I've avoided quilt
shops,” he said. “The fabric is so gorgeous I'm sure I'd be
tempted into quilting. Just the thing I need, another needle-
work project!” He looked around Crewel World, which didn’t
sell beautifully patterned fabrics. “So how can we help you?”
“Well, my theme for this quilt is chickens.”
“. .. Chickens?”
“I know, it’s silly. But I must not be alone—there are
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dozens and dozens of fabrics with a chicken theme, especially
if you include things like fried eggs and grilled chicken legs.”
She laughed softly, a little embarrassed.

Godwin made a pained face, and Sharon said, “Pathetic, I
know. But eggs and fried parts are the reason we have chick-
ens, right? Anyway, I've got two counted patterns already
finished—one’s a hen and the other’s a rooster—and I didn’t
know what to do with them until I thought how cute they’d
be in my quilt. But two’s either too many or not enough.”

Godwin smiled. “And you've decided they’re not enough.”

“Right.”

In a few minutes they had rounded up Jeanette Crews’s
counted cross-stitch pattern Rooster Serenade, featuring two
Mexican-style roosters—they’d finish at eight by eight inches,
but that was fine; a booklet from Cross My Heart called Little
Critters, which had a simple pattern of a rooster’s head in it
that could be done on low-count fabric to make it four by four;
a small square painted canvas of a baby chick labeled Share
One’s Ideas; a punch needle called, simply, Rooster, designed
by Rachel T. Pellman; a Cedar Hill sampler of a hen and
chicks (“T'll leave out the alphabet and some of the chicks,”
said Sharon); a set of machine appliqué patterns from Debora
Konchinsky featuring sixteen chicken patterns, if you counted
the guinea hen as one; and another painted canvas of a Picasso-
style hen—Sharon had the counted cross-stitch pattern of Pi-
casso’s rooster at home.

“There, that should keep me for a while!” she enthused at
the checkout desk.

Godwin happily added up the charges and was happy all
over again when Sharon did not gasp at the total cost or
groan or decide to change her mind about some of the pat-
terns. But as he was bagging up her purchases, she said in a
much more sober voice, “Goddy, you were at the EGA con-
vention banquet, weren’t you?”
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He paused to look at her. “Yes, I was. I got Betsy’s ticket
because she was in the hospital. Why, were you there, too?”

“Yes. I sat at a table with my mother and four other
relatives—it was a combination stitch-in and family re-
union at my house all that week. But we heard about the
Heart Coalition man running off with the check for the
money we raised, and I wondered if Betsy is involved in
the investigation.”

“She wants to be, but her broken leg is keeping her at
home for now.” Godwin leaned over the big, old desk that
Crewel World used as a checkout counter and murmured,
“But I'm helping. I'm talking to people who know some-
thing about it and bringing the information to her.”

“Really?” Sharon breathed, eyes widening. “I'm glad to
hear that, because I think my mother has something impor-
tant to tell you.”
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ONY was going desultorily through his mail. It had
T piled up a bit—he wasn’t ever very interested in mail,
unless it had a check in it, his or someone else’s that he
could glom onto, or unless there was a big sale on at Macy’s,
which used to be Marshall Fields, which used to be Day-
ton’s. Odd how even the big companies merged and split
nowadays. He could remember his grandmother’s intense
loyalty to Dayton’s. Today you couldn’t be loyal for long to
any department store.

He quickly put aside a notice from the management
company that ran his apartment building. He'd stopped
paying rent a couple of months ago in anticipation of fleeing
the country, but now he’d have to do something about get-
ting caught up. That wouldn’t happen until he closed that
phony Heart Fund account, and getting out and around was
too painful right now. His eye was caught by an envelope
with a return address of the Minneapolis Impound Lot.

Oh, hell, his czr. Which he’d been driving when he’d had
the accident. Now he remembered how, once he’d been
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sitting up and paying attention in the hospital, he wondered
what had happened to his car. And where it had gotten to.
“Call the police,” his nurse had advised him. “They’ll know.”

But Tony, for several good reasons, didn’t like talking to
the police. Besides, if the accident was so serious they’d had to
cut him out of his car, then probably his car was not just toast,
it was burnt toast, and he was no longer interested in it.

But maybe not.

He opened the envelope hopefully—and gave a sincere
groan of despair. His car had been towed, the form letter in-
side informed him, and they were charging him eighteen
dollars a day to keep it until he came to claim it. And it
wasn'’t just the storage fee he owed them, there was also their
“heavy-duty tow” charge of a hundred seventy-five, and their
ninety-dollar “winch time” money.

“Huh!” Tony muttered, tossing the form letter on the
coffee table. They could go whistle for their money.

But the notion of rent and now these car charges made
him uneasily aware of the thin state of his finances. He’d
called the airline where he’d bought his ticket and spun the
sad story of his car accident, but had they forgiven him the
price of his ticket? Of course not; hadn’t he been informed
that the special bargain price he’d bought it for was ab-
solutely not refundable?

And the twenty-four grand? That turned out to be a hat-
ful of smoke. He wished he could remember what went
wrong! He clenched his good fist as he sighed after the lost
party time, the hot sun on the friendly beaches.

But so what? Right? So what? It wasn’t as if he were on
the street. He had some money in his wallet, and some credit
left. Not a lot, but some. And there was the four thousand
dollars in that Heart Fund account. That money was going
to be a great comfort very soon.

Still, it would be good to run a con on someone, just to
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keep his hand in. Too bad his good looks were—
temporarily, but still—marred by a huge black eye, a scabby
cut on one cheek, and a swollen, purple ear. He could pull
the “just need fifty more dollars for a plane ticket” scam, but
that meant he’d have to stand for hours at the airport, which
he wasn’t up to—plus, he couldn’t hustle away if a cop
turned up. But he sure wasn’t ready for the dance floor or
even a bit of sleight of hand. It made him uncomfortable to
realize that; he’d always relied on his charm, handsome face,
and smooth moves to get him into the right circles and out
again—swiftly, if necessary. It would be a few weeks, maybe
a couple of months, before he regained that edge.

He pushed the rest of the mail aside. He'd gotten an un-
easy glimpse of some bill-like envelopes from his doctor and
the hospital, which he was sure represented the deductibles
they mentioned when he’d checked out. What was the good
of health insurance, anyway, if you still ended up paying out
big hunks of money? It was a gyp! Well, he’d show them, he
wasn’t even going to open the envelopes.

So long as he could continue living in this apartment,
and eating, and have lights to turn on at night, and warm
water to bathe in, he was okay.

But that meant he’d better go empty that Heart Fund
account—that con was over as far as he was concerned.

He’d show them his wounds and they’d feel sorry for him
and probably not check his papers too closely. Like the fact
that his ID card said Mail Room on it, not Chief Financial Of-
ficer like he’d written on the application to open the account.

Better go while the going was good. He took a deep,
energy-giving breath and rose to his feet. But he hadn’t
taken care to plant his crutch solidly. It slid across the low-
nap carpet, and he fell. His head thumped painfully on the
floor and spasms of pain shot through his injured arm and
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leg. He lay there for a minute, waiting for things to settle
down. But his head only went from sharp pain to thick ache,
and his arm and leg throbbed almost like they did when he
first left the hospital. He lay there for several more minutes
before beginning the long, slow struggle to regain his feet.
Was this bad enough to warrant a call to his doctor?

No, he might ask him for a payment, so never mind.

But no going out to the bank today.

He lurched slowly into his bathroom, took a double dose
of pain pills, and in five minutes was draped across his bed,
letting the Vicodin ease the hurt.

He wasn’t quite asleep when his phone began to ring. He
tried to work the noise into the dream he was starting but it
was too loud and insistent.

He waited for his answering machine to pick it up, then
remembered that he hadn’t listened to his messages, and the
phone wouldn’t transfer calls to a full box. Damn.

He rolled over and reached for the cordless phone on the
bedside table. “H’lo?” he grumbled, thick-tongued.

“Tony? That you?”

Well, damn it to hell if it wasn’t the pissant! “Yeah,
Mictch, it’s me. Whassup?”

“Can you come in to work tomorrow?”

“Whaaaat? I can’t work yet! I won't be able to work for
another week, maybe two.” Or three. Maybe four.

“I know, I know. This is just some kind of paperwork
deal. Take you half an hour, maybe.”

Tony breathed heavily while he thought about it. He was
going out tomorrow anyhow, to First Express Bank to close
that account. The bank was maybe two blocks from the
Heart Coalition Building. “All right. What time?”

“One o’clock all right?”

“Sure, fine. See you then.”
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HEY were in Betsy’s apartment, which despite the dust
Tand clutter retained its cozy elegance. The living room
was carpeted in a deep red, with triple windows draped in
chintz, some of whose flowers reflected the color of the car-
pet. There were standard lamps and a glass-fronted cabinet
full of porcelain collectibles. There was a lamp with an an-
gled lampshade standing behind an upholstered chair, be-
side which stood Betsy’s carpetbag of needlework.

Godwin sat in the chair, Jill stood beside the lamp, and
Betsy half-reclined on the couch in her rumpled flannel
robe. Rain tapped lightly on the windows.

They’d been talking for a while about sleuthing tech-
niques. Betsy was saying, “Goddy, it’s important to have
some purpose in mind, and to think up some of the ques-
tions you need answered to accomplish that purpose, be-
fore you to talk to Sharon’s mother—or anyone, for that
matter.”

He nodded. “Okay—and I do, right? I want to find out if
anyone else saw Bob Germaine smile at me, or if maybe he
even winked at some other man.”

Betsy and Jill both sighed. “No, Goddy,” Jill said pa-
tiently. “You want to find out if they saw Bob Germaine at
the banquet. You want to find out who, if anyone, walked
with him all the way to his car. You want to find out what
Bob said or did that they themselves saw or heard. You do
not hint that you think Bob is gay, you let them tell you
they think he was behaving gaily—" She stopped short and
said, “Is that the right word, gaily?”

“No,” said Godwin, “but never mind, I know what you
mean.”

“Okay. No trick questions, and don’t let them know the
answer you want.”
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“That’s right,” said Betsy. “Let the people you're talking
to answer in their own way. And if they say something that
doesn’t confirm what you think happened—in fact, especially
if it contradicts what you think happened, it’s important to
listen very closely. Don’t even hint that you think they’re
mistaken or lying, but do ask questions that will allow
them to give you lots of details and reasons why they think
it happened the way they’re describing.”

Godwin nodded again. “Okay, I got that part.”

“Good. Wherever the conversation leads, you just follow
along and see where you end up. It may give you a whole new
perspective on your theory because they are going where you
thought they would go, only they have to get there a different
way. Or you may end up some place you never dreamed of,
some place where all your assumptions are proved wrong.”
Betsy reflected a moment. “All this sounds complicated. But
do you understand?”

Godwin shifted a bit in the comfortable chair. “I think
so. The thing is, sleuthing is not what I thought it would
be. You told me you just ask questions and sort through
what people answer and the solution pops up out of that.
But I've seen TV shows and movies where some detective
starts out knowing who the bad guy is and is out to prove it.

Jill snorted softly. “You want to know something? There’s
been exactly one television show that is close to accurate
about a cop’s life: Barney Miller. And if you want to laugh,
tell a person who works in forensics that you've learned a lot
from CS1.”

Godwin grimaced, then nodded. “Okay, it’s not like on
V.

“It’s not all wrong,” said Betsy. “Now that I've been
sleuthing for a while, I can read what you might call the
subtext of all that fiction. All this is there—it’s just not
spelled out. Because it’s the boring part. If they did a TV
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show about a famous needlework designer, they’d leave out
all the hours of pushing the needle in and pulling it out,
I'm sure.”

Godwin chuckled. “They’ll never do a show like that, be-
cause if they left out the stitching, there’d only be fifteen
minutes of show. What else?”

“Would anyone like a cup of tea or hot cocoa?” asked Jill.

“Me,” said Godwin promptly. “Earl Grey tea.”

“Me, too, thank you,” said Betsy. “Cocoa.”

Jill went into the kitchen.

Betsy said, “When you're figuring out your questions, try
to put them in chronological order. When did they get to the
convention, did they stay at the hotel, did they have tickets
to the banquet, where did they sit, like that. Take them
through step-by-step.”

“Okay, but what if I want to talk about who they saw at
the banquet and they want to talk about something totally
different? Like the new stitch they learned in a class?”

“If it’s obvious they aren’t answering your question, po-
litely pull them back on task, and ask it again. If they still
won’t answer it, write that down. It may be important.”

“But maybe—oh, wait, I get it! If they’'re evasive, there
might be something they don’t want to tell me, and a seri-
ous reason for that! Well, sure, that makes sense. You even
told me once you draw conclusions not just from what they
say, but what they don’t say. You are brilliant!”

Betsy tried not to preen, and Jill poked her head out of
the kitchen to say, “Now, let me tell you how you’ll know if
someone is lying to you.”

“Oh, honey, you don’t get to be my age and gay without
having about ten thousand lessons in that.” Godwin looked
sad about that, but briefly. Then he smiled. “The good part
is, my lie-dar works at least as well as my gaydar.”

“That’s true,” said Betsy, who had seen him shame a
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patron trying to return a book or needlework gadget as un-
used with a mere knowing glance.

Jill came back with a tray holding three steaming cups—
she’d made cocoa for herself. She put the tray on the coffee
table, handed the cups around, and said to Godwin, “Just to
comfort my heart, how about you tell me some of the ways
you know someone is lying to you.”

“Well, for example, someone’s been looking at me but now
he looks away before he answers the question. Or, he leans
forward and looks deep into my eyes, which he wasn’t doing
before. If we're talking and he lifts one hand and says, ‘I swear
to God’ or ‘on my /if¢ or ‘my mother’s grave,’ the rest of that
sentence is a lie.” Godwin’s eyes rolled upward as he thought,
then he took a sip of tea and said, “If he says, “Would I lie to
you?’ he probably will. If he says, “Trust me,” especially if he
touches me on the arm while looking into my eyes as he says
it, I don’t. If he gets furious when I doubt his story, it’s a lie.
If he suddenly gets up and walks around while telling me this
part of his story, that’s because he can’t maintain eye contact
while he lies. Which brings us back to the first way, doesn’t
it?” He smiled at Jill. “Did I miss anything?”

“Not so far,” said Jill, hiding a smile behind her cup of
cocoa.

Betsy asked, “Did you notice any of those signs in the
people you were asking if they’d seen Bob Germaine flitting
through under a false name?”

“No,” said Godwin promptly. Then he frowned. “But I
wasn’t thinking any of them might be lying. Anyway, this is
not the same thing, Betsy. I 270w Bob Germaine is gay.”

Betsy and Jill did not reply and after a few moments
Godwin said humbly, “But that’s what we’re talking about,
isn’t it? My not jumping to conclusions?”

“I'm afraid so,” said Betsy.

“Maybe I should go talk to them again?”
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“Yes, but not right now,” said Betsy. “You need to talk to
Sharon’s mother, first. What’s her name, anyhow?”

“Ramona,” said Godwin. “Ramona Tinsmith.”

Betsy said, “Tinsmith, that’s a nice name. After you talk
with Mrs. Tinsmith, I'd like you to see if you can contact
any of Bob Germaine’s coworkers.”

“He’ll need an excuse for that,” said Jill.

“The truth will do, I think,” said Betsy. “We've been
asked to investigate his disappearance by his wife.”

“Something else,” said Godwin. “I want to get a better
photograph of Bob from Allie before I go back to my friends
at the Eagle. Is there anything you want me to tell her?”

“Oh, I wish there were!” exclaimed Betsy unhappily. “I
can’t figure this out without listening to people!” She clenched
her fists. “T wish I could get out and talk to people myself. I
wish 1 could get down to my shop! I feel so useless up here!”

Godwin hastened to say, “You're #oz useless! You're giving
me good advice right now. And, I come up here all the time
with questions and the latest gossip from the shop. Which
reminds me: A couple members of the Monday Bunch want
to know if they can meet up here.” He leaned forward and
added in a confidential tone, “Bershada says when she broke
her ankle, all her friends came around and cleaned her house
for her, and she wants to know if the Bunch can do it for you
on Monday.”

Betsy, who had looked around her dusty, disordered
apartment in a kind of panic at the prospect of the Monday
Bunch visiting, turned now to Godwin and burst into grate-
ful tears.

R AMONA Tinsmith was shorter and stockier than her
daughter, but otherwise she looked very much like her.
She had even dyed her hair the same light brown color. She



Knitting Bones 85

was wearing a silky green housedress and old-fashioned
white Keds.

Her voice was deeper and warmer than Sharon’s, and her
blue eyes were surrounded by attractive laugh lines. She in-
vited Godwin into her immaculate little kitchen, done all in
black and cream, and without asking poured him a mug of
coftee, then poured a second for herself. She sat down at a tiny
round glass table in a corner and gestured at him to sit, too.

“Thank you,” Godwin said. He got out a little notebook—
it had a flowered fabric cover and sewn-in pages—then, seeing
she seemed to be waiting for something, politely took a sip of
the coffee.

“Milk? Sugar?” Ramona asked, rising. All of a sudden
she was avoiding his eyes, which was making him uncom-
fortable.

“No, this is fine. Good coffee.” Godwin took another sip.
Since he rarely drank plain coffee anymore—he liked Star-
bucks’s half-caff triple grande nonfat caramel macchiato with
whipped cream and nutmeg powder, with one Sweet'n Low
and one NutraSweet—he didn’t know if he was lying or not.
“Please, sit down. This won’t take long, and it won’t hurt a
bit.” He chuckled. “I sound like my dentist.”

Ramona smiled and relaxed into her chair. “I'm sorry,
I'm a bit nervous. Yesterday I was completely sure, but to-
day not so much.”

Godwin let his mouth drop open in amazement. “I know
exactly what you mean! I'm liable to say just about anything—
until I see someone with a tape recorder or a notebook. Then I
start dropping ‘almost,” ‘maybe,” and ‘some people think’ all
over the place!”

Ramona’s laugh lines deepened as she lifted her chin and
laughed. “You are so right! I've been getting more and more
nervous about you coming over and asking questions, until
by the time you got here I was almost ready to pretend no
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one was at home.” She took a deep breath. “But I'm over
that now.”

“Good,” said Godwin. He found the pen in a shirt pocket
and clicked out the point. “Sharon said you had something
to tell me about the EGA banquet.”

“Yes.” Ramona nodded, then leaned forward. “I don’t
think that was Bob Germaine up there accepting the check.”

Godwin had begun writing this down, but stopped
halfway. “Oh, now—" he began, and stopped. Betsy and Jill
had leaned on him about this, hadn’t they? And he’d resented
it just a little bit. After #//—now, now. After all, maybe they
were right.

He cleared his throat and began again. “What makes you
think that?” he asked.




Eleven

T noon the next day, Godwin went to the Sol’s Deli
Anext door and ordered a thick beef-on-rye sandwich
with lettuce and tomato, a side of potato chips, two milks,
and an extra pickle. He took the paper bag with him up-
stairs and tapped on Betsy’s door. “Come in,” she called in a
slightly odd voice.

“Hello, hello, hello!” he said brightly, putting on a smile
for her. But when he came in and saw her sitting in her over-
stuffed chair, wearing a silver peignoir that tumbled in lace
over her knees, her hair washed and combed, her lips col-
ored, the smile turned real.

Her head was turned slightly away as she tucked her
knitting needles into a small ball of orange yarn. When she
turned to look at him, he saw she was ashen, her eyes bright
with unshed tears. He went at once to kneel at her feet.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“Nothing, nothing. Don’t I look better?”

“You. Look. Mahhhh-velous! Except around the eyes.
There you look like you're hurting.”
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“Well, I am, a little. I'm cutting back on the pain meds.
And see how it helped? I'm no longer lying like a beached
walrus on the couch, I'm sitting up and taking notice. And
noticing what I've been missing. For example, the fact that the
‘squares’ I've been knitting for the African blanket are not ex-
actly squares.” She lifted the needles, which held a shape prob-
ably best described as a parallelogram.

Godwin was surprised into a snort of laughter. He
reached and took the piece from her. “Well . ..” he said,
thinking rapidly. “Maybe you could do a lot of these odd
shapes, and put them together in a kind of patchwork, and it
would look as if you meant to do them this way.” He looked
closer, at the random increases and decreases, the dropped
stitches and yarnovers, and handed it back. “Or not,” he con-
cluded, getting to his feet. But he was still smiling.

Betsy looked up mournfully at his smiling face. “Oh,
Goddy.” She sighed. “If I'd known how much trouble break-
ing a leg could be, I never would have done it!”

Godwin began to think she was still taking a few too
many pills, then he saw her smile, and the two laughed
heartily.

“Okay,” said Betsy, when they’d caught their breath,
“what did you find out?”

“Lunch first.” He opened the bag and brought out the
sandwich, offering half to her and draping a big paper nap-
kin across her lap. He waited until she had taken a bite of
her half and nodded in pleasure before he said, “First, I
found out that your advice on interviewing people was re-
ally good. Thank you, thank you, thank you—and Jill, too.”

Betsy waved the sandwich half impatiently. “Yes, yes,
you're welcome. But—"

He interrupted, “Second, Ramona thinks it wasn’t Bob
Germaine who stole the check.”

Betsy frowned at him. “Who does she think stole it?”
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“Some other man. I mean, she thinks the man who gave
the thank-you speech at the banquet wasn’t Allie Ger-
maine’s husband.” He took a bite of his sandwich.

The frown deepened. “Does she have any idea who this
man was?”

He swallowed and replied, “Not a clue. But she says she
saw Bob Germaine at the hotel restaurant the day before—
someone pointed him out to her, he was having lunch with
his wife—and that the man up on the dais at the EGA ban-
quet didn’t look like the same man.”

There were sparkles of interest in Betsy’s eyes. “Now
we're getting somewhere! I wonder if she could be right?
But how would someone even think he could get away with
a stunt like that?” Now she had that look she got when hot
on the trail. “Wait, what we still need—" She leaned for-
ward eagerly, then winced. But she waved the pain away to
continue, “Who agrees with her about this?”

“Nobody. Ramona said she hasn’t told anyone but her
daughter.”

“Why not?”

Godwin ate a potato chip thoughtfully. “I think because
she’s waiting for someone else to bring it up, and nobody
has. So she isn’t sure she’s right.”

Betsy was disappointed. “So it’s not a rumor spreading
around?”

“Nobody’s come into the shop to tell me—and you know
our shop is like a side room off Gossip Central.” Godwin
meant the Waterfront Café, where people met to eat lunch
and dish.

Betsy, sipping milk through a straw, lowered her little
carton to muse aloud. “But surely there were people at the
banquet who know Bob. If the man who took the check
wasn’t Bob, how come nobody else noticed? Like, for exam-
ple, the people who handed the check over?”
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“Well, the woman who was supposed to hand the check
over was at that meeting with Allie and the other officers of
our local EGA—and with officers of other EGA chapters,
plus the Regional officers.”

Distracted, Betsy asked, “What was that meeting about?”

“I don’t know, they haven’t told us. Which means it’s bad
news, an increase in dues or something like that.” Godwin
swung back on topic. “Allie doesn’t bring Bob along to
many EGA events, you know.”

Betsy took a pinch of potato chips. “Yes, that’s right. So
whoever took his place probably looked enough like him,
height, coloring, build, that the people there just took it for
granted it was Bob.”

“But how did the imposter know Bob’s wife wouldn’t
jump up and say, “What did you do with my husband?’”

Betsy grimaced. “Yes, of course. That kind of makes
Ramona’s story a mistake, doesn’t it?”

A little silence fell. Betsy chewed a bite of her sandwich
moodily.

Godwin said, “But it’s about the only alternative we've
got, isn’t it? Either Bob Germaine is a crook or it wasn’t
Bob who accepted the check.”

Betsy said, “And Allie has asked us to find out the truth.
When we do, that may tell us where Bob is.”

Godwin thought about that and felt a little stab of dismay.
“No matter what, this doesn’t look good for Bob, does it?”

Betsy sighed. “No.” She dusted her hands onto her nap-
kin. “All right, if anyone comes into the shop who was at
the banquet, ask if they know Bob and what they thought of
his acceptance speech at the banquet. Don’t ask if they think
it wasn’t Bob at all, just see if they come up with that no-
tion all by themselves.”

They talked awhile more, then Godwin had to get back
downstairs. Betsy had drawn up a grocery list and Godwin
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took it with him. Lots of fresh fruit and vegetables on it, he
noted with a fond, brotherly interest. But he added “yogurt”
and “calcium supplement” at the bottom; Betsy had probably
just forgotten to write those down. She knew it was impor-
tant to build strong new bone, but for him it was becoming
urgent, too.

He had thought sleuthing would be fun. Finding out
that a great deal of time was spent being flummoxed was a
big disappointment. He wanted her to take that job back
from him.

A total of three customers came in who had been at the
EGA banquet. All of them were scandalized about the theft
of the check, two of them already knew a stop-payment had
been put on it, and none of them thought there was any-
thing odd about the man who gave the brief, eloquent
thank-you speech.

Godwin also wanted Betsy to come back to running the
shop. Decision making was all right until it became impor-
tant. For example, what to do about the costly hand-dyed
yarn Betsy had ordered from a local woman whose samples
had been gorgeous. A big box of it had come in while he was
gone, and he had eagerly opened it, to find that while the
colors were still gorgeous, the wool had been so carelessly
prepared for dyeing that it still had little pieces of straw stuck
to it—and maybe something worse; Godwin didn’t care to
inspect it too closely. He closed the box and set it aside. He’d
tell Betsy about it tomorrow, when he had calmed down
enough to refrain from shrieking. There were several cus-
tomers all excited about buying the yarn. What to tell them?
He’d much rather Betsy face them.

Then there were the “badgers.” There seemed to be an
unusual number of them the past couple of days. Badgers
weren’t customers from Wisconsin, whose state animal was
that noble creature; these were customers who imitated the
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badger in its ability to dig fast and deep. They would disap-
pear around a corner and pull things out of cabinets and bas-
kets and off shelves, and leave the disorder for the help to
discover. God knew what they were thinking; they seemed
to root for the sheer joy of it, not in search of something.

It wasn’t until Godwin restored order to a drawer of out-
of-print cross-stitch patterns that he realized the motive of
one badger: theft. It was only in putting things back that
Godwin realized three patterns were missing.

And then he couldn’t remember which badger it was
who had gone pawing in that particular drawer. Betsy, he
was sure, would have known. He felt incompetent, an un-
usual emotion for him.

At least his part-time help that afternoon was experi-
enced and cheerful—and a real help in closing up. Marti ran
the vacuum cleaner while he restocked; she straightened out
the baskets of yarn while he ran the cash register; she even
volunteered to take the day’s money to the bank with a de-
posit slip Godwin made out. Godwin blessed her, told her
to tuck the money bag inside her jacket to escape casual
gaze, and sent her on her way, then went to the back to
scrub out the coffee urn and set it up for the morrow.

ONY thought he should go to the bank before he went to

his place of employment, but an old friend called and
invited him to lunch. Tony thought it was time to see some
friends. But Vicodin had made him sleep in and it took
some time to make himself marginally presentable, so there
wasn’t time to hit the bank before lunch.

He made it to the restaurant only ten minutes late,
where, despite his best efforts, Jeff said, “Well, I'm shocked.
You look dreadful, simply dreadful, you poor thing.” Tony
didn’t think he looked all that bad, but Jeff himself looked
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pretty good dressed all in teal, a great color on a man with
red curly hair and large blue eyes. But, Tony reflected with
a slightly malicious smile, Jeff’s looks were spoiled by a
heavy, petulant mouth, and Tony’s wounds would heal.

But all Tony said was, “You'd realize how much better I
look now, if you'd visited me in the hospital,” his tone mak-
ing the complaint light, because he planned to stick Jeff
with the check.

Jeff’s eyes widened. “Oh, hospitals! Dreadful places, 1
never go into a hospital, unless 'm in an ambulance, which
hasn’t happened yet, thank God! But I just know I'll keep my
eyes closed the whole time! Ew, just the smell of a hospital
gives me cold shivers!” Jeff twiddled his shoulders and lifted
his hands, palms forward. “I don’t know how you stood it!”

“Drugs,” said Tony. “They give you lots and lots of lovely
drugs.”

“Well, yes,” said Jeff, nodding. “Yes, drugs would cer-
tainly help.”

They had a pleasant lunch until Tony refused to engage
in a tussle Jeff clearly expected over the check, which en-
larged Jeff’s pout. Then Tony had to walk over to the Heart
Coalition, because Jeff wouldn’t drive him.

So he was a few minutes late. He clipped his ID badge to
his jacket, nodded at the guard behind the high, round
desk, and took the elevator to the basement.

He found Pissant Mitch in the mail room along with a
man in a dark suit, whom he recognized after a couple of
seconds as Colin Roose, Mitch’s boss. And standing a little
behind Mr. Roose was a very large man in a dark uniform
who at first looked like a cop. There wasn’t a gun on his hip,
so he must be a rent-a-cop.

Still, Tony didn’t like the looks of this a7 #//, so he paused
in the doorway. Then he slightly exaggerated the difficulty
he had in managing on one crutch, and bit his underlip to
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show he was in pain, and came into the room. He’d almost
forgotten how claustrophobic it was, windowless and much
deeper than wide, with red-brown tile on the floor and tan
walls harshly lit by four fluorescent fixtures hanging from
the ceiling. The lights gave a sinister cast to the features of
the three men waiting for him. Or maybe it was his suspi-
cious mind, telling him he was in big trouble.

“Hi, Mitch!” said Tony, trying on a smile.

“Mr. Milan,” said Mitch, not smiling back.

So Tony dropped the ploy like the dead thing it was.
“Okay, what's the problem?” he asked.

“Well, for one thing, you're fired,” said Mitch.

“What? You can’t fire me for not coming to work, I was
in an accident!”

“You're not fired for being absent, Mr. Milan,” said
Roose. And the rent-a-cop worked his shoulders—not like
Jeff, shaking off a fake tremor of fear, but like a thug prepar-
ing to hit someone in the face.

Tony began to feel there was not enough air in the room.
“What's this all about?” he asked, trying to sound calm.

“You're a thief, Tony,” said Mitch.

Tony had to swallow hard before he could say, “No, I'm
not.” Then he had to swallow again before he could ask,
“What do you think I stole?”

Roose consulted a small slip of paper Tony hadn’t no-
ticed was in his hand. “An iPod, a Chinese take-out order,
various amounts of loose change, a gold ring set with a
small garnet, a woman’s purse containing three credit cards
and sixteen dollars—" He paused and looked hard at Tony.
“Shall T go on?”

Tony was so relieved he didn’t know what to say. He
cleared his throat and looked around. There was an orange
plastic chair off to his left. He moved a few more steps and
collapsed into it. “Um . . .” he said.
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“We can continue this conversation down at police head-
quarters,” offered Roose.

“No, no, that’s not necessary,” said Tony, finding his
voice, but keeping his head down so they wouldn’t see how
relieved he was they didn’t know about the check scam.

“So you admit stealing various items while picking up
and distributing mail in the course of your duties?” said
Roose.

“Well . . . what the hell. Yes, I did it. How did you find
out?”

“You jerk, you left the iPod in your locker!” said Mitch.

“How come you went into my locker?” demanded Tony,
raising his head. “That’s my private space!”

“No, it isn’t,” said Roose. “If you'd read your employ-
ment contract, it says very plainly that your locker is subject
to search.”

“So you searched everyone’s locker, I suppose,” sneered
Tony, hoping to catch them in a lie.

“No, of course not,” said Roose, surprised. “But we no-
ticed that the rash of thefts stopped after your accident, so
that gave us probable cause to look in yours.”

“Oh.” Well, that was what he’d been afraid was going to
happen anyhow. “So what happens now?”

“You will leave the premises under escort,” said Roose,
glancing over his shoulder at the thug, who did his shoulder
trick again. “Since you are terminated for cause, you will
forfeit your benefit package, including health coverage.
However, I am obliged to inform you that there is a provi-
sion for you to continue the coverage at your own expense.
You will receive a booklet in the mail explaining the pro-
gram, called COBRA, how it works and the cost to you.
The booklet will also describe other rights you have; for ex-
ample, to appeal the firing. Mitch has the other contents of
your locker in that grocery bag on his desk and will carry
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them out of the building for you. I'll take your Heart Coali-
tion ID card, please.”

Tony wordlessly unclipped it from his jacket and handed
it to him.

“I'm sorry this had to happen, Mr. Milan,” concluded
Roose in a less formal tone. “We were looking forward to be-
ing a part of your finding a new structure for your life.” But
he didn’t offer to shake Tony’s hand before he left the room.

Nor did the pissant say another word as he carried the
bag ahead of Tony, who was followed by the thug. They
went up the elevator, across the lobby, and out the front
door. Mitch set the bag down on the sidewalk, offered Tony
an ugly triumphant grin, and walked back inside, the thug
behind him.



Twelve

TONY didn’t like his job, but he didn’t like getting fired,
either. Especially since getting fired meant they’d cut
off his health benefits. Oh, yes, there was COBRA; but he’d
had a friend in the same mess, and paying for his own health
insurance turned out to be very expensive.

So now Tony absolutely had to go close that Heart Fund
bank account. He swiveled on his crutch to start up the
street toward the bank, and someone called out to him,
“Hey, you forgot something!”

He turned back and saw a short, thin man in jeans and
dress shirt pointing snootily at the big paper bag. Tony
nearly told the man what he could do with it, but realized
he was in no condition to back up his attitude with muscle.
So he went back, picked it up, and carried it half a block to
a trash can where he stuffed it in.

He went down the street to the dark granite facade of
First Express Bank. He’'d picked this big downtown branch
of the bank for his scam for two reasons: First, it was close to
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where he worked, so he could drop in easily; and second, it
was big, so he could remain anonymous.

He went in and paused just inside the second set of doors
to reconnoiter. And was immediately nudged from behind
by a tall, young, frozen-faced woman with a lot of magnifi-
cent red hair, a green silk suit under an open leather coat,
and an attaché case that probably cost more than Tony’s en-
tire wardrobe.

“Pardon me,” she said frostily, “but you’re in my way.”

“I beg your pardon,” he said, matching her tone but mov-
ing a couple of yards sideways—this was no time to make a
scene—"“I'm still getting used to this crutch.”

She sniffed unsympathetically at his crutch and went on
her way.

He considered the row of windows along one side of the
low-ceilinged, maroon-and-gray-carpeted room with its
square pillars, fenced-off office section, and stand-up table
with holders for deposit and withdrawal forms.

He had already prepared a withdrawal slip at his apart-
ment, so he got in line to present it at one of the four win-
dows where a bank clerk stood. He wondered if there was
ever a time when all ten windows were manned. Certainly
he’d never seen them all open.

The pleasant-faced woman behind his window looked at
the slip, punched some numbers into her computer, and said,
“This will empty this account. Do you wish to close it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, smiling, feeling that little tin-
gle he loved when getting away with something. He could
almost feel the cash in his hand.

“There’s a separate form we’d like you to fill out to close
an account.” Noting his crutch, she added, “If you like,
there’s a place you can sit down while you work on it.”

“Do I have to fill out the form?” he asked. “I'm in kind
of a hurry. Doctor’s appointment,” he said, adding a plain-
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tive note to his voice and drooping just a little on his
crutch.

She gave him a look of compassion, but said, “I'm sorry,
but we can’t close an account without the form.” She handed
him a single sheet of white paper. “Both sides, I'm afraid,”
she said.

“All right.” He sighed, wishing he’d decided to leave the
account open with a dollar in it. Should he say he’d changed
his mind? No, she might wonder at that, and his whole
flimsy house of cards would come down if anyone started
wondering. “Where can I sit down?”

“Over there,” she said, pointing to a distant corner,
where there stood a small wooden table and a pair of swivel
secretarial chairs.

Tony made a pitiful display of traveling to it, which was
not entirely faked. His leg was aching and the arm using the
crutch was complaining of too-long use. He sat down and
began filling out the form, which wasn’t complicated. There
was a little space for him to write, in his own words, the rea-
son he was closing the account.

He frowned over it for a minute or two, then wrote, Relo-
cating to St. Paul.

St. Paul was an inspired answer. Tony thought it was
simply amazing how a lot of people living in Minneapolis
treated St. Paul as if it were on the other side of the state in-
stead of just across the river. Of course, he knew a lot of peo-
ple in St. Paul who bragged that they had never been to
Minneapolis in their life. Tony was an anomaly because he
was not afraid to go back and forth, but the bank didn’t
know that. He was sure First Express would agree that if he
was moving to St. Paul, he would not want to bank in Min-
neapolis anymore.

Still smiling at his clever ploy, he got back into line and
soon was talking with the same bank teller.
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“Oh, this is a business account,” she said, looking over
the form.

“Yes, is there a problem with that?”

“Are you an officer of the company?”

“Yes, ma’am, I'm chief financial officer.” That was the
title Tony had given himself when drawing up the phony
company’s organization papers.

“One moment, please.” She walked away and he frowned
after her. Were they going to make a fuss? It didn’t
matter—did it? He hoped not, but in any case this was tak-
ing more time than he had been prepared to give. His con
artist sense was setting off alarms. He knew he should walk
away now, right now, but he needed that money. Stick it out,
he told himself. I#’s gonna be all right. He promised himself
a dose of Vicodin if he stayed.

Which reminded him, he was down to his last four pills.
He should have called in a refill of the prescription this
morning, but how was he to know what his goddam lying
boss was up to, telling him to come in for some “routine
paperwork”?

He wondered what the full price of a month’s worth of
Vicodin was. A lot, probably. He’d have to go easy on them.
Or maybe buy them off the street. But that was dangerous
because sometimes you didn’t get what you thought you
were buying.

The clerk was gone for a long time, long enough that the
nice little thrill was long gone before he saw her coming back.
He smiled at her, but she wasn’t going to give him his money
just yet. “Do you have some identification?” she asked.

“Sure,” he replied and leaned on his crutch while locat-
ing and bringing out his wallet. He handed her his driver’s
license.

She looked at it, then at him. “No, I mean some identifi-
cation to show you work for the Heart Fund.”
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“Oh. Of course.” He'd been asked for the identification
card before, and generally a flash of it—too quick to let them
see it read Heart Coalition, not Heart Fund—was all it took.
But there was no card to flash today; it had been taken away
from him earlier by the pissant’s boss. He reached into his
jacket pocket, pretending surprise when he didn’t find it, and
began poking around in other pockets. “I'm so sorry,” he said
at last, “we’re packing up for the move and I guess I forgot to
bring it along.” He raised the ante on his smile from friendly
to ingratiating.

She looked again at his driver’s license and then at him.
He said, “I probably don’t look much like my photo. I was
in a car wreck.”

But the accident hadn’t changed his hair from dark
brown to auburn, or added twenty pounds to his once-buff
frame—by-product of a job that let him sit a lot and turn
his prison-built muscles to flab.

“I need to have you speak to one of our account man-
agers,” she said and walked away again.

Tony was blowing hot and cold by now and sighed heav-
ily several times to help him keep his temper. He turned to
watch the clerk go into the gated compound and speak to a
woman behind a desk. And his heart sank: It was the cold-
faced redhead who had complained about him blocking her
way into the bank.

After a little conversation, the clerk straightened and
gestured at Tony to come over.

Their conversation didn’t take long; less than ten minutes
later Tony was on his way out of the bank. He was in a rage,
though he’d concealed it with all his con artist’s skill. And,
really, she hadn’t been as shirty as she might have been. He
had told her that he must have left his ID card at the office
and inexplicably didn’t have a business card on him, either.
That was harder to explain—every business person carries
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business cards. He had to say they were making new ones up
with the new address. She nodded as if that sort of thing
happened all the time—and who knows? Maybe it did.

And maybe he just imagined there had been a steely
glint in her eye as she listened to his lies.

Anyway, they had shaken hands and she had told him he
could bring his ID back later today and she’d be pleased to
close the account for him.

But for Tony, that opportunity had left the building.

LLIE was on her way out the door to a Tai Chi class
Awhen Godwin came knocking that evening. “I think we
may have a development,” he announced. “But I'm not
sure.”

“Come in, come in,” she said at once. “How can I help?”

“Do you have a better photograph of Bob than this?” He
held out a newspaper clipping.

“I'm not sure what you mean,” she said, looking at the
photo on the clipping. “I mean, okay, this is cut out of a
newspaper, but it’s his official photo at work, and it looks
just like him.”

“Are you sure?” Godwin turned the slip of newsprint
around and studied it. “I saw him at the banquet, and when
I saw this picture, I thought the real Bob was a few years
younger and a few pounds heavier than this photograph
makes him look. And his nose—I don’t know; somehow it
just doesn’t look a lot like him.”

“May I see it again?” Allie took the clipping, which had a
story attached to it about the theft and disappearance. “Well,
maybe I'm just used to that picture. He had it taken two
years ago, so I'm not sure how you can think Bob is younger
than he looks in this photo.”
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“Do you have some other pictures of him I could see?”

“Certainly. Come in to the living room, sit down. I'll be
right back.” Allie tossed her jacket over a club chair and
went off into another room.

Godwin sat on the very comfortable sofa in the beautiful
living room and allowed himself a few moments of nostal-
gia. Not long ago he had been living with a wealthy attor-
ney, and their home had been furnished in almost as costly a
fashion as this, if in a more progressive style. The attorney
was dead now, and Godwin was living in much more mod-
est surroundings. Though far from poor, he sometimes felt
the change keenly.

Allie came back with three scrapbooks of various sizes.
The biggest had a green-and-tan cover of what looked like
real leather. “This was our vacation in the Southwest this
past summer,” she said, and opened the album on the coffee
table in front of Godwin. Its pages were beautifully deco-
rated with ribbons, stickers, and fancy calligraphy, among
which were pasted photographs and parts of photographs
of Allie, their two teenaged children, and Bob smiling,
frowning, laughing, and looking solemn or silly at the
Grand Canyon, Carlsbad Caverns, Meteor Crater, the
Petrified Forest, and across the Navajo and Apache reser-
vations.

Allie was about to open the next album when Godwin
said, “No need, no need. I agree that the photograph in the
Strib is a good one.” He leaned back on the couch and con-
tinued, “The reason I was asking about a better photo is that
Ramona Tinsmith thinks it wasn’t Bob who accepted the
check, but someone else.”

“Who?” demanded Allie.

“Ramona Tinsmith. She was at the banquet.”

“Yes, yes, I know Ramona. I mean, who was this other
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person?” Allie was staring at Godwin with frightening in-
tensity, the scrapbook forgotten in her lap.

“Idon’t know. I didn’t believe her at first, but the pictures
you showed me make me wonder if the person I saw, and
Ramona saw, might really have been someone else.”

She closed the album slowly, frowning in thought, then
turned toward him, gesturing sharply. “No, wait, that can’t
be right. For one thing, how could it happen? Where was
Bob in all this? Are you saying he managed to talk Bob into
changing places with him?”

“I don’t know how it happened. He didn’t sneak up to
the microphone, he was introduced as Bob Germaine, and
he gave a little thank-you speech.” Godwin was struck with
an idea. “Do you have a copy of it somewhere? The speech
Bob was supposed to give?”

“No, not here, it would be at work, on his computer. He
writes his own speeches, and spends a lot of time on them,
even little ones.”

“So you see, if we can find someone who remembers even
part of the speech given at the banquet, we can compare it
to the speech Bob wrote. That will help prove if it was Bob
or someone who made up a speech of his own.”

“But if it was someone else, where was Bob?”

“I don’t know that, either. Maybe this other guy knocked
him on the head so he could take Bob’s place.”

“And then—?"

“And then I don’t know. But we’ll find out, I promise,
we'll find out. Who knows about Bob saving his speeches on
his computer?”

“The people he works with, I suppose.”

“Anyone else?”

“Well, me. I think the children do—certainly they’re an-
noyed enough by Bob’s rehearsing the speeches all over the
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house.” Allie thought. “I don’t know who else does, really.
Maybe a lot of people. It wasn’t a secret or anything.”

Godwin made a note in his pretty little notebook. He
was almost trembling with excitement. He’d found a clue, a
real clue. And even better, he’d drawn a conclusion based on
the facts—and had an idea where to look for a solution!



T hitteen

ITTING triumphant on the couch, Godwin said, “I want
S to get a copy of the thank-you speech Bob was supposed
to give at the banquet. People won’t remember the whole
thing, of course, but they’ll remember parts of it, and we can
compare what they remember to the speech Bob wrote. If the
two are really different, then we’ll have proof it wasn’t Bob.”

“So you seriously think it might not have been Bob Ger-
maine up there accepting the check,” said Betsy.

“Well, I must agree with Ramona, the man I saw looks
different from Bob Germaine. And now there are more little
things, like I asked Allie if Bob wore an ID bracelet with
big flat links, and she said he never wore any jewelry but his
wedding band.”

Godwin abruptly cut himself off, struck by something,
and Betsy guessed, “He wasn’t wearing a wedding band.”

Godwin made a face at her. “You're always a jump ahead
of me, aren’t you?”

“Not always. What I really am is jealous. You're doing
such a good job, and you seem to be having a good time!”
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“I am when I find a clue and draw a deduction from it,
and you tell me I'm probably right.” Godwin drew a breath
that swelled his chest like a rooster about to crow and let it
out through a broad grin. “You and Jill had me all nervous
about it, but I tried hard to do what you said I should do,
and it worked. It’s like trying something you’re not sure you
can do, and making all kinds of mistakes, and then finally
reading the instructions and finding you’re not so bad at it.”

Betsy nodded. She felt that way sometimes, though
mostly about needlework. She remembered how frustrated
she was when her head knew how to do a stitch but her fin-
gers only halfheartedly acted on the knowledge. How she fi-
nally stitched a stack of frogs up a narrow piece of fabric and
made a bell pull out of it. It still hung down in the shop,
where stitchers would look at it and nod, ruefully, and some-
times buy Maru Zamora’s pattern to make their own version,
around a belt or dappled onto a sweatshirt or vest. Stitchers
whose motto was the same as hers: Rip it, rip it, rip it.

But she was wandering from the point. She pulled herself
back and said, “So what you’ll need to do is contact the
Heart Coalition for a copy of Bob’s speech. Hey, wait a
minute! I can do that! I can phone them and ask them to
e-mail me a copy of the speech.” Betsy was very pleased to at
last have even this small part to play in the investigation.

“Yes! It’ll be hard to wait till Monday to do that,” said
Godwin. It was only Friday evening.

“I'll call them first thing.” Betsy, still smiling, leaned back
in her chair. “So who do you think this imposter might be?”

Godwin shrugged. “We have a name: Stoney Durand. I
was thinking it was a fake name Bob Germaine was using,
but if the man isn’t Bob . . .”

“Yes, if.”

But I'm sure it has to be someone who is either in Embroi-
derers Guild of America or is married to a member. Because



108 Monica Ferris

how else would he know about the money being raised?
And that it would be presented to a Heart Coalition official
at the banquet?”

Betsy nodded. “Good thinking.”

Godwin swelled again, then let his breath out suddenly.
“So what’s the next step: Ask every person who came to the
convention if he or she knows a Stoney Durand? There were
over five hundred people there!” He was looking dismayed
at the size of that task.

Betsy said, “You'll also want to talk to all the local mem-
bership, whether they came or not. But here’s what may be a
shortcut: Get a list of attendees, see if there’s a Durand on it.
And also take a look at regional membership lists.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Godwin. He was a bit deflated because
he hadn’t thought of that himself.

“And I am going to call Mike Malloy.” Sergeant Mike
Malloy was one of Excelsior’s two investigators, and while
he disapproved of amateur sleuths, he had experience with
Betsy’s previous efforts and was at least willing to listen to
her. “He should know about this.”

FFICER Alan Johnson was tired, bone tired. He'd taken
Oa second, part-time job after the birth this summer of
his fifth child and was finding it tough to stay awake during
the latter half of his graveyard shift, when things got really
quiet. He'd heard that a good place to coop—sleep on
duty—was the long-term parking lot at the airport, which
was included in his patrol area anyway. Right now he was so
afraid of falling asleep behind the wheel that he decided to
coop for just half an hour.

He drove up and down the rows of quiet cars until he
found a space, deep in shadow and not near the end of a row.
He pulled in and was about to shut his engine off when his
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computer beeped at him. He looked over at it and saw it in-
dicating his in-squad camera had read a license plate on the
hot list. Checking, he saw the plate was right in front of
him, on the back end of a newish light blue Lexus. Which
was the right car, too—there were thieves who stole just the
plates.

He thought about ignoring it but then he saw that the car
wasn’t stolen, it belonged to the man who stole that check
from some embroiderers’ club. There had been a stink raised
in the papers about that, because the check was for twenty-
odd grand and made out to a charity. A lot of heat was being
applied to find the man. And while Alan hadn’t found the
man, he’d found his car at the airport, which was a big clue to
why they hadn’t found the man. That alone would lower the
heat on the cops.

Alan might even get a commendation out of this, which
would be better.

Of course, it was not unknown for people to abandon or
be dragged out of their cars, and the cars subsequently be
taken by thieves. Alan hoped this was not the case here.

Feeling much more wakeful now, he climbed out of his
squad car. The November night air was cold and damp,
smelling of snow. He walked all the way around the Lexus
and found it undamaged—stolen cars were often damaged by
the thieves, who were inclined to let their inner NASCAR
driver take the wheel. The lights in the lot made bright spots
on the car’s pale finish and permitted a dim view through the
darkened windows of its interior. Alan peered in but didn’t
see anything. Or anyone. He tried the driver’s side door, and
to his surprise found it unlocked. The interior was clean and
empty, but a faint and unpleasant odor had wafted out when
he opened the door.

Alan sighed. He had a very bad feeling about this. He
reached for the trunk release, and walked back to take a
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gingerly peek, rearing back when the faint odor proved
much stronger back here.

There was a white man folded up inside the trunk, naked
except for underwear, nice dress shoes, and dark socks. His
head was pressed up against a black Nike sports bag. Alan
pulled out his flashlight and, without touching anything,
discovered an ugly dent in the man’s temple that continued
into the hairline. It was not bleeding, which was not sur-
prising, as the man was dead.



Founteen

ARLY Sunday afternoon, Betsy was standing in her

kitchen waiting for the oven to heat to 350 degrees.
On the counter was a half-thawed “hot dish”—casserole, to
non-Minnesotans. This one had potatoes in it, and chicken,
onions, peas, and mushrooms, all in a cheese sauce. Chicken,
of course, was the all-purpose healing food, there was cal-
cium in the cheese, and there was vitamin C in potatoes.
The rest was mostly to make it taste good. Betsy smiled; her
reasoning powers were coming back. Her self-justification
powers, too. Because her appetite was also back, and she
wanted something substantial.

The oven pinged to tell her it had reached its set temper-
ature, and Betsy inserted the Corning Ware dish. She had
barely straightened when her phone rang. She hobbled to it.

“Hello?”

“Betsy, it's me, Allie Germaine!” The woman sounded
distraught.

“Allie, what’s the matter?”

“Oh, Betsy, they found Bob!”
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“Uh-oh.” Allie’s tone said this was not good news.

He was in his car out at the airport. Someone . . . struck
him, on his head, and, and pushed him into the trunk. He’s
dead. He didn’t suffer, he died right away, they said.”

“Oh, Allie! I'm so sorry. How terrible!”

“Yes, it’s horrible, horrible!”

“Allie, is someone there with you? You shouldn’t be
alone right now.”

“My children are here, but they're as upset as I am. I did
call Peggy, she’s known me almost all my life. She’s coming
right over.”

“Good, good.”

“I don’t know what to do,” she sobbed. “I'm frightened!”

“Of course you are. The first thing to do is nothing.
Don’t make any decisions, not about anything, for a day or
two. You've had a really terrible shock. You may want to call
your doctor, he can prescribe something to calm you down.”

“Dr. Forman is out of town, he’ll be back tomorrow.”

“Well then, call Father Rettger, he’s wonderful with
grief. He was wonderful with me after my sister Margot was
murdered.”

“He was? Yes, I remember Jeannie saying he was a bless-
ing when Jack had leukemia. All right, I will call him. And
thank you for reminding me about him.”

“I'm so sorry, Allie.”

“Thank you, Betsy. I'm trying to think if there’s any-
thing else. Did I tell you Bob was undressed?”

“Undressed? What on earth for?”

“Nobody knows. He just had on his underwear—and his
shoes and socks. Isn’t that ridiculous?” Allie’s voice had
gone very high, as if she were going to burst into tears.
“How—how embarrassing!”

“How wicked!” said Betsy angrily.

“Yes, yes, a very wicked man did this to him. But now, at
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least, the police will treat this as they should have from the
start. And I guess—I guess, since he’s found, this means you
don’t have a case anymore?”

“Of course I still have a case,” Betsy replied. “Only now,
it’s murder.”

ONY was lying across his unmade bed on Sunday after-
Tnoon, listening to a “classic rock” station, adrift on Vi-
codin. The top of the hour came up, and the music changed
to the chintzy theme the station used to announce the news.
Tony managed to ignore the national news—until the Mus-
lims changed their attitude toward gays, he was oz
interested—but then ... “On the local scene,” said the
plush voice of Rudy Randall, the KAGY reporter, “a blue
Lexus in an airport parking lot became a crime scene when
the body of a man was found in its trunk. While confirma-
tion waits until next of kin are notified, the body is report-
edly that of Robert H. Germaine, who is alleged to have
stolen a check for over twenty-four thousand dollars last
week. Police have been searching for Germaine—and now it
appears they have found him.”

Tony was suddenly wide awake. They had found Bob
Germaine—dead! What did that mean? His heart began
pounding, harder and harder, and his palms grew slick with
sweat. Bob Germaine was found dead in the trunk of his car,
out at the airport. Why was that the scariest thing he’d ever
heard in his life?

He rolled over and put his good foot on the floor. Where
was his crutch? What the hell had he done with his crutch?
He found it half under the bed and used it to pry himself
upright. He stumbled hastily to the door of his apartment.
The touch of cold metal on his hand brought him back to
himself. Where did he think he was going?
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His mind swarmed with contradictory thoughts. Why
did he feel this panicked need to run away? He was safe here.

Safe from what? There was no threat to him.

His suitcase, still packed, was by the door; he turned to
look at it. But how could he carry a suitcase with only one
hand—and it needed for his crutch?

And where could he go?

Why go anywhere? There was no need to run.

But Bob Germaine was dead!

He needed a drink.

He went to his tiny dark kitchen and opened a cabinet.
His sole remaining bottle of liquor, a bottle of brandy, was
half empty. Heedless of warnings not to drink alcohol while
taking Vicodin, Tony poured a generous splash of brandy
into a juice glass and drank most of it right there. He
poured some more and sat down on the rocky stool beside
the counter—he couldn’t get to his couch with the glass—
and took smaller sips while trying to slow his thoughts.

First of all, there was nothing to be scared of; he hadn’t
done anything. Sure, he’d planned to do something, but that
wasn’t the same thing. Germaine had gotten there ahead of
him, stolen the check his own self.

And then someone had gotten to Germaine, killed him,
and taken the check.

Not Tony, because Tony didn’t have the damn check.

So who had the check? Where was it?

Dammit, that money was his! Twenty-four grand, as
good as in his pocket, gone—but where?

Maybe Germaine had it, maybe it was on the body,
tucked into the inside pocket of his suitcoat.

But he wasn’'t wearing a suitcoat. Or trousers. He was
put inside the trunk of his car in his underwear.

Tony put down the glass. How had he known that? Was
it true? Tony ran his confused mind back over the news
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announcer’s words. He hadn’t said that someone had taken
off Bob’s clothes before stuffing him in the trunk.

But Tony could close his eyes—he did close his eyes, and
there it was, an image of a man in his underwear, kind of
folded up in the trunk of a car. Blue boxers and a white
T-shirt—oh, and black socks and shoes.

Tony had found a black suit and good white dress shirt in
the bag the hospital had given him on discharge. Tony
didn’t own a black suit, or a white dress shirt that needed
cufflinks—nor a nice pair of real-gold cufflinks and a watch,
also in the bag the hospital gave him. But Tony had been
wearing those clothes when he got into the accident. Were
they Bob Germaine’s clothes? Why on earth would he be
wearing Bob Germaine’s clothes?

Tony hastily poured the rest of the brandy down his
throat.

That vision of the car trunk and its grisly contents must
be some weird dream the Vicodin gave him. There was not
the least reason why Tony should think Germaine’s body
was unclothed. Or that he, Tony, had the missing clothing.

So why the vision?

He needed more information. The question was, how
was he going to get it?



Hifteen

HE Monday Bunch came out in force Monday after-
Tnoon. From doll-size Idonis to man-size Alice, there
were nine women in Betsy’s apartment.

If there had been fewer, or if they had been in less of a
hurry, it would have taken half as long to clean up the place.
As it was, they got in one another’s way and issued contra-
dictory instructions. But somehow, in a little over an hour,
from kitchen to bath, the apartment became spic-and-span.

There were two reasons they were in a rush. First and
foremost, they had read of the discovery of Bob Germaine’s
body in an airport parking lot and wondered if Betsy knew
more about it than had gotten into the news. Second, they
were quick to finish any task standing between them and
their stitching.

Betsy, enthroned on the upholstered chair in her living
room, just smiled and smiled. Gradually running out of
things to do, the Monday Bunch gathered around her, bring-
ing chairs from the dining nook and the two bedrooms,
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crowding onto the couch. The two youngest sat on the floor.
Needlework projects were brought out.

“All right, girl,” said Bershada, her glasses even lower on
her nose than usual, “give!”

“Well, Goddy gets a lot of the credit, let’s start with
that.”

“You mean Godwin DulLac, our own fair-haired boy?”
said Idonis, who adored Godwin.

“He’s the one who found out that it wasn’t Bob Get-
maine who accepted the EGA check at their banquet.”

There was a general gasp of surprise and indignation.

“What, you didn’t know this?” asked Betsy. “I thought
my telling Mike Malloy was what triggered the search for
his car...” She ran down at that point, frowning. “That
doesn’t make sense, does it?” she asked, more to herself than
the others. “They were already looking for his car.”

“I thought they were looking for him,” said Alice in her
deep voice, looking around at the others, who nodded in
confirmation.

“Well, they were,” said Betsy. “But he drove off in his car,
so they were looking for that, too. Allie was afraid he’d had an
accident in it and was lying injured in a ditch somewhere.”

There was an uncomfortable silence as the group thought
of poor Allie, who had been living on a hope that grew fainter
day by day, until she was told Sunday morning, when she was
about to leave for church with her son and daughter, that her
husband had been found murdered.

“So,” said young Emily, drawing the word out, “it was
the person who took Bob’s place at the banquet, and who
stole the check, who murdered poor Mr. Germaine.”

“Well, that’s the current theory,” said Betsy.

“What, does Bob have a double?” asked Idonis. When
the others looked at her, she said, “Surely someone would
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have noticed otherwise that it wasn’t Bob up there, shaking
hands and putting the check in his pocket.”

“Everyone has a double, or so I've heard,” said Shelly, an el-
ementary school teacher with thick brown hair and beautiful
eyes. She had taken a personal day from teaching to be here.

“He didn’t look exactly like Bob,” said Betsy. “What hap-
pened was everyone who really knows Bob was at that officers’
meeting, so no one realized it wasn’t Bob at the podium.”

Rosemary was not a regular member of the Bunch, but
she was well known to most of them, since she had taught
knitting classes at Betsy’s shop for years. Now she asked, in
her dry, pragmatic way, blinking through her rimless
glasses, “How did he arrange that?”

“What do you mean?” asked Alice, surprised.

“I mean,” said Rosemary, putting down her knitting,
“how did he either know about the EGA officers’ meeting
running long, or arrange for it to? I thought it was supposed
to end before the banquet, so the officers could attend.”

“It was,” said Maureen, a soft-spoken woman who had
been on the event planning committee of the local EGA
chapter.

“So how did this crook know it would run over into the
banquet and Bob’s wife and others who knew him wouldn’t
be there?” Rosemary reiterated.

“There’s no way he could have known,” said Maureen.
“Nobody knew, not even the officers at the meeting.”

“What was it about, anyway?” asked Betsy, diverted.

“Redistricting,” said Joyce Young, an ardent needle-
pointer new to the group. “They’re thinking about redraw-
ing the borders of EGA regions and they ran into a whole
lot of objections—which they should have anticipated.”

“Of course they should have!” said Betsy. “How stupid!
Didn’t they think about running the notion past local groups
first, just to test the waters?”
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“What’s that got to do with stealing the check?” asked
Idonis, who was not a member of EGA.

“Nothing, nothing,” said Betsy. “You're right, that’s off
topic. And you're right, too, Rosemary. There is no way any-
one who didn’t know the topic of that meeting could have
guessed it would run over the time allotted for it.”

“Or even if they did know the topic,” said Patricia. “Be-
cause obviously the people who scheduled the meeting
didn’t know what a can of worms they were opening.” Patri-
cia was a beautiful, wealthy woman approaching middle age
with great serenity, perhaps because she’d served time in
prison for attempted murder, an experience that made her
grateful for every blessing freedom brought.

“Then that means he didn’t know,” said Emily. “So why
did he even try ic?”

After a brief, thoughtful silence, Betsy suggested,
“Maybe he didn’t know Bob was Allie’s husband.”

“Of course, that must be it!” said Emily. “He didn’t
know anyone at the banquet had ever seen Bob, so why
shouldn’t he take Bob’s place?”

“He was pretty good at thinking up a speech, too,” said
Bershada.

“What do you mean?” asked Betsy.

Bershada took off her little reading glasses to think. “It
didn’t sound made-up on the spot. He began with a statistic
and a joke, saying, ‘Heart disease is now the leading cause of
death in women, especially women over sixty-five’ "—Ber-
shada paused to raise an eyebrow, imitating the speaker—"‘not
that anyone in the room is anywhere near that age.”” The
Monday Bunch laughed, as the EGA audience had, and Ber-
shada continued, “He thanked the Embroiderers Guild of
America for this significant gift, and the Minneapolis chapter
especially for thinking of the Heart Coalition in their char-
ity drive . . .” Bershada paused to recall what else he said.
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“Did he thank anyone by name?” asked Betsy.

“Yes, he thanked the President of the Guild, I remember
he said ‘Karen Wojahn,” but he didn’t mention anyone else,
or if he did I don’t remember it.” Bershada looked around
the room to see if anyone else remembered another name
being dropped, but no one did.

“That’s odd,” said Rosemary. “If he didn’t know whether
anyone had ever met the real Bob Germaine, how did he
know Karen’s name?”

“I think Betsy has her work cut out for her on this one,”
said Alice.

“But she’ll figure it out,” said Emily loyally.

But Betsy was dismayed to think that what Bershada re-
membered of the speech was just what was contained in the
speech Bob Germaine composed—Bob’s secretary at the
Heart Coalition had e-mailed her a copy of it. Suppose it was
Bob Germaine who had set off Godwin’s gaydar after all? Or
had someone somewhere gotten a copy of Bob’s speech in
advance? She was less certain now than earlier that this was
a puzzle she could solve.

“I wasn’t as comfortable downtown as I usually am,” said
Patricia. “The hotel was very nice, but there are some odd
people hanging out on the streets.”

“Yes,” said Bershada, with a nod. “And have you noticed
that there are those check-cashing places opening up there,
too? I mean, right next door to the hotel there was a Post-
Net place.”

“What'’s PostNet?” asked Idonis.

“It’s a mail drop,” said Shelly. “If you're homeless, it’s a
way to have a mailing address. Or if you're a con artist, you
can have a downtown Minneapolis address that isn’t con-
nected to where you really live.”

“The things you know!” said Idonis, admiringly.

Betsy was glad no one wanted to talk anymore about Bob
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Germaine’s murder, and she was glad to join the gossip—
and the movement to unpack the needlepointing, cross-
stitching, punch needling, crocheting, and knitting projects,
which, after all, formed the real purpose of the Monday
Bunch meetings.

Betsy was working on a counted cross-stitch model for
her shop, showing a kitten and a puppy being friendly.
She’d stitched that part and was working on the lettering,
which read, “A Friend is someone who reaches for your hand
and touches your heart.”

Idonis was stitching a piece from S. P. Ink that featured a
grand piano, musical notes, and the words, “Practice, Prac-
tice, Practice.” It was for a great-nephew’s birthday.

Betsy leaned forward to get a look at what Rosemary was
working on. It was a scarf, done in squares, each square
made of alternating narrow stripes of deep green and a twist
of maroon and white.

Betsy frowned at the pattern: stripes running up one
side, then turning to run down an adjacent side. It looked as
if Rosemary had managed to knit around one corner of each
square. Which was not possible; knitting went in a straight
line, then came back again. Okay, you could take opposite
ends of a row and join them and thereby make a circle.
Build on that and make a tube, sure. But a knitter cannot
come to the end of a row, make a ninety-degree turn, and
continue.

“How are you doing that?” Betsy demanded and several
heads turned.

“I call it mitered knitting,” said Rosemary, handing the
piece across to Betsy.

Betsy frowned over it a while, then, turning it over said,
“Oh, there it is.” She put a forefinger on a faint line going
diagonally across a square. “It’s a decreasing pattern, you de-
crease down the middle.”



122 Monica Ferris

“Very good!” said Rosemary. “That’s exactly the secret.
You don’t knit a square, you knit a diamond.”

Betsy turned the scarf over to its right side. “But that’s
not all there is to it, is there? How do you get that edging
on it—and why put it there?”

“You slip the first stitch in a row, and purl the last one.
It makes it easier to pick up the stitches you need. In this
pattern you don’t sew the squares together, you knit them
right on.”

Betsy nodded sharply. “Clever!” She frowned over the
squares some more, then shrugged and handed it back. “I
get the principle, I think, but not the details. Can you teach
me? And can I make the squares any size? I'm making an
afghan and I'm bored making ordinary squares, but they’re
bigger than the ones you're doing here, more like eight by
eight inches.”

“You can make a square using any odd number of
stitches,” said Rosemary. She reached into her rice basket and
pulled out a finished hat, very Scandinavian in its style and
in its white and blue colors. The squares it was made of gave
it a boxy shape, and from the top came a tassel on a string.
The squares were much larger than on the scarf, using just
four to make a good-size hat.

“Oooooh,” said Emily. “That would look adorable on
Morgana Jean.” Morgana Jean was Emily’s daughter.

“I'd like one just for me,” said Joyce.

“Maybe you'd better teach a class,” said Betsy, laughing.

“All right. When you get back to the shop we'll start a
sign-up list. These work up fast; people can make the hats
as Christmas presents.”

“Sign me up, too,” said Shelly. “I have a friend who likes
cross-country skiing, and that hat would be a great present
for her.”
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“I have a friend, too,” said Doris, not looking at anyone.
She and a retired railroad engineer named Phil were dating,
secretly they thought. But everyone else only pretended
they didn’t know.

“I'll work up a class and come back in a few days to try
it out on you, if you don’t mind,” Rosemary said to Betsy.

“That would be wonderful,” said Betsy. “Thank you.”

Around two-forty, the last of them was packing up to
leave. It was Alice, and she was deliberately slow in putting
her crocheted baby blanket away.

When everyone else was safely out of earshot, Alice said,
“Betsy, I have a favor to ask of you.”

Since Alice was an elderly woman and had taken on the
onerous task of cleaning Betsy’s bathroom, Betsy did not
feel in a position to say no, at least not without first hearing
what it was. “You know I'm still confined to this apart-
ment,” she warned.

“Yes, I know, and that’s actually one reason I feel okay
about asking you. It’s something you can do, but it’s not
hard and you don’t have to go anywhere to do it.” She drew
a breath for courage and added, “But it’s illegal.”

Betsy stared at her. Alice was the widow of a Lutheran
minister, and an extremely moral person. “What do you
mean, illegal?” Betsy asked.

“Well, against the law—but I don’t think it’s a good
law!” Alice burst out.

“What bad law are you asking me to break?”

“The one about injured wild animals that can’t be re-
habilitated.” Seeing Betsy’s confusion, Alice continued,
“There’s a law in Minnesota that if a wild animal is found so
badly injured that it can’t be restored to full health and re-
leased back into the wild, it has to be destroyed.”

“I never heard of such a law.”
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“Most people haven’t. It’s a stupid law. And, there already
are exceptions. Certain animals are kept for demonstration
and publicity purposes; the Raptor Center has hawks and
owls they show to school children to stir up interest in
wildlife preservation. But most seriously injured wild ani-
mals are killed. It’s not altogether a bad thing; I mean if an
animal is in terrible pain or would live a futile, unhappy
life, seriously crippled, certainly taking its life is a mercy.
But there are these other cases. For instance if a bird breaks
a wing, it almost never can be mended, at least so it can fly
again, but it’s otherwise perfectly healthy. It can live hap-
pily in captivity if it has a good keeper. And that’s what I'm
talking about here.”

“Are you asking me to take on a wild bird as a pet?”

“No. But there is this crow, an adult crow. Its wing was
broken when it was clipped by a car, and so of course it can’t
fly, but otherwise it’s perfectly healthy. We're trying to sneak
it out of Minnesota, to another state where it will be safe.”

“Who are the people doing this?”

Alice shook her head. “Well, one is a veterinarian, but I
don’t want to get her in trouble. The problem here is, the
person in Iowa who can take the crow is out of town right
now, a family emergency. And I can’t keep it, it’s my turn
to host my book club and nobody must know about this.”
Alice was so earnest that her brow was dotted with perspi-
ration.

“I don’t know. Isn’t a crow kind of big?”

“Yes, and it’s not tame—you can’t tame them if you
don’t get them before they leave the nest. But he’s hardly
any trouble, he feeds himself, and we’ll supply the cage and
the food. He’s very quiet and he’s all healed, so you don’t
have to doctor him or anything like that.”

“But . . .” Betsy gestured. “Sophie.”

“Oh, he’s not afraid of cats. There were cats in the home
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where he was staying while he recovered from surgery to
mend his wing. That is . .. we're not sure if he’s a he. He
might be a she. You can’t tell just by looking at a crow. But
anyway, Betsy, it's only for three days. Someone else will
bring him—and the cage and food—and then will take him
away again. He’ll be no trouble, I promise. Only you mustn’t
tell anyone you have him, because it’s . . . illegal.”

Betsy would never in a thousand years have believed Al-
ice would be do something actually illegal. “How did you
become involved in this?”

“Well, I started doing volunteer work for a group that
rescues and rehabs wild animals. One night a week I pick
the animals up at the Humane Society and drive them to re-
habbers. I've been doing it for over a year. We're all volun-
teers and it’s all legal; the rehabbers have licenses to have
wild animals in their homes. But last week someone told me
about this underground railroad for these otherwise doomed
creatures, and I said I was interested. Only now they’'ve
come to me, and I can’t help because of my book club. And
I thought of you.”

“Well, that’s very flattering,” said Betsy, “but I don’t
think I can.”

“Oh, but, Betsy, you must! I can’t ask very many people,
because sooner or later someone might spill the beans, and
then the program might be shut down. People might be
arrested. [ might be arrested!” Alice boggled at this. “So
please, Betsy.”

If it had been a sweet robin, or a lively little chickadee,
Betsy would have said yes at once. But a crow? A thieving,
wicked ¢row? Didn’t they eat baby birds? Didn’t they gang
up on owls?

“They’re the most intelligent variety of birds,” said Al-
ice, somehow out of desperation guessing Betsy’s objection.
“You can almost watch them figure things out. Tame ones
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can learn to talk, though of course this one will never be
tame. But he’ll be alive, and he’ll have other crows for com-
pany, and he may even learn to be happy. Please, Betsy.”

Betsy thought of her nice, clean bathroom and sighed.
“Oh, all right, I'll do it.”



Ciyteen

T was a good thing that Alice was not afraid of the dark,

because it was very dark in the empty parking lot behind
a St. Paul library she had never been in. There was only one
lamppost back there, and it was almost totally obscured by
an oak tree holding stubbornly to its leaves despite their
bone-dry, rustling state. The pavement also rustled, as
leaves from less-stubborn trees were strewn in low waves
across it. Alice pulled the collar of her brown wool coat up
around her throat as a chill wind whirled through the lot,
stirring up the leaves and ruffling her hair. As suddenly as it
had come, the wind died, and the leaves settled into a new
pattern.

A car swung around the library, its lights slashing across
Alice and her own car, dazzling her, then leaving her blinded
as it turned sharply into a parking slot near the back door. The
engine shut off. A man got out, his attitude furtive. He turned
toward her and seemed to wave. Alice tentatively waved back.

The man came to her. “You Alice?” he muttered, looking
around.
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“Yes,” said Alice, relieved that this was indeed Andrew, a
fellow member of the smuggling operation and not some
random pervert. “Have you got the package?”

“Yes. Come with me.” He walked to the back of his car
and opened the trunk. Reaching in, he took hold of a box
about eighteen inches square. As he lifted it, a scrabbling
noise could be heard from inside. “He’s a live one,” he said,
handing the box over. Its top was folded rather than taped
shut and small airholes were punched along one side.

“Good,” said Alice, who celebrated the return of liveli-
ness in wild animals brought back from the dull misery of
sickness or injury.

She put the box in her own trunk and drove away. In
case of a fender bender or some other imperative reason to
stop, it was better not to have to explain the contents of
the box. It was after ten, and Excelsior was forty minutes
away.

ETSY stood frowning at the immense cage in her guest
bedroom, which was also her home office. It was black,
an empty three-foot cube made of heavy iron bars. It stood
on a metal frame that raised the top to chest level. A perch
made of a tree branch crossed it, and there were three open-
ings that held ceramic bowls. “One is for water, the other
two hold dog food and fresh vegetables or fruit,” explained
one of the two husky young men who had set it up. “Crows
are omnivores, they’ll eat just about anything.”
Betsy, who had seen crows pulling at the innards of ran-
over squirrels on the street, nodded.
“The cage seems very strong,” she said.
The young man nodded. “It’s a parrot cage someone do-
nated to us. It’s heavy, but we like it because it’s almost in-
destructible.” Seeing her eyes widen in alarm, he added,
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“No, it’s because it gets moved around a lot, not because the
birds we put in it are dangerous.”

“Oh. That’s good.”

“Oh, one more thing: The latch doesn’t work very well.
We've used a piece of wire to reinforce it. Be sure to twist it
around the bars and then around itself to secure the door.”
He pointed to the eight-inch length of gray wire bent into
a long U and hanging from a crossbar.

“All right.”

“Well, good luck, and I'll see you in three days. We’ll call
before we come over.”

“Thank you.”

The pair left and Betsy went into the kitchen to look in
the paper bag they’d brought along. In it were three small
cans of dog food, two apples, a browning banana, a tomato,
and three hard-boiled eggs. More than enough, they had as-
sured her.

Betsy went to sit in her chair and knit while she waited
for Alice to bring her houseguest to her.

ODWIN arched his back to ease an ache forming in his

lower spine. He’d searched the membership lists for
the three local EGA groups that formed the Twin Cities
Chapter of the guild, but couldn’t find a single Durand.
There were two Corcorans, two Dolans, a Duranty, a Lar-
ent, a Tolland, and four Warrens, but not a Durand. And
none of the others either were or had a spouse named An-
thony or Tony.

The attendance at the convention, while much larger
than the local membership, had been easier to search: it
came on a computer disk. No joy there, either.

He thought of that Gilbert and Sullivan line: “A po-
liceman’s lot is not a happy one.” If this sort of thing was a
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regular part of one’s duties—and, according to Jill, it often
was—no, indeed.

BETSY was thinking that something had happened and
she was not going to get a crow tonight. It was after ten,
and she was getting sleepy. She began to put her knitting
away, sticking the needles into the fabric, when there was a
knock on the door.

“Come in!” she called and the door opened. A moment
later Alice came into the living room with a good-size card-
board box in her hands. Something scrabbled inside it, and
a faint, unpleasant odor wafted from it.

“He’s either feeling lively, or he’s upset at the confine-
ment,” said Alice. “Or both. In any case, here he is.”

“Does he have a name?” asked Betsy, staring at the box.

“No. You can name him if you like, but it’s likely to get
changed when he gets where he’s going. Where shall I put
him?”

“His cage is back there.” Betsy pointed, then followed
slowly behind Alice. She heard the cage rattle and the door
swing open before she got there.

“Oh, my, look at him!” exclaimed Alice.

“What's the matter?” asked Betsy, stopping in the doorway.

“Oh, he’s dirtied himself rolling around in that box.”

Betsy came closer. The crow certainly had. He also stank.
“We can’t leave him like that, can we?” said Betsy, stepping
back.

“No, birds are very clean animals.”

“How do you bathe a crow?” asked Betsy.

“Well, what I'd do is lower the shower head and turn on
the water to just warm. Then draw the curtains around the
tub and leave him alone for fifteen minutes or half an hour.”

In her tub Betsy had a shower head that could slide up
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and down or even come off of a stainless steel rod—Alice
had become familiar with the arrangement while cleaning
the bathroom earlier in the day.

“All right,” said Betsy, who really wanted to go to bed.

“Here, I'll set it up for him and put him in. All you'll
have to do is get him out again and put him in his cage.”

“Do I have to rub him dry with a towel first?” asked
Betsy.

“No.” Alice smiled. “For one thing, I don’t think he’ll let
you do that without a fight. And for another, it’ll give him
something to do, smoothing out his feathers.”

“All right. Thank you, Alice.”

Alice re-closed the box and went out and into the bath-
room. In a minute Betsy heard the shower start up, then the
thump as the crow was dumped in, then the click and scrap-
ing of its claws as it moved hastily around the tub. Alice
came back out, the box in her hand. “You won’t be wanting
this around,” she said. “T'll toss it in the Dumpster and go
home. Any questions?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“If you have any problems, give me a call.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Betsy listened at the bathroom door for a couple of min-
utes, and heard the click of large bird claws behind the cutr-
tain, audible over the sound of the shower. She decided
against going for a peek, and instead went back to her chair
to pick up her knitting. She was working on a sweater that
would be a Christmas present for Emma Beth, who was her
goddaughter. It was a cheery red cardigan with cable stitch-
ing up the front and down the sleeves. Betsy was doing the
tricky reductions as she neared the neck. She worked slowly,
because she was tired and because half her attention was on
the bathroom. She had closed the door, but if the crow got
out it might lie in wait for her to open it and lead her on a
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merry chase around the apartment. If Sophie joined in, the
crow might be severely injured.

That thought made her put her knitting away and go to-
ward her bedroom. Sophie slept on the bed with her, and
knew it was bedtime. As soon as Betsy went in, the cat
joined her, leaping up on the bed and looking back over her
shoulder at Betsy. Who promptly stepped back and shut the
door, trapping the cat inside.

Then Betsy went to the bathroom and peeped behind the
curtain to see a large—very large—black bird at the far end
of the tub, wet but clean. When Betsy bent to shut off the
water, the bird tried to retreat farther, flapping its wings
and clawing futilely against the slope of the tub. Water off,
Betsy straightened, and the bird stopped flapping. Betsy
could see that one wing hung down a little while the other
was incorporated smoothly into the side of the creature. It
cocked its head to regard her with one shiny black eye. It
was alert but did not look the least afraid. Betsy, herself, was
a different story. It really was an extraordinarily large bird,
with a frighteningly long, sharp beak.

Betsy went for a bath towel. She draped it over her hands
and lunged through the curtain to wrap the bird in it. Grab-
bing blindly, she nevertheless got all the bird’s body safely
under the towel. As she lifted it up, careful not to let the
head near her face, the bird calmly stretched its head over the
towel and pinched her on the forearm.

“Owwwwwww!” howled Betsy, hopping backward and
twisting her hands to make it let go. She nearly fell, but
leaning against the sink saved her. The crow was still biting.
She waved her arms in a sharp motion that threw the ends of
the towel over the crow’s head and, startled, it let go.

Betsy hastily secured the wrapping, tucked the whole
bundle under one arm and, after standing there a minute to
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regain her equilibrium, and her temper, looked around for
her crutches.

She took one and used it to get to the guest room. She
shoved the towel and bird into the cage, holding onto one end
of the cloth and pulling back until the bird rolled out of it.

It had not made a sound since it had arrived, but now it
got to its feet, feathers all ruffled, looked up at her and,
showing her its bright yellow tongue, released five short,
angry caws at her. In reply, Betsy slammed the cage door
and twisted the wire to make sure it stayed shut.

“Wow!” she said then, half in anger and half in awe. She
looked at her arm. There was a nice red welt where the bird
had pinched it, with a single dark drop of blood at one end.

The crow shook itself, scattering drops of water every-
where. Then it went to the farthest corner of the cage and
stood there in silence, back to her.

“Humph!” snorted Betsy. Maybe by tomorrow it will
have died of pneumonia, she thought; and on that happy
note, she went to bed.



Coventeen

BETSY was awakened early the next morning by Sophie
tapping on her shoulder. Ordinarily the cat left her
alone until she started showing signs of waking on her own,
so this new behavior drew an angry growl from her mistress.

But the cat persisted. “Whassa matta?” grumbled Betsy,
blinking her eyes open. Then she heard it.

“Caw-caw-caw-caw-caw!” came the rough-edged noise.
The door to the guest room was shut, her own bedroom
door was shut, but the noise was quite audible: “Caw-caw-
caw-caw-caw!”

“Awww—" Betsy bit the next word off firmly. No need
to waste good scatology on the cat.

It took her a few minutes to get out of bed, make that
first, necessary trip to the bathroom, and pull on a robe. All
the while, the crow kept calling.

“All right, all right, a// right!” scolded Betsy, shoving
open the door to her office.

The crow, dry, clean, and every feather neatly in place,
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was on the higher of the two perches, his head turned side-
ways so he could pin her down with that beady black eye.

“What’s wrong in here?” Betsy asked. The crow did not
reply, nor did it take its intent gaze from her. She walked to
the cage. There were already several messes on the newspa-
per spread on the bottom. Did the creature expect her to
clean up after every mess it made? Then the smell struck her
in the face like a used diaper. It appeared that yes, indeed,
she would be doing a whole lot of fresh papering of the cage.

Hampered by her need to balance on a crutch, it took a
while to slide the old paper out on its tray and insert fresh.
Good thing the cage was on a stand; she was not able to
kneel. Meanwhile the crow kept cawing at her and once,
when she got close enough to the bars, it reached through
with its beak and pulled her hair. She took the messy paper
to her kitchen, pulled a white plastic garbage bag from a box
of them under her sink and shoved the paper in it, pulling
the drawstring shut. Then she washed her hands thoroughly
and went back to the bedroom, intending to boot up her
computer. But the crow was waiting for her, and as soon as
she appeared, it hopped from perch to perch, giving her hard
looks and cawing.

Then she saw the empty dishes in the cage. Of course, it
was hungry! It fell silent as she pulled the dishes, which
were about the size of ashtrays, out of their holders, but it
called after her as she took them out of the room.

Water was easiest, so she brought a filled dish of water
back first. The crow came quickly to dip its beak and lift its
head to allow the water to run down its obviously parched
throat. Poor thing! Betsy hobbled to the kitchen to slice half
a banana into one dish and half fill the other with smelly
canned dog food. Sophie walked beside her, whining—she
was hungry, too. Betsy brought the offerings back one at a
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time, one-handed because of her crutch. The crow aban-
doned the bananas for the dog food, and she left it to its
meal to feed Sophie in the kitchen.

This was an angle she hadn’t thought about. Birds rise
with the sun, and apparently rise hungry. Alice had said the
crow wasn’t tame—but it wasn’t stupid. It had learned that
hollering made humans bring food. Meanwhile, Betsy was
going to have to find a source of fresh newsprint. A single
daily wasn’t going to be enough, not if she wanted to do any
work in the room she was now sharing with a crow. Thank
goodness it was only for two more days.

ODWIN was in Crewel World sorting through a ship-
ment from Norden Crafts, a wholesaler in Chicago.
There were some of the newest Kreinik silks, and boxes of
DMC’s Color Variations. Also there was an order of “wool
rovings,” soft, fat ropes of unspun wool in assorted colors.
Spinners could use it, but Godwin had ordered it for a form
of felting some of the shop’s customers had taken to. They
would draw an outline on felt or thick fabric, lay a thin layer
of the roving inside it, then use a button-shaped instrument
with a thin stem on one side and four needles on the other to
punch the wool into fabric. The rovings could make a soft,
almost abstract pattern of leaves and flowers or animals,
or be blended in shaded and complex patterns or pictures.
Bernina made an attachment for their sewing machines to
speed the process—Godwin had an order of the attachments
in another box waiting to be unpacked and put on display.
A customer, Laura Briggs, had taken a plain, dull-green
wool jacket and covered its lapels, sleeves, and bottom hem
with a flowering vine that was startlingly beautiful. She had
twisted green roving tight to make the vine, blended shades
of green for the leaves, and used orange and yellow for the
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blooms. She had agreed to loan the jacket to Crewel World
to display as a model. When the box from Norden had ar-
rived, Godwin checked the packing list and phoned her, and
the “bing-bong” of the shop’s front door announced her
arrival less than ten minutes later.

She was very young, barely out of high school, a pretty,
slender blonde whose cheeks were pink with excitement.
Wordlessly, she held out the jacket.

“It’s even more beautiful than I remember,” said Godwin,
taking it and holding it out at arm’s length. “I think it should
go right in front,” he said, walking over to an old, glass-
fronted counter painted white that jutted out from one wall.
“We can set it up on top of this,” he said. “I've got a bust
made of wire in back that we use for sweaters. That will be a
real eye-catcher—you’ll be famous by the end of next week!”

“All right,” said Laura in a soft voice. She was a little in
awe of being famous.

“We'll put some of the rovings into a basket and one of
these what-dya-callems—" He held up one of the imple-
ments used to punch wool into fabric. “Inside the cabinet.”

“It’s a felting tool. And I think that’s a great idea,” said
Laura.

“No, wait, let’s put the basket and felting tool up here on
top beside the jacket.” He put a little wicker basket on top
to try it out.

“All right. That looks nice.”

“Well, maybe it should go inside. Someone might pick
one of those tools up and forget to put it back. Better to
have the basket and this gizmo behind glass.”

“Yes, you're right,” said Laura, starting to look a little
confused.

“And instead of one, let’s put two of these felting tools
out.” He glanced at her and misinterpreted her expression.
“Okay, one.”
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“Whatever you say,” said Laura gamely.

They settled on two felting tools and a small basket
of rovings, inside the cabinet. Laura said she’d think about
teaching a class and left.

A little later, Godwin was arranging coils of wool rovings
in the little basket—the forest green twined around the deep
orange with the red showing here and there—when the door
chimed and Sharon, Ramona Tinsmith’s daughter, came in.
“Hi, Goddy!” she said.

“Well, hello!” said Godwin. “I didn’t think I'd see you
for weeks and weeks, after you bought all those chicken
patterns!”

Sharon giggled. “I know, I know—and I've only started
working on them. I found the most incredible fabric print
to use as an edging on the quilt: chicken wire! Can you be-
lieve it? But I was thinking: What threatens the chicken
coop in song and story?”

Godwin frowned at her. “Chicken hawks?”

“Well, yes, but there’s another reason for the chicken
wire.” He shook his head, baffled. “A fox!” she said.

He laughed. “You're right!”

“So my quilt needs a fox. What kind of fox patterns do
you have? Remember, they have to be four inches by four
inches.”

“I thought some of the patterns you bought were bigger
than that.”

Sharon nodded. “Some are, they can make a square eight
by eight. But most of the squares are four by four, and I
want the fox to be kind of subtle. I want to place him along
the edge. Top, side, or bottom, it doesn’t matter, but he
should be skulking, don’t you think?”

Godwin was smiling along with Sharon. “I agree. Let’s
see what we can find.”



Knitting Bones 139

There were quite a few fox patterns, but they were too
small, or too cartoonish, or too big, or not “skulky”
enough.

Godwin finally said, “I'm sorry, we don’t seem to have
one you can use. Maybe you should try Needlework Unlim-
ited, or Stitchville USA.”

Sharon sighed and started for the door, but Godwin
called after her, “Hold on, hold on! Maybe I czz help you!”

She came back eagerly, and Godwin said, “I have to make
a phone call.” He would have run upstairs but there was no
part-timer in the shop. He dialed Betsy’s number.

“Hello?” came the reply.

“What'’s that noise?” asked Godwin.

“There’s a crow fight on the roof.”

“Sounds like it’s in the next room.”

“Yes, I know, I have a window open. What’s up?”

“Betsy, remember that class you took from Rachel Atkin-
son, the one where she taught that pattern of the fable about
the fox and the grapes?”

“Oh, yes. But I didn’t finish it. Why?”

“Sharon’s here, and she wants to put a fox on her chicken
quile.”

“A fox looking up at a grape arbor?”

“No, just the fox. Looking up at all those chickens.”

Betsy laughed. “You told me about that quilt, all chick-
ens. Now she wants to add a fox? That’s great, that’s funny!
But don’t we have fox patterns in the shop?”

“Yes, but we haven’t got a fox pattern that’s right for
what she wants. Do you still have the kit?”

“Yes, I think so. Let me see if I can find it. I'll call you
right back.” She hung up.

“Who’s Rachel Atkinson?” asked Sharon.

“She’s a teacher as well as a designer,” said Godwin.
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“That’s about all I know. But this piece is what you're look-
ing for, I think.”

Sharon was looking at a book on crewel when the phone
rang a few minutes later. Godwin picked up and said,
“Find it?”

“Yes. Come up, I'll meet you at the door.”

He asked Sharon to wait and to knock down anyone who
came in, picked out something, and tried to leave without
paying—it had been a very quiet day, so there was small
chance of that—and went out the back way and up the stairs.
Betsy was standing in the open door with a clear, hard-plastic
box in her hands. “Everything’s in here,” she said. “But be
warned, it’s not grafted.” Meaning it wasn’t designed as a
counted cross-stitch pattern.

“Thanks,” he replied, took it, and ran back down the
stairs.

Back in the shop, he opened it and found, folded in half,
a sheet of paper with a color photo of the project: a red fox
sitting before a grape arbor. The pattern was round, but the
fox’s tail ran off it onto what seemed to be the mat.

“Perfect!” exclaimed Sharon.

“Well, it looks great, but you’ll have to copy it onto fab-
ric and stitch it free style.”

“Oh, I see.”

“And, you'll need to contact Ms. Atkinson. Our policy is
to never, ever violate copyright.”

“Oh,” said Sharon, in an even smaller voice.

“But it’s perfect for you, and look, her e-mail address is
on here.”

Sharon brightened and said, “So it is. I'll contact her and
grovel hard. Maybe she’ll give me permission to use it.”

Godwin waved good-bye to her as she went out the door,
then frowned and looked thoughtfully after her as she went
cheerfully up the street. Interesting, he mused, waiting for
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the idea that conversation had sparked to come out and ex-
plain itself: The chicken wire fence was to keep the fox out.

He was reaching for the phone when it rang.

“Crewel World, this is Godwin, how may I help you?” he
answered it.

“Goddy, it’s Betsy.”

“Strewth!” he exclaimed. “I was in the very act of picking
up the phone to call yox!”

“You were? What about?”

“Well, I have this idea, it came because of the fox.”

“The fox stitching pattern?”

“Yes, but the stitching part isn’t it—and anyway, it’s not
all the fox.”

“You'd better explain.”

“What I mean is, EGA was in favor of that heart research
charity. The officers got everyone excited about helping re-
search women’s heart disease, and they raised a lot of money.
When they heard that the Heart Coalition was going to
send a VIP down to pick up the check, they were all puffed
up about it.”

He could hear the smile in her voice as she replied, “Yes,
I remember.”

“So I think, like the fox comes in from the outside to
prey on the chickens, that whoever stole that check isn’t
from the EGA, but an outsider.

“And once I started thinking that, I realized that if it had
been someone in EGA or married to someone in EGA, then
someone in the audience would have recognized him. But so
far no one has said”—Godwin switched to a prissy gossip’s
voice to continue—" “You know, that Germaine person looks
so much like Ruth’s husband, I thought it was him up there.””

Betsy said, “If it wasn’t someone from EGA, then where
was he from?”

“Well . . . he could be from the hotel. Or maybe he’s the
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newspaper reporter who wrote about the check. But I think
he’s from the Heart Coalition.”

“Sodo I.”

“You do?” Godwin was even more astonished than he was
thrilled that she agreed with him. “Why do you think so?”

“Because I got an e-mail from the Heart Coalition, a
copy of the speech Bob gave. Now, whoever picked up that
check knew Bob was going to the EGA banquet to accept it.
If it wasn’t someone from EGA, it had to have been someone
from the Heart Coalition. And it was someone with access
to the speech, because this person gave Bob’s speech, or
something very close to it. Monday afternoon Bershada told
me the parts of the speech she remembers, and they match
up perfectly with the text of the speech Bob’s secretary at
the Heart Coalition e-mailed me. Bob always got the ap-
proval of the charity when he gave a speech, and copies of it
got sent around in advance.

“But you know something else? You figured it out with-
out the help of that fat clue of the speech matching. You are
turning into a real sleuth. I'm proud of you.”

When Godwin hung up, he did his famous Gene Kelly
Singin’ in the Rain circle dance around the table in the shop.



Eighteen

ONY was in his little kitchen, heating soup. He was still
T upset about the cops finding Bob Germaine’s body,
though he could not think why that should be. He got these
feelings every now and again, like in a bad dream when he
was aware of approaching danger before he knew the name
or shape of it. He wasn’t always right about the feelings, but
more often than not he was glad for the warning.

The soup, Campbell’s Bean with Bacon, a favorite, began
to bubble around the edges and emit steam. But Tony turned
the heat down a couple of notches; he had lost interest. He
hobbled into his living room, where a bar of sunlight from
the high window—his was a “garden” apartment, meaning
it was in the basement of the building—Ilay across his couch
and coffee table, showing the worn fabric of one and the cig-
arette burns on the other. Tony was not a smoker, but he had
rented the apartment furnished. What wasn’t cheap was
shabby, and the couch was both. It was depressing that the
beautiful sunlight only highlighted the flaws.

He needed to get out of here.
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Not only because he was afraid, but because this place
was too depressing.

But where could he go? Madagascar was a quickly fading
dream, and he really didn’t want to cast himself on the
kindness of his few friends. For one thing, he had very few
friends good enough, and kind enough, to take him in.

Maybe this time the feeling of danger was wrong. It had
been before. Maybe it was poking at him because he was in
a tight place, low on funds and lacking a way to get more.
But he’d been in tight places before. In a few weeks the casts
would come off, his bruises would fade, and he’d be out
there playing his games and sitting pretty. All he had to do
was rein in his current panic and wait.

He sighed heavily, and then sighed again, deliberately,
an attempt to settle his nerves. He remembered a friend
who used to be a stoner, a heavy user of marijuana, who fi-
nally quit after a short prison term.

“Don’t need it anymore anyhow,” the friend had said. “I
learned how to go to the place marijuana took me all by my-
self. I just lay back, close my eyes, inhale twice and hold it,
and I'm stoned.”

Tony swallowed an imaginary pill and let his head fall
back against the couch. He imagined the heaviness, the
sweet lethargy, the dimming of awareness only Vicodin
could bring. Wow, it was working . . .

And suddenly he was coughing because the air was filled
with smoke and someone was slamming really hard on his
door and what was that damn whining buzz and his head
was whirling because he couldn’t catch his breath and now
someone was in his apartment and had grabbed him and he
was too feeble to fight him off, he was going to go to jail.

And then he was outside coughing his lungs out and that
nice next-door neighbor was thumping him on the back and
saying, “Breathe, man, breathe!” And sirens were howling.
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Soon after that, someone was putting a plastic mask over
his nose and mouth and he could feel his head clearing.
Oxygen, that’s what it was.

His coughing slowed to where he could swallow, and he
looked around. It was dark out—so much for the lovely
sunbeams—and there seemed to be around fifty cop cars and
fire trucks and ambulances all over the street. And he was
sitting on the hard, cold metal back end of an ambulance.

“What happened?” he croaked, pulling the mask off his
face.

“Waaal,” drawled the paramedic, replacing the mask and
holding it there, “it seems you had a fire in your place, and
your neighbor knocked down your door and saved your
life.”

“A fire?” asked Tony in a voice muffled by the mask.

“Were you by some chance cooking something on your
stove?”

Tony hesitated. “Maybe. I—I don’t remember.”

“Well, somebody was, and they went away and left it,
and the pot boiled dry and the residue started to burn. The
cook—was that you?”

Tony coughed so hard he shook his head. Could he help
it if the fellow took that as a no?

“Well, whoever the cook was, he left a potholder on a
counter that touches the stove, and it caught fire, and it
spread from there. Good thing your smoke detector is loud,
that neighbor of yours heard it from out in the hall and
broke your door down. You might’ve died in there.”

Tony held out his hands, which showed no signs of burns.

“It’s not the fire that gets most of them,” said the para-
medic, taking off Tony’s face mask, “it’s smoke inhalation.
Now, take a couple of breaths.”

Tony did, coughing some more, but not that horrible
gagging thing he’d been doing earlier.
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“You're going to be fine. No, stay where you are, I hear
there’s a representative from the building management
company on his way. He wants to talk to you.”

Tony did not doubt that. What he wanted to know was,
could he get away before the management creep arrived?

As soon as the ambulance tech walked off, Tony got up
and started moving around. Someone had brought out his
crutch, so he leaned heavily on it, coughing and exaggerating
his look of pain when anyone looked at him, and moving very
slowly. Then, when he was sure no one was paying attention,
he limped as quickly as he could around a corner and went
down a block, to a bar, where one of the few pay phones left in
the city lurked in a dim corner. He used it to summon a cab.
He rode to a nearby cheap motel and told the truth to the
woman behind the counter: his apartment had caught fire and
he needed a place to spend the night. Since his clothes were
reeking of smoke, she believed him, and since he had a valid
credit card on him, she rented him a room.

In the room, which at least was clean, Tony took off his
outer clothing and went to bed. Despite his long, if inter-
rupted, nap, and being without his meds, he slept heavily
and didn’t wake until six the next morning.

Waking in a place that didn’t smell of him made him re-
alize how dirty he was. But what could he do? He washed
his good hand and his face, blew his nose and was amazed at
the amount of black stuff that came out. On the other hand,
he was pleased to see that most of the swelling around his
eyes and cheekbones had gone down. He rinsed his mouth
thoroughly, wet his hair and combed it, then sat down with
the Yellow Pages to look up Goodwill stores. He couldn’t
find one nearby, but since his neighborhood was one of
the lower-class ones, there was a DAV—Disabled American
Vets—secondhand store a couple of blocks away. But it
didn’t open until eleven.



Knitting Bones 147

He spent the waiting time by phoning friends, joshing
and kidding and gossiping, telling about the fire, but mak-
ing light of it—the cause, he said, was “some kind of elec-
trical thing, but what do you expect of a place that was
wired by Thomas Edison in person?”—before asking if he
could crash with them for a couple of nights. But he kept
getting turned down, even though this was a real emergency,
not just some vague nervous feeling. So now he knew what
they really thought of him, the bastards.

Though one of them said something interesting. “There
was a good-looking young man asking about you, oh, less than
a week ago, I guess—oh, yes, definitely one of us, but I don’t
think I've seen him before. Got a funny first name: Goddy.”

Tony frowned over that briefly. He didn’t think he knew
anyone by that name.

“What does he look like?”

“Kind of a twink, with blond hair, nice blue eyes.
Dressed preppy.”

That described an awful lot of young gay men, so Tony
shrugged it off and went on collecting turn-downs for
places to stay.

Until Marc Nickelby. Marc was an older man, a semire-
tired antiques dealer. After Tony made light of his fire, but
before he could hint-hint about needing a place to stay,
Marc complained that he wished he could invite Tony out to
lunch, but he had this great opportunity to buy some old
Spanish furniture in Mexico, but only if he flew down there
right away.

“What, you're flying all that way just to attend one auc-
tion?”

“No, it’s not an auction, it’s a tour of four towns plus a
weekend in Mexico City. I'll be gone a week.”

“A week? Have you got someone to stay in your place,
look after it, water your plants, walk your dog?”
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“After Fritzy died, I decided I wasn’t going to have
another dog,” said Marc. “And our coalition hired a very
proactive security company so I don’t have to worry about
burglars or other sneaky types.”

“Oh,” said Tony, who then wisely fell silent.

After what seemed eons, there came a sigh. “But I sup-
pose it would be good to have someone in the place, if only
to help carry out things if there’s a fire.”

“I wish I'd had someone in my place,” said Tony, but
lightly.

“All right. But no parties. Absolutely no parties.”

“Oh, Marc, I'm not up to partying. I just want a quiet
place to stay.”

“I really hope that’s true. And if it is, I guess I should
count myself lucky that you called. Can you come right
away? There’s a three o’clock flight I can catch, if I hustle to
the airport by noon.”

“Well, I have some things to do. Is two all right?”

“I'll leave a key with the building manager and tell him
to expect you. Don’t disappoint me while I'm gone, Stoney.”

“I won’t, I swear.” He hung up, lay back on the bed and
waved his good arm in the air. He still had it!

Tony checked out of the motel and hobbled the three
blocks to the DAV store on Franklin. It was a warehouse sort
of place, with an acre of clothing hanging from pipes sus-
pended from the ceiling. It had the odd smell common to
all large collections of used clothing, and the people wan-
dering the aisles looked as bleak as survivors of a tornado
going through the rubble of their houses. Tony quickly
found a long raincoat, a sweater, a pair of big-leg trousers he
estimated would go on over the gear holding his leg to-
gether, a pair of socks and even some underwear, the last
still in its original plastic wrap. He looked longer among
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the shoes before settling for a pair of suede boots he could
shove his good foot into without too much effort.

The one dressing room was occupied by a large family
quarreling in Spanish, so Tony couldn’t try anything on, and
the indifferent clerk behind the cash register wouldn’t let
him buy just one boot. Tony paid cash, put on the coat, and
carried the rest of his purchases in a paper bag labeled Cub
Foods. He took a cab to Marc’s condo, which was in a luxury
high-rise overlooking Lake Calhoun. The building manager
sniffed at Tony, and Tony hoped that it was the smoke he
detected, not the lack of a bath. “My place caught fire last
night,” Tony said. “I'm so grateful to Marc for letting me
stay in his place while mine is repaired.”

Marc’s condo was on the ninth floor, facing the lake. Even
this time of year, with no sailboats ornamenting the water,
and the trees nearly leafless, it was a pretty view. Tony
looked out the large window for a couple of minutes, before
turning to admire the ambience of the place. It was big,
three bedrooms, two and a half baths, a kitchen fit for a chef,
a living room large enough to make the baby grand look
lonesome. Tony had been here before, but it was still a plea-
sure just to stand and look, absorbing the peace, feeling the
security. Everything was clean and in perfect condition. The
walls were cream with dark green molding. The silk drapes
were a lighter green and hung in elaborate folds and twists.
The furniture was an eclectic mix of periods: nineteenth-
century Spanish, Art Nouveau, Art Deco, mid-twentieth-
century Modern. There were paintings on the walls, statuary
on the tables, silk flowers on the mantel.

The carpet was pale ivory—and though he’d taken his
shoes off, Tony saw he’d left traces of his passage on it. He
went immediately to the guest bath, shed his clothing, and
spent the next hour soaping and rinsing. Marc not only



150 Monica Ferris

supplied wonderful scented soaps and shampoos for his
guests, he had toothpaste—and toothbrushes! Tony nearly
wept with gratitude.

Clean at last, he went into the guest bedroom—Marc
had done the second spare up as a library—and lay down
gingerly on the bed, which was extraordinarily comfortable.
He lay there for half an hour, letting the pain fade to a dull
roar, then rose and dressed in his new things, which in the
ambience of the beautiful bedroom look used and shabby.

He had some better clothing in his closet back home.
And he wanted his meds. He especially wanted his meds.

But he didn’t want to encounter his landlord—who was
going to change the locks once they realized he was gone for
good.

And he was gone for good, right?

Right. Even the thought of going back there to stay
made him break out in gooseflesh. But he needed a quick
trip, just in and right back out. He went into Marc’s kitchen
to find something to eat while he planned how he was going
to do that without being seen.

oDWIN walked into the Heart Coalition lobby in
downtown Minneapolis. The floor was blue slate tile,
the walls shades of gray and blue applied with a sponge.
Bright posters of past Heart Coalition campaigns hung on
the walls, with lights in the ceiling shining on them. There
was a uniformed guard seated at the circular, light wood
desk, who looked at him with a smile.
“I have an appointment with Mr. Erskine Morrison,” said
Godwin. “My name is Godwin DuLac.”
The guard consulted his computer. “Yes, sir. One minute,
please.” He picked up a telephone receiver resting on a com-
plex console and dialed four numbers. He waited a listening
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while then said, “I have a Mr. DuLac here in the lobby to see
Mr. Morrison.” He listened a bit more, then hung up and
said, “Here, clip this to your lapel.” Godwin, glad he had
worn a sport coat, clipped on a white badge with a red heart
and the word VISITOR on it. The guard then said to Godwin,
“Take the elevator to four. Someone will be waiting for you
there.”

“Thank you,” said Godwin in his most businesslike
voice, and did as he was bid.

On four a young woman in a dark, modest suit was wait-
ing. “This way,” she said, and led him down a corridor to an
open door. Inside was an office exactly halfway between to-
tally chaotic and utterly neat. Stacks of files covered half the
desk with a few more on a side table, but there was no loose
paper. The two visitors’ chairs were clear, and so was the
thinly carpeted floor. Venetian blinds that were dusty but
not dirty were pulled halfway up, revealing a window that
had probably been washed this summer.

Standing behind the desk was a light-skinned African-
American man with a close-cropped natural generously sprin-
kled with gray. He was slim and very handsome, wearing a
white dress shirt open at the collar, his blue tie pulled loose.
“Come in, come in!” he said in a pleasant voice, extending a
hand.

Godwin shook it. “Thank you for seeing me,” he said,
and took one of the chairs when Morrison gestured at it.

“I understand you want to ask me about the speech Bob
Germaine gave at an Embroiderers Guild of America ban-
quet last Friday night,” said Morrison, coming to the point
directly, the sign of a busy man.

“Yes.” Godwin got out his beautiful notebook, opened it
to a blank page and wrote down the date and Morrison’s
name. “Who wrote the speech Mr. Germaine was to give at
the EGA banquet?” he asked.
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“Bob did. He wrote all his speeches, he was very good
at that. Of course, he sent them around for approval in
advance.”

“So you saw it?”

“Yes, of course. I was his immediate supervisor. He will
be sadly missed.” Morrison paused to consider his next sen-
tence, touching the fingertips of both hands together. When
he spoke, it was in the same ordinary tone. “He was a very
good man, not just good for the Heart Coalition, he was a
good man. What happened to him was shocking—and a dis-
grace to our city.”

“Yes, sir,” agreed Godwin, a little surprised at the
strength of the words spoken with a minimum of emotion.
“How long had you known Mr. Germaine?”

“Ten years—it would have been ten years in December.”

“Was he generally well liked by everyone?”

Morrison thought about that briefly. “Yes, I'd say so. Cer-
tainly everyone who knew him at all well liked him. He had
a way with him, you know. He was very passionate about
our mission, plus he was a gifted speechwriter, and clever
and thoughtful about campaigns. Not a quiet man, how-
ever. Not one to keep his opinions to himself.”

Godwin made a note. “Did this create problems here at
the Heart Coalition?”

“Not really. I mean, you always get some people who
think anyone who speaks his mind, especially if he can turn
a phrase, is grandstanding. And others who don’t know sar-
casm when they hear it.” Morrison smiled. “His riff on Why
I Can’t Give to Your Charity Today was very amusing.”

“But it wasn’t a problem, you say.”

“Not a problem.”

Godwin made another note. “Now, here’s a different
topic. Has there ever been a problem with a thief at the
charity?”
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“That depends on what you mean by zhief.”

“You know, stealing.”

Morrison smiled. “You mean stealing funds? Embezzle-
ment? Or stealing a wallet?”

“Well, any of that, I guess.”

Morrison leaned slightly forward and said very seriously,
“There has never been any malfeasance among the execu-
tives here.” He leaned back. “On the other hand, we had to
fire an employee very recently for such misdeeds as stealing
an employee’s take-out Chinese lunch.”

Godwin smiled. “Hardly the same thing as stealing a
twenty-four-thousand-dollar check.”

Morrison smiled back. “Hardly. But it was part of a series
of small thefts.”

“How did you find out it was him? Or was it a her?”

“A him. The big clue came when he was taken to the hos-
pital after a car accident. The series of thefts immediately
stopped. A look at his employment record showed they be-
gan a few months after he started working here. And, he was
on parole for theft by fraud. Under our Rules of Employ-
ment, employees’ desks and lockers are subject to search
without notice, but we rarely invoke that. Still, in this case,
we thought we had good reason—and it turned out we did.
His locker was opened, and in it was an iPod with a dead
battery that had gone missing.”

“Did he admit to the thefts?”

“Rather surprisingly, he did. In fact, I heard that he ap-
peared relieved at being caught.”

“Interesting,” said Godwin, writing that down. “I sup-
pose he was part of your maintenance team?”

“No, he worked in our mail room. One of his responsi-
bilities was delivering mail, which is how he found several
opportunities to take things that were out on peoples’
desks.”
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“Did you find any evidence that he took bigger things?
I mean, for example, since he was in the mail room, might
he have stolen money coming in as donations?”

“People don’t send cash anymore, or very rarely. And a
check made out to the Heart Coalition is hardly something
Mr. Milan could cash, is it?”

“Oh. No, I guess that’s right.” Godwin felt abashed at not
seeing that obvious flaw in his question. He hid his embar-
rassment by making a rather lengthy note. Finishing that, he
rose. “I think I've taken enough of your time. Thank you
very much.” He stood, then thought of something.

“Just one more question, please, Mr. Morrison,” he said.
“What did this Milan fellow look like?”

Morrison looked surprised at the question, but answered
readily enough. “A little over average height, I think, dark
hair and eyes, strong looking, as if he worked out, or used
to. He was polite, smiled a lot, but was just a little standoff-
ish.” Morrison shrugged. “Or, maybe he was intimidated by
the executives on this floor. The mail-room supervisor says
he was developing a bad attitude—but I think that’s hind-
sight illuminated by his turning out to be a thief.”

Godwin smiled. “Yes, hindsight is pretty generally
twenty-twenty. Well, thanks again.”

Down in the lobby, he unclipped his badge and handed it
to the guard, turned, and nearly walked into the side of a
wheeled cart with four shelves on it loaded with mail.

“Oh! Sorry!” said Godwin.

“No problem,” said the man pushing it, a burly fellow
with straight brown hair. He wore a dingy white dress shirt,
dark green trousers, and an impatient expression.

“Say, you work in the mail room, don’t you,” said God-
win.

“Say, you must be a detective or something,” retorted the
man.
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“Something like that. Actually, I'm involved in an inves-
tigation of Robert Germaine’s disappearance, and now his
death. This is probably nothing to do with the case, but
could I ask you some questions about the man from the mail
room who got fired?”

“What’s Tony Milan got to do with anything?” de-
manded the man loudly.

Godwin lifted a hand in a shushing gesture. “Like I said,
probably nothing. But you never know, you know? Now I
can see you're busy, so can I meet you outside of work? I can
buy you a cup of coffee or something.”

The man tilted his head a little to the side and half closed
his eyes. Godwin recognized the look as that of a straight
man taking the measure of a man he suspected was gay. So
Godwin gave him a bright smile and brought out the flow-
ered notebook. “I'll write down anything you want to tell
me,” he said in his most dulcet voice.

“George!” the man appealed to the guard, asking in that
single word if this odd person was for real.

“Unwind that kink in your tail, Mitch,” drawled the
guard. “He’s been up interviewing Mr. Morrison, so he’s the
real deal.”

Mitch said, “How long is this gonna take?”

“Five, ten minutes,” estimated Godwin.

“All right, let’s do it now.” He wheeled the mail cart to a
place behind the guard’s desk. “I'll be back,” he said, mak-
ing it more of a threat than a promise. “Come on,” he said to
Godwin and pushed through a door on the other side of the
lobby from the elevators. Godwin snatched up the clip-on
visitor badge and followed.

The door led to a set of metal stairs thinly coated with
a cement-like substance stained gray-blue. The stairs re-
sounded loudly under their feet as Mitch hurried down,
Godwin right behind him. A corridor at the bottom of the
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stairs led to a long, narrow room, mercilessly lit with hang-
ing fluorescents. The front portion was much smaller than
the back, set off by a plywood counter. There were three
orange plastic chairs. Mitch took one and waved Godwin
to another.

“Now, what do you want to know?” Mitch said.

“Who was this man who got fired for stealing?”

“His name was Tony—Anthony—Milan. He was an ex-
con, on parole, so I guess we shouldn’t’'ve been surprised
that he didn’t work out.”

“I understand he was in a car accident?”

“Yeah, I visited him in the hospital.”

“When did the accident happen?”

“Oh, around eleven p.m. Friday before last.”

Godwin made a note of that. He asked, “Is it possible
that Mr. Milan knew about the big check coming from the
Embroiderers Guild of America?”

“Sure. A lot of us did. In fact, we got a request from Mr.
Germaine to keep an eye out for the check coming in the
mail—then he called the next day to say ‘Never mind.” He
was going to go pick it up in person, because it was bigger
than expected.”

“Did he say how much bigger?”

Mitch frowned at Godwin. “What does all this have to
do with Tony?”

“That depends.”

“On what?” Mitch was definitely looking suspicious now.

“On what Tony looked like. Do you have a photograph of
him?”

Mitch stared at Godwin for a long few moments, then
sighed and pushed himself up from the counter with both
hands to show how tiresome all this was. He went through a
door to the back part of the mail room, then pawed through
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the center drawer of a big green desk until he came up with
a sheet of paper.

He brought it back out and handed it to Godwin. It was
a good-quality photocopy of an ID badge. The man staring
out of a corner of it was Stoney Durand.



Nineteen

“ Y even got his address!” crowed Godwin on the phone. “But

I simply had to get back to the shop. Marti has a class to
get to. But I recognized him, Betsy! Mitch Wilson, his former
boss, showed me a copy of his ID card and I'm sure he’s
Stoney Durand, the man who is wel/ known among a certain set
in the gay community. And Stoney Durand is really Tony
Milan—See how right you were about choosing a phony name
that sounds like your own, you're so clever! He used to work at
the Heart Coalition, in the mail room—isn’t it brilliant that we
were both right about that! But we know more than who be is,
we know where be lives! His former boss gave me his address, he
lives in an apartment near Uptown. He’s the man who took
the check at the banquet, so obviously he’s the man who £illed Bob
Germaine! 1 just wish I'd had time to pay a call on him!” When
excited, Godwin used a lot of italics.

“No, you don’t!” exclaimed Betsy sharply. “Oh, Goddy,
I'm so relieved you came back to the shop, and bless Marti
for having a class so you had to relieve her. If Tony Milan
murdered Bob Germaine, he certainly wouldn’t hesitate to
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murder someone who comes knocking on his door to accuse
him of it.”

“Oh, p’shaw, as Fibber McGee would say, puh-shaw! I'm
no idiot, I wouldn’t have accused him, not to his face! Be-
sides, he was in a bad car accident, he’s got a broken arm, a
broken /Jeg, and a skull fracture! He couldn’t harm a flea!”

Betsy drew a shocked breath. “When did this happen?”

“The same night he murdered Bob Germaine and stole
the EGA check.”

“Whait a second, wait a second, maybe that’s an alibi?
Could he have been like me, in the hospital when the check
was stolen?”

“No, no, the accident happened affer the banquet. Hours
after. Mitch says he visited Tony in the hospital and they
talked about that. He says it was really late, going on mid-
night, when the accident happened. Some drunk ran a red
light—not Tony, the other guy. Tony was in intensive care
for a day and a half. He took a big knock on the head, he
doesn’t remember anything after leaving work around five
on that Friday.”

“All right. And that could explain why the check wasn’t
cashed, couldn’t it?”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Godwin, without any
italics.

“And how do you know he’s at his apartment? If he’s so
badly injured, why isn’t he in the hospital?”

“They sent him home—you know how they are, they
tossed yox out on your ear while you were still dizzy from
the anesthetic!”

Betsy chuckled. “Well, not quite. But almost. So he must
have been there about the same time I was. In fact . ..” She
frowned in thought.

“What?”

“I was just remembering that they were bringing
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someone up on the same elevator Jill and I came down on, a
young man who had a lot of injuries. He looked awful, I re-
member feeling so sorry for him, it made me feel less sorry
for myself. I wonder if that was Tony Milan. No, wait, it
couldn’t have been, that was two days after the banquet.”
She shook her head at her silliness.

“Well, if they were bringing him up from intensive care,
that might be him you saw. Did the man you saw have dark
hair?”

“I think so, but his head was all wrapped up. And his
face was so bruised I don’t think his own mother would have
known him. But that’s not what we’re talking about here.
Goddy, you've done great work, I think you've solved it,
and I'm going to call Mike Malloy and let him go talk to
this Tony Milan.”

“What if he doesn’t?”

“He will,” Betsy promised. “Or some member of the police
department will. I'll call you back after I've talked to him.”

She dialed the nonemergency number of Excelsior’s po-
lice department and asked for Sergeant Malloy. “One mo-
ment, please,” said the woman who answered, in a very
professional voice Betsy didn’t recognize. It gave her a little
pang that Jill wasn’t there anymore.

“Sergeant Malloy, how may I help you?” Malloy’s flat
tone took any warmth out of that query. Though, of course,
he rarely had someone call him at work with good news.

“Mike, it’s Betsy Devonshire.” She waited for the usual
deep sigh—which didn’t come. “Mike, are you there?”

“Sure I'm here, where do you think I am?”

“I think I may have some important information about
the Germaine case.”

“Oh, yeah?” This was not said sarcastically, but in a tone
indicating real interest. “Have you talked to the investiga-
tor in Minneapolis PD?”
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“No, but Jill says his name is Omrick or something like
that.”

“Oh-mer-nik, Sergeant Stanley Omernic. But why don’t
you first try it out on me?”

“Thank you, I will.” Betsy hid her surprise at this sign of
respect for her opinion—Mike had long considered her a
pest and an unnecessary complication in his cases, and only
grudgingly would he have acknowledged that she had been
helpful in the past. “You may know that Godwin Dulac
took my place at the EGA banquet the night Bob Germaine
disappeared. Well, he says the man who accepted the check
set off his gaydar.”

“Oh, sheesh! Godwin! I might've known!” Now that
sounded much more like the old, familiar Mike Malloy.

“No, now listen: Bob Germaine is not gay. And we have
talked with someone at the banquet who says the man who
accepted the check was not Mr. Germaine, but someone else.”

“Just one person says this?”

“Yes, I know. But this person volunteered the informa-
tion, we didn’t go looking for her. She says she had Bob Ger-
maine pointed out to her the day before, so she’s sure it
wasn’t Bob Germaine up there making an acceptance speech,
but someone who looked vaguely like him. And Godwin has
run Stoney Durand to earth. His real name is Tony Milan—
and he was recently fired from the Heart Coalition’s mail
room for theft. Godwin saw a photograph of him, and he
looks to Godwin like the man who carried a great big check
out of the banquet room. Godwin has been complaining that
the photo of Bob Germaine he’s been shown doesn’t look
much like the man he saw. So that’s two people who don'’t
think it was Germaine.”

There was a studied silence on Malloy’s end of the line.
Then a faint sound of someone clearing his throat. “Those
are interesting tidbits, if they’re factual.”
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“Do you think Sergeant Omernic would listen to me? I
think this should be checked out. After all, someone stole
Germaine’s clothes. Maybe it was so he could impersonate
him better.”

“Any ideas on why the check hasn’t turned up?”

“Because he got into a car accident that same night. He
was seriously injured, a concussion and broken bones. He’s
out of the hospital now, but we have his address. I told God-
win the police would check him out; otherwise, he wants to
do it himself. Mike, would it be too much to ask you to
speak to Sergeant Omernic, tell him I'm not just thrashing
around carelessly, playing sleuth to amuse myself?”

The silence this time was longer. “I tell you what. I'll call
Omernic and say that we have an intelligent civilian who
may have pertinent information about this case. I'll give you
his phone number and you can call him in about an hour.
Okay?”

That was more than she expected. “Thanks, Mike.”

RSKINE Morrison was elbow-deep in reports from area
Ereps on the new fund-raiser campaign when his phone
rang. Answering it, he heard, “I'm so sorry to interrupt you,
Mr. Morrison, but we got a little problem here and maybe
you can help me to handle it.”

The caller was Janice Hamilton, head of accounting, she
of the soft Southern accent and the mind like a steel trap. If
there was a problem Janice needed help with, it was a seri-
ous problem.

“Can you come up right now?”

“Yessir, I can.”

She came in a few minutes later, a heavyset black woman
in a red pantsuit with white trim and low-heeled red shoes,
limping on her bad leg, waving several documents in one
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hand. “I think we have us a serious problem here,” she said,
coming to a stop and falling heavily into one of the chairs
against the wall.

“What kind of problem?” he asked.

“We may have another thief here at the Coalition, and it
ain’t just take-out Chinese he’s stealin’, but contributions.”

“Oh, Lord.”

“You mean, Lord have mercy, and you got that right. If
this gets out, we're likely to lose our jobs, if not the whole
Minneapolis branch. Now here’s how it came to light.” She
held up a thin collection of pink phone slips. “This lady,
Miss Elena Bedford, called last week to say she sent us a two-
hundred-dollar check in honor of her mother, who passed
this past spring of congestive heart failure. Miss Elena sent it
in to us in July, and now she’s pulling together her records
for taxes and she couldn’t find any acknowledgment from us
for her gift. So she’s been calling us and I've looked every-
where and can’t find any record of receiving it. But the check
has been cashed, according to her bank statement. Now you
know how nowadays banks don’t send your cancelled checks
back to you, so Miss Elena wrote her bank asking for a copy
of the front and back so she could claim it. An” what she sent
me is a photocopy of the bank’s printout copy, so it’s kinda
hard to read. But it’s clear enough.” She rose awkwardly,
handed the top sheet to Erskine, and fell back into the chair
again.

The front of the check showed that Ms. Bedford—or Miss
Elena, as Janice’s old-fashioned Southern ways would have
it—had bought her checks from a mail-order company, be-
cause after a moment he deciphered the squiggle pattern or-
namenting the face of it into morning glories being visited
by a hummingbird. The check was handwritten in schoolgirl
cursive to the Heart Coalition in the amount of two hundred
dollars. The back of the check bore the imprint of a stamp as
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endorsement. It looked at first glance like the one the Heart
Coalition used but then Erskine grunted. The name of the
payee was the Heart Fund. And the second stamp below it
indicated the bank was not one the Heart Coalition had an
account with.

Erskine looked up at Janice. “What do you think?”

“I think this is probably not the only check intercepted
and paid into this account.”

Erskine sighed. He agreed with her. The degree of effort
it had taken to set up this fraud would hardly be worth it for
just one check.

“On the other hand, I think I know who we should look
at first for this.”

“Who?”

“That man we fired for theft, what's his name, Tony
something—Milan, that’s it. He worked in the mail room,
and one of his jobs was opening mail.”

That was actually a cheering thought. Only one crook in
the company, not two. And Janice was right, Tony Milan had
been in a perfect spot to divert incoming contributions.
Someone in Personnel should have thought of that when
they found out Milan was a thief and investigated further be-
fore firing him. Though wait, if there had been no com-
plaints of missing checks—and there wouldn’t be, because
Milan could get them out of the system before anyone else
even saw them—there had been no reason to spend time and
money looking further. So give ‘em a pass on this one.

“Meanwhile, what do we do about this check?” Janice
asked.

“There isn’t anything we can do—well, belay that, there
is one thing: Contact Elena Bedford and instruct her to con-
tact her bank. Her bank can start an action; it’s called ‘an af-
fidavit of bank fraud,” I believe. I note that this check has the
account number set up by the thief, so the bank can identify
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him—or her, let’s not get too hasty here—as the person who
set up the account and deposited this check.” He handed the
papers back. “Is there any way we can determine if and how
many other checks were detoured into this account?”

“No, because we never got a chance to run them through
our system.”

“So that lets us off the hook, except for the fault of hiring
a thief to work in a place where he got to handle money.”

“And that’s a serious fault, don’t you think?” asked Jan-
ice. “ ‘Lead us not into temptation.

“All right, yes. We should have known better. But I think
the First Express Bank would be glad to open their records
on this account if they can find a legal reason to do it.”

Suddenly Janice grinned and cawed, “Hah-heeeceee!”—
her high-pitched laugh. “We may not have been too smart
at first, but we learn fast, and Mr. Tony is going to be sorry
he thought he could play us!”

>

ERGEANT Stan Omernic was five-eleven and one-eighty,

broad-faced with narrow, gray-green eyes, a twice-
broken nose, and dirty blond hair. Minneapolis was going
through a bad patch, and he had more homicide cases than
he could readily handle, so he performed a kind of triage.
The cases involving gang members killing one another went
to the bottom and got the least attention, because bad guys
killing bad guys was, as far as he was concerned, not alto-
gether a bad thing. The deaths surrounding domestic vio-
lence were in the middle, because they didn’t take a lot of
effort, and so were easy to solve. The kind involving stranger
on stranger were often difficult and took a lot of effort, and so
were near the top. On the very top were the hot ones that
caught the attention of the press and/or the government.
These, fortunately, were few. Ones in which a child was the
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victim were the worst, the most heartbreaking to work, but
happily right now he didn’t have a child murder. On the
other hand, the mayor, the city council, and the press had
been following the Robert Germaine case before it even be-
came a homicide. That a respected man, an executive in a
reputable charity, would steal a check representing funds
gathered by a sweet group of women needleworkers was odd
enough all by itself to get the attention of the press and the
chief of police. Now that the suspect had been found in the
trunk of his own car, a murder victim, everyone was howl-
ing. How could the police have been so wrong in accusing
him of theft?

And they had been wrong. Worse, they were two weeks
behind in investigating the real crime.

The phone rang. Omernic groaned as he reached for it.
What fresh hell was this? He didn’t know it was salvation in
the person of a woman with a broken leg and a secret crow.



Twenty

MERNIC drove to Excelsior, about thirty minutes away

from downtown Minneapolis. The sky was clear over-
head, though clouds were approaching from the northwest,
dark gray ones that promised rain, sleet, or snow in a couple
of hours. Temps were in the middle thirties, and the wind
shoved his car around a bit as he came up Highway 7. The
trees, he noted, were mostly bare, though some bushes still
glowed a deep red, and the oaks held onto their brown
leaves. Here and there, a shrub that hadn’t gotten the word
at all was still defiantly green.

Excelsior had redesigned the exit so it no longer lunged
to the left and crossed to the right up and over the
highway and some old streetcar tracks. Instead, it contented
itself with leaning right and crossing up and over some re-
stored streetcar tracks, coming down alongside a nursing
home. The street came to a halt at an intersection that had five
corners instead of four, and he picked the one that went off to
the upper right and curved around past a tall clapboard
condo building that overlooked the lake. On the other side
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of the street was a dark redbrick building, two stories,
whose ground floor held three businesses. The upper story
was apartments. The first business was a deli, the third busi-
ness was a used-book store with the clever name ISBNs, and
the middle store was Crewel World.

As he pulled to the curb, he saw a young man standing in
the big front window, hanging miniature tree lights across
the top. The window itself had clear plastic suction cups
stuck all over it and hanging from them were elaborately
colored Christmas stockings ranging in size from too big for
Omernic’s own outsize feet to small enough for his brand-
new granddaughter to wear.

Omernic got out and crossed the street. As he drew near,
he could see that the stockings weren’t printed in colors, but
embroidered. Some had simple designs—one was two leaf-
less trees standing in snow—and some were very complex,
featuring Santa Claus and reindeer or Santa and a Christmas
tree or Santa and young children. Two were religious, one
with the Three Kings in gorgeous apparel stacked up the
leg of the stocking and the other with an angel whose wings
had very detailed feathers hovering over a sleeping babe.
Another stocking, middle size, had chickadees and cardinals
resting on branches of holly. Another . .. Omernic looked
up and saw the young man looking back at him, a smile
playing around his mouth. Omernic raised a disapproving
eyebrow at him to show he was here on serious business and
went into the shop. A two-note electronic alarm sounded as
he opened the door.

The store was carpeted and there was a lot of yarn
around, some hanging from pegs on a wall, some piled in
baskets. The effect of all that fiber was very restful, as if God
had said, “Hush a minute,” and put a stop to the cacophony
of the world. There were a few sweaters and shawls, so few
they were probably examples of what customers could make
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themselves from the yarn. And there were pictures of Santa
Claus and castles and game fish painted on unframed can-
vases. Some were pinned to a strange contraption comprised
of thin canvas doors on a single hinge fastened to the wall.
There was a good-size table in the middle of the room with
a tall lazy Susan holding scissors and knitting needles and
rulers and crochet hooks in its center. Track lighting on the
ceiling. Classical music playing softly. An attractive place.

A young woman with red hair—a deep, rich auburn not
like that Kool-Aid color the young affected—and Harry Pot-
ter glasses came out from behind a glass-fronted counter.
“May I help you?” she asked.

Omernic dug for his ID folder. “I'm Sergeant Stan Omer-
nic, Minneapolis Police.”

Her face went from friendly-helpful to dismayed sur-
prise. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“Not in here, as far as I know,” said Omernic.

“It’s all right,” said the young man from behind them,
climbing off the step stool. He wasn’t quite as young as he’d
looked through the window, Omernic could see he was
probably twenty-six or -seven. “I think Sergeant Omernic
wants to talk to me,” he said. “I'm Godwin Dulac.” He
held out his hand.

Omernic shook it. “Is there someplace we can talk?” he
asked.

“Certainly. Follow me.” Mr. DuLac sashayed—there was
no other word for it—toward the back of the shop. Ceiling-
high box shelves displayed books with titles as varied as
Stitch 'N Bitch, Helen M. Stevens’ Embroidered Animals, and
Needlecrafters’ Travel Companion. There were pyramidal stacks
of knitting yarn and gadgets he could not guess the use of.
The box shelves divided the front from the back, with an
opening in the middle. Omernic followed Dulac through
the opening, where he stopped to take in the scene. There
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was a second store back here, with specially designed
upright-angling shelves holding thin booklets, and spinner
racks dripping scissors, packets of needles, and lots of em-
broidery floss. The walls were covered with framed exam-
ples of embroidery that were, in some instances, elaborate
and startlingly beautiful.

“What is this, a kind of museum?” asked Omernic, look-
ing up and around.

“No, these are models of patterns we sell. The patterns
themselves don’t look like much, so models inspire our cus-
tomers or help them decide what they want to stitch next.
The front of the shop is for needlepoint and knitting, mostly;
back here is for counted cross-stitch and punch needle,
mostly.”

Omernic nodded, not too surprised that all this might be
called something other than embroidery, there being subgen-
res in everything. But there was no need to have it clarified;
he was not here to interview Mr. DuLac about the intricacies
of needlework. “I received a very interesting phone call from
a Ms. Betsy Devonshire this afternoon,” he said. “She told me
you have been interviewing people who might have helpful
information about the death of Robert Germaine.”

Godwin gave a pleased smile. “She told me she was go-
ing to call Mike. But you talked to her, not him?”

“Who'’s Mike?”

“Mike Malloy, he’s our own investigator, with the Excel-
sior Police Department. Betsy has helped him before, lots of
times. He didn’t like it at first, but I hear he’s come to
accept that he can use her help with some of his cases.”

Omernic had, in fact, spoken to Sergeant Malloy and was
amused at this glib put-down of a very competent investi-
gator, though he was careful to hide it. He got out his note-
book and took Godwin through an examination of all his
actions in finding out about and locating Stoney Durand,
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also known as Tony Milan. His first impression of Mr. Du-
Lac as light not only in the loafers but in intellect under-
went some revisions along the way. He was no airhead.

Dulac insisted that the real credit for all he’d discovered
lay with his boss, Betsy Devonshire, owner of the store. Ms.
Devonshire, he said, normally did her own sleuthing in
addition to working in her shop, but she was currently
confined to her apartment upstairs, having suffered a badly
broken leg a few weeks ago.

It was Ms. Devonshire who had phoned Omernic earlier,
and he closed the interview with DulLac by saying he would
go up and see her now. Mr. DuLac asked if he might warn
Betsy she had company coming, sweetening the request by
saying he’d show Omernic a back way up the stairs so he
wouldn’t have to go back outside and ring the bell.

Omernic agreed and two minutes later was upstairs knock-
ing on Ms. Devonshire’s door.

“Just a minute!” came a call from well back in the apart-
ment, and it was just about that long before the door
opened and a moderately plump woman with streaky-blond
hair and nervous blue eyes stood there on crutches looking
up at him. She was wearing a loose-fitting dark blue dress
and using two crutches to stand up. Her lower right leg
was encased in a buff-colored hard-plastic boot with a
rolled-down bright blue sock covering her toes. The other
foot was sensibly shod in a walking shoe.

“I'm Sergeant Stan Omernic, Minneapolis Police,” he
said. “We talked earlier on the phone. Is something wrong?”

“Wrong?” she said, trying to quell her nervous look by
opening her eyes wide and smiling falsely. “No, nothing’s
wrong.”

“What you said on the phone to me earlier, do you now
want to revise that in some way?” he persisted.

“Oh, gosh, no!” she said. “Not at all. Come in, come in,
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Sergeant.” She stepped back, turned and moved away, and
he came into the narrow little hall. A door to his left opened
into a galley kitchen, but straight ahead was a spacious,
low-ceilinged living room done in lots of red. She led the
way into there, moving well on the crutches.

The red was mostly in the carpet, but the chintz curtains
on the windows had red as well as cream flowers on them.
The walls were cream colored, and the room’s cozy look was
completed by the knitting left on the seat of an upholstered
chair and a large, fluffy cat staring complacently from her
basket under the window.

Omernic knew the cat was a female because she was three
colors: mostly white with gray and red-tan blotches down
her back and up her tail. Tomcats can never be more than
two colors. Omernic liked collecting esoteric little facts like
that.

“Here, won'’t you sit down?” Betsy said, gesturing at the
couch, which was gray with bright red in the embroidered
cushions, moving to take the upholstered chair for herself.
“Can I get you some coffee?” she asked, turning without sit-
ting down. “Or tea? The water’s hot, it won’t take a minute.”

“No, thank you,” he said, sitting down, his cop antennae
vibrating toward her.

“I've got some cookies, too,” she continued. “I'm glad
you came out so promptly, it was good of you to take me
seriously.”

She was anxious about something, but trying to conceal
it by talking a little bit too much, nodding at him on the
couch while she took the chair, ostentatiously putting the
knitting into a carpetbag beside the chair, then smoothing
the skirt of her dress with both hands. They were shapely
hands and the curve of her cheek, while mature, was sweet.
She looked at him with a direct stare out of keen blue eyes.

And while she was worried, she seemed to want his
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attention on her, which was odd. Normally, people nervous
about having a cop in their apartment wished to become
one with the furniture. Unless they were dope dealers with
a pound of something illegal hidden on the premises. But
dope dealers were only very rarely middle-aged women
who owned small businesses. What was it she didn’t want
him to see?

He looked around the apartment, which was tidy and
nicely furnished. The couch looked freshly upholstered, the
chair was done in a gray, red, and white chintz that echoed
the drapes. Across the room, near the kitchen was a dining
nook with two chairs and a round table that held a small
vase of silk flowers. In the other direction—

“What is it you wanted to ask me, Sergeant?” Betsy said
abruptly.

So whatever it was, was back there, in a bedroom or bath-
room.

“May I wash my hands?” he asked, rising and heading
that way.

“Certainly—it’s the door on your /f?,” she said, so he
went straight ahead and opened that door.

He found himself in a bedroom—a big, beautiful, iron-
framed four-poster bed stood to the right, with a lacy com-
forter and lacy pillows on it and on the left a small but
businesslike desk with a computer on it. Crowded between
the bed and desk with a computer was something very large
and cube-shaped, covered with a hastily tossed dark blue
blanket. There was a smell of chicken coop in the air. He
hooked two fingers in the edge of the blanket to lift it up-
wards and was immediately rewarded with a sharp pain.

“Ow!” he shouted and dropped the blanket.

“I said the bathroom was the door on your left,” came a
chilly voice from the door.

“What the be/l do you have in that cage?” he said, turning
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on her, pointing a hand at her—that he suddenly realized
was bleeding. “Oh, Christ, look at my hand!”

“It’s a crow. And he bites.” She turned away. “This way.”

He bent for a look into the cage—for it was in fact a
heavy-duty cage on a sturdy stand—and caught a movement
in the dim interior that suddenly morphed into a large, black
bird, whose sharp beak was reaching for his eyes. He jerked
backward, dropping the blanket.

Betsy had opened the bathroom door, and stood aside as
he went in. There was a dispenser of liquid soap, the orange
kind that meant it was antibacterial. He scrubbed thort-
oughly, wincing as the soap stung the two small wounds in
his middle and ring fingers.

“What kind of a pet is it that bites when you get any-
where near it?” he demanded.

“He’s not a pet, he’s not even mine. He’s a wild bird, and
he’s going to go live in Iowa in a day or two.”

“If he wants to live in Iowa, why doesn’t he fly there his
own damn self?”

“Because he can’t fly. He broke a wing and avian wings
rarely heal properly. He’s otherwise perfectly healthy, so he’s
going to live in a great big cage in a state that doesn’t de-
mand that damaged wild animals be destroyed.”

She said it defiantly, and suddenly a light went on inside
Omernic’s head. “So you're sneaking him out of Minnesota.”

“That’s right.”

“And you’re stuck with him until your own broken bone
heals and you can drive.” He smiled, and grabbed a towel to
dry his hands.

“Something like that.” She was lying again, he was sure
of it. Protecting others in the chain of this scheme, he
thought.

“Well, good for you,” he said, because he’d heard of that
law and disapproved of it, and thought it commendable that
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a group of outraged Minnesota citizens had organized a
sneaky way around it.

“Don’t let him out of the cage,” he advised.

“Of course not. He’s not housebroken.”

“And you have a cat.”

She smiled wryly. “He’s not afraid of the cat.”

He smiled back. “Yeah, they’re even bigger than they look.
But another reason to keep him caged is that they’re thieves.”

“What could he steal? I don’t think he understands
money.”

“My uncle had one as a pet, and he had to climb up a tree
every month and retrieve the spoons, necklaces, coins, bottle
caps, buckles, pens, and anything else shiny left where
Blackie could get at it and carry to his nest. And he could
open purses, and even drawers. Or so my uncle said.”

She was smiling broadly now. “Thanks for the warning.
But he’s confined until he leaves, which will be tomorrow or
the day after. If you open the medicine cabinet, you'll find a
box of Band-Aids.”

“Thank you.”

Omernic found the box and while he applied a Band-Aid
to each of his injuries, he wondered briefly how widespread
this movement was to sneak crippled wildlife out of Min-
nesota. Then he decided he didn’t want to know. He didn’t
approve of killing one-eyed deer, three-legged raccoons, or
flightless birds, especially if the effort to save them didn’t
cost any taxpayer dollars.

He came out of the bathroom to find Ms. Devonshire
again seated in her chair. A lamp with a cocked shade stood
behind the chair, looking over her shoulder like a kibitzer.
She had gotten her knitting out.

“I want to apologize,” she said on seeing him approach,
“for trying to keep you from learning about the crow. But I
was actually a little afraid you'd arrest me for harboring a
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telon.” She cocked her head in a gesture that was a little
birdlike itself. “No, that’s not right. Let’s see, aiding a con-
victed felon to escape justice? Except, of course, he’s not a
felon, and T don’t think it’s justice to kill a crow because he
broke his wing.”

“Unless he was doing it in the course of committing a
crime?” suggested Omernic.

“Oh, well—but you’d have to prove that was the case,
wouldn’t you?”

“To some people, just being a crow is a capital offense.”

“Yes, that’s true.” She looked toward the back room.
“Poor thing.”

“He doesn’t seem to think he’s lost the game just yet,”
said Omernic, displaying his bandaged fingers. “And you
seem bent on helping make that be true.”

“Guilty as charged.”

Omernic sat down and took out his notebook, growing
serious. “But let’s talk about Mr. Tony Milan.”



Twentyrone

ETSY discovered that Omernic was an excellent inter-
Brogator. She was impressed with how he led her, with
simple, clear questions, through the whole tangled mess.
She told him about how the Embroiderers Guild of America
had given the Minneapolis chapter the responsibility of
hosting its national convention, and how the chapter had
decided to sell a heart pattern and give most of the proceeds
to the National Heart Coalition in support of research into
women’s heart diseases. About how the sale was more suc-
cessful than anticipated, raising over twenty-four thousand
dollars.

About how Crewel World had been fortunate enough to
be chosen as the sole vendor of needlework products for the
convention and her strenuous efforts to do the honor justice.
About how she had gone horseback riding with a friend just
before the convention and how her horse had fallen, tearing
tendons in her ankle and breaking both bones in her lower
right leg. About how Godwin had set up and run the booth,
found employees to help, and gone to the banquet using
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Betsy’s ticket. And how he later reported that the man who
accepted the check to the Heart Coalition had returned
Goddy’s flirtatious smile on his way out the door.

Omernic asked, “Is Mr. DuLac inclined to see flirtatious
smiles when they are not there?”

“No, I don’t think so. He will initiate the flirtatious
look—in fact, he did in this case. And he says his ‘gaydar’
went ‘ping’ when he first saw the man step up to the lectern.
But in this case, he also claims the look was returned.”

“What conclusion did you draw from that?”

“I thought he might be mistaken, if the man was Bob Ger-
maine. But perhaps it wasn’t. His wife didn’t believe he stole
that money, and when he disappeared she was frightened for
him and asked me to find out where he’d gone—and to prove
he wasn’t a thief. Godwin came up with the notion that Bob
was a closeted gay man and used this opportunity to break
with the straight world. He even went to various gay bars and
coffeehouses and found some people who said a person match-
ing the description Goddy gave them frequented those
places. The man goes by the name Stoney Durand.”

“And you think it is possible these people were talking
about another individual than Mr. Germaine?”

“Yes, I'm sure they were. I think this ‘Stoney Durand’
murdered Bob, changed into his clothes, and took his place
on the dais at the banquet in order to steal the check.”

“How would he cash the check?”

Betsy gave him a look. Was he testing the depth of her
knowledge? “Anyone who reads mystery fiction, or watches
crime shows on television, knows that stolen checks can be
sold. At a deep discount, of course, but still. What was odd in
this case is that no one made an attempt to cash the check.”

“Have you any idea why?”

“Yes. Goddy and I think Stoney Durand is actually Tony
Milan, who worked in the mail room of the National Heart
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Coalition until very recently. And who was in a serious car ac-
cident the night the check was stolen. He was in the hospital
for over a week, so by the time he got out, the Embroiderers
Guild had put a stop payment on the check. So it was useless.
I think Tony knew about the check because he worked for
the Heart Coalition, and so put himself in a position to inter-
cept—" She stopped, a thoughtful look on her face.

“What?” asked Omernic.

“I think perhaps the original plan wasn’t to take Bob Ger-
maine’s place at all. That would be a terribly risky thing to
do. This Tony wouldn’t know how many people in the place
knew Bob, after all. What if someone stood up and wanted
to know who this stranger was, and where was Bob? I think
that Tony went there to steal the check from Bob—you
know, mug him. And after he knocked Bob in the head, he
searched the body and realized Bob didn’t have the check.
But he did find the speech—+#hat’s why people are remember-
ing the speech right, Tony just read Bob’s speech!” The idea
had obviously just come to Betsy and it fit her theory so well!

Omernic was taking some swift notes, nodding as he
wrote. “Say, hold on a minute!” he said, lifting his pen and
staring into her eyes. “Aren’t you the one who broke the case
of that museum curator who was replacing Chinese artifacts
with fakes—and who murdered that woman—" It was his
turn to stop suddenly.

“Yes.” Betsy nodded, her face gone sad. “The murdered
woman was my sister, Margot Berglund.”

“You did some good work back then,” he said, looking
at his notes. “You seem damn sharp at this kind of thing.”

“Thank you. I only wish Allie Germaine could have gotten
her husband back. I wonder . . . Was Bob beaten to death?”

“No, he was killed by a single blow to his temple.”

“Ah, then perhaps Tony Milan really didn’t mean to
murder him. How awful, what a terrible waste!”
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ERGEANT Omernic had barely left when Godwin called.

“Betsy, Alice is down here and wants to know if she can
come up.”

Betsy smiled. Doubtless Alice was coming to arrange to
take the crow away. Wonderful! “Yes, of course.”

“What do you think of Sergeant Omernic?” asked God-
win. “Odd name, Omernic.”

“Yes, I wonder what nationality it is. He looks kind of
Slavic, except he has green eyes, and I think Slavic people
have gray or blue eyes. Anyway, he seemed extremely com-
petent. What did you think?”

“He asked a lot of questions, but they were all easy to an-
swer.” His voice faded as he turned away from the receiver.
“She says come on up,” he said, obviously to Alice.

“A good technique, I think.”

“Yes, it’s easier to answer when the question is like that.
I think that’s the way I ask questions.” In an unexpected
show of humility, he added, “Or, if it isn’t, it will be from
now on.”

“Why, what are you going to investigate now?”

“I don’t know, I was going to ask you what we do next.”

“Nothing, Goddy. We've done our part. We found out
who murdered Bob Germaine—no, yox found it out—and
now it’s up to the police to arrest him. I assume you gave his
address to Sergeant Omernic.”

“Yes, of course. So we’re done?”

“Yes—excuse me, I think Alice is at my door.”

“Then why don’t I feel like this is over?” persisted
Godwin.

“Because this time we’re not going to have that wonderful
moment when we watch the culprit confess. But Omernic
will go see him, and probably get a confession, sometime in
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the next hour. Now I have to go let Alice in.” Betsy cut the
connection and went to the door.

Alice, tall and mannish in her mud-brown overcoat, was
not smiling when Betsy opened the door.

“Uh-oh, is something wrong?”

“Yes, I'm afraid so.”

“Oh, dear. Well, come in and tell me about it.” Betsy
stepped back, turned, and went dot-and-go-one back into
the living room.

Alice stopped just a step or two into the living room, and
stood there rubbing her hands together and not looking at
Betsy.

“What is it, what’s wrong?” asked Betsy.

“It’s about the crow.”

“Oh, no, is someone from DNR coming to take it away?”
The Department of Natural Resources would be the gov-
ernment agency enforcing the law about crippled wildlife.

“No, no, that’s not the problem. It’s Annie Spence, the
woman in Iowa who is going to take the crow. Her family
emergency was her mother, who had a heart attack. She had
another, right in the hospital, and died. Annie is stuck in Ari-
zona for at least another week, helping her brother straighten
things out.”

“So it looks as if you get to babysit a crow after all,” said
Betsy, hoping that was true, even though she could see by
the look on Alice’s face that it wasn’t.

“No, I can’t do it, at least not right now. I have workmen
coming in to remodel my bathroom. It'll take four or five
days, probably. Betsy, I'm so awfully sorry about this. I've
asked around, but no one else involved in the rescue project
can take the crow, and I really don’t want to ask someone
who’s not, because once word starts getting out . ..” Alice
saw the look on Betsy’s face. “Oh, dear, who did you tell?”

“A police investigator from Minneapolis.”
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“Betsy, no! How could you!” Alice looked and sounded
much more frightened than angry.

“I didn’t tell him about you! He came up here to talk to
me about the Bob Germaine business, and he asked to use
the bathroom and opened the wrong door.” Betsy smiled
grimly. “Mr. Crow drew blood on two of his fingers, which
served him right!”

“Oh, no—was he mad?”

“More surprised. I told him the crow was going to live in
Towa, and let him think it was all my own doing. And any-
way, he approves of the mission to rescue it. I'm sure he won’t
tell anyone. But, Alice, you can see how this isn’t going to
work. People are going to come up here—the Monday Bunch
is coming back, and Jill is coming over—and she’ll bring
Emma Beth. I don’t want Emma Beth poking her little hand
through the bars—she gets into everything.”

“Why did you invite—Oh, you were thinking the bird
would be gone.”

“Yes, and Goddy’s up here a lot with questions about the
shop. I don’t want to explain to all these people why I have
a crow in the apartment.”

“All right, you’re right. I'll see what I can do.”

MERNIC drove to the address Godwin had given him.

It was a three-story brick apartment building, proba-
bly a hundred years old and looking every day of its age.
The basement was built up several feet above ground and
had good-size windows, so technically it had four stories of
apartments.

And one of the basement windows was broken and there
were smoke stains around the cement facing and surround-
ing bricks. There was only cardboard over the broken panes,
so there had been a recent fire—a deduction confirmed as he
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approached and caught a whiff of the ugly, unmistakable
stink of house-fire smoke.

He went up the four steps to the main entrance, found
the button for the building manager, and pushed it.

The manager was barely medium height, but with broad
shoulders and a belligerent air. His work boots were paint-
spattered, his dark work pants were rumpled, and his old
green pullover was badly pilled. His scalp shone through
his greasy, lank brown hair, and when he saw Omernic, he
ran a heavy palm across it. “We’re full up,” he said, “though
we're remodeling a garden apartment, and it’ll be available
in about a week.”

“Was the previous tenant named Tony Milan?” asked
Omernic, reaching for his ID folder.

The manager froze at the question, then grimaced when
he saw the badge. “Yeah, but he took off while the fire de-
partment was still here, didn’t say where he was going, and
hasn’t come back to give us a forwarding address.”

“When did this happen?”

“Night before last. The idiot was cooking something on
the stove and decided to take a nap while it cooked. A
neighbor heard the smoke alarm and broke in, hauled him
out before he got burned.”

“The fire spread to other apartments?”

“Nah, and it’s mostly smoke damage to the one
apartment—but smoke gets into ever’ damn thing. We have
to replace the carpet and furniture and paint everything.”

“Who was the person who saved Mr. Milan?”

“A kid name of Gary Schulz. He helped out after Milan
got hurt in a car accident, went to the drugstore for him,
and grocery store, too, and didn’t get anything but one thin
‘thank you’ for his trouble. His apartment is right across the
hall from Milan’s.”

“Is he home?”
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“I think so. He works odd hours, I know that.”

Schulz was at home—asleep in bed, unfortunately for
him. Omernic gave him a couple of minutes to go splash
water in his face to get his brain unclogged.

He was young, just twenty-two, working in a bakery.
He’d graduated from the Le Cordon Bleu School of Culinary
Arts—the one in Minneapolis, not the one in France—Ilast
spring, and was hoping to get work in a restaurant someday
soon. He and Milan weren’t friends, exactly. Milan was gay,
but that was okay with Schulz, who wasn’t. Milan had told
Schulz he was moving out soon, but then got into a car acci-
dent just before the move was to happen.

“He was banged up pretty bad, he had a cast on his whole
left arm and one of those black canvas things, like a really
serious brace, on his left leg, covered the whole leg so he
could hardly bend his knee. And his face was all bruised,
and he had a big bandage on his head—I think he said he
had a skull fracture. He was in a lot of pain, one of the two
prescriptions I picked up for him was Vicodin. I recognized
the name because I fractured my elbow in high school, and
they gave me Vicodin. Sweet—" He cut himself off.

Omernic only nodded. “I had a bottle of it once. It surely
does kill the pain.” He made a little note. “Tell me about the
fire.”

Schulz shrugged. “Not much to tell. I heard this sound,
and I thought, “That sounds like a smoke alarm.” I went out
in the hall and didn’t see flames or smell smoke and then I
saw the sound was coming from Tony Milan’s apartment. I
just bumped up against it a couple of times and it opened.
It didn’t seem to be all that smoky in there, but I took one
breath and started coughing and my eyes watered and I fell
over a suitcase he left right near the door and over his coffee
table getting to him on the couch. He was coughing, which
helped me find him. I got him out as fast as I could.”
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Schulz began by talking fast, then slowed when he saw
Omernic taking notes. He continued, “Next thing I knew
squad cars and fire trucks and ambulances are all over the
street.”

“Did you see Mr. Milan go back inside the apartment
building?”

“No, last time I saw him, he was sitting in the back door
of an ambulance with an oxygen mask over his face.”

“Could he have gone back inside?”

Schulz thought about that for a little while. “Not while
the firefighters were there; they pretty much took over the
entrance. Did you know they set up fans to get smoke out of
a building? Big honkers.” Schulz made a very large circle
with his arms. “Cleared the air fast.”

Omernic went back over his notes. “What’s this about a
suitcase?”

“Well, he’d packed one to leave, then he had the accident
and didn’t go. And I guess he was too banged up to be both-
ered unpacking.”

“So you’d seen it before.”

“Yes, when I brought him his prescriptions the day after
he came home from the hospital. He must've been going
out of the country.”

“Why, was it a big suitcase?”

“No, but there was a passport on top of it. I just forgot it
was there when I came into his place.”

Omernic thanked him, and wondered if that passport
was still there. If not, perhaps Milan had gotten on that
plane after all.



Twenty-two

OMERNIC went to talk some more to the building man-
ager who said there was no suitcase in the apartment
when he went in to start cleaning up. No, not just none in
the living room, there wasn’t a suitcase in the apartment.
Yes, he opened the two closets. No passport lying out in the
open, either. Of course it could have been put into a drawer;
he didn’t open any drawers.

“Anything gone missing?” asked Omernic.

“I didn’t notice anything—>but I wouldn’t, would I? Ex-
cept if he took the couch or the bed or the stove, and he
didn’t.”

“I was thinking like toothbrush, underwear, aftershave,”
said Omernic. “And maybe there’s a notepad by the phone
with an address on it, telling us where he’s gone.”

The man rubbed his jaw while he thought. Then he
shook his head. “Nope, I didn’t notice anything missing in
particular, or a note with an address on it. But I wasn’t look-
ing, either. Want to go in yourself?”

“Not right now,” said Omernic, thinking of the rules
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about admissible evidence. “But could you lock the door and
keep it locked? I may be back later with a search warrant.”

“So the fella was a crook, was he? I kinda wondered.”

“You did? Why was that?”

Here the manager became a little vague, perhaps because
Omernic’s tone was sharp.

Omernic asked, “Have you changed the locks?”

“I'm about to do that right now.”

“Good. If Mr. Milan comes to you asking to get back in-
side his apartment, let him, and call me right away.” He gave
the man a card with his office and cell phone numbers on it.

Omernic came back a few hours later with a search warrant
and a small crew. The warrant described Tony Milan, aka
Stoney Durand, as a murder suspect and possible fugitive, and
stated that the police were looking for evidence of flight and
evidence relating to the murder of one Robert Germaine. The
search took longer than Omernic thought necessary—but
searches generally did—and afterward Omernic asked the
manager some more questions.

Though it was past quitting time when all was done at
the apartment building, Omernic went back to his office
and sat down at his computer terminal to write up his notes.

Milan was last seen outside his apartment that night
with only his crutch. He'd been fully dressed, so he also
had, probably, his wallet and keys. No, obviously he had his
wallet and keys, since he’d gotten clean away—meaning a
cab or other transport he’d paid for—and since he’d gotten
back in without breaking down the door. (The manager had
repaired the damage done by the neighbor in breaking in.)

But now a suitcase, a passport, and the two prescriptions
Schulz had picked up for him were missing. An airline ticket,
unused and still in its little folder, was found in a wastebas-
ket. It was issued to a passenger named Ronnie Moreland and
was budget class to Antananarivo, the capital of Madagascar,
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via Paris. So he’d been thinking of skipping the country—
evidence of guilty knowledge. Also of some preplanning,
since the flight was to have left the day after Bob Germaine
was murdered.

So why hadn’t he gone? Omernic wondered. He was out
at the airport, that’s where he stashed Germaine’s body.
Why hadn’t he just gone to the main terminal and spent the
day there, safely away from his apartment, to take the eve-
ning flight out of the country?

He'd come all the way back into the city—how? By light
rail, possibly. Why? To collect his car—where had he left it?
And been driving—where? Home, probably, to pick up his
suitcase and ticket—why hadn’t he put them in the car?—
when a drunk ran a light and rammed him.

He saved the file and shut off his computer, wondering if
that woman with the keen brain and broken leg out in Ex-
celsior had any ideas.

Before he could leave, Lieutenant O’Bryan, Omernic’s
boss, came in. “I've got some more information for you on
that Tony Milan case you're working,” he said.

“Yessir?” said Omernic, sitting back down and pulling
out his notebook.

“I had a meeting today with the FBI, a Heart Coalition
executive named Erskine Morrison, and a couple of bank rep-
resentatives from First Express and Wells Fargo,” he said.

“Why the fed?” asked Omernic.

“Bank fraud,” explained O’Bryan.

Omernic took notes as O’Bryan told the sad story of how
the Heart Coalition was defrauded of contributions by means
of a phony bank account set up by Tony Milan at First Ex-
press, and how it came to light when a contributor com-
plained her check went astray. Bank fraud is a federal crime,
so now the FBI was also after Mr. Milan.

“How much did he steal?” asked Omernic.
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“Fifteen thousand two hundred and sixty-three dollars,
over a period lasting just over a year. Not enough to jiggle
any alarms at the Heart Coalition, he was pretty clever about
that. He drew on the account, so there’s only a little over four
thousand left. He made an attempt to close it the day he was
fired, but questions were raised—he didn’t have his Heart
Coalition ID anymore, and he was acting pretty hinky. He
said he’d come back, but of course he didn’t. I take it you
busted him while I was at the meeting.”

“No, sir,” said Omernic, and explained about the fire, and
how it was a pity that this minute he wasn’t sitting in an in-
terrogation room across from Tony “Stoney Durand” Milan.
Godwin DuLac and his backer, Ms. Devonshire, were pretty
damn clever figuring it out.

“Oh, this won’t do, Sergeant,” said O’'Bryan. “I want this
man found. I want him found right away.” When O’Bryan
was upset, a faint Irish accent showed in his voice. It was
currently present.

“Yessir,” said Omernic.

So without a break for supper, Omernic went to a leather
bar called the Eagle near downtown Minneapolis. He didn’t
envy O’Bryan, doubtless having a conversation with the
chief about this.

The Eagle smelled of hard liquor, oiled leather, and ciga-
rette smoke (Minneapolis was “smoke free” but no one
wanted to be the one to tell the Eagle’s customers not to light
up). The bartender had a shaved head and an eye that didn’t
track.

Omernic could feel waves of hostility coming off him and
the customers, most of whom seemed addicted to both
weight lifting and tattoos. But he maintained his cool, which
warmed the chill enough to get an answer or two. Some ac-
knowledged they knew Stoney. But no one had seen or heard
from him since he was hurt in a car accident.
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Omernic next tried the Gay Nineties on Hennepin,
where dropping Godwin’s name elicited several confessions
from people who had heard from Stoney. He had wanted a
place to stay after being burned out. But no one had granted
his request, and none knew where he was staying.

Omernic then went to Vera’s, a coffee bar over on Lyndale.
Here the atmosphere was much more pleasant. Mostly young
people sat at tables in a comfortable room overseen by a large
color portrait of a woman with the dress and hairstyle of the
1930s. They looked ordinary enough, drinking coffee or eat-
ing sandwiches or salads, some poking at laptops. But men
sat strictly with men, and women with women. There was a
nice deck outside, festooned with strings of lights, but they
were waving hard in a driving wind that was whipping the
boards with sleet, so it was unoccupied.

Omernic asked the young man behind the counter if
he knew Stoney Durand. The response was somewhat
elliptical—but when he dropped Godwin’s name, the young
man unbent. And the purchase of a big, gooey cinnamon roll
and a large café latte made him almost friendly. Yes, he knew
Stoney. No, he hadn’t seen him in a while, maybe two or
three weeks. Well, yes, he’d heard from him, got a phone call
from him. Stoney said he’d been burned out of his apartment
and was looking for a place to stay. No, he hadn’t invited
Stoney over, Stoney was inclined to invite third parties over
without permission, to borrow money without paying it
back, to poke through drawers and pockets when no one was
looking and take things that weren’t his. And while he could
dish the dirt and was a great cook, sometimes that just
wasn’t enough.

Two other men in the room also knew Stoney, and one
had also received a request for a place to crash for a couple of
days, a request turned down for pretty much the same rea-
sons. “What goes around comes around, you know,” said the
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man with an air of being original. None of them knew
where he was right now. None of the women had ever heard
of Stoney Durand.

Omernic went back to his office downtown to turn his
notes into a report. And leave an e-mail message for O’'Bryan
that he hadn’t located Tony Milan.



Twenty-three

ETSY was in the back bedroom the next morning, work-
Bing on her computer. She had long ago discovered that
the only way to get her data entry stuff done—hours
worked, sales taxes collected, bills paid, etc.—was to do it
before she gave herself permission to check her e-mail or
read RCTN or the ANG list, or cruise the Internet.

She mucttered to herself as she worked. “Is that a five or a
six? Marti has the worst handwriting!” She was trying to
read a pair of sales slips, which in her shop were still filled
out by hand.

The crow made a comment in a quiet gurgle, and Betsy
looked over at the creature, which was looking back at her
with one shiny black eye. “Hello, crow,” she said, but it did
not reply.

She continued muttering and entering figures, and again
the crow made the soft sound. “You talkin’ to me?” Betsy
said, looking at it. “What do you want? You've been fed,
your water is fresh, your cage is clean.”

The bird cocked its head from side to side, turned around
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on its perch in a single hop so it could look at her with its
other eye, and made a long comment that sounded like a
dog choking on a bone fragment and ended on a squeak.

“Argher-gurgle, bek, bek, eck to you, too,” said Betsy, and
went back to filing numbers.

The crow flapped its wings, and Betsy looked over yet
again. “Is something wrong?” she asked. “What is it?”

The bird looked down at the floor near the china cup that
held its dinner. On the floor was a bit of orange that it had
dropped or flipped out of the cup. Betsy said, “Oh, is that it?”

Betsy could not get down on one knee—or rather, if she
did, she would not be able to get up again. Having dropped
a pen and a tablet of sales slips yesterday, she had taken a
pair of hinged salad spoons from her kitchen to keep on her
desk. She used that to pick up the tidbit and put it in the
cup. The crow went immediately to it and ate the treat.

When she had worked about ten minutes longer without
hearing from the bird, she looked over to find it crouched
on its perch, regarding her with its eyes half closed.

“That’s right, crow,” she said. “You think about that.”

HILE Betsy was at work upstairs, Godwin was un-
06 packing and stocking an order in the shop, occasion-
ally pulling an item for himself. One was a packet of
tapestry petites, blunt needles, shorter than usual, used for
counted cross-stitch or needlepoint. These petites were
about an inch long, which would allow him to use floss
down to near the very end. Godwin liked silk floss, a costly
indulgence, and less waste of expensive floss makes a happy
stitcher.
He was humming a pleasant tune to himself when the
phone rang. Part-timer Shelly was closer, so she picked up.
“Crewel World, Shelly speaking, how may I help you?” She
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listened briefly, then called, “Godwin, it’s for you. Someone
named Larry Thao.”

Godwin put down the Tweezer Bee he was hanging on a
spinner rack—he’d decided his own tweezers would do a
while longer—and came to the phone.

“Hello, Larry, what'’s up?”

“Goddy, my dear boy, did you know there’s a big, ugly
policeman taking your name in vain at Vera’s?”

“Whatever do you mean? Oh, wait, is he tall, with light
blah hair, a nose like an Indian, and green eyes?”

“I was too intimidated to look into his eyes, but that
nose—! You don’t mean he’s one of us?”

“No, of course not! He’s investigating a murder.”

“Well, how does he know you?”

“Because I've been investigating it, too, and I found a
suspect my very own self, and now he’s looking for him.
Tony Milan is the suspect’s real name, though he goes by
Stoney Durand, too.”

“Oh, my God, Stoney is a murder suspect?”

“Didn’t Sergeant Omernic say so?”

“He did not! Fancy that, our Stoney a murderer!”

“Do you know Stoney?”

“Yes. Not well, but yes. He’s awfully butch and he has a
taste for leather, but he also knows his way around a
kitchen. I went to a party where he spent the entire evening
in the kitchen, turning out hors d’oeuvre after hors d’oeu-
vre, all of them different, all delicious, and the presentation
was beautiful, simply dee-vine! I thought I was falling in
love—did I mention that he’s awfully good looking?—Dbut
someone told me that he—Stoney, that is—stole his—my
informant’s—diamond earring at a hot tub party. So when
he—Stoney, that is—phoned me a couple of days ago to beg
for a place to stay because his apartment had caught on fire,
I said I had company already staying with me and had no
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more room. I guess that was a better decision than I knew at
the time, because he might have murdered me in my bed!”
Godwin could hear the shiver Larry gave right through the
phone.

Godwin said, “If he calls you again, see if you can find
out where he’s staying and then you call me or Sergeant
Omernic immediately, all right?”

“Well, all right. But I don’t want him mad at me, do I?
Stoney, I mean.”

“I'm sure someone as clever as you can get Stoney to talk
without him suspecting a thing.”

Larry purred, “You sweet thing! When this is over, you
must come to my place and tell me all about it.”

Godwin agreed and hung up. He stood a few moments,
hand on the phone.

“Something wrong?” asked Shelly.

“Oh, no, I guess not. I just thought this person would be
in jail by now. I don’t like the thought of him running
around free.”

N the early afternoon, Rosemary Kossel—she of the fresh
Icomplexion and advanced knitting skills—was sitting be-
side Betsy on her couch. Betsy was holding a square of mi-
tered knitting in her hands. “Okay, where do I begin to pick
up the twelve stitches on this to do the second square?” she
asked.

“Where was your ending point?” asked Rosemary.

Betsy turned the square around, looking for loose ends,
which were on opposite corners. She had worked the square
in yellow and maroon yarns and, as promised, it appeared
she had knit around one corner of her square. The corner
where the yarn turned was uppermost; Betsy turned the
square around so it formed a diamond. There was a loose
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end of yarn sticking out of what was now the top. “I started
here,” she said, and reached down to the opposite corner,
which also had a tag end of yarn. “So I ended here.” She put
a big safety pin into the square near that corner.

“Good,” pronounced Rosemary. “Now, turn it one more
time, so that ending corner is on the bottom right.” Betsy
gave it another half turn, making it a square again. “Using
your main color yarn, the color you started with, pick up
twelve stitches along the top row. Remember, what you're
trying to do is end up with a square of four mitered squares,
with all four turning points aimed at the center.”

Betsy did as instructed, noting that it was easy to pick up
the stitches with Rosemary’s clever instruction of slipping the
first stitch of every row and purling the last. After a minute
she said, “Okay—but I need twenty-five, not twenty-four
stitches for my next square.”

“That’s right. So pick up a thirteenth stitch on the point.
Then cast on twelve more.”

After a minute, Betsy said, “Done!”

“Very good. Now do what you did with the first square,
row one: Knit twenty-four, purl one, still using your origi-
nal color.”

Which in Betsy’s case was maroon.

“Now, using your contrast color, slip one knitwise and
knit ten.”

“Got it,” said Betsy after another two minutes.

“Good. Slip one, knit two together, pass the slipped stitch
over the stitch you made knitting the two together, then knit
ten, purl one, and turn.” Betsy, tucking the tip of her tongue
into the corner of her mouth, made the row as instructed.

“Very good. You're knitting much faster than you used
to, you know.”

“It’s all that practice. Which I don’t mind, because I love
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to knit. Let’s see, for row two, I just knit my way back in the
contrast color, purling the last one.”

“Don’t forget to slip the first stitch.”

“Oops, that’s right! Okay, here we go.” Without that
pause for a complication in the middle, this row went fast.

Then, using the maroon yarn, Betsy slipped one knitwise,
knit nine, slipped one, knit two together, slid the slipped
stitch over, knit nine, purled one. Then she starting knitting
her way back with yellow.

“How are you getting on with your broken leg?” asked
Rosemary, who had taken out a project of her own, a piece of
fine lace she was knitting in number 10 thread with size O
needles.

“All right, I guess. The doctor’s happy with my progress.
I'd skip doing the exercises, but if I do the muscles will lose
their tone, and I'll have to go into rehab, which will keep
me out of the shop another couple of weeks. It’s already
driving me batty staying away this long. I miss it. What do
retired people do?”

“You know, I don’t know when I found the time to go to
my job,” said Rosemary, who had retired last year. “Classes,
projects, shopping, volunteering—the day just fills up from
start to end.”

By row ten, the knitting was definitely bending in the
middle, the decreases pulling it down—DBetsy was down to
knitting just six before slipping and knitting two together.
It was fun to watch it happen. When she got to row twenty-
two, the rows had decreased in length so much that all she
could do was slip one, slip another one, knit two together,
pass the slipped stitch over, knit one, purl one. Then slip
one going back, knit three, purl one. Turn, and for the final
row, in maroon, slip one, purl two together, and slip the first
stitch over the second to end.
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There was a sound from the back bedroom and Betsy
quickly said “Ha!” to cover it.

“What'’s that?” asked Rosemary.

“I said ‘Ha,” because I finished the next square,” said
Betsy, pretending she hadn’t heard the curious gurgle. It
was a sound the crow made when it found something tasty
in its food dish. The cage was heavily covered; the crow
should be thinking it was night and be asleep, not up and
chuckling to itself over a forgotten dab of dog food.

Rosemary said, “No, I thought I heard—"

Fortunately, just then the phone rang, and Betsy lunged
for the cordless sitting on the coffee table. “Hello?” she said,
a trifle too loudly, in case the gurgle sounded again.

“Betsy, it’s me, you don’t have to shout,” Godwin said.

“What'’s up?” asked Betsy, not quite as loudly.

“Have you heard about Tony Milan?”

“No, what about him? Has he confessed?”

“He isn’t even under arrest!”

“He isn’t? Why not? Doesn’t Sergeant Omernic think
he’s guilty?”

“Oh, he certainly does! But Tony’s apartment caught fire
two days ago and Tony took that opportunity to disappear!”

“What do you mean, disappear? Did he catch a plane to
somewhere?”

“Nobody £nows! He could be anywhere!” Godwin was
lapsing into italics again.

“Calm down, calm down. Remember, if he’s still in
town, he won’t be hard to find—there aren’t many people
walking around with a broken arm, a broken leg, and a head
wrapped up in bandages. And if he’s found a place to hole
up in town, he is certainly going to stay there, not go out
where he might be seen. Anyway, there’s no need for either
you or I to be afraid; he has no idea we even exist.”
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“Oh. Oh, that’s right. So I guess we just go on waiting.
Right?”

“Right. Now excuse me, I've got to start square three of
this four-part piece Rosemary is teaching me how to do.”

As soon as Rosemary left, Betsy went to the back bed-
room to check on the crow. The double cover on the cage
was pulled half off—and the door to the cage was open. And
the crow was not in the cage.

He was up on the very top of the beautiful iron frame-
work that rose above the bed, teetering back and forth as his
claws wrapped themselves around it.

Even worse, the bird had shown—twice—that it was not
housebroken. The beautiful lacey duvet cover on the bed
was spattered.

“Caw-caw-caw-caw-caw!” the bird shouted at her from
its high perch, ducking its head and slightly opening its
wings at each caw.

“Get down from there!” Betsy shouted, waving a crutch
at its head. Startled, the bird fell backward. Its good wing
flapped strongly, turning it sideways in the air, but the crip-
pled wing opened only part way and kept it from whirling
down on its head. It landed on the bed breast first, then
hopped to its feet, head turning every which way as if con-
tused by its inability to fly. It hopped three times across
the bed, away from Betsy, turned to look at her and showed
that, so far as loose went, a crow is the equal of any goose.

“No, no, no! Don’t do that!” shouted Betsy, waving the
crutch again. “Get down, get off, you filthy bird! The bird
hopped to the edge of the bed, fluttered to the floor—and
started to run. Barely in time, Betsy got to the bedroom
door and shut it before the bird could get out.

But that was as good as it got. She could not herd the
bird back into its cage—it simply would not hop up to the
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door, but when driven to the cage, went around it or, once,
over the top. It couldn’t fly like an ordinary bird, but could
use its wings to make amazingly high hops.

She chased it around the room, across the bed—twice—
and into and out of the closet.

And then it fluttered clumsily up onto her desk. Both
paused, breathing hard. The bird stepped up on, then slid
around on the keyboard, finding only poor purchase on the
keys, and, just before hopping off, made a mess that went
from the R to the P and down to the space bar.

Betsy shrieked and the bird fled to the floor and went un-
der the desk. If Betsy had been able to kneel, she would have
captured it, but she couldn’t.

Then someone started banging on the door to her apart-
ment. The noise was so urgent that Betsy abandoned the
chase and, careful to close the bedroom door behind her,
went to see who it was.

Godwin. His face pale and his expression anxious, he asked,
“Are you all right?”

“Of course I am,” said Betsy, irritated. “Why shouldn’t
I be?”

“Oh, Betsy, I heard sounds as if you were being chased,
and then I heard this scream, so I came dashing up to see if
you needed rescue.” Godwin had a sturdy wooden embroi-
dery frame in his hand, an impromptu weapon brought
from the shop. When he saw Betsy looking at it, he tried to
hide it behind his back. “But you, you're all right?”

“Yes, I'm fine. Well, no, I'm not. Come in, I want to tell
you a secret and ask for your help.” She explained quickly
and briefly about the crow, careful to not name any names.

“Wow,” said Godwin. “And it’s gotten loose?”

“Yes. Can you help?”

Half an hour later the bird was back in his cage, and
Godwin was in the bathroom applying Band-Aids.
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When he came out, he asked, “How did he get out of his
cage?”

“I don’t know. I was told the latch didn’t work properly,
but they gave me some wire to twist around the bars to hold
it shut. I guess he figured out how to untwist it, and now
it’s gone—I wouldn’t put it past him to have hidden it
somewhere.”

“You better buy a padlock. And hide the key.”

“You're right, he’d probably learn the combination if I
got that kind of lock.”

“Or, why don’t you just toss him out a window and say
he escaped?”

“Because I don’t want to. I kind of like him.”

“Like him? How can you possibly like him?”

“Because he’s smart and proud and not grateful for the
good we humans are doing him. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I
like gratitude. I remember us taking in a starving puppy
back when I was married to my first husband and that dog
was the most loyal and loving pet I ever knew. Every day he
reminded us of our kind deed by his grateful behavior, and
I loved him dearly. But—I don’t know—here’s this other
creature, as dependent on the kindness of humans for his ex-
istence as that dog. Humans took him in, healed his injury,
and we’re feeding him good, balanced meals. And his reac-
tion? “What-ever!”” Betsy laughed. “There’s something re-
freshing about that.”

“I think it’s mean of him.”

“He’s not being mean on purpose, he just doesn’t under-
stand how helpless he is. I think he’s sure he’d be fine if we’'d
just turn him loose. Though maybe not. I've been reading
up on crows, and I've found that they’re about the smartest
birds on the planet. There are crows who have learned to put
unshelled nuts on the road for cars to run over and crack for
them. This one pays attention, too; he’s seen me twist that
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wire a dozen times, and I really do think he learned from me
how to undo it. Just this morning, he asked me very politely
to pick up a piece of food he’d dropped outside his cage. I
think it was an experiment, to see if I would do it, because
he’s never spoken to me in that gentle tone of voice before.
Later I saw him watching me very carefully, trying to figure
out more things about me. Maybe he thinks I'm some new
kind of crow—they live in mobs and they do look out for each
other. They're outlaws, pirates, thieves, oh, yes, and not
ashamed of it. They eat the eggs of other birds, and eat the
young of any species small enough for them to attack success-
fully. But they’re very loyal to their tribe. They’re interesting,
arrogant, intelligent, noisy, messy, independent creatures who
will look a human right in the eye without a trace of fear.”

“Wow!” said Godwin, taken aback. “Looks like this par-
ticular crow has made a conquest.”

Betsy sighed. “Which is not to say I won’t be relieved
when he is gone from here. But now listen, what I'm doing is
illegal, so you mustn’t tell anyone, all right?”

Godwin grinned broadly. “That’s the part I find hard to
believe. You doing something illegal!”

“Oh, it’s not all that illegal, especially if a cop catches me
red-handed and thinks it’s okay.”

Godwin, still grinning, said, “All righe, if you say so.
Anything else I can do for you?”

“Yes, two things: Put that duvet in a plastic bag and take
it to the cleaners tomorrow, and so long as you’re out, buy
me a new keyboard. We cleaned this one off pretty good,
but I don’t know if it can survive what happened to it—and
meanwhile, it still smells.”

“Yet you're not mad at the crow.”

Betsy shrugged. “It was just doing what nature tells it to
do. They’re bright, crows, but I don’t think I could explain
keyboards or duvets to them.”
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Much later, before she went to bed, Betsy changed the
papers at the bottom of the crow’s cage again—she was go-
ing through several copies of the Minneapolis Star Tribune
every day, trying to keep ahead of the creature’s output—
and found not only the wire to hold the cage door shut but
her antique, heart-shaped gold locket and chain tucked un-
der several layers in a corner of the cage. She hadn’t even
missed it.

She glared at the bird, who cocked his head at her, merely
interested. “And you were making believe you couldn’t get
back inside when we were chasing you!” she scolded. “I bet
in another couple of days you'll learn how to refasten the wire
so I won’t even know you’ve been out!”

She stormed out of the room, and so she didn’t see him
make that thoughtful gurgling sound and go to peck at the
wire holding shut the door to his cage.



qWQntg-éouh

ONY had broken his resolve to stay strictly in the condo.
He'd taken that watch he couldn’t remember acquiring
to a pawn shop in a nearby strip mall and had to use all his
con artist skills to keep from showing how astonished he was
when the man behind the counter offered him three hundred
dollars for it. Three hundred bucks for a Bulova? That meant
it was worth fifteen hundred, maybe two grand. Tony didn’t
know Bulovas could be worth that much. And he didn’t know
anyone who owned a watch that costly. Except Marc, and
Marc’s watch was a Rolex, thank you very much. He decided
to keep the pawn ticket; maybe he could redeem it someday.
Meanwhile the money meant he could refill his Vicodin
prescription without stealing any of the fifties from the
stack he’d found stashed in the condo. He called his phar-
macy, then took a cab over to pick it up. The pills cost about
two bucks apiece.
The good news was he’'d reached that point where he
wasn’t in a great deal of pain even without the pills, and so
was cruising on them recreationally.
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But after two more days he needed something else to do.
When he’d first arrived, it was wonderful, so quiet, so se-
cure, so clean and everything beautiful and expensive. He’'d
lain the first morning in his comfortable bed, thinking what
a great thing it would be to stay here permanently. Surely
that wouldn’t be a hard thing to arrange. He’'d be sweet
and neat and very careful of all Marc’s beautiful things. And
when Marc got home, Tony’d be nice and welcoming and as
helpful as he possibly could be. He’d cook some of his won-
derful dishes and impress Marc with his gentle ways, and
Marc would fall in love and Tony would never have to steal
or con anyone ever again. And Marc would take him to in-
teresting places, and buy him nice things, and they’d have
such great fun!

It was easy to be honest with all that wonderful stuff
hanging in the balance.

So that’s what he would do.

That was the first day.

But now, on the third day, he was bored. This damn condo
was starting to feel like a prison. Nothing on cable he wanted
to watch anymore. And with his arm and leg still messed up,
he couldn’t use Marc’s Jacuzzi. And he’d eaten all the fun
snacky things. Luxurious? Absolutely, but still a prison.

Pretty soon he’d need to see a doctor about a walking
cast. But he couldn’t afford a doctor’s visit, especially since
he hadn’t paid the deductibles. But in another few days
Marc would be back and Marc would pay for a doctor’s visit,
surely. All he had to do was wait.

Why was waiting so hard? Why was he feeling this way?
Here he was, going stir-crazy in a palace. It didn’t make
sense. Life was such a gyp.

Hold on, maybe he wasn’t so much bored as lonesome.

Well, sure! He knew what he needed to fix that: a couple
of friends over. Not really a party. Marc had said No parties,
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and Tony had agreed. Just having a few friends over wasn’t a
party, it was a visit. And surely Marc hadn’t meant for him
to sit here all by himself till he got back from Mexico.

Just three friends, that wasn’t a party. What did he need
to host a visit? There was plenty of alcohol left, but no chips
or olives or fancy crackers. So that meant he’d have to do
some cooking. Three or four friends—and he’d ask them to
bring ingredients so he could make some of his famous hors
d’oeuvres. Artichoke and goat cheese bruschetta, of course.
And, with Thanksgiving on the horizon, something with
cranberries. Ah, meatballs in cranberry and pinot noir sauce!
And pumpkin hummus with toasted pita chips, yes! And,
of course, chocolate-covered strawberries. Lozs of chocolate-
covered strawberries.

He could feel himself coming to life just thinking
about it.

Suiting action to the thought, he rolled to his feet.
Whoops, hold on just a minute: He only had one hand. He
couldn’t make hors d’oeuvres one-handed.

Travis. Travis Dash was pretty good in the kitchen. He'd
make a fine assistant. It would enhance his reputation as
a cook, to learn some of Tony’s secrets. He'd be grateful for
that. So—just as a backup, it wasn’t going to happen that
Marc would come home and not want Tony as a permanent
guest—but just in case, Tony would have another place to
move into.

Sweet!

Tony picked up the phone, thought briefly, then recalled
the number and dialed. “Hello, Travis, how’s it hanging?” he
asked cheerily. “Have I got a great idea for a get-together!”

“Who is this?” Travis asked. “Is this Stoney?”

“None other.”

“Well, well, well, how are you?”

“As well as can be expected, considering. But I'm out
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here all by my lonesome, and I am lonesome, so I want to
have some people over. Not a big party, but a get-together,
just a few friends, for food and fun.”

“Where are you?”

“In Marc Nickelby’s condo.”

“Oh, my God! How did you manage to land in such a pot
of jam?”

“Marc is in Mexico and needed someone to watch his
place. Take in his mail. Water his plants. So here I am. And
I thought I'd share the wealth a little. Are you in?”

“But naturally, naturally!”

“Also, I need your help.”

Travis’s enthusiasm faded about halfway. “For what?”

“In the kitchen. I want to cook for my friends, and I'm
one-handed.”

The enthusiasm came back. “Will you make tape-ade?”

“What in the world is tape-ade?”

“You know, that black-olive stuff with garlic and, and,
what-are-they—capers! Olive oil, capers, and black olives
all mushed together and you spread it on little squares of
bread or crackers. Better than caviar, in my opinion.”

“Oh, tapenade! Certainly—if we can find someone to
bring capers. Marc hasn’t any capers in the place. Or black
olives.”

“Ask Milky, he’s got a few dollars in his pocket. In fact,
make that the theme of the party! If you want your favorite
hors d’oeuvres, you have to bring at least one of the ingredi-
ents.”

That seemed a perfectly delightful idea, and soon Tony
was talking to more people about the hors d’oeuvres party.
He was up to eight before he remembered it wasn’t supposed
to be a party, but a small gathering. But what the heck, he
could handle eight, and if ten showed up—people brought
friends, after all—that would only make more ingredients
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for the hors d’oeuvres. The gathering was going to be to-
morrow evening, it was going to be splendid, he was in
much better spirits already.

LL right, it was a party—fourteen people showed up
A instead of Tony’s original plan to invite four, but some
of them brought liquor or wine, and most of them brought
something that could be used in hors d’oeuvres.

The party got louder as the drinks went around, a few
spills happened, a statue got broken. But everyone was hav-
ing a great time, and the statue’s pieces were quickly picked
up and thrown away. Tony cooked and cooked, his friends ate
and ate. Travis got really drunk, and Tony drank more than
he meant to himself, but by the time their hors d’oeuvres
started turning out sloppily, everyone else was too drunk to
notice. Someone turned up the music, and a quarrel broke
out about it. Then the phone rang. “Stoney, Stoney, it’s for
you!” shouted the man who’d answered it.

Tony picked up the extension in the kitchen. “We're full
up!” he announced, laughing.

“Excuse me, sir, but I've been asked to inquire: May I call
a cab for some of your guests?”

“What? Oh. Oops, sorry. Sure, I'll send some down right
away.” Because Tony understood the real message: The party
better be over; the neighbors were complaining. He hung
up, checked the clock on the microwave, and was amazed
to see it was after two in the morning.

He shouted against the noise until someone turned the
music off. “Okay, boys, time to wind it down,” he an-
nounced. “There’s a man downstairs who will call you a cab
if you don’t feel able to drive home.”

“I'm a cab!” shouted Winston, and such was the general
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inebriation of the guests that they found this hilarious, and
there were several shouted repeats of it.

“The neighbors will call the police if we don’t shut it
down,” warned Tony. “Anyone here care to spend the rest of
the night in jail?”

“No, thank you!” said Donni. “Where’s my coat?”

That started a general exodus, but somehow three of the
guests stayed on. They were very quiet and sat sipping wine
amid the ruins—Tony had used every single plate, bowl,
and glass in the condo to feed and ablute his guests, and
those that weren’t broken were stacked all over the place.
There was considerable spillage, as well. “Wow,” he said rev-
erently to his remaining guests.

Travis said, “Wow, indeed. That was quite an affair.” He
looked around at the mess. “Is there something we can do to
help you clean up?”

Milky shook back his flaxen hair and said, “I think we
should bring in a fire hose, open a couple of windows, and let
‘er rip.” He gestured with a half-empty wineglass, adding an-
other stain to the carpet. “Sorry,” he said and drank the glass
dry so it wouldn’t happen again.

Plump Winston said, “Say, I heard The Man is after you.”

“Me?” said Travis.

“No. You, Stoney. That’s what I hear.”

Tony came with his own refilled wineglass to sit on the
dais and lean against a leg of the piano. “What? What
man?”

“The heat—the cops.”

“After me? What for?”

“I dunno.”

Milky said, “I don’t know, either, but it’s a man in a suit,
not a uniform. We were talking about it earlier, but you
were in the kitchen making delicious things, so we didn’t
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want to bother you. But I bet it’s not a traffic ticket. He
asked me some questions.”

Tony was suddenly feeling stone-cold sober. “About
what?”

“Mostly about where you'd got to. Nobody’d seen you in
a while and you weren’t in your old apartment, and he
wanted to know if you'd left town.”

“What did you tell him?” asked Tony.

“The truth,” said Milky. “We didn’t know where you
were.”

Travis winked and looked muzzily around the room.
“Well, we do now.” His wine was in a tumbler and he took
a big swallow. “But not for long. OI' Marc isn’t gonna like
what you did to his place.”

“Never mind Marc, I can clean this up so he’ll never
know. Winnie, what else did this cop say?”

“Not too much. When he first came in—this was at the
Eagle—we were like, “Who are you?’ Then he said he was a
friend of Godwin DulLac’s. Some of the men had heard of
him. Do you know him?”

“Never heard of—But hold on, wasn’t someone named
Goddy looking for me not very long ago?”

Travis said, “Thass right, I remember that, he was in
Vera’s. No, wait, he was lookin’ for someone else, first, name
of Bob German—no, Germaine. Wanted to know if Ger-
maine was gay. But in the closet, like.”

Milky said, “Yeah, Godwin was in the Gay Nineties, too,
looking for this Bob Germ.”

“Germaine,” corrected Travis.

“Whatever. But then he came up with a description that
sounded like you, including that ID bracelet you wear all
the time, so Pauly gave him your name. We hadn’t seen you
in a little while, I think that was while you were still in the
hospital.”
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Tony glanced at the bracelet on his wrist but didn’t say
anything.

Winston raised his glass. “Welcome out of the hospital,
man, "cause you sure know how to throw a party!” The other
two cheered and raised their glasses to that.

“Do you know a Bob Germaine?” asked Milky. “I mean,
why would he be looking for Bob Germaine and end up
with you?”

Tony shifted a little and said, “Beats the hell out of me.
I never talked to this Godwin. Who is he, anyway? Do you
know him?”

“I do,” said Travis. “He runs a needlework store. Calls
himself the President, or CEO, or Commander of Opra—
Operations, something like that. And Editor in Chief of a
newsletter, too. Nice li’] store, if you like that kinda thing.”
He took another big drink.

“Where is this store?” asked Tony.

“Asselsior.” Travis’s speech was growing more slurred by
the minute. “Th’ owner of the store owns the whole
buildin’—” Travis gestured a big circle with his glass to
show it was a very big building. “And lives in a "partment
on the second floor. And, this lady was s’posed to be in
charge of selling embroidery things at this embroidery con-
vention, only she broke her leg, so he took over. Made a big
pile of money.” Travis stopped to look back at what he’d just
said, then nodded sharply and said, “That’s right, that’s
*zactly how it was. Made a whole big pile of money.”

Travis didn’t say “a whole big pile” of money, but used a
more vulgar expression. The idea was the same, however.

“Do either of you two know this Godwin fellow?” asked
Tony.

“Not me,” said Winston.

“I've seen him around,” said Milky. He smirked. “I think
he’s cute.”
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Travis said, “Well, yox wouldn’t think he’s all that, Stoney.
He’s kind of a twink.” He winked and nodded.

“He knits his own socks,” offered Milky, in support of
that statement.

“Yes,” said Travis, “and he teaches knitting classes, in his
store. Cute as a button, can dance like nobody’s business.
But he don’t do drugs or go to raves. Specially now he’s a
big-shot businessman.”

“And he lives in Excelsior,” said Tony.

“Yeah. He drives a hot little sports car. But: He made his
bones, as the gangsters say.”

Tony stared at Travis, whose nod started in again. “He
says an ex-lover gzve him the car, it’s an Audi, I think. But it
was this same rich ex-lover that got murdered. And guess who
murdered him? Our cute-as-a-button li’l twink, Godwin.”

“He murdered someone?” said Tony.

Milky gaped at Travis, and Winston said, “No!”

Travis was still nodding. “Yep, got arrested for it an’
ever'thing. But he got away with it, never got convicted,
never went to prison. One day he’s sitting in jail, and the
next he’s home free.”

Winston raised a finger and said, “Wait a second, I re-
member that! It was a man named Nye who got murdered—
he was a lawyer. Someone else was convicted of murdering
him.”

Travis stopped nodding and said, “Someone Goddy set up,
I bet. I say, ‘Is the lover dead?’ Plus, who's driving around in
the dead man’s flashy sports car?”

Tony said, “I thought you said he’s a twink.”

“He is. If he likes you, he’ll knit you a sweater.”

“Cute,” sneered Winston.

“And if he don’t like you, he’ll £// you.”

“Well, may I never run into this twink,” said Tony. His
heart was racing, suddenly he understood this whole thing.
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He yawned hugely and announced, “I am bushed. I think we
should call it a night. Travis, you are the best left hand a
cook ever had.”

“Yeah, that was fun. Maybe we should do it again.”

“No, I think the next time I cook for a crowd I should be
all healed up.” He staggered to his feet, a little surprised at
how uncertain his feet were, because his head felt very clear.
Milky came to steady him while Travis picked up his crutch
and handed it to him.

“You sure you don’t want some help cleaning up?” asked
Winston, looking around at the chaos.

“No, no, I'll hire a crew. The carpet’s going to need pro-
fessional handling. I think someone dropped at least one of
every single hors d’oeuvre recipe I prepared.”

“An’ someone else walked in it,” agreed Travis, nodding
at one particularly ugly stain. “Well, if you say so. Less leave
you to it.”

The trio gathered their coats and gloves and scarves,
went out the front door and trailed down the hall. Tony
watched to make sure they got on the elevator, then closed
the door.

He went back into the once-beautiful living room,
groaning at the wreck his party had made of it. God, he had
so loved living in this place! Why hadn’t things worked out
so he could go on living here?

Not that he was sad about it. No, he was beyond sad,
well into scared, almost as scared as he’d been when he
learned they’d found Germaine’s body out at the airport.

But this time he knew why.

A police detective was after him. After this party, enough
people knew where he was that, if he stayed here, the detec-
tive was going to find him, arrest him, and charge him with
murder.

And it was wrong! He hadn’t done it! If he’d committed a
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murder, he’d £now it! It would be in his bones, in his fists,
the knowledge would be in his whole body! And he had
absolutely no memory of killing Germaine. None.

Okay, he’d meant to go to the hotel, meet him, hit him,
knock him down, steal the check. But he hadn’t done it—or
where was the check, huh? Where was the goddam check?
He didn’t have it, did he? So he wasn’t guilty!

But this Godwin person was trying to convince everyone
Tony was a murderer. Hold on, hold on, not Tony, but
Stoney. Stoney Durand. Every person who came to the party
tonight thought his name was Stoney Durand.

Hold on again. Travis and Milky and Winston agreed the
cop had come looking for Stoney, and they said Godwin was
told about Stoney, and Stoney was the man living here on
Lake Calhoun, so it all came down to the same damn thing.
The cop would come and arrest Stoney. And the minute they
ran his fingerprints, they’d know Stoney was Tony Milan.

Tony went to the liquor cabinet and found half a bottle of
scotch among the empties. He poured some of it into a glass
that looked clean enough and went back to the couch. He
slumped deep into the suede leather and took a big swallow.
So here was this Godwin—what was it? DeLake, duPont.
Something. Who had gotten away with murder some time
ago—and so had gotten away with it again, right there at
that EGA convention. He took another swallow, feeling the
warmth of the alcohol flood his stomach, like the warm
wrath that fumed into his brain.

Because it all fit. This Godwin creep had stolen the
money himself. Money that should have gone into Tony’s
pocket and left Germaine with nothing more than a headache.
Germaine was dead, Godwin had the money, and they were
going to blame Tony!

And Godwin might get away with it, the big-shot busi-
nessman. Just because the creep owned a building and knit
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his own socks—! Tony frowned and waved that thought
away. It was because he got away with it once, this Godwin,
he thought he could kill anyone any time and get away with
it. Tony finished the scotch in a final, angry swallow, then
tossed the glass onto the carpet.

He couldn’t go to the cops, not with his record. And
they’d investigate and find out about the bank scam and fall
right in with Godwin’s scheme to frame him.

Jeez, what could he do, how could he get out of being set
up like this? He was going to go back to prison! Gyp, big
time!

Tony looked for the thrown glass, thinking about an-
other trip to the scotch bottle—then changed his mind. No
more drink. He needed a clear head if he was going to
thwart the evil plans of this Godwin person.

How satisfying it would be to go out there and beat on
him till he told the truth! But he couldn’t, not like this, all
beat up himself. Like this, he couldn’t beat up a little old
granny lady. Though the thought of a granny lady quailing
under the thumping of his crutch made him smile.

Then he thought of something that would make things
equal—more than equal—between him and this Godwin
person. He had, of course, gone poking around in Marc’s
drawers and cupboards. He'd found a key taped to the un-
derside of a desk drawer. He’'d already found a very heavy
steel box that Marc had hidden in his bedroom closet, and
sure enough the key opened it. But Tony very honorably
hadn’t taken a thing from it, not the gold ring with a ruby
the size of his fingernail, not the beautiful gold chain whose
links had been carved to make them twinkle, not even a sin-
gle bill that Marc probably would not have missed from the
nifty stack of fifties.

But now things were very different, and this was an
emergency. Tony really had to go back to that box because
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he needed the one other thing in it: the equalizer, in the
form of a snub-nose revolver, dark and deadly, and already
loaded. He could fire one shot to show this Godwin person
he meant business and still have five bullets left in case he
needed them. Shoot him in the foot, then the knee and so
on, until he confessed. Good plan.

Tony couldn’t remember under which drawer Marc had
stashed the key to the box, but after pulling out drawers all
over the condo, he found it. He dragged the box out of the
closet and over to Marc’s bed, where he sat down and
opened it.

He took the gun out first, then after a few seconds’
thought, took all the money as well. He told himself he was
coming back and would need the money to have the place
properly cleaned up. But in the back of his head he knew he
couldn’t come back here. He needed that money to get out
of town after he took care of that Godwin person. He’d just
g0, but cops got persistent when the charge was murder—
and Tony would be easy to spot. There weren’t many fugi-
tives with a broken left arm, a broken left leg, and a
bandage on his head. He counted the money and found
there was an even thousand dollars. He could go pretty far
on that. And if Godwin had the twenty grand, he could go
even farther, and dig himself an even deeper hole.

He closed the box, then opened it again. In its velveteen
box was the ruby ring. He took it out. No, too gaudy, no
one would believe it was real. So he put it back. But the
gold chain was lovely. He put it on over his head and it was
just heavy enough to announce its presence, but not so
heavy that it looked silly, or fake. The carved links twinkled
when Tony moved, and they had an interesting texture
when he ran his fingers over them.

What the necklace called for was more gold—no, not the
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ring, dammit! Marc could wear the ring; it looked okay on
him, an older guy who somehow made the ring look as real
as it was. But Tony was too young for a stone that size.

Hold on! He knew what it needed. Tony went back to his
bedroom and found the white dress shirt. Someone had told
him once how to get bloodstains out of cotton—and the
shirt was 100 percent cotton, though of a smoothness Tony
had never known cotton could attain. The secret was sham-
poo. Soak the stain in shampoo, wet it with cool water,
scrub a bit, then rinse. Repeat as necessary. Okay, it was
kind of wrinkled; Tony had never gotten any good at iron-
ing, and with only one hand he was not now ironing any-
thing at all.

He had to rip the seam of the left sleeve to get it on over
his cast. And put one of the beautiful gold cufflinks on the
right cuff first and then work the sleeve over his hand. But
laying the beautiful gold necklace over that lovely smooth
fabric on his chest was just perfect.

The black suit hadn’t been washable and so Tony had
thrown it away, so he put on his best jeans that already were
ripped up the left leg, and shoved his good foot into a deck
shoe. He needed a shave, but after he looked at himself in
the mirror, he realized the bristles only added to his cool
look. Getting dressed had made his broken bones ache a
little, and he had work to do, so as long as he was in the
bathroom anyway, he took a Vicodin just to keep the pain
away.

Then he went back to Marc’s closet, to take out and hang
Marc’s artfully-antiqued aviator’s jacket over his left shoul-
der to hide the ripped sleeve, then pulled the shirt a little
loose so it covered the gun tucked into his waistband. And
just for fun, he also took down the matching pinch-brim
leather hat. He tried it several ways, and almost decided to
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leave it behind—but it covered the bandage on top of his
head. He finally wore it backward, which sort of gave him
an air.

He thought about writing a note to Marc, then thought,
Why? Marc would get the message as soon as he walked in
on the disaster Tony was leaving behind.



Twenty-five

ONY went down to the lobby of the condo. The night
Tconcierge was not someone he recognized, which was
perfect. “May I summon a cab for you?” the man asked.

“Yes, please,” replied Tony—soberly, of course.

“What is your destination?”

“St. Paul,” lied Tony. If he was asked afterward, the
concierge could say that the man with the broken leg went
to St. Paul, not Excelsior.

To avoid further conversation, he went out of the lobby
into the big covered portico. The outside wall of the lobby was
a curve, and the portico followed the curve around it, then
plunged downward, into the underground parking area. Tony
followed the curve a little way on foot. There was a biting
wind whistling into the portico, and he wanted to get as much
away from it as he could—he couldn’t put the jacket on over
his broken arm, and he’d forgotten to put a sock over the bare
toes on his broken leg. But a person always had to suffer to
look good, and he was happy to look terrific.

He caught movement outside the portico and looked to
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see if it was his cab, but it was someone coming out of the
underground parking—the exit was on the other side of
the building, but curved around to meet the same street
as the entrance came off. He watched the beautiful car slow
then turn onto the street, the people inside mere shadows
behind the dark windows. Probably off to the airport, Tony
thought enviously, warm and comfortable in the car, going
to warm and happy Hawaii or expensive Singapore or exotic
Bangkok for Thanksgiving and Christmas. Not a care in the
world. And here Tony stood freezing!

Another car pulled up, and its driver got out and hurried
into the lobby. Tony turned and watched him wave at the
concierge as he hustled past, bound for the elevators.

Tony turned back and saw the car, an older Cadillac in
beautiful condition, standing at the curb. Its color was cran-
berry or black cherry, not a hint of rust. The engine was
running; Tony could see the faint trail of exhaust whipped
away by the wind. He moved out from the wall to see the
license plate: Florida. Naturally.

Some rich couple, or rich biddy, or rich geezer, lived here
in the spring and summer, and then went to Florida when
the weather turned sour. And kept Florida plates on the car,
in part because Florida plates were cheaper than Minnesota
plates and in part to rub the noses of the poor in their good
fortune.

Gyp.

But hold on a second: Big car, all warmed up, doubtless
an automatic—did these cars even come with a stick
shift?—sitting there at the curb, like it had pulled up on
purpose to take Tony anywhere he wanted to go.

There was danger in taking a cab. The driver might
remember—of course he’d remember Tony, handsome, chic
Tony, and all banged up like he was! What had he been
thinking, ordering a cab to take him to a crime!
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So for cripe’s sake, go get in the car before the man came
back with old Mrs. Gotrocks and her luggage!

Tony moved as unobtrusively as he could over to the car
and, after a struggle with a leg that didn’t want to bend
much in the middle and a huge and useless arm, with a coat
wrapped around it besides, he managed to get behind the
wheel. He adjusted the seat back a few inches, pulled the
seat belt down and fastened it—no need to get stopped for
that minor offense and blow the whole deal—and drove se-
dately away.

Whoops, turn the headlights on! Adjust the mirror at
the stoplight at the top of the street. Flip the turn signal on
to go right, no need to draw the attention of a patrol car by
doing something ticketable. Comfortable, comfortable car,
seats real leather, a dark red to match the exterior. No won-
der old folks kept buying these great old road yachts, so
easy on fragile bones. And look at this: The gas tank was al-
most full!

Two blocks later the street forked, and the left fork was
Highway 7, which led to Excelsior. This time of night there
was almost no one else on the road, which was a good thing,
as it was a little hard to stay in one lane. But Tony rejoiced to
be on his way. Steering with one hand, he felt for the gold
necklace with his other. It was just long enough to reach
down to where his hand could get it. The texture of the links
was soothing, and he let it slip over his fingers again and
again.

Sometimes things like this happened, things suddenly
turning right, coming into focus, becoming effortless. Tony
knew with all his being that he was doing right, following
the correct path, making the choices that would lead to suc-
cess. When things started going his way like this, he would
come out on top. That likely meant that not only would he
neutralize—hopefully not kill, but kill if necessary—this
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Godwin person, but he would also regain that twenty-four
grand. Then he could get out of—Uh-oh.

He was almost all the way to the Excelsior turnoff by
then, when he remembered he hadn’t packed anything, and
had left the fake passport behind, too. It was far too late to
go back. But so what? When he got his money, he could buy
some new clothes, and a new passport, too.

Crewel World wasn’t on the main drag, but Excelsior
wasn’t a big town, so Tony drove at random until, coming
up a street, he drove past a two-story, dark brick building
that had Christmas stockings hung in one of the three big
front windows. And there was the sign, Crewel World—ha,
he’d found it! Tony pulled to the curb right in front, then
decided that wasn’t a good idea. What if a cop drove by? Be-
cause after all, the owner of the car hadn’t meant to leave it
sitting more than a couple of minutes, and so probably had
already reported it stolen. And Tony was pretty sure Excel-
sior was still in Hennepin County and so word would reach
even out this far right away.

He'd just started to pull away when he noticed some-
thing: a narrow driveway going up beside the building. He
turned into it. At least the car would be harder to spot here.
To his surprise the driveway went around back, to a small
parking lot. See? His luck was still in.

He steered over to a big Dumpster, bumped it lightly,
and shut the engine off. It took a couple of minutes to get
himself out of the car and his crutch under his arm. A low-
watt light gleamed over a back door to the building. A back
door! Smiling, he made his way over to it.

The door was wood, with a window in the top half made
of thick glass with chicken wire embedded in it, hard to
break. But his over-the-limit credit card served his purpose
one more time as, with some effort, he slid it in to move the
tongue of the lock back.
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At first it was as dark as the inside of a black cow at
midnight—an old jest he remembered from grade school.
He stood there a while, waiting for his eyes to adjust. His
hand strayed to the gold necklace. The feel of it under his
fingers was soothing and kept him occupied until, finally, he
could see by the outside light dimly pouring through the
top half of the door that he was in a narrow, uncarpeted hall.
Turning away from the door, there was a wall to his left,
and—was it? Yes, it was, another door down the longer way
to his right. He moved as stealthily as he could down to the
door. It was unlocked.

On the other side was a big wooden staircase. He came
out and there it was, just a few feet away, painted a shiny
light green color. Then he saw he was in a much bigger hall.
The front door was to his left, and there was an open tiled
space in front of it, better lit, with one of those bristly things
to wipe your feet on. He went in that direction. Apartment
on the second floor, Travis had said. Tony turned and looked
up the broad, uncarpeted stairs, which were made of some
kind of stone or marble with a nonskid edge on each step. At
the top was a big landing. He looked around. No elevator.
He would have to climb those stairs to that landing, and
then there would be as many more stairs to climb to the sec-
ond floor. A long and painful journey—but Godwin lived up
there, and was probably peacefully asleep in his bed, unaware
that justice, or doom, or something equally fearful, with a
gun in its waistband, was coming up the stairs after him.

Tony, who would have admitted to being a little tipsy,
wanted to emit a wicked laugh, but was not so drunk he
yielded to the impulse. He was content to silently recite the
chant from an old ghost story, about a ghost coming after a
wicked man, as he started up the stairs: “Old man, 'm on
the first step; old man, I'm on the second step; old man, I'm
on the third step . . .”
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Around the landing, and up again. Finally, at the top,
“Old man, I'm on the sixteenth step.” He paused then, to
catch his breath and look around. He was in another broad
hall, this one carpeted. A light glowed beside a window on
the wall nearest the street, and another lit an old red glass
EXIT sign on the wall beside the top of the stairs. There
were three doors up here, meaning three apartments. No
name or number on any of them.

Tony stood awhile, uncertain which door to try first.
Then he remembered what Travis had said: He lives over
the store. And the apartment most nearly directly over the
store was . . . that one.

Tony walked to the door and simply tried the knob. To
his immense satisfaction, and in furtherance of his belief that
he was acting in accord with his karma, the door opened.

He found himself in another hallway, this one narrow
and short. There was a pleasant smell of cooking—basic
cooking, like a hot dish—and then a trace of perfumed soap.
Was he in the wrong place? He couldn’t tell, but this was no
time to hesitate.

He closed the door silently—and found himself in utter
darkness. He felt his way down the short passageway until
he was in a much bigger space. There was a vague lighter
rectangle on the wall to his right—that was probably a win-
dow with the shades down. He took a few steps forward and
bumped into something that was substantial but soft when
touched. A couch.

“A-row?”

“What th—!” He managed to stifle the exclamation as he
staggered back. He stopped himself from falling with his
crutch, and came forward to put a hand on the couch again.
By then he realized what had spoken in that tiny, high-
pitched voice: a cat.

The thought was immediately followed by something
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landing on the couch, he could feel the shock of it. Must be
a damn big cat. “A-row?” it asked again.

“Here, kitty, kitty,” he whispered, and it came to him, to
sniff the fingers sticking out of his cast and rub its face on
them. A big cat, yes, but friendly and—he stroked down its
back—Ilong-haired.

He heard a sound from across the room, in another room.
Bedroom. Godwin was awake.

Tony stepped back from the couch and drew his weapon,
braced for the light that would come on. And it did.

And there was a woman standing just outside the door
over there. She wasn’t pretty, or even young, despite the tan-
gle of dyed-blond hair.

“Who are you?” They asked the question in unison.

“Where’s Godwin?” growled Tony. “Get him out here.”

“Godwin doesn’t live here,” she replied in a surprised
and sleepy voice. Then, in a more awake one, “Oh, my God,
are you Tony Milan?”

“How d’ya know that?” he demanded.

“Because . . . because of several things,” she said. “God-
win told me Tony Milan broke his arm and his leg in a car
accident, and you have about the same build and coloring
as Bob Germaine. But how do you know about Godwin?
Or me?”

“What'’s that—Never mind any of that! Where is he?”

“Home, I suppose.”

“No, no, don’t you lie to me! This is his home! Unless
he’s in one of the other apartments?”

“No, he doesn’t live in this building.”

“But that’s his store downstairs, right? The embroidery
store?”

“He’s my store manager, yes.”

“No!” he shouted, waving the gun, pleased to see fright
drain what little color there was from her face. “I told you
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not to lie to me! Godwin owns the embroidery store and he
lives in an apartment over it! This apartment!”

She did not reply.

“He’s here, isn’t he?” He let his rage show in his voice.

“N-no,” she faltered. “I told you, he doesn’t live here.”

“Liar!” He raised his voice even louder. “You bastard,
stop hiding behind a woman! Godwin, come out here!”

She looked behind her, into the bedroom she’d come out
of. “There’s no one in there,” she said.

He shifted the gun to his left hand, barely able to hold it
there with his imprisoned fingers. “Move out of the way,” he
ordered, and she obeyed, moving slowly. He suddenly real-
ized she was on crutches. “Freeze!” he barked, just like a cop,
and again she obeyed. She was wearing a flowing nightgown
of some pink material, cotton or thin flannel, and had a flimsy
robe over it of the same stuff. The combination had hidden
her crutches and the hard-plastic boot on her right leg.

“Who are you?” he demanded

“My name is Betsy Devonshire.”

“What are you doing in this apartment?”

“I live here.”

That had to be a lie, Godwin lived here. He asked a ques-
tion he already knew the answer to, so he could compare how
she looked and sounded when telling the truth. “What'’s
wrong with your leg?” he asked.

“It’s broken.” Either she really did live here, or she was a
damn good liar.

“Move a little more,” he said, waving the gun and she
came away from the door—doors, he saw now. Three of
them, in a kind of alcove. He went to the door she’d come
out of. The light was on, and the bed was empty. And by the
look of it, she’d been sleeping in it alone. He went to the sec-
ond door, moving so as to keep an eye on her while he groped
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for the door and slammed it open. The room was in darkness.
He felt around with his hand on the wall and found a switch.
The room had a desk, a great big box with a blanket tossed
over it, and a four-poster iron bed stripped of sheets and
blankets. The closet door was open, and inside it were office
supplies. No clothes.

“What’s behind that other door?” he asked.

“It’s the bathroom.”

This was stupid, crazy—was it possible Godwin really
wasn’t here?

“You say this is your place.”

“Yes.”

“Where does Godwin live?”

“About five blocks from here.”

“But he owns this building, right?”

“Well, no. I do. And I live in this apartment. Alone.
Godwin is my store manager.”

“I'll kill you if you keep lying to me!” he raged, and
pointed the gun at her, with his finger on the trigger.

“What do you want me to say?” she asked, breathless
with terror, her eyes enormous in her white face.

“I want you to tell me Godwin owns a store called
Crewel World.”

“Godwin owns a store called Crewel World,” she said, as
if reciting a lesson—and suddenly he knew that was the lie,
that she owned Crewel World, she owned this building,
Godwin was a manager, not an owner.

“He lied!” he shouted.

“Who did?” she asked stupidly.

“None of your business! I need to get to Godwin! Now!”

She was near tears, he could see that, which would render
her useless to him, so he took a breath and then another, to
calm himself. “All right, all right.”
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“Do you want me to call him?” she asked.

“Yes!” he said, then, “No, no. He’'d call the cops before he
came.”

“Yes,” she said, “very likely. He told me he was afraid
of you.”

“Well, he should be, setting me up like he did. What did
he think I was gonna do? Lay down and take it?”

“I don’t understand. How did he set you up?”

He felt his throat start to close. He was perilously near
tears himself. This was not going his way at all. He grabbed
for his anger to give him courage. “He framed me! He set me
up! He’s the murderer, not me!”

She stared at him. “Godwin—you think Goddy killed
Bob Germaine?”

“You're damn right I do! It won’t be the first time he’s
murdered someone!”

Something flickered behind her eyes, and he thought, She
thinks I'm crazy. “I'm not crazy! I heard how he killed his
lawyer boyfriend and got away with it. He set up someone
else to take the fall, and now he’s doing it again!”

“No—" she began.

“Shut up, just shut the hell up!”

“All right,” she said.

He tried to think. What should he do? She was no good.
And she knew who he was. Christ, was he going to have to
kill her, too?



Twenty-six

“ AY Isit down?” she asked in a humble voice. “My leg
Mis starting to hurt.”

He nearly decided to say no, but his own leg was aching
and he wanted to sit down, too, so he said, “Okay, but move
slow,” and waved the gun at her to get her started
moving—he had taken it back into his good hand.

He watched as she started for the upholstered chair sit-
ting at a right angle to the couch. Then he saw the big soft
bag in a wooden frame beside the chair and called, “Hold
it!” She froze. “On the couch, on the couch!” he ordered. Be-
cause who knew what she had in that bag?

“All right.” She went to the far end of the couch and sat
down heavily. The cat, which had jumped down and gone
somewhere when she turned on the light, reappeared and
jumped back up to lie down beside her, reaching with a
forepaw to touch her on the leg. She stroked it once, then
looked at him, and put both her hands in her lap. Being the
good little girl, he thought with cruel satisfaction.

He moved to the chair himself and sat down in it, easing
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his own leg. He’d banged it around some getting in and out
of the stolen car and climbing the stairs, and it was really
hurting. His arm was, too. He wondered if she had any
painkillers. Probably, they gave girls medicine more often
than boys, even though they needed it less. Probably some-
thing better than his damn no-good Vicodin.

But if he took one of hers, he might be slowed down to a
dangerous degree. He was already having trouble holding
on to the high his rage at this Godwin person had produced.
What if he got so relaxed she figured she could charge him
and take the gun? That was so alarming a thought that he
stirred himself to talk, asking, “Who lives in the other
apartments?”

“Doris Valentine lives in one, the other is empty right
now.”

That answer came with a convincing carelessness. He tried
to think how to get Godwin over here. If he asked her to
phone him and tell him to come over, Godwin would want to
know why, and even if she told some kind of story, he might
not believe her—after all, it was a scary hour of the morning;
there probably wasn’t much she could say that he would
believe—and if he didn’t believe her, he might call the police.
I'll ask her for his address, he thought. But then he’d have to
leave her here. He couldn’t tie her up, not with only one
hand. And the woman across the hall might hear him if he
shot her. Damn, this was stupid, this was ridiculous!

Without conscious thought, his left hand went to the
necklace. Though he’d only owned the thing for a couple of
hours, it felt as if it had always been his, soothing his stress
with its texture moving under his fingers. And soothing his
stress helped him think.

“Who told you Godwin lived here?” He started at her
voice.

“What'’s it to you?”
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“I just wondered why someone would lie to you like
that.”

“It was a fellow named Travis,” he said, because he was
angry with him and so didn’t mind naming him.

“Travis Dash?”

“You know him?” Good!

“I've heard of him. I think I've even met him once. He
and Goddy know each other. But he knows Goddy doesn’t
own Crewel World.”

“But he said . . . he said . ..” Tony was trying to think
of what Travis said. “He said Goddy—he calls him Goddy,
too—he said Goddy ran a booth at that embroidery conven-
tion and made lot of money.”

“That’s true. He had to run it because I was in the hospi-
tal with a broken leg.”

“So he was there, at the convention.”

“Yes, of course.”

“So he’s the one who murdered Germaine.”

“No, of course he isn’t!”

“Well, then, who did?”

She looked frightened at the question.

“See? You think so, too!”

“No, I think you did.”

“No, I didn’t!” he shouted.

“Well, Goddy didn'’t, either,” she said in a very humble
voice.

“How do you know that?”

“Because he wouldn’t. And anyway, he saw the man who
murdered Bob walking out of the banquet hall,” she said.

“Germaine was murdered in the banquet room?”

“No, out in the parking garage.”

Tony blinked at her. Echoing voices, a smell like auto-
mobile tires . . . Was that a memory? “I didn’t,” he said. “I
couldn’t've.”
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She said gently, “Perhaps you don’t remember. Here’s how
I think it happened. Bob Germaine was supposed to pick up
the check at the EGA convention. I think someone found out
about it and decided to steal it from him. This person went
to the hotel and waylaid Bob in the parking garage next to
the hotel. I think he was scared and hit Bob harder than he
meant to, and killed him.” Tony felt his whole attention fas-
tened on this recitation. Apart from the bit about hitting
him too hard, she was right.

She went on, “But Bob didn’t have the check. The killer
didn’t know Bob was going to pick it up at the banquet,
which hadn’t started yet. The killer went through Bob’s
clothes, looking for the check, but what he found was a
speech Bob was going to give, thanking EGA for the check.
What was he going to do? Maybe he should just run away.
But he’d killed a man, and if he ran, it would be for noth-
ing. Then he had a very clever idea, but one that would take
enormous nerve.”

Trying not to sound too interested, Tony asked, “What
was that?”

“He took Bob’s place. He undressed Bob, put his black suit
and white dress shirt on himself. He hid Bob’s body in the
trunk of his car. Then he very boldly walked into the banquet
room, read the speech, and was presented with the check.”

Though he was sure this wasn’t how it happened—Tony
never got the check!—Tony nodded at her to continue.

So she said, “The killer wanted to walk out and drive
away in his own car, but several officers of the local EGA
chapter walked him to Bob’s Lexus, so he had to drive off in
it. But then he had another clever idea: He drove Bob’s car
out to the long-term parking lot at the airport and left it
there. Cars can sit out there for weeks.”

Tony nodded, he knew that. But so what? A lot of people
knew that.
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She said, “He came back to town on the light rail, picked
up his own car—and got into a serious accident on his way
home.”

“But if that was me, where’s the check? Where’s the god-
dam check?” demanded Tony.

“I don’t know. Maybe it got lost during the accident.”

“No, it didn’t! I got everything back, my clothes, every-
thing! The hospital sent me home with everything! I did
mean to intercept that check—it was mine, I had plans for
it and everything. But I never got my hands on it. So see?
See? Your story is cute, it may even be true, but it’s not
about me, because I don’t have the check!”

She was looking nervously around the living room, try-
ing to think what to say next, but he waggled the gun and
her attention came back to it. She blinked at it, as if she’d
never seen a gun before.

He taunted her, “Any more ideas, lady?”

She asked, “Did the hospital send you home with a black
suit and a white shirt with solid-gold cuff links?”

His left hand went to the necklace. “What about it?”

“That’s what Bob Germaine was wearing when he disap-
peared. When his body was found, the suit, shirt, and cuff
links were missing. And his watch, a nice Bulova—"

“I didn’t pawn it!” he said, but his voice came out too
high, and he moved his good arm to hide the cufflink, but it
was too late, she’d already seen it, that’s what caught her eye,
not the gun. He pulled the necklace away with his left hand
to distract her, but she just kept on looking at his right cuff.

So he wriggled the gun some more, to bring her atten-
tion to it, to the danger she was in, to make her begin to
promise not to tell anyone. Because he knew that, somehow,
she knew more than he did about what happened that night
at the hotel.

That was it! She was Godwin’s partner in this frame-up!
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He really was going to have to kill her, even though he’d
never killed anyone in his life. But he could do it. And now
he could see that she was aware of it, too, gesturing at him,
opening her mouth to beg—

Suddenly something black and feathery was smacking
him on the face, blotting out his vision, and biting the fin-
gers of his broken arm, and pinching his shoulder. It was the
woman, he tried to punch her with the gun. But he kept
missing her somehow. The flapping was like the wings of a
big bird, and now there was a bad stink. Was she whipping
him with a dirty cloth? It had fishhooks in it, his fingers
were being seriously torn, and his face was being scratched—
the cat!

He tried leaning back and sideways while yelling and
thrusting it away, but it was fastened to him and he fell out
of the chair, he was on the floor, and she had tipped a lamp
over on him, his arm and leg hurt, his face was being bitten,
and the woman was shouting something—and then the
flapping stopped and he could hear, real near and loud, a
crow cawing. The gun was gone—where was the gun? He
started to roll over, even though it hurt, groaning and feel-
ing for it. Then he saw she had the gun and was pointing it
at him.
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“Y T was that gold necklace,” Betsy said. “It twinkles and
Ithe crow came after it.”

“God bless the crow!” exclaimed Godwin.

“Amen,” said Betsy. “May it live long and happily in Iowa.
I wish I could nominate it for that animal hero medal, but its
existence has to retain the tattered remnants of a secret.”

“Did you think it would attack Tony?” asked Detective
Omernic.

“No. I noticed it coming into the living room—Tony left
the office door open and the light on. I never got a padlock
for its cage, so it was always getting out. I tried not to look at
it, but it kept coming closer to the chair. I could see it had its
eye on the necklace he was twiddling. I thought about warn-
ing him, because I didn’t want it to startle him into shoot-
ing, but then I saw it was coming up to him from behind
and I hoped it might distract him enough so I could run out
of the apartment.”

“On a broken leg?” scoffed Godwin.

“When you're really scared, you can run on a broken
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leg,” said Sergeant Omernic with the air of one who knows.
They were sitting around Betsy’s table in her dining nook.
Omernic had kindly come by for a wrap-up.

“Why didn’t you sic Tony on Godwin?” asked Omernic.
“It was Godwin he was mad at.”

Betsy stared at him. “I couldn’t do that!”

Godwin, moved beyond words, touched his mouth with
his fingertips, then went in another direction. “Anyone
want coffee? It’s already made.”

“Thank you, black,” said Omernic.

“No, thank you,” said Betsy.

Godwin stood and asked over his shoulder, “Does Tony
still say I'm the murderer?”

“He’s not saying much of anything,” said Omernic. “He’s
an old hand at being arrested, he knows better than to say
anything more than he has to. Besides, he honestly doesn’t
remember what happened that night in the parking garage.
That skull fracture he suffered in the car accident wiped
about thirty-six hours of memory from his brain.”

“Can you convict a man of a crime he doesn’t remember
committing?” asked Betsy.

“Certainly,” said Omernic. “If you can prove he did it.”

“Still,” said Godwin, coming back with a mug in each
hand, “it would be weird and awful to go to prison for some-
thing you don’t remember doing.”

“I think he already halfway believes he did it,” said Betsy.
“If only—I wonder where the check got to? It was never
cashed or deposited in that fake account he set up. He was
very firm that he never saw it, and he thinks that’s proof he’s
innocent.”

“Well, Germaine’s shirt and cuff links were in his posses-
sion. Plus these two clues.” Omernic put down his mug and
reached into a pocket to pull out a folded sheet of paper. Un-
folded, it proved to be two sheets, photocopies. One was of



Knitting Bones 237

a small key, the other of a photograph of a watch. Each item
had a big evidence tag attached to it.

“Where did you find that?” asked Betsy, touching the pic-
ture of the watch. It appeared to have a lizard- or crocodile-
skin band.

“It was pawned just a few blocks from Marc Nickelby’s
condo, where Mr. Milan stayed after his own apartment
caught fire. We found a partial of Milan’s thumbprint on the
band, and the pawn ticket was in Milan’s possession. Also,
the pawnbroker’s description of the man who pawned it for
three hundred dollars matches Mr. Milan, though he used a
different name.”

“Three hundred dollars for a wazch?” said Godwin. “But
it’s not a Rolex.”

“No, it’s a Bulova.”

“My father wore a Bulova,” said Betsy. “But I can’t imag-
ine he paid even a hundred dollars for his. Of course, that
was a long time ago.”

“You don’t understand,” said Omernic. “This is a very
high-end Bulova, valued at close to two thousand dollars.”

“Oh!” said Betsy, bending for a closer look. “Oh, T see.
Well then . . . is it Bob Germaine’s?”

Omernic took a drink of coffee. “His wife says it is. She
bought one for his birthday about eight weeks ago, and he
was not wearing a watch when he was found in the trunk
of his car. Tony at first said he picked it up at an estate
sale a couple of weeks ago, and had no idea it was an ex-
pensive watch. Now he says he didn’t say any such thing
and since we aren’t listening to him, he’s saying nothing
further.”

Betsy shook her head. She had no further thoughts her-
self about it. She turned to the other sheet, the one with the
picture of the small brass key. She and Godwin leaned for-
ward to look at it. The key had a small piece of white paper



238 Monica Ferris

taped to it, or maybe it was just a strip of white adhesive
tape on which was neatly printed the number 36.

“Where did this come from?” asked Betsy.

“Tony’s apartment. He says he doesn’t know where it
came from. It’s listed on the items returned to him by Hen-
nepin County Medical Center, so it was in his pocket when
he was brought there after the accident.”

“It looks like a key to a mailbox,” said Betsy.

“It doesn’t open his mailbox in his apartment building,”
said Omernic.

“Maybe he has a post office box,” suggested Godwin.
“You know, at the post office.”

“No, it’s not a post office box key,” said Omernic.

Betsy recalled a conversation from a Monday Bunch meet-
ing. “I bet I know. There’s one of those mail-drop places right
next door to the hotel. Patricia was complaining about ‘those
kind of places’ opening up downtown. I bet he took the check
there. He didn’t want to keep it on him, his bank was
closed—anyway, I'm sure he didn’t have a deposit slip with
him—or an envelope and a stamp, either, so he couldn’t mail
it to himself. He had to put it somewhere while he figured
out what to do with the body. So he went up the street and
put it in PostNet.” She was looking brighter. “If the check is
there, it will have his fingerprints on it. Then even he would
have to admit he’s guilty.”

“I saw that place,” said Omernic. “I went and had a talk
with them, and while they agree the key looks like one of
theirs, no one named Tony Milan—or Stoney Durand, for
that matter—has ever rented a mailbox there.”

Godwin thought while he drank some coffee, then said,
“Anyway, when would he have done that? He had to drive
right off from the hotel, remember?”

“When he came back from the airport—" began Betsy.
“No, wait, he would still be wearing Bob Germaine’s clothes.”
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“Maybe he changed,” offered Godwin.

“No, he was wearing Germaine’s clothes when he got
into the accident,” said Omernic. “The hospital sent them
home with him.”

“There, then!” said Betsy, with an air of stating the obvi-
ous.

“What?” said Omernic.

“If he was wearing Germaine’s clothes, then he was carry-
ing Germaine’s wallet and ID. You go back to that mail
drop and see if Bob Germaine rented a mailbox.”

Omernic looked at her for a long few seconds, then he be-
gan to smile. He reached into a different pocket and pulled
out yet another photocopy. He unfolded it, bumped it with a
forefinger so it spun around and across the table toward her.
It was of a commercial-size check all black and smeary—
“Fingerprint dust!” exclaimed Godwin. “You £new!”

“And those are Mr. Milan’s fingerprints, all right. I
brought it along to show off with, but I see Ms. Devonshire
is just as clever as Sergeant Malloy thinks she is,” he said,
smiling at Betsy.

“Of course she is! Strewth, she’s cleverer than that!”

Omernic’s green eyes twinkled. “I think you're right,
Goddy, I think you’re right.”

LICE had brought a new cardboard box for the crow.
And, somewhere, she had acquired a pair of heavy
leather gauntlets that came well up her forearms.
“I'm surprised you don’t want to keep him, now,” she
said. “He’s a hero.”
“That doesn’t lift his sentence of death in Minnesota,”
said Betsy.
“True,” said Alice. “But he at least deserves a medal.”
Betsy held up the Crewel World keychain she was going
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to give the crow. “I hereby present you ...” she intoned,
and its shimmer and faint clatter drew the crow’s attention.
It sat more upright on its perch, like a soldier at attention.
“.. . with this medal for courage beyond the call of duty.”

Alice, taking advantage, reached into the cage with one
hand to crowd the bird into a corner, then brought the sec-
ond in to clamshell the creature and lift it out. All it could
wiggle were its feet, which it did, industriously.

“Of course, there are other considerations that make me
celebrate his departure,” admitted Betsy.

“Like the fact that you about doubled sales of the Min-
neapolis Star Tribune in Excelsior all by yourself?” Alice put
the crow in the box and Betsy held it partly closed so Alice
could get her hands out without freeing the bird.

Betsy said, “That, too.” The box was closed and Betsy
pulled off a length of clear mailing tape from the big roll and
bit it so it would tear. She taped the box shut. “I hope he has
a long and happy life in his new home.” She touched the box
as if blessing the bird inside it. “He was about the worst
houseguest I've ever had in my life, but I was sure glad to see
him come sneaking out of the back bedroom that night. Al-
most as glad as I am to see him leaving this morning.” She
handed the trinket to Alice, who put it into a pocket.

Alice said, “I take it you would not be willing to be a
stage on our secret passage out of state for some other crip-
pled wild animal?”

“Maybe, if the animal were a bluebird, or a possum.”

Alice smiled at this partial victory and left.

Less than an hour later two burly young men—the same as
the original pair? Betsy couldn’t tell—arrived and went to
work dismantling the cage and its stand, hauling the pieces
down the stairs and into an old gray van.

Sophie watched all this from the safety of Betsy’s bed-
room. When the apartment was quiet again, she slipped



Knitting Bones 241

into the back bedroom and very thoroughly sniffed the
hardwood floor where the cage had sat on its platform. Betsy
came in a few minutes later with a mop and bucket to find
the cat circling a small black pinfeather on the floor, one
forepaw pulling inward as if burying it.

“I take it you are telling me, ‘No more crows’,” said
Betsy.

The cat looked up at her in eloquent silence and left
Betsy to her work.






Mitered Square

By Rosemary Kossel

MATERIALS

Worsted weight cotton in 2 contrasting colors
Size 5 knitting needles
Size G crochet hook

ABBREVIATIONS

MC: main color

CC: contrast color

WS: wrong side

RS: right side

KW: knitwise, slip right needle into next stitch as if to knit
psso: pass slip stitch over

Note: The first stitch of every row (except for Row 1) is
slipped knitwise and the last stitch is always purled.

Note: When picking up stitches, place the needle under a
whole stitch, which will give a neat and clear appearance to
the row below the pick up.
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SQUARE ONE

With MC, cast on 25 sts using knit cast on.
Row 1 (RS): K 24, P1.

Row 2 (WS): With CC, SI 1 KW, K 10, Sl 1, K2tog, psso,
K10,P 1.

Row 3 and all RS rows: With color of the previous row, Sl
1 KW, knit to last st, P 1.

Row 4: MC; SI 1 KW, K 9, Sl 1, K2tog, psso, K9, P 1.
Row 6: CC; SI 1 KW, K 8, Sl 1, K2tog, psso, K 8, P 1.
Row 8: MC; SI'1 KW, K 7, S1 1, K2tog, psso, K7, P 1.
Row 10: CC; SI 1 KW, K6, Sl 1, K2tog, psso, K6, P 1.
Row 12: MC; SI 1 KW, K 5, S1 1, K2tog, psso, K5, P 1.
Row 14: CC; SI 1 KW, K 4, Sl 1, K2tog, psso, K4, P 1.
Row 16: MC; SI 1 KW, K 3, Sl 1, K2tog, psso, K 3, P 1.
Row 18: CC; SI 1 KW, K 2, 81 1, K2tog, psso, K2, P 1.
Row 20: MC; SI 1 KW, K 1, SI 1, K2tog, psso, K 1, P 1.
Row 22: CC; S 1 KW, SI 1, K2tog, psso, P 1.

Row 24: (RS); Sl 1, P2tog, psso.

End off yarn and cut.
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SQUARE TWO

Place a pin in Square One for identification. Hold Square
One with ending point at the bottom right and with MC
pick up 12 stitches along the top cast row on of Square
One, another stitch from the corner point, and then cast on
12 stitches. Work mitered square through Row 24.

SQUARE THREE

Cast on 12 stitches, pick up one stitch from the corner point
of Square One holding Square One with the ending point at
the bottom left, and then pick up 12 stitches on the remain-
ing stitches of the cast on of Square One. Work mitered
square through Row 24.

SQUARE FOUR

Pick up 12 stitches from the side of Square Two, another
stitch from the corner point of Square one and 12 stitches
along the cast on edge of Square Three. Work mitered
square through Row 24.

Finish off the completed Mitered Square with a row of sin-
gle crochet around, working 3 stitches in each corner.
Weave in all ends.





