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DAMES FIGHT HARDER

 


Late March

1942

 

ONE

 

 

Spring fever is a dangerous malady for a private eye. It blinded me to signs a hit man was waiting for me.

In the four months since Pearl Harbor we’d had nothing but defeats in the Pacific. The elevator in my building was on the fritz. But spring had come to Dayton and it was glorious. My head was so stuffed with daffodils and discovering the hat I wore matched the lacy pink of redbud trees that I didn’t notice the door to my office was unlocked.

“Don’t go for your gun,” a man’s voice warned as I entered.

I froze, my arms around a bag of shoes to take for resoling and my Smith & Wesson in my purse. I was pretty sure the man the voice belonged to was a friend, but events can cause people to change on a dime. His unexpected appearance here, and the way he’d been lying in wait, kicked every nerve in my body to full alert.

“Pearlie, you just about scared me to death. Okay if I turn on the light?”

Reaching from his spot behind the door, he did it for me. His razor-thin body, with its economy of effort, flowed into view.

“Didn’t want to wait in the hall and I had to see you first thing. Rachel’s in jail.”

“For what?”

“Murder.”

Ditching the bag of shoes, I sank into my chair and stared.

Rachel Minsky, the woman he worked for, was my one close woman friend. On the outside, she was a pampered and pretty. Underneath, she was tough enough to run her own construction company.

“Did she do it?”

Pearlie walked to the pair of windows overlooking Patterson and opened one an inch or two. He lit a cigarette.

“She says she didn’t.”

Rachel had a gun. She could use it very effectively. She wouldn’t kill someone in cold blood, but like me she knew the law couldn’t always be counted on for justice. Pearlie turned to face me.

“They’ve got her at Ford Street. She wants to see you.”

“Me?” I stopped swiveling side to side in my chair. “Look, Pearlie, I’ll help her any way I can, but her lawyer may not want a private eye traipsing in to see her. He may think it makes her look guilty, he may have his own gumshoe on retainer—”

“She wants to see you. As soon as you came in, she said. I don’t think she’s talked to a lawyer. Anyways, she was real specific I wasn’t to contact her brother.”

One of her brothers was a lawyer. Maybe more than one. Rachel had several, and she’d mentioned them a few times, but she didn’t talk much about her family. They were well off, I knew that much. She’d joked that she was the black sheep. I didn’t think it was because of money, though. Rachel was plenty successful as a businesswoman. It was probably the businesswoman part they didn’t like. Most likely they thought she ought to be married with kids.

I already was on my feet.

“What if they won’t let me?”

Pearlie didn’t frown the way most people would, but I could tell by the way his eyes had stilled that he was thinking. Without warning he flicked his half-smoked cigarette out the window and came toward my desk. Leaning across me, he picked up my pencil and wrote on the pad by my phone.

“I’ll be at that number til noon. Mid-afternoon I got a piano lesson. You know how to reach me there. I’ll check in.”

“Keep trying.”

“Yeah. Line of work you’re in, you ought to get yourself an answering service.”

“Pearlie, wait.” He already was halfway to the door. “Give me a dollar.”

He pulled a money clip out and peeled off some bills.

“If you’re running short, I got plenty.”

I chuckled. “No shorter than usual. Just a dollar. That way I can say I’ve been hired to have a look at things in Rachel’s behalf.”

For the first time that morning, his lips drew back in the hint of a smile. It was how I imagined a wolf looked preparing to feast. He put his money clip away. At the door he paused and gave the jamb a soft tap with the side of his fist.

“Rachel don’t always ask for help when she needs it. She keeps things to herself.”

I thought I understood what he was trying to say between the words.

“If there’s anything I think you should know about, I’ll let you know. In any case, I’ll keep you posted.”

He nodded, satisfied. I locked the door, wondering what kind of mess I was going to find when I talked to Rachel, and whether, if necessary, I’d be willing to lie to get her out of it.

 

* * *

 

Dayton had two main police stations, the fancy one downtown for the brass and detectives, and the not-so-fancy one for everyone else. The workhorse station, variously referred to as Ford Street, CPS, or on rare occasion Central Police Station, was a sprawling two-story building. It housed the jail, the booking desk, the motor pool and other day-to-day functions. Before the new dispatch center opened on Monument, it had housed that, too.

I parked my DeSoto on Sears and walked down the alley-like street in front of the station’s front entrance. My fingers were crossed that silver-haired Seamus Hanlon wasn’t on desk duty. He and another cop had been my late father’s closest friends and were my godfathers. When I’d hung out my shingle seven years earlier, we’d made a pact: I wouldn’t ask for information or favors where their work was involved and they wouldn’t stick their noses into my cases. If it came to a tussle over whether or not I got to see Rachel, I didn’t want it to be Seamus I had to argue with.

A kid so green looking he had to be a trainee was running the desk. Seamus, who came in early, must have gone to breakfast. Or maybe he was filling in on street patrol or in a cruiser. As was the case everywhere, men were leaving the force left and right as their draft numbers came up.

“I’m here to see Rachel Minsky,” I said. “You booked her early this morning.”

“Are you her lawyer?” His tone conveyed doubt.

“I’ve been hired to help with her case.”

He looked around for someone else to give input, but no help was in sight. Pulling a list toward him, he hunted her name. Then he slid the visitor’s log toward me.

“You need to sign in. Put the time. And, uh, you need to show me identification.”

Opening my purse gave me time to weigh pros and cons. I showed him the Special Detective license bearing the signature of the chief of police. His manner became more official.

“Okay. Follow me. I’ll have someone take you back. You’ve got five minutes.”

 


TWO

 

 

I’d been to see people in Ford Street lockup before. Its two dormitory-style women’s cells were upstairs. The dimly lighted aisle looked bleaker than I remembered. The smells were worse, too, and the echoes. Or maybe it was just different when you were going to see somebody you knew.

Rachel Minsky reminded me of an expensive doll in Rike’s department store. Her skin was creamy; her face a perfect oval. A wealth of black hair fluffed in a cloud around it. Her suits were as fine as they came, invariably enhanced by furs and a tasteful touch of expensive jewelry, which usually included garnet earrings.

Not this morning.

The woman who sprang to her feet at sight of me looked washed out. Her plain wool dress had a stain on one sleeve. Instead of stockings and high heels she wore anklets and lace-up shoes. Bereft of any hint of makeup, her skin looked pale and faded. She strolled toward me with her usual swagger, though.

“You need lipstick,” I said.

“What I need is a double martini.”

“How’d you get the bruise?”

It was small, at the edge of her eye, as if someone had taken a swing without much success. She gave her head a careless toss.

“One of my fellow denizens mistook me for a powder puff.”

“Bitch,” snarled a woman hunkered defensively on one of the bunks.

She was listening with interest, trying to size up my pink hat and wavy brown hair. So were several in the neighboring cell. Beckoning Rachel closer, I lowered my voice.

“Rachel, what happened? Make it fast. We’ve only got five minutes.”

I stood five-foot-two and Rachel was shorter. I’d seen her stroll into a roomful of men who had guns pointed at her and not bat an eye. Now, despite her squared shoulders, she looked small and vulnerable. Her hands gripped the bars between us so tightly her knuckles were white.

“Two things first, in case we run out of time. As soon as you leave here, go see my brother.”

“The lawyer?”

“Yes. His name is Joel. He’s in the Lindsey Building. Sixth floor. If he’s not in court, the receptionist there will say you need an appointment. Tell her his sister sent you with a message and you’re to wait for an answer. Have it written out so she can take it to him.”

“What exactly should I say?”

“‘Truffle’s in jail.’”

Truffle?

“And if he is in court?”

Her jaw jutted sideways.

“Then you’ll have to wait.” Tiny lines of tension fanned out from her eyes. She ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t suppose you thought to bring me cigarettes.”

“No. Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.” She managed a smile.

“What’s the other thing?”

“I need you to get rid of something so no one else finds it.” Her husky voice had dropped even lower. Her dark eyes stared at me defiantly. “It’s nothing to do with what happened last night. It’s personal.”

“What is it? Where do I find it?”

“An envelope. With papers inside it. It’s in my office. The upholstery on my chair has half a dozen tacks that are loose. On the seat, at the back. Pry them up and replace them after you’ve removed the envelope. Then find a fire somewhere and burn it.”

It went without saying I wasn’t to look at the contents.

“You going to fill me in on the murder part now?”

“The s.o.b. they found had it coming, but I didn’t do it. They found his body at one of my construction sites.”

“But you knew him?”

“Oh, yes. That’s how I know he was an s.o.b.”

“I take it he was killed last night?”

“I assume.”

The guard who’d led me to the cells began to walk toward us.

“Where were you?” I asked quickly.

“I keep a place downtown. I was there in bed.”

“Any way of confirming it?”

Her sudden grin made her look like the old Rachel.

“The man who was sharing my bed tried to. The cops didn’t seem to believe him. Tell Joel I want you in on this.”

“Time’s up,” said the guard.

 

* * *

 

There were things from my conversation with Rachel that I’d have preferred to clear up before meeting her brother. The business about the envelope I was supposed to burn bothered me. She said it had nothing to do with whatever the mess was she’d landed in. I wanted to believe her, but a gnat of doubt kept whining at the back of my brain.

Her comment that she kept a place downtown had startled me too. I’d always had the impression she lived with her parents. Now that I considered it, though, that was pure supposition on my part. From time to time she’d mentioned family matters in passing, so they weren’t alienated. Yet learning she kept a place of her own didn’t really surprise me. At core, there was an elusiveness to Rachel.

Considerably short of all the answers I wanted, I sailed into The Lindsey Building, a tall, skinny place on South Main. Her brother’s law firm had two names on the door and a reception area paneled in walnut with a dark green rug in front of couches where people could wait. When you stepped on that green rug, you were walking on money. A middle-aged couple sat on one of the couches, so deep in whispered conversation that they didn’t so much as look in my direction as I made my way to the receptionist’s desk.

“My name’s Maggie Sullivan,” I said leaning in and speaking quietly. “I need to see Mr. Minsky.”

She gave a courteous smile. “You’ll need to make an appointment.”

“I have a message from his sister. I’m to wait for an answer.”

I handed her a folded up sheet of lined paper from the legal pad I kept in my car. It had the message Rachel had dictated. After looking at it for a moment, the receptionist took it with reluctance. She rose and gestured toward the couch across from the whispering couple.

“Sit down, please. I’ll see if he can be disturbed.”

She disappeared through a doorway to the right of her desk. I’d scarcely had time to cross my legs before a man in a pinstripe suit that fit to the nth degree barreled through the same door.

Since Rachel was small, I hadn’t expected him to be large. Or strikingly attractive. Coal black hair. A generous nose. The only real resemblance to his sister was the bottomless darkness of his eyes, which at the moment were very, very angry. He flew toward me like an arrow, seizing my elbow as he reached my side.

“I don’t know what your game is,” he began in a low voice. “If you think for a minute you can shake me down–”

I flicked my business card up between two fingertips.

“I’m friends with... the woman who sent that message. She dictated the exact wording.”

Joel Minsky stroked his mouth as he read the card. He crushed the handwritten note he still held.

“Let’s talk in my office.”

The receptionist had returned to her desk.

“Tell my next appointment I’m running a few minutes late,” he said shortly.

He wasn’t inclined to small talk as we followed more green carpeting back to his office. Neither was I. Closing the door to his office, he waved me toward a chair.

“I’ve heard your name,” he said as he took his position behind as pretty a walnut desk as I’d ever seen. “I don’t recall if Rachel’s mentioned it. She keeps her personal life to herself. But I’ve heard it from business associates.” His hands spread outward across the note that lay on his desk. “I take it this means what it says? My sister’s in jail?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t she contact me?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s the charge?”

“I’m not sure she’s been officially charged yet.”

“What did they arrest her for then?”

“Murder.”

He leaned back. His eyes closed. His well-manicured hands curled into fists.

“Who? When?”

“Last night. A man she knew. They found him at one of her work sites. That’s about all I have in the way of particulars. They only let us speak for a couple of minutes. She says the police woke her up in the middle of the night.”

“The little fool!” He shot to his feet.

I twisted to see him. He was donning his hat, preparing to leave. I rose to trot after him.

“Look, Rachel’s helped me more than once. Anything I can do—”

“Our firm employs its own investigator.”

“Mr. Minsky, I wasn’t implying I’d charge you.”

“Thank you for delivering her message, Miss Sullivan. That will be all.”

He took me by the elbow and hustled me out, just in case I’d missed the hint.

 


THREE

 

 

Minsky Construction, identified by a sign in front of the single-story wood building, was in an industrial area. Its neighbors across the street were a warehouse and a coal yard. One side of the building had a fenced-in area filled with construction equipment and tarp-covered stacks of lumber. There weren’t as many machines parked there as I remembered, and the stacks of lumber looked smaller. A waist-high redbud tree had sprouted to add a splash of pink next to one of the stacks.

“Maggie! How good to see you!” Cecilia, Rachel’s secretary, hopped up from her desk behind a long counter and came to greet me. Usually three male clerks sat at battered desks behind the counter, writing in ledgers, spindling paperwork, coming to help supervisors who arrived from a project needing something. Today there were only two clerks. The third desk had the cleaned off look of one that was vacant.

“Isn’t it a glorious day?” smiled Cecilia.

“Yeah, I have a touch of spring fever. How’s Donnie?”

“Doing fine, thanks.”

Cecilia had a boy who wasn’t right and needed constant supervision. A few years earlier, she’d been out of work, on the edge of trouble, and worrying how she’d provide for him. Rachel at the time had an officious male secretary whose loyalty went about as far as spit. Things had worked out.

“Rachel isn’t in, I’m afraid,” Cecilia said.

They didn’t know yet.

“I saw her just awhile ago. She’s going to be late. She asked me to do a couple of things in her office.” I dropped my voice and leaned across the counter. “She has me working on something minor.”

Cecilia’s lips formed a small ‘O’ of understanding.

“I’ll show you back.”

“That’s okay. I know the way.”

I hesitated. Cecilia was an excellent secretary. She was also sharp. She’d be less likely to pop in to check on me and offer help if I gave her an inkling of what was happening.

“The truth is, I’d feel better if you stayed out here to answer the phone. You may get a call from the newspaper. Rachel’s in a spot of trouble. With the police. With luck no one’s going to get wind of it, but you never know.”

She’d defend the woman she worked for like a tiger. She’d probably do the same for me. She crisped to attention.

“I’ll man the gate. If you need help finding anything, buzz.”

“Thanks. I shouldn’t be long.”

Reasonably certain Cecilia wouldn’t abandon her post unless I called her, I went around the counter and followed a familiar hallway walled with rough-cut plywood to Rachel’s office. Its decor was just a cut above the hallway. Apart from a mid-sized cherry-wood desk and the leather swivel chair behind it, wall maps of the Dayton area, one showing the water table, were its only decoration. An open cabinet held blueprints. On the desk, tidy stacks of paperwork and an ashtray attested to Rachel’s habits.

I went to work on the chair.

Precisely as Rachel had described, at the back of the seat cushion where the leather lapped down to meet the wooden frame, half a dozen tacks were looser than the others. Not loose enough to yield to my tugging or to the only prying tool I happened to have in my purse — my nail file. I swore at my lack of foresight.

I couldn’t exactly waltz out and ask if anyone had a tack puller handy, or even a hammer or screwdriver, without stirring curiosity. I looked through Rachel’s desk. The flat drawer held a nice brass letter opener that looked as if it might be strong enough. I’d try not to damage the leather with the sharp edge, but as much importance as Rachel attached to what was hidden in the chair, it was worth the risk. If the leather got cut or scraped, she could replace the upholstery. Or the chair. In case the letter opener wasn’t as strong as I thought, I hoped it wasn’t some sort of antique.

Holding the blade of the letter opener in two places, I wiggled one edge under the outermost of the brass upholstery tacks. Then I seesawed it up and down. The tack rose enough for me to grip it with my fingertips. It pulled right out. A bit more work and I had all six.

Even trickier than getting the tacks out was getting my fingers far enough into the access created to feel anything. I could just touch paper. Not sufficiently to pull it toward me, however. I sat back on my heels.

The metal tip of the letter opener was just as likely to make the edge of the envelope pop a fraction farther away as it was toward me when I applied pressure. My nail file and the crochet hook I carried for picking locks wouldn’t even reach it, not with me retaining enough of a grip on them to do any good.

The human fingertip made contact with things far better than a hard surface did, though you might have to moisten it with your tongue when skin was dry. What could I find in an office, and a bare-bones construction office at that, which came anywhere close to making contact enough to keep the envelope inside the chair from slipping free?

A pencil.

Of course.

Specifically, the eraser end of a pencil.

Still kneeling, I straightened enough to peek over the top of Rachel’s desk. If Cecilia or anyone else happened in, it was going to be hard coming up with a reason why I was crawling around on the floor. My eyes swept the desktop. The only writing implement in sight was the pen in a desk set.

I opened the flat drawer where I’d found the letter opener. Sure enough, one of the compartments at the front held pencils. Several were brand new. Choosing one of those, I rubbed the side of the eraser vigorously against the linoleum floor where I knelt. It came away dirty, but roughened now.

I eased my left index finger back inside the seat to pinpoint the envelope. Then I slid the pencil I was holding in beside it. The surface of the pencil’s eraser nabbed the surface of the envelope.

Five minutes later, the upholstery tacks were back in place, maybe not as flush to the surface as they had been, but enough that only someone hunting evidence of tampering would notice they’d been loosened. I wiped the back of the chair with my hanky to make sure I didn’t leave fingerprints. With the five-by-seven envelope I’d removed tucked in my purse, I exchanged a few parting words with Cecilia and walked out the front door of Minsky Construction.

Now to find a pay phone and check in with Pearlie.

 

* * *

 

Whoever answered at the number Pearlie had given me didn’t identify himself or the establishment.

“I talked to Rachel,” I said when Pearlie came on. “She didn’t tell me much. They only gave us five minutes. They found the stiff at one of her building sites.”

“Yeah. On Drinkwater.”

“She knew him.”

“Yeah. Guy named Gabriel Foster.”

“You know him? Know anything about him?”

“No.”

“Rachel says he was an s.o.b. and had it coming but she didn’t do it.”

Silence.

He hadn’t known that part.

“You have anything else that might be pertinent?”

“Only the Who and Where part. That’s all she had time to say over the phone before the cops caught on she had one in her bedroom. Is she okay?”

“Complaining she doesn’t have cigarettes.” Pearlie wasn’t the sort to chuckle, but I hoped it eased his mind at least. “They woke her up and hauled her downtown without letting her primp. Other than that, she seems okay. She wanted me to go and talk to her lawyer brother as soon as I left, so I did.”

“And?”

“He was plenty shaken about the jam she’s in. I offered my services. He declined — said they had their own investigator. He seems smart as they come and plenty successful. He took off barking at his secretary to cancel his appointments for the rest of the morning. Rachel’s in good hands.”

“No she ain’t. Not without you involved.”

“Oh, I intend to be involved. Rachel asked me to be.”

“What can I do? Find out about this Gabriel Foster character?”

Wow. Pearlie was taking marching orders from me now?

“That would be great, Pearlie. Frees me up to tackle the cops. I need to find out how they found the body and that.”

“You got some magic spell that makes Freeze share information with you now, do you?”

“Just my sunny personality.”

Lt. Freeze was head of homicide. He didn’t like me much.

 


FOUR

 

The skeletal structure rising from bare ground on Drinkwater Street made me think it was a fitting place to find a body. Not a fresh one, though. There wasn’t so much as a scrap of wood with the street number on it, let alone a mailbox, but two patrol cars and an unmarked one with a strong resemblance to one I’d seen Lt. Freeze drive assured me I’d found the right place.

Freeze was lean with salt-and-pepper hair. I was pretty sure he smoked in his sleep since I’d never seen him without a cigarette in his fingers or between his lips.

“Stop right there,” he said catching sight of me. “This is a crime scene.”

“I kind of figured it was. I didn’t think you went to many meetings of the Ladies Aid Society.” I kept on sauntering, my hands in my pockets.

His eyes, which had a hint of squint from the smoke curling up from the stub in his mouth, narrowed further.

“Unless you’ve got some authorization to be here—”

“I do, as a matter of fact. I had a nice chat with Joel Minsky this morning.” The absolute truth, although it perhaps wiggled around his implied question. The nuns who had sent me to the office so frequently in my youth had been more adept at spotting how I embellished answers than Freeze was.

“I know the stiff was named Gabriel Foster. I’m assuming you found him somewhere over there.”

I’d been observing the slow steps of two uniforms and a plainclothesman as they moved methodically around an upright girder at one corner of what looked as though it would eventually be a two-story building. Their eyes were glued to the ground as they moved.

Freeze was silent. He didn’t like to admit I was every bit as good at my job as he was at his. He was a good cop in his way, but limited in imagination. It rubbed him the wrong way that several times in our acquaintance I’d come up with leads that he refused to follow only to have them pan out. No matter how many times I proved myself, he clung to the stubborn idea it was pure luck, or results from batting my eyes at susceptible men, when I beat him to a solution.

This time I didn’t have time to play his games.

“Come on, Freeze. The department’s losing men to the draft left and right. You’ve always been shorthanded and it’s going to get worse until we rid the world of Hitler and his chums. I can be as useful to you as you can to me. How about we scale back the arm wrestling?”

In the nick of time to avoid burning his fingers, he flicked his cigarette nub onto bare earth packed down and marked by the tracks of construction vehicles and ground it out with his foot.

“I guess you’ll get most of it from the lawyer anyway. He’s not going to take No for an answer. The body was lying next to that corner beam. Could have been leaning against it and toppled. Hard to tell.”

“How long had he been there?”

Freeze hesitated.

“Couple of hours.”

That explained the cops waking Rachel in the dead of night. It made me wonder why they’d promoted her from owner of the property where a body was found to suspect in the death of that body, though. And why they’d made that leap so quickly. In fact, it made me wonder a lot of things.

“How’d you happen to find the body at what, one o’clock? One-thirty?”

“Something like that.”

“A construction project’s not exactly the place for a midnight stroll.”

“A guy was out walking his dog. Fido found it. The man called it in.”

I pulled my notebook out of my purse.

“Name?”

“Hung up before they could get one.”

“Doesn’t that strike you as awfully convenient?”

Freeze shrugged. “Some people are funny that way. Don’t want their name connected with anything bad.”

“Maybe so, but I find somebody walking their dog out here at that time of night hard to buy too.”

“If a dog’s got to go, a dog’s got to go, I guess.”

“Maybe, but wouldn’t you let them out in the yard? Or at least stick close to home on a sidewalk?”

“Why ask me? Sounds like you have all the answers.”

“I don’t, but Boike might.”

“Boike?”

His expression puzzled, he half turned to look at the blocky blond who was usually one of two detectives helping him. I was mostly sure the men were allowed to breathe without permission from Freeze. What they didn’t do was voice an opinion or volunteer information without being asked.

“Boike’s spent a lot of time around dogs,” I said. “He knows things about them. Can we get his input?”

My stab at diplomacy paid off. Or maybe Freeze felt more agreeable when he was lighting a cigarette.

“What’s your two cents, Boike?”

“Miss Sullivan’s right. If Fido wants out in the middle of the night, most dog owners let him go in the yard and come right back in. Or they go a little ways on the sidewalk, or down the lane. If they had trouble sleeping I guess they might walk farther.”

“Across a construction site?” I prompted.

“Well...” Boike stole a look at his boss, who was listening intently. “Wouldn’t be very smart. Not with debris and construction materials you could trip over. Not in the dark.”

Freeze grunted. “Maybe he had a flashlight.”

“Do any of the neighbors across the way have a dog?”

Across the street from us were houses, simple wooden structures that were taller than they were wide. They’d been kept up and looked as though they dated from the turn of the century. Either Freeze’s men or cops in uniform would have questioned them by now to ask if any of them had seen anything or heard anything the night before.

“Not the ones I talked to, except for a little old lady whose dachshund is so arthritic she probably has to carry him down the steps to do his business in the yard,” said Boike. He looked at his fellow underling. “You?”

“Didn’t ask.”

Freeze gave a grunt of displeasure at that answer and glared at me.

“What about where the dog scratched?”

“What?”

Their moment of incomprehension gave me a chance to slip around them and trot closer to the spot where the body had lain.

“Miss, you need to stay back,” cautioned one of the uniforms putting his hand out.

I stopped obediently.

“When dogs find something that gets them excited, they jump around and scratch at the ground. Right, Boike?”

“Sometimes,” he said dubiously.

Squatting isn’t exactly a modest pose in a skirt, so I settled for bending to peer at the ground while I chattered on.

“I don’t see any sign of little paws digging the dirt up. In fact I don’t see any sign of little paws at all.”

“Hasn’t rained in a while. There weren’t any footprints either, before you ask.”

Or signs of a struggle. Or blood. Or... I wasn’t sure what else I was hoping to see or not see.

“Not much blood,” I observed.

If the homicide squad had been summoned, the late Mr. Foster hadn’t fallen and broken his neck after getting drunk and having a midnight climb on the beams above us. The obvious choices left were shot, stabbed or beaten.

“Small caliber,” Freeze said. “Twenty-two. Dead aim, too. One shot in the back of the head.”

Not Rachel’s style, I thought again.

She was innocent.

“Boss.” The taut voice of one of the uniforms combing the area made us all turn. “Look.”

Coming toward us he held aloft something he’d picked up with tweezers. The sun hit it sending shafts of color out like a prism.

It was an earring, the kind with a pear-shaped dangle. A diamond earring.

I’d seen Rachel wear a pair like it.
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Joel Minsky was unlikely to be back from straightening things out for Rachel yet, or to be up to the pleasure of my company twice in one day if he was. My best course was to give him a call from my office to alert him about the earring, so I did. Sure enough, he was still out. At least that’s what his receptionist or secretary or whatever her function was said.

“Tell her they found Truffle’s earring,” I said when she offered to take a message.

She repeated it, her tone suggesting it was odder than the messages she normally took.

I hung up and swiveled from side to side. My inability to act, to do anything I saw as productive, frustrated me. The forced inactivity started me wondering how committed Joel Minsky was to helping his sister. More than once Rachel had said Joel was the one member of the family who believed her capable of intelligent thought and with whom she could have an actual conversation. His initial reaction at news of her predicament had been one of anger, though. Was the bond she felt with him reciprocated?

What if Rachel’s family considered her such an embarrassment they’d be glad to see her out of their lives? What if they thought it would serve her right to pay the price of not toeing the line? No, surely not. Even if they did, surely brother-sister ties went deeper than that.

Then again, what did I know about brothers?

I’d had a brother who was four years older than me. Still did, if he was alive somewhere. When I was ten he’d hopped a freight to escape the cauldron of silent bitterness that was our mother, a brew whose stink permeated every room in the house. Even before that he hadn’t had much to do with me, in part because he was seldom around. He roved with a pack of neighborhood boys. I could count on one hand the times he’d shown any brotherly interest in me. He had stepped in to drag me away so I wasn’t beaten to a pulp by older girls when they’d made a snide comment about my mother and I’d thrown a punch.

More bothered than I wanted to be by my tangle of thoughts, I went to the windows and glared at the elevated railroad tracks running past them. I’d wasted enough time thinking about the past. It didn’t matter whether or not some fancy lawyer cared about helping Rachel. I did. I wasn’t going to sit around on my thumbs doing nothing.

 

* * *

 

Before taking action that seemed smart to me, however, I needed to do the other thing Rachel had asked me to do — burn the envelope I’d retrieved from her office. That wasn’t as easy to pull off this time of year as it might have been in January. Chances of finding a fire burning merrily on a hearth during the day and in weather this nice were slim. One or two possibilities sprang to mind, but they were in public places. I couldn’t toss something into the flames without somebody noticing.

After thinking about it awhile, I drove to the two-story white house where I rented a room and let the tulips and daffodils blooming along its front give their best shot at lifting my spirits. What had begun as a pretty spring day had lost its enchantment with Pearlie’s first words about Rachel.

Jolene, a cute blonde who worked as a cigarette girl and was home in the day, bounced down the stairs as I entered.

“Has the mail come yet?”

“Got a mushy note you’re eager to get to somebody?” I teased eyeing the envelope in her hand.

She waved it grandly.

“Applying for war work. I’d kind of been thinking I’d go home and help on the farm when my brother got called up, but Daddy said Mother can drive a tractor almost as well as I can even if she doesn’t know a wrench from a bolt when it comes to fixing them, and Jenny’s old enough to take over part of Mother’s kitchen chores and Lois had to learn to milk and show the pigs who’s boss sooner or later...”

From the day we met, Jolene’s ability to talk for what seemed minutes at a time without pausing for breath had fascinated me.

“He says there’s lots of other needs and I’m right here where I could volunteer at something, but I got to thinking they’re wanting war workers, and that’s a lot more important than working in a nightclub. Plus I’m already used to working funny hours, so I filled this out and if the place doesn’t want me—”

“If they don’t want you, they’re not very smart. I need to see Mrs. Z about something. I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you, Jolene.”

Waving happily, she raised the lid on the mailbox.

Our landlady lived in a cozy downstairs apartment and was an absolute peach except for one thing: She owned a nasty yellow tomcat whose greatest delight was to shoot out past her feet and sink his front teeth into the first female leg he encountered. I knocked on her door and held the manila envelope down to deflect him.

Mrs. Z opened the door with her pussycat overflowing her cradling arm. He hissed at me.

“Oh, Margaret. Come in.”

“Thanks, but I just want to know if it’s okay if I burn what’s in the trash barrel. I’ve been cleaning out some old files and had a couple of things I’d like to toss in. I’ll stay and watch till it burns out.”

“Of course, dear. As long as you watch it. Uncoil the hose in case you need it, if you don’t mind.”

I went out through the kitchen, which we girls got to use on Saturday mornings, and held Rachel’s envelope over the metal drum next to the garbage can. Every backyard I’d ever been in had a can like it, or maybe a wire basket. When it filled up with discarded mail, paper that had wrapped meat and debris from the sweeper, you set it on fire so the contents burned down and kept things tidy.

I stirred the contents with a stick to fluff things up, then dropped in a kitchen match. I held the envelope over the flames.

Its weight told me it must contain quite a few sheets of paper. It wasn’t sealed. The metal tab that held it closed had been bent and straightened numerous times. Either its contents had been added to bit by bit or someone had been a frequent visitor to whatever it held.

Nothing to do with this, Rachel had said.

Then why destroy it?

It wasn’t up to me to question. Before I could change my mind, I dropped it into the flames. Then I sat on the back steps and watched it burn, savoring the forgotten pleasure of being alone in your own backyard, smelling the earth and listening to bird sounds, as I felt a sharp, sharp longing for my girlhood.

 

* * *

 

One thing I was curious about was how the cops had known where to find Rachel. I’d always supposed
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