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            Introduction

         
         I grew up in a time and place and milieu where a lot was expected of women inside the home, but not much outside it. I was
            supposed to get married, raise a family, but work as a secretary until that happy day arrived. I finished university, but
            was not married nor on my way to that estate, and so I worked as a secretary. At the same time, I began a graduate degree
            in history, without much focus or direction.
         

         
         The one thing I did with concentrated pleasure was read crime fiction. I went to the used bookstores in my neighborhood and
            picked up paperbacks for a dime—those were the days. I read the small collection in the University of Chicago library; they
            chiefly collected writers from the so-called English Golden Age: I read Christie, Sayers, Allingham, Marsh. In a break from
            Tudor Puritanism and Victorian science, I took an elective on popular fiction by one of the early giants in popular culture
            studies, John Cawelti. I read Carroll John Daly and Dashiell Hammett.
         

         
         The Golden Age writers had a lot of love, conducted in elegant repartee, but not much sex; the American noir writers had a
            lot of sex but not much love. The love in the books came from the readers, namely the passion we brought to what we were reading.
         

         
         At one point, the women in the small office where I worked simultaneously came under the spell of Lord Peter Wimsey. He was sensitive, elegant, witty, accomplished. He drove a cool car. We swooned as we compared notes during our coffee breaks. One day we agreed to ask the people we were dating why they didn’t make love to us in the French language. I can’t remember what anyone else reported, but when I put the question to Courtenay, whom I was dating (and some years later married), he gave me a Groucho leer and said, “Voulez-vous fuckez?” Definitely the American hardboiled school.
         

         
         In Strong Poison, Wimsey asks Miss Climpson, who runs an inquiry agency for him, why people kill each other.
         

         
         “‘There is—passion,’ said Miss Climpson, with a slight hesitation at the word, ‘for I should not like to call it love, when it is so unregulated.’”
         

         
         We kill out of passion, we kill out of love—love of money, but also love of family, a desire to protect those for whom we
            feel responsible. We kill to protect our reputations, to protect property; we kill out of a narcissistic wound when we’ve
            been betrayed or abandoned. We kill for revenge.
         

         
         I wrote the stories in this collection over a period of about twenty years. Some predate the Internet and smartphones, some
            are on the cusp of changes in the publishing industry, but almost all of them feature people who kill for love. Family love
            crops up over and over in this collection: in the title story, where the big kids protect the baby brother; in “Wildcat,”
            where V.I. tries to protect her father; in “Is It Justice?” where another sister looks after another brother. In “Acid Test,”
            a highly disciplined young engineer goes to bat to save the aging hippie mother she can’t help loving. “Miss Bianca” features
            a ten-year-old girl who loves a laboratory mouse.
         

         
         Two of the stories are my homage to my own first love, the crime fiction of the late Victorian and early twentieth-century eras. “Murder at the Century of Progress” features the progenitor of noir detectives, Race Williams, side by side with the kind of elderly spinster beloved of Anna Katharine Green and Agatha Christie. 

         
         “The Curious Affair of the Italian Art Dealer” plays games with the master of all investigators, Sherlock Holmes. I tweak
            him a little: Anna Katharine Green’s Leavenworth Case preceded A Study in Scarlet by a good ten years. Her sleuths, Ebenezer Gryce and Amelia Butterworth, practiced many of the deductive and observational
            arts that Holmes is known for. Her books topped bestseller lists in England and the States; Conan Doyle is known to have studied
            Green’s marketing practices and even wrote to her, hoping for a personal meeting with her when he first came to America. (She
            lived in Buffalo, New York.) It’s not known if the meeting ever took place, but I wanted to bring Green and her female sleuth
            back into people’s minds, and this story was my chance to do so.
         

         
         Another story in the collection that I loved writing is the final one, “Heartbreak House.” I wrote it for the collection Murder for Love; we were supposed to write love stories, and so I created a romance writer and a cornucopia of love stories.
         

         
         As for me, I love—not necessarily in this order—my husband, my dog, chocolate, my 1995 Jaguar convertible, my friends, the
            United States Constitution, early music, the Bill of Rights, peace, singing, cortados, justice, walking Chicago’s lakefront,
            reading fiction, clean water. I might even kill to protect and defend them.
         

         
         Sara Paretsky

         
         Chicago, November 2019

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Love & Other Crimes

         
         
            1

            “They’re trying to frame Gregory,” she announced baldly.

            
            “Who are ‘they,’ who is Gregory, and what are ‘they’ saying he did?” I asked.

            
            “Fucking Warshawski snob,” she said. “I might have known. Like your mother, too good to walk around the planet with the ordinary
               mortals.”
            

            
            “Anyone who compares me to my mother is paying me the highest possible compliment. But I still don’t—oh, Gregory? Baby Gregory?
               Are you Sonia Litvak?” She’d given her name as Sonia Geary when she made the appointment.
            

            
            “I got married. Did you think that was impossible?” she jeered.

            
            She saw my inadvertent glance at her bare left hand. “It didn’t last. Neither did yours, what I heard, but you had to keep
               your own name, didn’t you? No one else could be as good as a Warshawski.”
            

            
            “Do you want to tell me who framed Gregory for what?” I asked. “Or just needle me about my family?”

            
            “I want you to understand I don’t need any Warshawski pity or handouts. I came here for help and I plan to pay your bill.”

            
            “That assumes I agree to help you,” I snapped.

            
            “But—you have to!” She was astonished. “You’re from South Houston, same as me. And I need a private cop to go up against the city, although come to think of it, your father was a Chicago cop and—” 

            
            “If you insult my father on top of my mother, you’ll have to leave.”

            
            “Oh, don’t get your undies in a bundle,” she grumbled. “I never went to finishing school.”

            
            It was as close as she would come to an apology. I turned away to type Gregory Litvak’s name into a legal database, and he
               popped right up: charged with second-degree homicide along with criminal destruction of property. Ten days ago, someone—allegedly
               Gregory Litvak—had gone through the Roccamena warehouse and smashed about twenty-five million dollars’ worth of wine and booze.
            

            
            Sonia was reading over my shoulder. “See, I told you—they framed him for this.”

            
            “Sonia—this doesn’t prove anything about anyone.”

            
            I scrolled down the screen. Roccamena had fired Gregory a week or so before the destruction. The state—and the liquor distributor—claimed
               he sought revenge by rampaging through the warehouse.
            

            
            He might still have made bail, but the crime held a second, more serious offense: when the cleanup crew started hauling out
               the debris, they’d found the body of Eugene Horvath mixed in with the broken bottles in aisle ninety-seven. Horvath was Roccamena’s
               accountant; the state’s theory was that Gregory blamed him for losing his job.
            

            
            “They fired Gregory for no reason,” Sonia burst out. “And then, because they feel guilty, they have to frame him for destroying the warehouse and killing Horvath. The Roccamenas probably did it themselves to collect insurance.” 

            
            “What made the police pick up Gregory?” I asked.

            
            “His prints were on the forklift. Well, of course his prints were on the forklift. He drove it for them, loading and unloading
               crap for them all day. Eighteen years he worked there, and then, bingo, he’s getting close to being a hundred percent vested,
               out the door with him. I need you to prove he didn’t do it.”
            

            
            She glared fiercely. When she’d been young, carting baby Gregory around, her hair grew in lopsided clumps around her head,
               as though she got her brother Donny to cut it for her. Today the thick curls, dyed bright orange, were symmetrically shaped.
               Her face was covered with the armor of heavy makeup, but beneath that, she was still the ungainly, needy girl of fifteen.
            

            
            Sonia didn’t want Warshawski pity, and I didn’t want to give her any, so it annoyed me to find myself stirred by it.

            
            “He has a lawyer, right? Or is he in the system?”

            
            “The public defender. We’re trying to put the money together for a real lawyer, but we can’t even make bail right now. They
               set it for two million. Who can come up with that kind of money? Reggie could help, but he won’t. Taking his brats to Disney
               World instead of taking care of his own flesh and blood.”
            

            
            I didn’t think suggesting that his children were also Reggie’s flesh and blood would help. Instead, I laboriously pried details
               from her. Reggie had moved to Elgin, with his own little company. Sonia was vague about what they did, but it had something
               to do with computers. She seemed to think Reggie had become another Gates or Jobs, and that he wouldn’t help Gregory out of
               spite.
            

            
            Donny worked for Klondike insurance. This was an agency that had the inside track on a lot of city and county business, which somehow, inevitably, also seemed to mean some of their clients were Mob fronts. It sounded as though he was the agency’s handyman, repairing broken machines, changing lightbulbs, ordering supplies. I could picture him siphoning off supplies and selling them on craigslist, but not engineering the big deals that make a successful mobster. 

            
            “So it’s not like Donny’s got a lot of money,” Sonia was continuing to whine, “and then his ex is sucking the marrow out of
               his bones. He doesn’t even get to see the kid except weekends and then the kid doesn’t want to hang around Donny because Donny
               doesn’t have a PlayStation or any of that crap.”
            

            
            “Stanley can’t help?” I asked.

            
            “He dropped all the way out.” Sonia snorted. “First he was in business with Reggie, but he said late-stage capitalism was
               draining his lifeblood, whatever the fuck that means. He lives in a cabin in the hills somewhere in Arizona and thinks great
               thoughts. Or maybe it’s no thoughts.”
            

            
            That left baby Gregory.

            
            “Gregory is super smart,” Sonia said. “Like, he had really high ACT scores, so Daddy wanted him to go to college. He even
               got a scholarship to go to the University of Illinois, but then he never went. So Daddy threw him out of the house, which
               was when I was married, and he lived with me, then Ken threw him out, which led to me beating Ken up and him getting an order
               of protection and then a divorce. Anyway, that’s when Donny found Gregory a job at Roccamena’s, and he’s been there ever since.
               Until they fired him for no reason at all.”
            

            
            “They must have told him something.”

            
            She tossed her head, but the orange curls didn’t move. She must have sprayed some kind of epoxy on them.

            
            “Ask him yourself. Maybe you can turn on some Warshawski charm and he’ll tell you stuff he won’t talk to me about.”

            
            The chin beneath the thick makeup wobbled; she fished in her handbag and blew her nose, a good loud honk. “You going to help
               me or not?”
            

            
            Not, I chanted silently. Not, not, not.

            
            So why did I find myself printing out a copy of my standard contract for Sonia? I thought when she saw my fees and the nonrefundable
               deposit she’d walk out, but she signed it with every appearance of nonchalance, counted out five hundred dollars in twenties,
               and swept from the office. Sort of. She was wearing a sweatshirt that proclaimed her attachment to Liggett Bar and Grill’s
               Slow Pitch team; the sleeve snagged on the lock tongue on her way out and she had to stop to pull it free.
            

            
         
         
            2

            Even the cockiest gang members look wilted after a week at County, and Gregory Litvak hadn’t been cocky to begin with. Like
               all the Litvaks, he was short, with wide shoulders and a mass of wiry curls. Unlike his siblings, he sat hunched on his side
               of the table, looking at the floor.
            

            
            I hadn’t seen him since he was a baby, seemingly glued to his sister’s hip, but when the guard brought him into the room for
               lawyers and clients, I recognized him at once.
            

            
            “I used to live up the street from your family,” I said, to break a growing silence. “I sold my house when my dad died. Are you still in South Chicago?” 

            
            “I, uh, moved,” he mumbled, without looking up. “After Karen and Arthur died. Over to Fernwood. Sonia and Donny, they found
               me a place.”
            

            
            It took a minute for me to realize Karen and Arthur were his parents. “Did Sonia tell you she’s hired me to find evidence
               to exonerate you?”
            

            
            His thick neck bobbed fractionally. He’d been shifting boxes of liquor at the Roccamena warehouse for the best part of twenty
               years; his broad shoulders were also heavily muscled. I could see him easily bashing—but I was on his team. Put those thoughts
               firmly away. Anyway, he wasn’t a fighter: the bruises all over his face and arms showed that he was easy prey in the halls
               and exercise yard.
            

            
            “Sonia says you didn’t do it.”

            
            “I didn’t.” His voice, even in protest, remained a monotone. “It sounds awful, what happened, but I didn’t see it. I didn’t
               do it.”
            

            
            “You didn’t see it?” I was puzzled.

            
            He looked up for a second. “They showed me pictures. But I didn’t see it happen. I don’t know who did it.”

            
            “Do you have an alibi for the night?”

            
            “I live alone. I guess you could ask Gattara.” He gave a bark of unhappy laughter. “That’s my cat. It’s the name of a wine
               we—they sell. It has a cat on the label.”
            

            
            “Donny says you do have an alibi.”

            
            “He told me,” Gregory said, listless. “I don’t know what he’s talking about. I guess he thinks he can rescue me. Him and Sonia,
               like they’ve always done.” His voice trailed away.
            

            
         
         
            3

            My dad used to say that Donny Litvak would end up in prison, but only after taking over the Chicago Mob. “Kid’s constantly
               skating close to the edge, except on the wrong side,” he grunted, “but he’s got brains and the Outfit could use a few.”
            

            
            Gabriella would respond, “The one who should be in prison is the mother. She pays no attention to her children, so they run
               around like—like teppisti. The girl, she is even worse than the brothers. I thought maybe I could help, but—!”
            

            
            There were five Litvak children—Sonia, who was a couple of years older than me, and four younger brothers. Donny was in my
               year, but I never saw him in school, only on the streets. He ran with the sports kids, so my cousin Boom-Boom was part of
               his life, but he also hung out with the guys who boosted booze from delivery trucks to help out the local bars. In exchange
               they got a few bucks and free cigarettes.
            

            
            The cops picked Donny up a couple of times, until he got more skilled at avoiding capture. On at least one occasion, Sonia
               stomped to the station and stared down the desk sergeant.
            

            
            “Donny was with me. Baby Gregory has croup, it takes two of us to look after him when he’s feverish and coughing like that.”

            
            Except when Sonia was at school herself, baby Gregory was part of her wardrobe. When he grew too heavy for her to carry, he
               held on to the belt loops on her jeans. He was an unhappy baby who cried easily; the howls in the police station brought out
               the watch commander, who let Donny go, even though he knew as well as Sonia that her brother was guilty as charged.
            

            
            Reggie and Stanley, identical twins two years younger than Donny, flew below the radar. Boom-Boom used to say they were running a gambling game that moved around in the dark, but no one ever proved anything. However, when they graduated from high school, they had saved enough pocket money to pay for college. 

            
            Mrs. Litvak was a massively fat woman who spent her days in front of the television with a cup that she refilled frequently
               from an unplugged coffeepot in the corner of the kitchen. It infuriated my mother that she never seemed to stir whenever any
               of the boys got into trouble.
            

            
            Mr. Litvak was an engineer at the Ford Assembly Plant on 130th. He had a ferocious temper, and in a neighborhood of small
               houses divided by narrow passageways, we all knew all the fights.
            

            
            Mr. Litvak claimed his wife slept around: You’re lucky I let those damned kids live in my house when not one of them is mine. That’s why Donny keeps getting C’s. Your children have the IQs of monkeys. No, wait, monkeys are smart. Your children have
                  the IQs of hamsters.

            
            Mrs. Litvak wasn’t intimidated, or at least she fought back: her husband was a mama’s boy who couldn’t wipe his own ass if
               his mother wasn’t there to do it. And so on.
            

            
            The children dressed in odd mismatched clothes. A rich aunt in New York sent Sonia her daughter’s castoffs, but they were
               two or three sizes too small, and so the girl went to school in her mother’s clothes, clumsily cut down to fit her. Once a
               year, for the Jewish New Year, Mr. Litvak marched the children to services, the older boys looking like clowns in their father’s
               sports jackets, Sonia looking like a middle-aged woman in her mother’s ill-fitting dress.
            

            
            Kids like the Litvaks would normally be the butt of taunts and assaults, but Donny and Sonia seemed to have some kind of force field around them—it repelled attack, but it also repelled any overture of friendship. Sonia’s basilisk stare dried up words in the biggest bully’s mouth. 

            
            My mother either didn’t sense the force field, or figured she could penetrate it. She knew what it was like to be an outsider
               and an outcast; she thought all Sonia needed was an adult to show her some kindness.
            

            
            Each fall, when school started, Gabriella commissioned a new dress for me from Signora Rapellini, who made the few elegant
               outfits Gabriella herself owned. My mother had a good eye for color and fit; one September, she asked Signora Rapellini to
               make something for the Litvak girl at the same time.
            

            
            When we picked up the clothes, I didn’t want to go with Gabriella to the Litvak house. I had a nasty feeling in the pit of
               my stomach about what could go wrong. Sonia answered the door, Gregory on her hip. We could hear the TV in the background
               and Mrs. Litvak’s hoarse demand to know who was at the door. The twins were fighting over something. All the noise drowned
               out Gabriella’s little speech, offering Sonia something to bring luck in the new school year.
            

            
            Sonia looked at Gabriella in astonishment, but when she saw the dress inside the parcel and fingered the fine material, her
               face softened and she muttered a startled thanks. However, while we were at dinner, Mr. Litvak barged into the house. He flung
               the dress—which he’d cut into strips—at my mother.
            

            
            “How dare you come into my house and act as if I can’t look after my own children? We don’t need your pity, your charity,
               your saintly good deeds. Come near my family again and I’ll have the law on you.”
            

            
            My father, the most peaceable man on earth, was on his feet, moving Litvak back to the door. “If you ever threaten my wife again, I will arrest you myself. You don’t deserve a family. You’re the only man in the neighborhood who isn’t at your son’s baseball games, isn’t listening to your daughter’s piano recitals. Not that she has any, because she’s looking after your children and your home. Go away and don’t come back until you’ve taken on adult responsibility for your family.” 

            
            It was as if someone had stuck a pin into Mr. Litvak. All the air oozed out of him. He left without another word.

            
            That was the last time I actually saw a member of the family up close: after that, Sonia and her brothers would cross the
               street when they saw me, making ostentatious retching noises. And then the day came when Sonia showed up in my office.
            

            
         
         
            4

            Before visiting Gregory at County, I had gone to see Sergeant Pizzello. She’d been transferred to the Eighth District, which
               included the section of south Pulaski where the Roccamena warehouse stood. She’d handled Gregory’s interrogation when they
               picked him up.
            

            
            “Was he on the run? How did you find him?”

            
            “Solid police work, Warshawski. We knocked on the door of the crappy little hellhole he lives in. He was drinking bourbon
               and eating chicken wings. In his underwear. At five in the morning.”
            

            
            “I missed the latest set of new felonies out of the legislature. Is it the hour, the underwear, or wings with bourbon that made him a suspect?” 

            
            “You trying for Second City? Your act needs polish. When a guy with a grudge is awake at five a.m., and his place of employment was turned into a shambles an hour earlier, it raises questions. The shortest way to point B
               is from—”
            

            
            “The right starting place,” I interrupted. “Did he have glass on him? From what I read about the damage, there must have been
               glass dust in his hair and face—you couldn’t keep it off you.”
            

            
            “The humble police sergeant thanks the superior intellect of the private investigator. Litvak was naked except for his Y-fronts.
               Any clothes that would have carried glass into the apartment he’d ditched before he came home.”
            

            
            “You find them?”

            
            She shook her head regretfully. “Still, doesn’t mean anything. It’s a big city, and there are a lot of places you can get
               rid of incriminating evidence.”
            

            
            “Any witnesses report a heavy-set white man wandering around naked at five a.m.?”
            

            
            She pressed her lips together and looked away.

            
            “Eugene Horvath,” I said. “It sounds like a hideous death, buried under a mound of broken bottles.”

            
            “It was.” She clicked on her keyboard and turned the screen around to show me the crime scene photos.

            
            I sucked in a breath when I saw the destruction at the warehouse: twenty-foot-high shelves had been toppled on top of each
               other. Thousands of bottles had crashed as the shelves went down. Broken glass lay hip deep in some places.
            

            
            Pizzello also showed me copies of half a dozen stills from the internal security cameras. They showed the forklift at the head of an aisle. The teeth were under a set of shelves in one frame. In the next the shelves had jackknifed at a crazy angle, as if a tank had crashed into them. The other stills showed piles of broken glass and pools of alcohol. The forklift had clearly been driven by an experienced handler. 

            
            “Why we picked up Litvak. Someone knew that warehouse inside and out. They were skilled with a forklift. Litvak’s prints were
               all over the forklift.”
            

            
            “Anyone else’s?” I asked.

            
            She bit her lower lip, a kind of “tell” with her that she was on thin ice. “Some of the other operators.”

            
            I made a show of entering her answer into my tablet. “How long did this mayhem go on? Don’t they have an alarm system?”

            
            “Disabled. Which also points to Litvak. He says he never knew the codes on the door or on the internal alarms, but after eighteen years—you’d have to be a total zombie not
               to pick up that stuff.”
            

            
            If it had been Donny, yes, but Gregory seemed too listless and depressed to spy on someone typing in an alarm code.

            
            “Who called the cops?” I asked.

            
            “Litvak lost his head—left through the loading bays. They have bar locks that you can slide open from the inside, but if you
               do, that triggers the alarm system. We had a patrol there in fifteen minutes, but he’d taken off.”
            

            
            I made another note.

            
            “What about the dead man? How did he end up in the warehouse during the rampage?”

            
            “That’s a mystery.” Pizzello bared her teeth in a hideous parody of a grin. “Something for the suave sleuth. We don’t know. His wife says he had a dinner meeting, but she doesn’t know who with. His phone has disappeared and his desktop calendar was wiped clean. We don’t know if he was lured to the warehouse, or if he went in to check on something—the wife says he worked odd hours sometimes, especially at tax season—or if he drove past and saw lights blazing and went in to investigate.” 

            
            “The suave sleuth thinks time of death could narrow that down.”

            
            Pizzello brought up photos of Horvath’s body. He looked as though he’d been through a cattle stampede, the skin flailed from
               most of his body, left ear dangling from the skull.
            

            
            “I get it,” I said, my voice thick with nausea. “Hard to pin down. I assume that applies to the cause of death, too.”

            
            “What do you mean?” She stared. “You imagining some kind of superhero able to withstand a ton of glass coming down on your
               head?”
            

            
            “I’m wondering if the murder was the sideshow or the main attraction. Maybe he was killed by the ton of glass, but maybe it
               was an altercation that got out of hand and was covered by a ton of glass. Or a bullet, covered ditto, or if he was even alive
               when he came into the warehouse.”
            

            
            She digested those possibilities in silence, but said, “Whether it was a sideshow or main attraction, Litvak is still in the
               frame.”
            

            
            “Then it will be my job to paint a new canvas.” I left on that grandiose line and went to County, where I met with Gregory.

            
            By the time I’d finished interviewing him, I was sure of two things: he wouldn’t survive a month in the jail, and he hadn’t
               killed Horvath or even destroyed the Roccamena warehouse.
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            Nick Vishnikov, Cook County’s deputy chief medical examiner, was a fracquaintance: somewhere between friend and business contact.
               He’d personally conducted Eugene Horvath’s autopsy. They’d x-rayed the body: it didn’t hold any extraneous metal; he had a
               plate in his left elbow and quite a few dental crowns, but no bullets.
            

            
            “He ate his last meal about two hours before he died. Find out what time he ate and you’ll know what time he was killed. Beyond
               that—was he dead before being mangled by glass and a warehouse tractor? No way of knowing. Not even Abby Sciuto or Ducky could
               tell you.”
            

            
            I had already exchanged emails with Gregory’s harried public defender, getting his permission to be signed on as part of Gregory’s
               legal team. That had allowed me access to him in prison, as well as to the state’s case. Now I told the PD I thought we could
               raise significant doubts about the murder, along with the warehouse destruction; I thought it worthwhile to apply for a new
               bail hearing.
            

            
            The PD, an anxious young man named Colin Vilot, was reluctant, mostly because he was juggling 123 cases, but he finally agreed
               to set up a hearing if I promised to put everything he should say into writing, complete with bullet points.
            

            
            The new hearing was set for a week away. In the meantime, it could be worthwhile to look at Roccamena’s finances. Sonia had said maybe the Roccamenas had destroyed the warehouse themselves to collect the insurance—a not uncommon strategy for a business with cash flow problems, but one that usually involves arson. 

            
            Colin Vilot refused to subpoena the Roccamena financial records. He had about three minutes for me to explain why that would
               help: if we could show dubious finances, we could raise additional doubts about Gregory’s involvement.
            

            
            “You want to take over his defense? Be my guest. I can’t handle the cases I’ve got, anyway,” he finally exploded.

            
            I hastily demurred, mended my fences. I hadn’t been a litigator for two decades—even a harassed PD could outmaneuver me. Anyway,
               Roccamena would fight a subpoena, we’d be in court a dozen times or more, and the clock would keep ticking on Gregory.
            

            
            Instead, I went to Roccamena’s offices. They were a big outfit—besides the central warehouse where Gregory had worked, they
               had satellites around the city perimeter, and had recently expanded to Milwaukee and Peoria. Their offices were inside their
               main depot, in the maze of half streets and warehouses south of Midway Airport. I often get lost there. This time I drove
               in circles around a multiplex and a few big-box outlets before realizing that Roccamena occupied all of a spur of Eighty-Seventh
               Place.
            

            
            A foreman blocked my passage at the main entrance. When I explained I was a lawyer working for Gregory Litvak, he unbent slightly:
               Gregory had been an odd duck, a loner, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly. If he had killed Horvath, it was an accident, no way should
               he be arrested for murder. The foreman called inside, and in a few minutes a man in coveralls and a hard hat came out to escort
               me to the office.
            

            
            My escort took me around the side of the building to an exterior iron staircase that led to the offices. The door at the top opened from the inside only. My escort kept a finger on a buzzer until someone let us in. Once inside, I saw there was a camera and a monitor that overlooked the stairwell. 

            
            The offices occupied space built above the truck bays. They’d been pretty well soundproofed, but they still shook as the semis
               pulled in and dropped their loads.
            

            
            As Harry Truman sort of said, if a detective wants a friend, she should get a dog. Fortunately I had two at home, because
               my welcome was somewhere between glacial and frigid. The HR director wouldn’t tell me why Gregory had been fired.
            

            
            “State secret?” I suggested. “Altering wine labels to send coded messages to Putin? Or was he spending too much time playing
               games on his phone?”
            

            
            The HR director said that she couldn’t talk to Gregory’s lawyer, since his dismissal was a legal matter.

            
            “Is he suing for wrongful dismissal?” I was startled—neither Gregory nor Sonia had told me this.

            
            “No, no.” She was impatient. “You must know—he’s being tried for murder.”

            
            “No, we don’t know that, Ms.”—I squinted at the name plate buried behind some computer manuals—“Forde. He’s a long way from
               being tried. There are a lot of holes in the state’s case, and I am finding out more every half hour I’m on the job. So let’s
               go back to why he was fired. Was he fiddling with the company’s finances?”
            

            
            Unless Gregory was the best actor since Humphrey Bogart, I couldn’t picture him doing something that active. I only said it to try to force Ms. Forde into blurting out an indiscretion, so I was surprised when she looked frightened. Eyes wide, looking nervously to her office door, she said, “Of course not. What a ridiculous idea, a loser who moved boxes around knowing how to break into our computers.” 

            
            The words were scornful, but the tone was quavery.

            
            “Had Eugene Horvath discovered something wrong with the company’s books?” I asked.

            
            “I’m just the HR secretary. You need to talk to Mr. Roccamena.” She tapped a couple of digits on her phone. “Ellie? It’s Carmen
               in HR. One of Gregory Litvak’s lawyers is here, and she’s asking about the pension fund. Can Harvey talk to her?”
            

            
            A few minutes later, a tall man with thick gray hair and a deeply lined face joined us. “Harvey Roccamena. You the lawyer?
               We aren’t discussing why we terminated Litvak. Just be assured it was for cause.”
            

            
            “The pension fund?” I said. “How did he have access to that?”

            
            The crags between the creases in his cheeks turned burgundy. He waited a fraction of a second too long before saying, “Who
               knows what a punk can figure out.”
            

            
            “So there is something wrong with the pension fund?”

            
            The burgundy deepened to cabernet. “We run a liquor business, not a fishing company. Off you go, counselor.”

            
            Off I went. On my way back to my car, I passed the loading dock where trucks hauling California wines, Europeans, South Americans,
               liquors, liqueurs, mixers, beers, were lined up to water the Roccamena empire.
            

            
            Every bay at the loading dock had a semi backed up to it. I hoisted myself up onto the lip of the dock. Forklifts were beetling from the semis into the warehouse, stacked with high loads of crates. So much booze made me feel unwell. Made me wonder what it meant for the son of a determined alcoholic like Karen Litvak to work in the liquor business. Pizzello had said they’d found Gregory in his Y-fronts drinking bourbon. Maybe he’d been fired for siphoning off the inventory. 

            
            At each bay, a couple stood with a clipboard, ticking off the load. One from the truck, one from the warehouse. When they’d
               agreed on the delivery, the Roccamena employee signed the bill of lading and the trucker took off. The insurers must have
               come through quickly for the restocking to be happening at this pace.
            

            
            I went back to my car for the hard hat I keep in the trunk and wandered into the interior of the building. In the press of
               activity, no one had time to notice me.
            

            
            New floor-to-ceiling shelves had been bolted into place, new signage hung above the ends of the aisles. Men were on catwalks
               high above the aisles, shifting crates from the lifts to the shelves. It was like watching a futuristic horror movie, maybe
               Metropolis, where people are enslaved to machines and the machines know the human addictions.
            

            
            I slipped among the tractors, wondering which one had done last week’s damage, looking for someone taking a break. I came
               to a side door, propped open, and found what I needed—a trio of smokers. When I joined them, they moved closer together, solidarity
               against an outsider.
            

            
            “That’s a zoo.” I jerked my head toward the open door.

            
            One of them stubbed out his cigarette against his boot heel. The other two took that as a signal that the break was over.
               Before they disappeared into the building, I said, “I’m Gregory Litvak’s lawyer. One of the team, anyway.”
            

            
            “Don’t know a Litvak,” the stubber said.

            
            I spoke to the parking lot on his left. “If Gregory didn’t do all that damage and didn’t kill Horvath, who did? He seems depressed and lethargic to me. Maybe that’s just from being at County, but it’s hard to picture him doing all the planning it took to destroy the inventory here.” 

            
            The stubber paused.

            
            “He needed to figure out the door code, needed to make sure his face didn’t show up on the security cameras. Needed to get
               Horvath into the warehouse in the middle of the night.”
            

            
            “You saying he’s not guilty?”

            
            “I’m saying the proof isn’t there. It’s sketchy, it’s circumstantial. I’d love to know why they fired Gregory. Was he stealing?
               Drinking on the job? I’d also love to know how Eugene Horvath happened to be in the warehouse that night. And I’d like to
               know if there’s a problem with the pension fund. Harvey Roccamena didn’t want to talk about it.”
            

            
            The three men exchanged glances, nodded to one another.

            
            “Litvak. You’re right about him. He did a hard day’s work most of his damned life here. Not a sociable guy. Never went out
               for a beer or whatever at the end of his shift. You think when you first meet him he’s a snob, then you realize he’s scared
               twenty-four seven, afraid we’ll pick on him, whatever. Two years ago they brought in a new floor manager, couldn’t leave the
               guy alone. Twenty years, your pension is fully vested. They went after vulnerable targets, forced ’em to quit, and most of
               them did, but Litvak, what was he going to do? He didn’t have a life, far as I could tell. But it got to him. He started missing
               shifts. Not a lot, but every month, there’d be a day, sometimes two. So they sort of had cause.
            

            
            “Horvath, who knows why he ever did anything he did. He was tight with Walker. Clarence Walker, the new floor manager. Speaking of which, I need a full paycheck this week. We were off for four days while they cleaned out the mess and put up new shelves.” 

            
            I handed them my business card and trailed after them into the warehouse. At the far end of the floor, an interior staircase
               also led to the offices I’d just visited. A few plate glass windows were cut into the wall so that management could look down
               on the operation, but security cameras were also plentiful: they were mounted at every aisle as well as in the corners. Roccamena
               had an inventory that people wanted. A determined filcher could lift a few bottles along the way, but it would be hard to
               lift a whole case.
            

            
            I stood in the Nebbiolo aisle. After studying the cartons for a few minutes, I pulled one toward me and started to undo the
               staples holding it shut. It took about ninety seconds for a forty-something man in a hard hat and shirtsleeves to appear,
               shouting at me.
            

            
            “Get the fuck away from that shelf. Who the fuck are you and what are you doing in a restricted zone?”

            
            “You Clarence Walker?” I said. “I’m checking your security system. Do you know how easy it was for me to get into this warehouse?
               Is anyone monitoring your cameras, or are they only for decoration? Your insurance carrier is going to have a bucket of questions
               about whether you were negligent, and whether they should force you to return your claim check. You say the perpetrator of
               the damage hid from the cameras, but someone should have seen a feed of what he was doing.”
            

            
            Walker opened and shut his mouth a few times, like a beached carp. Finally he said, “Litvak knew the security code to get into the building. If he’d broken in, the alarm would have gone off on my phone, but people come in in the night sometimes. Horvath did, to catch up on his paperwork. Mr. Roccamena likes to call his Italian suppliers at three a.m. when no one’s around. If someone’s here on legitimate business, the alarms don’t go off.”
            

            
            “You were tight with Horvath, right? Did he come here that night to catch up on his paperwork? Were your security cameras
               even functioning so that we can see whether he arrived or not?”
            

            
            “Are you with the police?” Walker demanded, recovering his balance. “Let me see some ID.”

            
            “I’m not with the police. I’m an investigator who works with insurance companies. When people wreak havoc at their businesses
               to collect insurance, the companies I represent become very cranky. They unleash their massive array of lawyers and do ugly
               things to companies. If you can’t let me see the full security footage for that night, then that will affect the report I
               write.”
            

            
            “Klondike was satisfied. Which makes me think you’re a scam artist yourself. Let me see some ID.”

            
            “Klondike.” I rolled the name on my tongue like a bad vintage. “They’re your insurance agency, they’re not the company that
               underwrote the policy.”
            

            
            I walked away, out past the loading bays, where the forklifts were still racing back and forth. The cigarette stubber gave
               me a half wave.
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            “Don’t try spinning me a line, Donny. I’ve been watching you cheat at marbles since we were six.”

            
            I had called Sonia, demanding to talk to Donny. She’d arrived forty minutes later, her brother in tow. Donny claimed to know nothing about Klondike’s client list, especially Roccamena Liquor Wholesalers, Inc. And no way had he gotten Gregory his job there. 

            
            “Besides, that was eighteen years ago. Even if someone did put a little pressure on Roccamena, they’d have fired Gregory if
               he wasn’t up to the job. Just like they fired him two weeks ago.”
            

            
            “The damage to the warehouse was what—ten days ago? Two weeks? Roccamena is back up and running. Did Klondike get the carrier
               to cut a check, or did they advance money to Roccamena? No way would suppliers provide as much inventory as I saw unloaded
               today because they love Harvey Roccamena.”
            

            
            That’s when Donny said he was just the Klondike handyman; he didn’t know anything about their client base or who paid claims
               to whom. When I said I couldn’t keep working for Sonia if he didn’t tell me a few truths, he said that Klondike had gotten
               Ajax Insurance, who underwrote the Roccamena policies, to give them a bridge loan until the claim was settled.
            

            
            This is common in the industry: an important account could get a favorable interest rate on a short-term loan to tide them
               over a bad patch. In this case, since the claim was almost certain to be paid, Ajax had demanded the most nominal possible
               interest.
            

            
            “Gregory says you’ve promised him an alibi,” I said to Donny. “We’re trying to get his bail reduced, so letting the judge
               know he’s got a believable alibi will make a big difference.”
            

            
            Donny cracked his knuckles. “You come up with evidence showing someone else had a bigger interest in offing Horvath. If you
               can’t, I’ll see about the alibi.”
            

            
            “You’ll ‘see’ about it? Crap, Donny. Does that mean you don’t have one but you’ll manufacture it?”
            

            
            “It means the alibi would embarrass some people, so I’d rather not have to use it.”

            
            “You’d let Gregory rot?” Sonia exclaimed.

            
            “Sonny, Sonny.” Donny patted her broad shoulders. “You know I wouldn’t. Remember the time the cops arrested me but Stan told
               the cops it was him and Reggie said it couldn’t be because Stan was with you; it was really him? We all look after each other,
               even Stanley, down there in Sedona communing with interplanetary forces. Even Reggie, snotty little capitalist that he is.
               We won’t let Gregory down.”
            

            
            Sonia gave a reluctant smile. “Then Reggie will come up with the bail money?”

            
            “Probably not,” Donny said, “but I’m working on him.”

            
            “Tell me about Eugene Horvath,” I said. “Why was he so despicable?”

            
            Donny spread his hands. “I didn’t know the guy. He’s the one who—oh. You think if Gregory didn’t murder him, I did? I did
               not kill him. He was a jerk and I’m not crying over him, but he has ten thousand clones on the South Side. I know Roccamena
               will find just as big an asshole, if not bigger, to take his place. Gregory didn’t kill him, either. Nor did Sonia or Reggie
               or even Saint Stanley.”
            

            
            “I want to see the security tapes for that night. Not just the stills that the cops have, the whole footage for the whole
               evening.”
            

            
            “Can’t help you,” Donny said.

            
            “Give me the code to the warehouse and I’ll find them myself.”

            
            “How would I know the code?”

            
            I shook my head. “Maybe Klondike has it in their client database. Or you have a friend at the alarm company. They’ve probably changed it since the bust-up, but I have enormous faith in your ability to weasel it out of any file or hiding place where the numbers are buried.” 

            
            Donny’s shoulders went back, preening. He corrected the move at once: no one was supposed to notice that he could be flattered.
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            Melanie Horvath bore her grief quietly, in the middle of a very quiet subdivision on the outer reaches of Chicago’s exurbia.
               We don’t dress for mourning anymore; she greeted me in skinny jeans covered by a man’s white shirt.
            

            
            She took me to a sunroom at the back of the house, which overlooked a flower garden. Beyond it a field stretched away into
               the hills.
            

            
            “I didn’t want to see his body, not when the police described it to me, but then it showed up on social media. A kind neighbor
               thought I should look at it. Will I ever get that image out of my head?”
            

            
            It was a rhetorical question, but I assured her it would fade in time. “If the picture comes to you, try to think at that
               moment of a time when he was laughing or intent on a project. Some people find that helpful.”
            

            
            I apologized again for disturbing her but explained that there were ongoing questions about the murder—in particular, what
               time her husband went to the warehouse.
            

            
            “The crew on the floor say he was often there in the middle of the night, that he liked to work on accounts undisturbed. It
               seems as though he could be pretty peaceful here.”
            

            
            She smiled, a small bleak smile. “I worried at first that he was using that as an excuse for an affair. I worried so much that I followed him several times, but, in fact, he’d go into the warehouse and leave after a few hours. I never saw anyone else there, except sometimes Harvey Roccamena.” 

            
            A trio of horses appeared at the fence behind her garden. Horvath saw me looking at them.

            
            “My hobby. My lifesaver now: you cannot leave animals unattended. They force me to get dressed and go outside.”

            
            I made a sympathetic noise, but I wondered about the income that supported three horses, a house that might include five thousand
               square feet, and the BMW I’d parked next to in the driveway.
            

            
            We continued a desultory chat. She had last seen her husband when he left for work the morning he died. “He told me he had
               a dinner date and that he would probably be late. I finally went to bed at midnight. The police woke me at six with the news.”
            

            
            Her voice was steady with an effort; the tendons in her neck stood out and she twisted the ruby on her right hand until the
               prongs caught on a knuckle and made her bleed.
            

            
            I asked if she could look up her husband’s credit card on the chance he had paid for dinner. She did so, but he hadn’t charged
               anything to his personal cards that day. She didn’t have access to his corporate cards.
            

            
            “I hope your coworkers or your neighbors are looking after you,” I said as I left.

            
            “My coworkers. Yes, it would be good if I had a job, something besides the horses to get me out of bed in the mornings. I’ll
               think about that.”
            

            
            When I got back to my office I found a message under the door: parking lot across from warehouse midnight. It was in the rough handwriting of someone who seldom wrote; I took for granted it was from Donny Litvak. 
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            At midnight, most of the massive warehouses and plants were down to skeleton crews. The parking lots were nearly empty. I
               left the Mustang near a twenty-four-hour diner so it wouldn’t stand out and provide a target for the knots of teens who swarmed
               and evaporated through the area.
            

            
            The Roccamena warehouse was about half a mile away, across a vast stretch of asphalt. The empty lot unnerved me. I walked
               along the perimeter, keeping away from the circles of light the streetlamps created, but close enough to the road I could
               sprint from danger if I had to.
            

            
            When I got to the lot entrance, facing Roccamena, I squatted on the pavement. I was wearing a black cap, loose black clothes,
               running shoes with the white trim painted black.
            

            
            A few semis were still huffing in the loading bays, a few cars still parked nearby. It was one before the last truck drove
               off, the last worker jumped down from the dock lip and into his car. One SUV remained, a late-model Lincoln. After another
               twenty minutes, Harvey Roccamena himself came through a side door, typed the code into the pad next to it, and took off in
               the Navigator.
            

            
            After its taillights vanished, two figures walked down the road toward me. They were both bulky, broad shouldered, but I waited for them to get near before I got to my feet. When they reached the entrance to the lot, I could hear one say, “She’d damned well better be here, after you dragged me into Gregory’s mess.” 

            
            “Present and accounted for,” I said softly, from my shadow.

            
            “Fuck, Warshawski!” Donny swore. “You fucking gave me a heart attack.”

            
            “Wanted to make sure this wasn’t a setup,” I said. “Is this Reggie?”

            
            The second man grunted. “Yeah. Donny can’t handle technology. Has to come to little brother. Slobbering and groveling.”

            
            “You could have come up with the bail money,” Donny said.

            
            “I could not come up with two hundred thousand in cash. Stop playing on that string, Donny, or I’ll head back to Elgin. In
               fact, I’d like to be there right now instead of running the risk of arrest with you. And what kind of lawyer did you grow
               up to be, Warshawski, breaking into warehouses in the dead of night? You could be disbarred if you’re caught.”
            

            
            “Then we’d better not get caught,” I said. “And the easiest way to avoid that is to stop arguing on a public street where
               no one else is loitering. I saw both Chicago and Bedford cruisers roaming through the lot while I was waiting.”
            

            
            I took gloves from my pocket. I offered some to the brothers, but they’d brought their own. I put on mine and followed the
               pair across the road to the warehouse. Despite their bulk, the Litvaks moved quickly. At the side door where Roccamena had
               exited, we flattened ourselves against the wall while Donny stuck up an arm to put a piece of chewing gum over the camera
               eye. Reggie held his camera lens over the keypad. Whatever app he’d installed communed with the keypad’s brain; in another
               minute a light flashed green, and we were inside.
            

            
            The warehouse had security lights in the ceiling tiles. Their glow was just bright enough that we could see the crates and ladders cluttering the aisles. 

            
            Donny knew what arcs the security cameras traced. Reggie and I followed his lead, getting down on the floor and sliding, snakelike,
               between the edges of the camera ranges. We were all out of breath, holding back adolescent giggles, when we reached the door
               that led to the warehouse offices.
            

            
            Reggie once again held his phone to the keypad. On the other side of the door, we tiptoed up a metal stairwell to a small
               room that overlooked the warehouse floor. Here were the computer monitors, showing the cameras at work. I watched as they
               tracked the shelves, checking for pilfering, but not sweeping low enough to have seen us on the floor. A big monitor with
               a keyboard in front was connected to the company’s main computer.
            

            
            This room didn’t have any windows to show a light to the outside; we turned on the desk lamps.

            
            “Okay, nerd, work your magic,” Donny said to Reggie.

            
            “Right, punk. Go beat someone up and don’t bother me.”

            
            Reggie settled himself at the monitor, removing his gloves to make it easier to type. Donny entertained himself by going through
               the drawers in the small desk. I stood behind Reggie, watching the screen.
            

            
            It took him about twenty minutes to get into the system and to find his way around the files. I watched, impressed, as he
               found the reports from the night Horvath was killed.
            

            
            Action began at 2:32 a.m. It showed a forklift emerging from the back of the warehouse, from the area around the loading bay. It was impossible to see the driver but easy to follow the action: Godzilla going through New York City, picking up high shelving and toppling it. 

            
            At one point, the driver stuck his torso out at right angles to the machine and waved at the cameras. He was masked, wearing
               work gloves. You couldn’t see who it was, but if the state was basing Gregory’s arrest on his prints on the machine, this
               frame showed he didn’t leave them that night.
            

            
            A few minutes after that, the machine started down aisle ninety-seven. We saw the driver pick up a shelf, try to resettle
               it, and back away as it crashed in front of him. He maneuvered through the wreckage and disappeared into the service bays.
            

            
            “Poor bastard—must have seen Horvath’s body,” Donny said.

            
            I swerved to look at him. “How do you know that, Donny?”

            
            He met my gaze with a limpid smile. “Police report; dude was found in aisle ninety-seven. Must have been a hell of a shock
               to see a body on the floor.”
            

            
            “Right.” My voice was as dry as glass dust. “As you pointed out, Gregory’s alibi could embarrass someone.”

            
            I waited another minute, but he wasn’t going to say anything else; I turned back to the monitor.

            
            The program only played camera activity if something triggered their motion detectors. A clock at the top of the screen reported
               how many minutes they idled between reports. Twelve minutes had passed before the warehouse was filled with cops.
            

            
            Roccamena appeared, talking to whoever was leading the patrol unit.

            
            “Back that up,” I told Reggie. “Where did he come from?”

            
            He backed up the video, but Roccamena seemed to appear from nowhere.

            
            “You can’t get inside the offices from the outside staircase, so he had to still be in the building,” I said. “If he’d come in through the side entrance or the bays, he’d be on camera four or seventeen. Go back to the start of the night. When did the last person leave the building?” 

            
            Reggie found someone bolting the last of the loading bays at 11:00 p.m. He left through the side door, shutting off the lights on his way out. After that, nothing triggered the sensors until 11:30,
               when a man came in through the side door. The cameras went black.
            

            
            Reggie went through all his file-revival tricks, but the cameras hadn’t found anything until 2:32, when the forklift appeared
               from the loading bays.
            

            
            “Was that Horvath? Can we look at him again?”

            
            Reggie went back to 11:30 and froze the frame. None of us knew Horvath by sight, but his picture had been all over the news
               immediately after the murder.
            

            
            “Send all these files to me, will you?” I said to Reggie. “We need these pictures if we end up going to court. Of course,
               the real driver of the forklift may step forward.”
            

            
            “I wouldn’t count on it,” Donny said. “He’d be afraid of being framed for the murder.”

            
            “Maybe he’ll grow a conscience,” Reggie growled.

            
            “Maybe his overgrown conscience led him to the warehouse that night,” Donny growled back.

            
            “We’ll turn the alibi holder over to Sonia in the morning,” I said. “Right now, I want to make sure we have our own copy of
               the camera footage. And then get out before someone finds us in here.”
            

            
            “Sonia,” Donny said in a strangled voice.

            
            “Your sister is my client. She needs to know about Gregory’s alibi.” I grinned in a friendly way.

            
            Reggie muttered curses at Roccamena’s IT administrator—he couldn’t find file compression software. “They’ve got 7-Zip now
               and they’d better thank me for it.”
            

            
            He closed the files he’d opened, used an alcohol pad to wipe off the keyboard, and followed Donny out the door. I was behind
               them when I realized Donny had left one of the drawers he’d been fiddling with open.
            

            
            When I couldn’t get it to shut all the way, I squatted and saw a sheaf of crumpled paper had slid between the back of the
               drawer and the desk wall behind it. I eased the pages out. It was a printout of financial data, as far as I could tell—most
               of the paper was so crusted in dried blood I couldn’t read it.
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            I was between the stairs to the office and the side door when I saw the flashlight dancing across the floor.

            
            “I know you’re in there. I have a gun and I’m prepared to use it,” a deep voice cried.

            
            “And I have the blood-covered report on your pension fund. Which I am prepared to use,” I called back.

            
            I’d stood in the office too long, trying to read through the dried blood. I’d finally seen that this was a printout of the
               Roccamena pension fund activity for the past six years. Names that I couldn’t decipher were highlighted.
            

            
            I’d heard the side door shut behind Donny and Reggie; Donny texted me to hurry it up, they wouldn’t wait forever. I stuck the report into an envelope and left the office—about five minutes too late. 

            
            Harvey Roccamena charged around the corner of aisle 114, gun out. I hit the floor, rolled up against the shelf. He lifted
               his hand to fire and I swept all the bottles from the bottom shelf into his path. He sidestepped and his shot went wide, shattering
               the whiskey behind me.
            

            
            I scrambled to my feet and flung a bottle at him. It went high, flying over his head to shatter against the shelf behind him.
               I threw again as he fired. My fourth bottle hit his shoulder and he dropped the gun. He scrabbled for it as I tried to kick
               it. My toe slammed into his hand, but he held on to the gun and pointed it at my head.
            

            
            I twisted around, swung my left foot into his gut. Dropped to the floor as he fired, grabbed his leg, upended him into the
               broken glass.
            

            
            The gunshots were so deafening that I didn’t hear the forklift engine until it was almost on us. Donny was screaming at me.
               I jumped onto the forks and clung to the mast as the lift made a tight circle and trundled to the loading bays.
            

            
            One of the doors was open, waiting. We jumped from the machine and ran. Roccamena stood in the doorway shooting at us.
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            “They should never have fired Gregory,” Donny said.

            
            “So you decided to destroy Roccamena’s inventory in revenge?” I said.

            
            “Of course not.” That was Sonia. “Donny was with me that night. I needed help filling out my tax return.”

            
            “And Donny, tax whiz that he is, was just the man for the job,” I agreed politely. “Reggie would have been a better choice,
               but he was with Donny at the warehouse, using his snazzy app to undo the keypads at Roccamena’s.”
            

            
            “I most certainly was not,” Reggie huffed. “I was right here at home with Cassie, wasn’t I, darling? Our home security photos
               prove it.”
            

            
            He showed me the date-and-time-stamped pictures on his monitor, Cassie working on a quilt in the family room, him at his desk,
               doing something on his computer. Their two sons were playing a video game.
            

            
            “You do remember that I grew up with you, I hope. I remember when you and Stanley worked a racket with the numbers runners
               outside U.S. Steel. That guy, what was his name? Lime Pit or something—he ratted you to the cops, and each of you claimed
               it was the other until Sonia stepped in and said you’d both been with her.”
            

            
            “So?” Reggie said. He sounded blasé, but his shoulders were tense.

            
            “So I learned the only way to tell you apart was Stanley’s birthmark on his left temple.” It was tiny, barely the size of
               a sunflower seed, but visible in the security photo.
            

            
            “Stanley drove straight through from Sedona, stayed here with Cassie, and drove home.”

            
            “You can’t prove that,” Sonia cried.

            
            “I can’t prove the driving part,” I agreed, “but the birthmark is there. Anyway, the SA had to release Gregory. The documents I pulled from Roccamena’s desk were Harvey’s printout showing how Horvath had been defrauding the pension fund. 

            
            “Horvath created phantom employees. He was sending their benefits to a bank in Saint Kitts. Roccamena finally figured that
               out—he had a forensic accountant audit the books. He confronted Horvath, killed him, and left him on the warehouse floor.
               When Donny came in an hour later and started knocking over the inventory, it was gravy. No way to prove how Horvath died or
               who killed him, but Roccamena and Harvey must have fought—blood from both was on the report. It was good enough for the cops.
               They figured Roccamena did the damage to the warehouse himself to cover the crime.”
            

            
            “So Sonia and Donny saved me again.” That was Gregory. He looked better in jeans and a T-shirt than he had in the jail, but
               he was still slouched in his chair, looking at the floor. “I’m such a fuckup.”
            

            
            Sonia went over to him and put an arm around his neck. “You’re not a fuckup, Gregory. You just need a little extra support.
               That’s what we’re here for.”
            

            
            “What I’d really like to know, Sonia, is why the hell you put me through that song and dance of hiring me, when you Litvaks
               already had the whole story covered.”
            

            
            No one spoke for a long moment until Donny said, “She didn’t know. It was all I could do to talk the clean virtuous twins
               into helping out. Reggie made me promise not to tell Sonia—he didn’t want word getting back to his investors.”
            

            
            “I have a life,” Reggie snapped. “You can’t grow up, Donny. I gave up all that crap when I left South Chicago. It was only when you told me you were going ahead regardless that I got Stanley involved, and he hated it as much as I did. But we needed him here for the time stamp, and so he came, but he sure as hell won’t do it again, and neither will I.” 

            
            “Oh, Reggie,” Sonia said reproachfully. “Your own brother? If he was in danger again I can’t believe you’d let him suffer.”

            
            “Then keep him out of danger.” Reggie scowled.

            
            After another pause, Donny said, “I hear the whole company has shut down. I thought Roccamena’s kids could keep it going.”

            
            “They could if they had the capital,” I said. “Ajax canceled the bridge loan they’d provided while they waited for their adjusters
               to figure out the bottom line on the claim. Roccamena’s is gone, which is sad. They had a wonderful whisky supply.”
            

            
            Donny grinned. “Someone told me you were a whisky drinker. I just happened to have a case of Oban delivered to me. I kept
               a bottle for you. Along with whatever Sonia’s paying you, of course.”
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            I set the bottle of Oban on my dining room table, in between two of the red wineglasses my mother had brought with her from
               Italy all those years ago. Next to them I set my framed photo of my parents, not the formal one—Tony in his dress blues, Gabriella
               in her burnt velvet concert gown—but a snapshot I’d taken with the Brownie camera they’d given me for my tenth birthday. They
               were sitting in plastic garden chairs in our minute garden on South Houston, fingers loosely linked. Tony was watching her,
               his beloved wife, while Gabriella smiled at some private thought.
            

            
            I wondered what my dad would have done with Donny, if he’d have let him off the hook or made the arrest. Would he have seen him as someone protecting his vulnerable brother, or just the punk who never even committed grand enough crimes to qualify for a federal prosecutor? 

            
            “It was the dress, Mama,” I explained to Gabriella. “Why couldn’t Mr. Litvak let Sonia have that one beautiful thing? Maybe
               her life would have moved onto a different track if she’d seen herself as someone special, someone who got to wear that dress.”
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            Although I grew up in rural Kansas and V.I. Warshawski on the South Side of Chicago, I always feel most at home, my freest
               in writing about her, when I mine her memories of her old neighborhood. Three of the stories in this collection are based
               in South Chicago (“Death on the Edge” and “Wildcat” are the other two). This story grew out of my own revenge fantasy over
               a close friend who suffered a wrongful firing. I thought if I was half as good a friend as I wanted to be, I would have wreaked
               havoc on the offending business. Instead, it all came out on the page, and in the Litvak family, who turn dysfunction into
               an art form.
            

            
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Miss Bianca

         
         Abigail made her tour of the cages, adding water to all the drinking bowls. The food was more complicated, because not all
            the mice got the same meal. She was ten years old and this was her first job; she took her responsibilities seriously. She
            read the labels on the cages and carefully measured out feed from the different bags. All the animals had numbers written
            in black ink on their backs; she checked these against the list Bob Pharris had given her with the feeding instructions.
         

         
         “That’s like being a slave,” Abigail said, when Bob showed her how to match the numbers on the mice to the food directives.
            “It’s not fair to call them by numbers instead of by name, and it’s mean to write on their beautiful fur.”
         

         
         Bob just laughed. “It’s the only way we can tell them apart, Abby.”

         
         Abigail hated the name Abby. “That’s because you’re not looking at their faces. They’re all different. I’m going to start
            calling you Number Three because you’re Dr. Kiel’s third student. How would you like that?”
         

         
         “Number Nineteen,” Bob corrected her. “I’m his nineteenth student, but the other sixteen have all gotten their PhDs and moved
            on to glory. Don’t give the mice names, Abby: you’ll get too attached to them and they don’t live very long.”
         

         
         In fact, the next week, when Abigail began feeding the animals on her own, some of the mice had disappeared. Others had been moved into the contamination room, where she wasn’t supposed to go. The mice in there had bad diseases that might kill her if she touched them. Only the graduate students or the professors went in there, wearing gloves and masks. 

         
         Abigail began naming some of the mice under her breath. Her favorite, number 139, she called “Miss Bianca,” after the white
            mouse in the book The Rescuers. Miss Bianca always sat next to the cage door when Abigail appeared, grooming her exquisite whiskers with her little pink
            paws. She would cock her head and stare at Abigail with bright black eyes.
         

         
         In the book, Miss Bianca ran a prisoners’ rescue group, so Abigail felt it was only fair that she should rescue Miss Bianca
            in turn, or at least let her have some time outside the cage. This afternoon, she looked around to make sure no one was watching,
            then scooped Miss Bianca out of her cage and into the pocket of her dress.
         

         
         “You can listen to me practice, Miss Bianca,” Abigail told her. She moved into the alcove behind the cages where the big sinks
            were.
         

         
         Dr. Kiel thought Abigail’s violin added class to the lab, at least that’s what he said to Abigail’s mother, but Abigail’s
            mother said it was hard enough to be a single mom without getting fired in the bargain, so Abigail should practice where she
            wouldn’t disturb the classes in the lecture rooms or annoy the other professors.
         

         
         Abigail had to come to the lab straight from school. She did her homework on a side table near her mother’s desk, and then
            she fed the animals and practiced her violin in the alcove.
         

         
         “Today Miss Abigail Sherwood will play Bach for you,” she announced grandly to Miss Bianca.

         
         She tuned the violin as best she could and began a simplified version of the first sonata for violin. Miss Bianca stuck her head out of the pocket and looked inquiringly at the violin. Abigail wondered what the mouse would do if she put her inside the violin. Miss Bianca could probably squeeze in through the f-hole, but getting her out would be difficult. The thought of Mother’s rage, not to mention Dr. Kiel’s or even Bob Pharris’s, made her decide against it. 

         
         She picked up her bow again but heard voices out by the cages. When she peered out, she saw Bob talking to a stranger, a small
            woman with dark hair.
         

         
         Bob smiled at her. “This is Abby; her mother is Dr. Kiel’s secretary. Abby helps us by feeding the animals.”

         
         “It’s Abigail,” Abigail said primly.

         
         “And one of the mouses, Abigail, she’s living in your—your—” The woman pointed at Miss Bianca.

         
         “Abby, put the mouse back in the cage,” Bob said. “If you play with them, we can’t let you feed them.”

         
         Abigail scowled at the woman and at Bob, but she put Miss Bianca back in her cage. “I’m sorry, Miss Bianca. Mamelouk is watching
            me.”
         

         
         “Mamelouk?” the woman said. “I am thinking your name ‘Bob’?”

         
         Mamelouk the Iron-Tummed was the evil cat who worked for the jailer in The Rescuers, but Abigail didn’t say that, just stared stonily at the woman, who was too stupid to know that the plural of mouse was mice, not “mouses.”
         

         
         “This is Elena,” Bob told Abigail. “She’s Dr. Kiel’s new dishwasher. You can give her a hand, when you’re not practicing your
            violin or learning geometry.”
         

         
         “Is allowed for children working in the lab?” Elena asked. “In my country, government is not allowing children work.”

         
         Abigail’s scowl deepened: Bob had been looking at her homework while she was down here with the mice. “We have slavery in
            America,” she announced. “The mice are slaves, too.”
         

         
         “Abigail, I thought you liked feeding the animals.” Dr. Kiel had come into the animal room without the three of them noticing.

         
         He wore crepe-soled shoes, which let him move soundlessly through the lab. A short stocky man with brown eyes, he could look
            at you with a warmth that made you want to tell him your secrets, but just when you thought you could trust him, he would
            become furious over nothing that Abigail could figure out. She had heard him yelling at Bob Pharris in a way that frightened
            her. Besides, Dr. Kiel was her mother’s boss, which meant she must never ever be saucy to him.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Dr. Kiel,” she said, her face red. “I only was telling Bob I don’t like the mice being branded, they’re all different,
            you can tell them apart by looking.”
         

         
         “You can tell them apart because you like them and know them,” Dr. Kiel said. “The rest of us aren’t as perceptive as you are.”
         

         
         “Dolan,” he added to a man passing in the hall. “Come and meet my new dishwasher—Elena Mirova.”

         
         Dr. Dolan and Dr. Kiel didn’t like each other. Dr. Kiel was always loud and hearty when he talked to Dr. Dolan, trying too
            hard not to show his dislike. Dr. Dolan snooped around the lab, looking for mistakes that Dr. Kiel’s students made. He’d report
            them with a phony jokiness, as if he thought leaving pipettes unwashed in the sink was funny when really it made him angry.
         

         
         Dr. Dolan had a face like a giant baby’s, the nose little and squashed upward, his cheeks round and rosy; when Bob Pharris had taken two beakers out of Dr. Dolan’s lab, he’d come into Dr. Kiel’s lab, saying, “Sorry to hear you broke both your arms, Pharris, and couldn’t wash your own equipment.” 

         
         He came into the animal room now and smiled in a way that made his eyes close into slits. Just like a cat’s. He said hello
            to Elena, but added to Dr. Kiel, “I thought your new girl was starting last week, Nate.”
         

         
         “She arrived a week ago, but she was under the weather; you would never have let me forget it if she’d contaminated your ham
            sandwiches—I mean your petri dishes.”
         

         
         Dr. Dolan scowled, but said to Elena, “The rumors have been flying around the building all day. Is it true you’re from Eastern
            Europe?”
         

         
         Dolan’s voice was soft, forcing everyone to lean toward him if they wanted to hear him. Abigail had trouble understanding
            him, and she saw Elena did, too, but Abigail knew it would be a mistake to try to ask Dr. Dolan to speak more slowly or more
            loudly.
         

         
         Elena’s face was sad. “Is true. I am refugee, from Czechoslovakia.”

         
         “How’d you get here?” Dolan asked.

         
         “Just like your ancestors did, Pat,” Dr. Kiel said. “Yours came steerage in a ship. Elena flew steerage in a plane. We lift
            the lamp beside the golden door for Czechs just as we did for the Irish.”
         

         
         “And for the Russians?” Dolan said. “Isn’t that where your people are from, Nate?”

         
         “The Russians would like to think so,” Kiel said. “It was Poland when my father left.”

         
         “But you speak the lingo, don’t you?” Dolan persisted.

         
         There was a brief silence. Abigail could see the vein in Dr. Kiel’s right temple pulsing. Dolan saw it also and gave a satisfied smirk. 

         
         He turned back to Elena. “How did you end up in Kansas? It’s a long way from Prague to here.”

         
         “I am meeting Dr. Kiel in Bratislava,” Elena said.

         
         “I was there in ’66, you know,” Dr. Kiel said. “Elena’s husband edited the Czech Journal of Virology and Bacteriology and the Soviets didn’t like their editorial policies—the journal decided they would only take articles written in English,
            French, or Czech, not in Russian.”
         

         
         Bob laughed. “Audacious. That took some guts.”

         
         Abigail was memorizing words under her breath to ask her mother over dinner: perceptive, editorial policies, audacious.
         

         
         “Not so good idea. When Russian tanks coming last year, they putting husband in prison,” Elena said.

         
         “Well, welcome aboard,” Dr. Dolan said, holding out his soft white hand to Elena.

         
         She’d been holding her hands close to her side, but when she shook hands Abigail saw a huge bruise on the inside of her arm,
            green, purple, yellow, spreading in a large oval up and down from the elbow.
         

         
         “They beat you before you left?” Dr. Dolan asked.

         
         Elena’s eyes opened wide; Abigail thought she was scared. “Is me, only,” she said, “me being—not know in English.”

         
         “What’s on today’s program?” Dr. Kiel asked Abigail abruptly, pointing at her violin.

         
         “Bach.”

         
         “You need to drop that old stuffed shirt. Beethoven. I keep telling you, start playing those Beethoven sonatas, they’ll bring you to life.” He ruffled her hair. “I think I saw your mother putting the cover over her typewriter when I came down.” 

         
         That meant Abigail was supposed to leave. She looked at Miss Bianca, who was hiding in the shavings at the back of her cage.
            It’s good you’re afraid, Abigail told her silently. Don’t let them catch you, they’ll hurt you or make you sick with a bad disease.
         

         
          

         Rhonda Sherwood’s husband had been an account manager for a greeting card company in town. His territory was the West Coast.
            When he fell in love with a woman who owned a small chain of gift shops in Sacramento, he left Rhonda and Abigail to start
            a new life in California.
         

         
         It was embarrassing to have your father and mother divorced; some kids in Abigail’s fifth grade class made fun of her. Her
            best friend’s mother wouldn’t let her come over to play anymore, as if divorce were like one of Dr. Kiel’s and Dr. Dolan’s
            diseases, infectious, communicable.
         

         
         When her husband left, Rhonda brushed up on her shorthand and typing. In May, just about the time that school ended, she was
            lucky enough to get a job working for Dr. Kiel up at the university. Rhonda typed all his letters and his scientific papers.
            Over dinner, she would get Abigail to test her on the hard words she was learning: Coxiella burnetti, cytoblasts, vacuoles. Rhonda mastered the odd concepts: gram staining, centrifuging. Dr. Kiel was not a kind man in general, Rhonda knew that,
            but he was kind to her, a single mom. Dr. Kiel let Rhonda bring Abigail to the lab after school.
         

         
         There were eight scientists in Dr. Kiel’s department. They all had graduate students, they all taught undergraduate classes at the university, but Abigail and Rhonda both knew that none of the other scientists worked as hard as Dr. Kiel. He was always traveling, too, to different scientific conventions, or overseas. Rhonda hadn’t been working for him when he went to Czechoslovakia three years ago, but she was making travel arrangements for him now. He was going to Washington, to San Francisco, and then to Israel. 

         
         Even though Dr. Kiel had an explosive temper, he had a sense of camaraderie that his colleagues lacked. He also had an intensity
            about his work that spilled over into the lives of his students and staff. His students and lab techs were expected to work
            long hours, do night shifts, attend evening seminars. Perhaps in exchange, he took a personal interest in their families,
            their hobbies, took his male students fishing, bought his female students records or books for their birthdays. When he went
            to New York in August, he brought Rhonda back a scarf from the gift store in the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
         

         
         Dr. Kiel had a wife and five lumpy, sullen children: Abigail met them when Dr. Kiel had everyone in the department out to
            his house for a picnic right after school started. He never seemed to think about his children the way he did about his staff
            and students.
         

         
         It was Dr. Kiel who suggested that feeding the animals might make Abigail feel that she was part of the team. He seemed to
            sense her loneliness; he would quiz her on her classes, her music. He also knew better than to tease a ten-year-old about
            boys, the way Dr. Dolan did.
         

         
         When Rhonda worried about the diseases the animals were infected with, Dr. Kiel assured her that Abigail would not be allowed in the contamination room. “And if some Q Fever germ is brave enough to come through the door and infect her, we keep tetracycline on hand.” He showed Rhonda the bottle of orange pills in one of his glass-doored cabinets. “I’ve had Q, and so has Bob Pharris. Watch out for a high fever and a dry cough, with aching joints; let me know if either of you start having symptoms.” 

         
         “High fever, dry cough,” Abigail repeated to herself. Every day when she went in to feed the animals, she checked Miss Bianca
            for a fever or a cough. “Do your joints ache?” she would ask the mouse, feeling her head the way Mother felt her own head
            when she was sick.
         

         
          

         Elena Mirova’s arrival unsettled the lab. She was quiet, efficient; she did whatever was asked of her and more besides. She
            worked with Bob and Dr. Kiel’s other two graduate students, often giving them suggestions on different ways to set up experimental
            apparatus or helping them interpret slides they were studying.
         

         
         “Czech dishwashers know more science than ours in America,” Bob said one day when Elena flipped through the back pages of
            the Journal of Cell Biology to show him an article that explained apoptosis in Rickettsia prowazekii.

         
         Elena turned rigid, her face white, then hurriedly left the room, saying she heard the autoclave bell ringing.

         
         “It’s the Communists,” Rhonda explained to her daughter when Abigail reported the episode to her.

         
         “It was so weird,” Abigail said. “It was like she thought Bob was mad at her. Besides, she was lying, the autoclave bell didn’t
            ring.”
         

         
         “The Russians put her husband in prison,” Rhonda said. “She’s afraid that they’ll try to find her here.”

         
         That frightened Abigail. Everyone knew how evil the Communists were; they wanted to take over America, they wanted to take over the whole world. America stood for freedom and the Communists wanted to destroy freedom. 

         
         “What if they come to the lab to get Elena and kill you instead?” she asked her mother. “Are the mice safe? Will they want
            the mice?”
         

         
         Dr. Dolan came into Dr. Kiel’s office at that moment. “Of course they want the mice; the mice are our most important secret.”

         
         Abigail rushed down to the animal room to make sure Miss Bianca was still safe. The mouse was nibbling on a piece of food,
            but she came to the front of the cage as soon as Abigail arrived. Abigail was about to take her out when she saw that Bob
            was in the contamination room.
         

         
         Instead, she stroked the mouse’s head through the cage door. “I wish I could take you home, Miss Bianca,” she whispered.

         
         When Bob came out and went into the back room to scrub himself down in the big sink, Abigail followed him.

         
         “Do you think Elena is a Communist spy?” she demanded.

         
         “Where do you come up with these ideas, short stuff?” Bob asked.

         
         “Dr. Dolan said the Communists want our mice, because they’re our most important secret.”

         
         “Dr. Dolan talks a lot of guff,” Bob said. “There’s nothing secret about the mice, and Elena is not a Communist. She ran away
            from the Communists.”
         

         
         “But she lied about the autoclave. She didn’t like you saying how smart she was.”

         
         Bob stopped drying his arms to stare at her. “You’re as small as the mice, so we don’t notice you underfoot. Look: there’s nothing secret about our mice. We get a grant—you know what that is? Money. We get money from the army, so we do some work for the army. The disease Dr. Kiel works with can make people very sick. If our soldiers got sick in Vietnam, they wouldn’t be able to fight, so Dr. Kiel and I and his other students are trying to find a way to keep them from getting sick.” 

         
         “But he has that drug, he showed my mom,” Abigail said.

         
         “That’s great if you’re already sick, but if you’re in the middle of a battle, it would be better not to get sick to start
            with. It would be hard for the army to get enough of the drug to our soldiers out in the jungles and rice paddies while the
            Vietcong were firing rockets at them.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Abigail said. “You’re trying to make a shot, like for polio.”

         
         “And the mice are helping us. We give them some of Dr. Kiel’s disease, and then we study whether we’ve learned any way to
            prevent them from getting sick.”
         

         
         After Bob went back to the lab, Abigail took Miss Bianca from the cage and let her sit in her pocket, where she had a lump
            of sugar. “Even if the mice can help win a war with the Communists, I think it would be better if you didn’t get sick.”
         

         
         She practiced her violin for half an hour. The scratchy sounds she got from the strings sounded more like the squeaks the
            mice made than Bach, but neither she nor the animals minded. When she finished, she took Miss Bianca out of her pocket to
            ride on her shoulder. When she heard voices outside the animal room door she crouched down, holding Miss Bianca in her hand.
         

         
         “Mamelouk is here,” she whispered. “Don’t squeak.”

         
         It wasn’t Mamelouk, it was Dr. Kiel with Elena. Elena’s face was very white, the way it had been when she first came into
            the lab. She fumbled in her handbag and produced a vial with something red in it that Abigail was sure was blood.
         

         
         “I hope is sterile. Hard job doing self. Myself,” Elena said.
         

         
         Abigail bent her head over her knees, so Miss Bianca wouldn’t have to see such a dreadful sight. After Dr. Kiel and Elena left the animal room, she stayed bent over for a long time, but finally went up to the floor where the labs and offices were. 

         
         Her mother wasn’t in the outer office, but the typewriter was still uncovered, which meant she was either taking dictation
            from Dr. Kiel or in the ladies’ room. The door to Dr. Kiel’s inner office wasn’t shut all the way; Abigail walked over to
            peer through the crack.
         

         
         Dr. Dolan was there. He had a nasty look on his face. The vein in Dr. Kiel’s forehead was throbbing, always a bad sign.

         
         “I got the library to order back copies of the Czech Journal of Virology, and no one named Mirov is on the editorial pages,” Dr. Dolan said.
         

         
         “I didn’t know you could read Czech, Patrick,” Dr. Kiel said. “I thought you moved your lips when you read English.”

         
         Abigail wanted to laugh, it was such a funny insult. Maybe she could use it the next time Susie Campbell taunted her about
            her parents’ divorce.
         

         
         “Don’t try to change the subject, Kiel,” Dr. Dolan said. “Are you or aren’t you harboring a Communist here? What kind of background
            check did you do on your protégée before you let her into a lab doing sensitive work for the government?”
         

         
         “I met her husband in Bratislava three years ago,” Dr. Kiel said coldly. “We were correspondents until the tanks rolled in
            last year and the Soviets put him in prison as an enemy of the state. Elena came here in danger of her life.”
         

         
         “Correspondents? Or lovers?” Dr. Dolan sneered.

         
         Abigail put a hand over her mouth. Lovers, like her father and the new Mrs. Sherwood out in California. Was Elena turning
            Mrs. Kiel into a single mom for the five lumpy Kiel children?
         

         
         “Maybe you grew up in a pigsty,” Dr. Kiel said. “But in my family—”

         
         “Your Communist family.”

         
         “What are you, Dolan? A stooge for HUAC?”

         
         “The FBI has a right to know what you were really doing in Bratislava three years ago. You work with a weapons-grade organism,
            you speak Russian, you travel—”
         

         
         “The operative word here being work,” Dr. Kiel said. “If you worked on listeria as energetically as you do on spying on my lab, you’d have won the Nobel Prize by now.”
         

         
         Mother came into the outer office just then and dragged Abigail to the hall. “Since when do you eavesdrop, young lady?” she
            demanded.
         

         
         “But, Mom, it’s about Elena. She’s lying all the time, her husband didn’t work for that magazine in Czechoslovakia, Dr. Dolan
            said. He says she’s stealing Dr. Kiel away from Mrs. Kiel, like that lady who stole Daddy from us. And Elena just gave Dr.
            Kiel something funny in the animal room. It looked like blood, but maybe it’s a magic potion to make him forget Mrs. Kiel.”
         

         
         Rhonda stared down at her daughter in exasperation, but also in sadness. “Abigail, I’m not sure it’s such a good idea for
            you to come here after school. You hear things that are outside your experience and then you get upset by them. Elena is not
            going to break up Dr. Kiel’s marriage, I promise you. Let’s see if I can find someone to stay with you after school, okay?”
         

         
         “No, Mom, no, I have to come here, I have to look after Miss Bianca.”

         
         Elena came into the hall where they were standing. She’d been in the lab but they hadn’t seen her. Rhonda and Abigail both flushed. 

         
         “Sorry,” Elena murmured. “I making all lives hard, but I not understanding, why is Dr. Dolan not like me?”

         
         Rhonda shook her head. “He’s jealous of Dr. Kiel, I think, and so he tries to attack the people who work for Dr. Kiel. Try
            not to pay attention to him.”
         

         
         “But Dr. Dolan said your husband’s name wasn’t in—in the Czech something, the magazine,” Abigail piped up, to Rhonda’s annoyance.

         
         Elena didn’t speak for a moment; her face turned white, as it had in the animal room earlier in the afternoon. “No, he is
            scientist, he is reading articles, deciding is science good or not good? He telling editor, but only editor name in Journal, not husband.”
         

         
         Dr. Dolan stormed out of Dr. Kiel’s office, his round cheeks swollen with anger. “You were quite a devoted wife, Elena, if
            you studied your husband’s work so much that you understand rickettsial degradation by lysosomal enzymes,” he said sarcastically.
         

         
         “I married many years, I learning many things,” Elena said. “Now I learning how live with husband in prison. I also learn
            acid rinse glassware, forgive me.”
         

         
         She brushed past Dolan and went down the hall to the autoclave room, where the pressure machine washed glassware at a temperature
            high enough to kill even the peskiest bacterium.
         

         
          

         Over the weekend, Bob and the other graduate students took care of the animals. On Monday, Abigail hurried anxiously back to the lab after school. Bob was in the animal room with a strange man who was wearing a navy suit and a white shirt. None of the scientists ever dressed like that: they were always spilling acids that ate holes in their clothes. Even Mother had to be careful when she went into the lab—once Bob accidentally dripped acid on her leg and her nylons dissolved. 

         
         “But she has access to the animals?”

         
         Bob was shifting unhappily from one foot to the other. He didn’t see Abigail, but she was sure the man in the suit was talking
            about her. She crept behind the cages into the alcove where the big sinks stood.
         

         
         Bob was putting on a mask and gloves to go into the contamination room, but the man in the suit seemed to be afraid of the
            germs; he said he didn’t need to go into the room.
         

         
         “I just want to know if you keep it secure. There are a lot of bugs in there that could do a lot of damage in the wrong hands.”

         
         “You have to have a key to get in here,” Bob assured the man, showing him that the door was locked.

         
         When the two men left, Abigail went out to the cages. Miss Bianca’s cage was empty. Her heart seemed to stop. She had the
            same queer feeling under her rib cage that she’d felt when Daddy said he was leaving to start a new life in California.
         

         
         A lot of the cages were empty, Abigail realized, not just Miss Bianca’s. Bob and Dr. Kiel had waited until the weekend so
            they could steal Miss Bianca and give her a shot full of germs while Abigail wasn’t there to protect her.
         

         
         Dr. Kiel had given Mother a set of keys when she started working for him. Abigail went back up the stairs to Dr. Kiel’s lab. Mother was working on Dr. Kiel’s expense report from his last trip to Washington. Abigail pretended to study Spanish explorers in the 1500s, sitting so quietly that people came and went, including Bob and the man in the suit, without paying attention to her. 

         
         Dr. Kiel was in his lab, talking to Elena as they stood over a microscope. The lab was across the hall; Abigail couldn’t hear
            what anyone said, but suddenly Dr. Kiel bellowed “Rhonda!” and Mother hurried over with her shorthand notebook.
         

         
         As soon as she was gone, Abigail went to the drawer where Mother kept her purse. She found the keys and ran back down to the
            animal room. She didn’t bother about gloves and masks. At any second someone might come in, or Mother would notice her keys
            were missing.
         

         
         There were so many keys on the key ring it took five tries before she found the right one. In the contamination room, it didn’t
            take long to find Miss Bianca: slips of paper with the number of the mouse and the date of the injection were attached to
            each cage door. 139. Miss Bianca. The poor mouse was huddled in the back of her cage, shivering. Abigail put her in her pocket.
         

         
         “I’ll get you one of those special pills. You’ll feel better in a jiffy,” Abigail promised her.

         
         When she got back upstairs, Mother and Dr. Kiel were inside his office. He was talking to her in a worried voice. Elena and
            Bob were in the lab. Abigail got the bottle of pills from the cabinet. The bottle said four a day for ten days for adults,
            but Miss Bianca was so tiny, maybe one tablet cut into four? Abigail took ten of them and put the bottle away just as Mother
            came out.
         

         
         While Mother was preparing dinner, Abigail made a nest for Miss Bianca in a shoe box lined with one of her T-shirts. She took a knife from the drawer in the dining room to poke air holes into the box, then used it to cut the pills into four pieces. They were hard to handle and kept slipping away from the knife. When she finally had them cut up, she couldn’t get Miss Bianca to take one. She just lay in the shoe box, not lifting her head. 

         
         “You have to take it or you’ll die,” Abigail told her, but Miss Bianca didn’t seem to care.

         
         Abigail finally pried open the mouse’s little mouth and shoved the piece of pill in. Miss Bianca gave a sharp squeak, but
            she swallowed the pill.
         

         
         “That’s a good girl,” Abigail said.

         
         Over dinner, Abigail asked her mother who the man in the suit had been. “He was with Bob in the animal room,” she said. “Is
            he spying on the animals?”
         

         
         Rhonda shook her head. “He’s an FBI agent named Mr. Burroughs. Someone sent an anonymous letter telling the FBI to look at
            Dr. Kiel’s lab.”
         

         
         “Because Elena is a Communist spy?” Abigail said.

         
         “Don’t say things like that, Abigail. Especially not to Agent Burroughs. Elena is not a spy, and if Dr. Dolan would only—”
            She bit her lip, not wanting to gossip about Dolan with her daughter.
         

         
         “But she did give Dr. Kiel a potion,” Abigail persisted.

         
         “Whatever you saw was none of your business!” Rhonda said. “Clear the table and put the dishes in the machine.”

         
         If Mother was angry, she was less likely to notice what Abigail was doing. While Mother watched It Takes a Thief, Abigail cleaned up the kitchen, then brought a saucer from her doll’s tea set into the kitchen and put some peanut butter in it. Before she went to bed, she stuck some peanut butter onto another piece of the pill and got Miss Bianca to swallow it. When she brushed her teeth, she filled one of her doll’s teacups with water. The mouse didn’t want to drink, so Abigail brought in a wet washcloth and stuck it in Miss Bianca’s mouth. 

         
         She quickly shoved the shoe box under her bed when she heard Mother coming down the hall to tuck her in for the night.

         
          

         Abigail didn’t sleep well. She worried what would happen when Dr. Kiel discovered that Miss Bianca was missing from the lab:
            she should have taken all the mice, she realized. Then the FBI might think it had been a Communist, stealing their secret
            mice. What would happen, too, when Mother realized one of Abigail’s T-shirts was missing?
         

         
         In the morning, she was awake before Mother. She gave Miss Bianca another piece of pill in peanut butter. The mouse was looking
            better: she took the pill in her little paws and licked the peanut butter from it, then nibbled the tablet. Abigail took her
            into the bathroom with her and Miss Bianca sipped water from the tap in the sink.
         

         
         All this was good, but it didn’t stop Abigail feeling sick to her stomach when she thought about how angry Dr. Kiel would
            be. Mother would lose her job, she would never forgive Abigail. She put the mouse on her shoulder and rubbed her face against
            its soft fur. “Can you help me, Miss Bianca? Can you summon the Prisoners Aid society now that I’ve saved your life?”
         

         
         The doorbell rang just then, a loud shrill sound that frightened both girl and mouse. Miss Bianca skittered down inside Abigail’s
            pajama top, trying to hide. By the time Abigail was able to extricate the mouse, she was covered in scratches. If Mother saw
            them—
         

         
         The doorbell rang again. Mother was getting up. Abigail ran back to her bedroom and put Miss Bianca into the shoe box. She peeped out of her room. Mother was tying a dressing gown around her waist, opening the front door. Dr. Kiel was standing there, the vein in his forehead throbbing. 

         
         “Did you do this?” he demanded, shaking a newspaper in Mother’s face.

         
         Mother backed up. “Dr. Kiel! What are you—I just got up—Abigail! Put some clothes on.”

         
         Abigail had forgotten to button her pajama top. She slipped back into her room, her heart pounding. Dr. Kiel had come to fire
            Mother. Her teeth were chattering, even though it was a warm fall day.
         

         
         She flattened herself against the wall and waited for Dr. Kiel to demand that Mother turn her daughter over to the police.
            Instead, Mother was looking at the newspaper in bewilderment.
         

         
         “‘Reds in the Lab’? What is this about, Dr. Kiel?”

         
         “You didn’t tell the paper that the FBI was in the lab yesterday?” he demanded.

         
         “Of course not. Really, Dr. Kiel, you should know you can trust me.”

         
         He slapped the paper against his hand so hard that it sounded like the crack of a ball against a bat. “If Bob Pharris did
            it—”
         

         
         “Dr. Kiel, I’m sure none of your students would have called the newspaper with a report like this. Perhaps—” She hesitated.
            “I don’t like to say this, it’s not really my place, but you know Dr. Dolan has been concerned about Elena Mirova.”
         

         
         Dr. Kiel had been looking calmer, but now his jaw clenched again. “Elena is a refugee from communism. She came here because I thought she could be safe here. I will not let her be hounded by a witch hunt.” 

         
         “The trouble is, we don’t know anything about her,” Mother said. “She knows a great deal about your work, more than seems
            possible for a dishwasher, even one whose husband was a scientist.”
         

         
         Dr. Kiel snarled. “Patrick Dolan has been sharpening his sword, hoping to stick it into me, since the day he arrived here.
            He’s not concerned about Communist spies, he’s studying the best way to make me look bad.”
         

         
         He looked down the hall and seemed to see Abigail for the first time. “Get dressed, Abigail; I’ll give you a ride to school.”

         
         Dr. Kiel drove a convertible. Susie Campbell would faint with envy when she saw Abigail in the car. When she started to dress,
            Abigail realized her arms were covered with welts from where Miss Bianca had scratched her. She found a long-sleeved blouse
            to wear with her red skirt. By the time she had combed her hair and double-checked that Miss Bianca had water, Mother was
            dressed. Dr. Kiel was calmly drinking a cup of coffee.
         

         
         Abigail looked at the newspaper.

         
         
            The FBI paid a surprise visit to the University of Kansas campus yesterday, in response to a report that the Bacteriology Department is harboring Communists among its lab support staff. Several members of the department work on microorganisms that could be used in germ warfare. The research is supposed to be closely monitored, but recently, there’s been a concern that a Communist agent has infiltrated the department. 

         

         The newspaper and the FBI both thought Elena was a spy. Maybe she was, maybe she really had given Dr. Kiel a magic potion
            that blinded his eyes to who she really was.
         

         
         “Rhonda, we’re going to have every reporter in America calling about this business. Better get your makeup on and prepare
            to do battle,” Dr. Kiel said, getting up from the table. “Come on, Abigail. Get to school. You have to learn as much as you
            can so that morons like this bozo Burroughs from the FBI can’t pull the wool over your eyes.”
         

         
         Abigail spent a very nervous day, frightened about what would happen when she got to the lab and Bob Pharris accused her of
            stealing Miss Bianca. She kept hoping she’d get sick. At recess, she fell down on the playground, but she only skinned her
            knees; the school nurse wouldn’t let her go home for such a trivial accident.
         

         
         She walked from school to the Bacteriology Department as slowly as possible. Even so, she arrived too soon. She lingered at
            the elevator, wondering if she should just go to Dr. Kiel and confess. Bob Pharris stuck his head out of the lab.
         

         
         “Oh, it’s just you, short stuff. We’ve been under siege all day—your mom is answering two phones at once—someone even called
            from the BBC in London. A guy tried to get into the animal room this morning—I threw him out with my own bare hands, and for
            once Dr. Kiel thinks I’m worth something.” He grinned. “Number Nineteen cannot get a PhD, but he has a future as a bouncer.”
         

         
         Abigail tried to smile, but she was afraid his next comment would be that he’d seen that Number 139 was missing and would
            Abigail hand her over at once.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Abby, this will blow over,” Bob said, going back into the lab.

         
         Dr. Kiel was shouting; his voice was coming up the hall from Dr. Dolan’s lab. She crept down the hall and peeked inside. Agent Burroughs, the bozo from the FBI, was there with Dr. Kiel and Dr. Dolan. 

         
         “What did you do with her?” Dr. Dolan said. “Give her a ticket back to Russia along with your mouse?”

         
         Abigail’s heart thudded painfully.

         
         “The Bureau just wants to talk to her,” Agent Burroughs. “Where did she go?”

         
         “Ask Dolan,” Dr. Kiel said. “He’s the one who sees Reds under the bed. He probably stabbed her with a pipette and threw her
            into the Kansas River.”
         

         
         Agent Burroughs said, “If you’re hiding a Communist, Dr. Kiel, you could be in serious trouble.”

         
         “What is this, Joe McCarthy all over again?” Dr. Kiel said. “Guilt by association? Elena Mirova fled Czechoslovakia because
            her husband was imprisoned. As long as she was in Bratislava, they could torture him with the threat that they could hurt
            his wife. She was hiding here to protect her husband. Your jackbooted feet have now put both her and his lives in danger.”
         

         
         “There was no Elena Mirova in Czechoslovakia,” Burroughs said. “There are no Czech scientists named Mirov or Mirova.”

         
         “What? You know the names and locations of everyone in Czechoslovakia, Burroughs?” Dr. Kiel snapped. “How did you get that
            from the comfort of your armchair in Washington?”
         

         
         “The head of our Eastern Europe bureau looked into it,” Burroughs said. “The Bratislava institute is missing one of their
            scientists, a biological warfare expert named Magdalena Spirova; she disappeared six weeks ago. Do you know anything about
            her?”
         

         
         “I’m not like you, Burroughs, keeping track of everyone behind the Iron Curtain,” Dr. Kiel said. “I’m just a simple Kansas researcher, trying to find a cure for Q Fever. If you’d go back to the rat hole you crawled out of, I could get back to work.” 

         
         “Your dishwasher is gone, whatever her name is, and one of your infected mice is gone,” Burroughs said. “I’m betting Mirova-Spirova
            is taking your germ back to Uncle Ivan, and the next thing we know, every soldier we have below the DMZ will be infected with
            Q Fever.”
         

         
         Abigail’s book bag slipped out of her hand and landed on the floor with a horrible noise, an earth-ending noise. The men looked
            over at her.
         

         
         Dr. Kiel said, “What’s up, Abigail? You think you can be David to all us angry Sauls? Play a little Bach and calm us down?”

         
         Abigail didn’t know what he was talking about, just saw that he wasn’t angry with her for standing there. “I’m sorry, Dr.
            Kiel, I was worried about the mouse.”
         

         
         “Abigail is the youngest member of my team,” Dr. Kiel told Burroughs. “She looks after our healthy animals.”

         
         The FBI man rounded on Abigail, firing questions at her: Had she noticed Elena hanging around the contamination room? How
            hard was it to get into the room? How often did Abigail feed the mice? When did she notice one of the mice was missing?
         

         
         “Leave her alone,” Dr. Kiel said. “Abigail, take your violin down and play for the mice. We have a lab full of Fascists today
            who could infect you with something worse than Q Fever, namely innuendo and smear tactics.”
         

         
         “You signed a loyalty oath, Dr. Kiel,” Agent Burroughs said. “Calling me names makes me wonder whether you really are a loyal American.” 

         
         Dr. Kiel looked so murderous that Abigail fled down to the animal room with her violin and her book bag. She felt guilty about
            taking Miss Bianca, she felt guilty about not rescuing the other mice, she was worried about Miss Bianca alone at home not
            getting all the pills she needed. She was so miserable that she lay on the floor of the animal room and cried.
         

         
         Crying wore her out. Her head was aching, and she didn’t think she had the energy to get to her feet. The floor was cool against
            her hot head and the smells of the animals and the disinfectants were so familiar that they calmed her down.
         

         
         A noise at the contamination room door woke her. A strange man, wearing a brown suit that didn’t fit him very well, was trying
            to undo the lock. He must be a reporter trying to sneak into the lab. Abigail sat up. Her head was still aching, but she needed
            to find Bob.
         

         
         The man heard her when she got to her feet. He spun around, looking scared, then, when he saw that it was a child, he smiled
            in a way that frightened Abigail.
         

         
         “So, Dr. Kiel has little girls working with his animals. Does he give you a key to this room?”

         
         Abigail edged toward the door. “I only feed the healthy mice. You have to see Bob Pharris for the sick mice.”

         
         As soon as she’d spoken, Abigail wished she hadn’t; what if this man wrote it up in his newspaper and Bob got in trouble?

         
         “There aren’t any foreigners working with the animals? Foreign women?”

         
         Even though Abigail was scared that Elena was a Communist spy, she didn’t feel right about saying so, especially after hearing Dr. Kiel talking about witch hunts. 

         
         “We only have foreign witches in the lab,” she said. “They concoct magic potions to make Dr. Kiel fall in love with them.”

         
         The man frowned in an angry way, but he decided to laugh instead, showing a gold tooth in the front of his mouth. “You’re
            a little girl with a big imagination, aren’t you? Who is this foreign witch?”
         

         
         Abigail hated being called a little girl. “I don’t know. She flew in on her broomstick and didn’t tell us her name.”

         
         “You’re too old for such childish games,” the man said, bending over her. “What is her name, and what does she do with the
            animals?”
         

         
         “Mamelouk. Her name is Mamelouk.”

         
         The man grabbed her arm. “You know that isn’t her name.”

         
         Bob came into the animal room just then. “Abby—Dr. Kiel said he’d sent you—what the hell are you doing here? I thought I told
            you this morning that you can’t come into the lab without Dr. Kiel’s say-so and I know damned well he didn’t say so. Get out
            before I call the cops.”
         

         
         Bob looked almost as fierce as Dr. Kiel. The man in the brown suit let go of Abigail’s arm.

         
         He stopped in the doorway and said, “I’m only looking for the foreign woman who’s been working here. Magdalena, isn’t it?”

         
         Abigail started to say, “No, it’s—” But Bob frowned at her, and she was quiet.

         
         “I thought you knew, little girl. What is it?”
         

         
         “Mamelouk,” Abigail said. “I told you that before.”

         
         “So now you know, Buster. Off you go.”

         
         Bob walked to the elevator with Abigail and called the car. He stood with a foot in the door until the man got on the elevator. They watched the numbers go down to “1” to make sure he’d ridden all the way to the ground. 

         
         “Maybe I should go down and throw him out of the building,” Bob said. “He was here when I opened for the day. Elena took one
            look at him and disappeared, so I don’t know if he’s someone who’s been harassing her at home or if she’s allergic to reporters.”
         

         
         He looked down at Abigail. “You feeling okay, short stuff? You’re looking kind of white—all the drama getting to you, huh?
            Maybe Dr. Kiel will let your mom take you home. She didn’t even break for lunch today.”
         

         
         When they got to the office, Bob went in to tell Dr. Kiel about the man in the animal room, but Rhonda took one look at Abigail
            and hung up the phone midsentence.
         

         
         “Darling, you’re burning up,” she announced, feeling Abigail’s forehead. “I hope you haven’t caught Q Fever.”

         
         She went into Dr. Kiel’s office. He came out to look at Abigail, felt her forehead as Rhonda had, and agreed. “Better get
            a doctor to see her, but I can give you some tetracycline to take home with you.”
         

         
         Rhonda shook her head. “Thank you, Dr. Kiel, but I’d better let the pediatrician prescribe for her.”

         
         Mother collected her book bag and violin where Abigail had dropped them on the floor of the animal room. “I never should have
            let you work with the animals. I worried all along that it wasn’t safe.”
         

         
         In the night, Abigail’s fever rose. She was shivering, her joints ached. She knew she had Q Fever, but if she told Mother,
            Mother wouldn’t let her stay with Miss Bianca.
         

         
         Mother put cold washcloths on her head. While she was out of the room, Abigail crawled under the bed and got the mouse. Miss Bianca needed more of her pills, but Abigail was too sick to feed her. She put Miss Bianca in her pajama pocket and hoped she wouldn’t make the mouse sick again. 

         
         Mother came and went, Abigail’s fever rose, the doorbell rang.

         
         “What are you doing here? I thought it would be the doctor! Abigail is very sick.”

         
         “I sorry, Rhonda,” Abigail heard Elena say. “Men is watching flat, I not know how I do.”

         
         She was a terrible spy; she couldn’t speak English well enough to fool anyone.

         
         “You can’t stay here!” Rhonda said. “Dr. Kiel—the FBI—”

         
         “Also KGB,” Elena said. “They wanting me. They find me now with news story.”

         
         “The KGB?”

         
         “Russian secret police. I see man in morning, know he is KGB, wanting me, finding me from news.”

         
         “But why do the KGB want you?”

         
         Elena smiled sadly. “I am—oh, what is word? Person against own country.”

         
         “Traitor,” Rhonda said. “You are a traitor? But—Dr. Kiel said you had to hide from the Communists.”

         
         “Yes, is true, I hiding. They take my husband, they put him in prison, they torture him for what? For what he write in books. He write for freedom, for liberty, for those words he is enemy of state. Me, I am scientist, name Magdalena Spirova. I make same disease that Dr. Kiel make. Almost same, different in small ways. Russians want my Rickettsia prowazekii for germ wars, I make, no problem. Until they put my husband in prison.”
         

         
         Rhonda took Elena out of the doorway into the front room. For a few minutes, Abigail forgot how sick she felt, how much every
            bone in her body ached with fever. She slid out of bed and went into the hall, where she could hear Elena’s story.
         

         
         When Elena learned that her husband was being tortured, she pretended not to care. She waited until she could take a trip
            to Yugoslavia. She injected herself with the Rickettsia she was working on right before she left for the airport.
         

         
         In Sarajevo, Elena ran away from the secret police who were watching her and hitchhiked to Vienna. From Vienna, she flew to
            Canada. In Toronto, she called Dr. Kiel, whom she had met when he came to Bratislava in 1966. He drove up to Toronto and hid
            her in the back seat of his car to smuggle her to Kansas. He gave her tetracycline tablets, but she didn’t take them until
            she had extracted her infected blood to give to Dr. Kiel. That was the magic potion Abigail had seen in the animal room; that
            was why her arm was all bruised—it’s not easy to take a blood sample from your own veins.
         

         
         “Now, Dr. Kiel have Rickettsia prowazekii, he maybe find vaccine, so biological war not useful.”
         

         
         The words faded in and out. Miss Bianca had a bad Russian germ, now Abigail had it, maybe she would die for thinking Elena-Magdalena
            was a Communist spy.
         

         
         The front door opened again. Abigail saw the brown suit. “Look out,” she tried to say, but her teeth were chattering too hard.
            No words would come out.
         

         
         The brown legs came down the hall. “Yes, little girl. You are exactly who I want.”

         
         He put an arm around her and dragged her to her feet. Mother had heard the door; she ran into the hall and screamed when she
            saw the brown suit with Abigail. She rushed toward him, but he waved an arm at her and she stopped: he was holding a gun.
         

         
         He shouted some words in a language that Abigail didn’t understand, but Elena-Magdalena came into the hall.

         
         “I am telling Dr. Spirova that I will shoot you and shoot the little girl unless she comes with me now,” the man said to Rhonda.
            His voice was calm, as if he was reading a book out loud.
         

         
         “Yes, you putting little girl down.” Elena’s voice sounded as though her mouth were full of chalk. “I go with you. I see,
            this is end of story.”
         

         
         Elena walked slowly toward him. The man grinned and tightened his grip on Abigail. It took Rhonda and Elena a moment to realize
            he was going to keep Abigail, perhaps use her as a hostage to get safe passage out of Kansas. Rhonda darted forward, but Elena
            shoved her to the ground and seized the man’s arm.
         

         
         He fired the gun and Elena fell, bleeding, but he had to ease his chokehold on Abigail.

         
         “Miss Bianca, save us!” Abigail screamed.

         
         She dropped the mouse down the man’s shirtfront. Miss Bianca skittered inside in terror. The man began flailing his arms,
            slapping at his chest, then his armpits, as the mouse frantically tried to escape. He howled in pain: Miss Bianca had bitten
            him. He managed to reach inside his shirt for the mouse, but by then, Rhonda had snatched the gun from him. She ran to the
            front door and started shouting for help.
         

         
         Abigail, her face burning with fever, fought to get the mouse out of his hand. Finally, in despair, Abigail bit his hand. The man punched her head, but she was able to catch Miss Bianca as the mouse fell from his open fist. 

         
         The police came. They took away the KGB man. An ambulance came and took Elena to the hospital. The pediatrician came; Abigail
            had a high fever, she shouldn’t be out of bed, she shouldn’t be keeping mice in dirty boxes under her bed, he told Rhonda
            sternly, but Abigail became hysterical when he tried to take Miss Bianca away, so he merely lectured Rhonda on her poor parenting
            decisions. He gave Abigail a shot and said she needed to stay in bed, drink lots of juice, and stay away from dirty animals.
         

         
         The next morning, Dr. Kiel arrived with a large bouquet of flowers for Abigail. Rhonda made Abigail confess everything to
            Dr. Kiel, how she had stolen Miss Bianca, how she had stolen tetracycline out of his office. Abigail was afraid he would be
            furious, but the vein in his forehead didn’t move. Instead, he smiled, his brown eyes soft and even rather loving.
         

         
         “You cured the mouse with quarters of tetracycline tablets dipped in peanut butter, hmm?” He asked to see the pieces Abigail
            had cut up. “I think we’re going to have to promote you from feeding animals to being a full-fledged member of the research
            team.”
         

         
          

         A few months later, Dr. Dolan left Kansas to teach in Oklahoma. A few years later, Bob Pharris got his PhD. He was a good and kind teacher, even if he never had much success as a researcher. Magdalena Spirova recovered from her bullet wound and was given a job at the National Institutes of Health in Washington, where she worked until the fall of the Iron Curtain meant her husband could be released from prison. 

         
         Miss Bianca stayed with Abigail, living to the ripe old age of three. Although Rhonda continued to work for Dr. Kiel, she
            wouldn’t let Abigail back in the animal lab. Even so, Abigail grew up to be a doctor working for Physicians for Social Responsibility,
            trying to put an end to torture. As for the five lumpy Kiel children, one of them grew up to write about a Chicago private
            eye named V.I. Warshawski.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Note

               
            

         
         When Jeffery Deaver and Raymond Benson asked me to contribute a story for Ice Cold: Tales of Intrigue from the Cold War (Grand Central Press, 2014), I knew at once that I wanted to tell this story—not the story of Abigail and the white mouse,
            Miss Bianca, but the story of my father’s efforts to bring a sample of a microorganism the Soviets were trying to use in germ
            warfare to his Kansas lab. He actually did what Elena does in the story: when he was invited to an international conference
            on Rickettsiae in Czechoslovakia in 1966, he somehow got hold of a sample of the Soviet organism and persuaded a Czech lab tech to inject
            it into him. He got off the plane in Kansas City with a raging fever but refused to start antibiotics until his lab tech took
            a blood sample from him. This story grew into Fallout, my 2017 V.I. Warshawski novel. I couldn’t work in Abigail, and Dr. Kiel morphed into a much less attractive man, for which
            I’m sad.
         

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Is It Justice?

         
         
            1

            I hit the street, arms over my head, when I heard the report. Thunder may sound like a gunshot, but a rifle never sounds like
               anything else: you know a weapon has been fired.
            

            
            People were screaming. It was impossible to tell where the shot had come from, or if anyone had been hit, but the thicket
               of cameras that had sprouted outside the courthouse, waiting for the verdict in Illinois v. Cordell Breen, was trained on the stairs in front of the entrance. A crowd gathered behind them.
            

            
            Twenty-Sixth and California is lousy with cops and sheriff’s deputies; they were already swarming, outfitted with riot helmets
               and assault weapons.
            

            
            A car honked furiously, rubber squealing as it missed me by an inch. That was when I realized I had dropped for cover in the
               middle of the street. The driver stuck his head out the window to swear at me.
            

            
            “You’d better get out of here before the road is blocked off,” I said, getting to my feet, but my advice came too late: squad cars, their goose horns honking, were covering all the intersections near the courthouse and jails. They also were blocking the exit to the parking garage across from the courts. I was going to be here for a while, so I went back to the west side of the street, where the cameras and cops and everyone else was jammed. 

            
            The police were clearing a path for an ambulance crew; I followed the stretcher bearers to the TV cameras. Murray Ryerson
               had persuaded Global Entertainment to let him cover the trial. He’s six-four, with red hair, easy to spot. I used the bruising
               elbows I’d perfected as a child with my hockey-playing cousin to force people out of my way.
            

            
            “What happened?” I asked.

            
            Murray glanced at me but kept speaking into his microphone. “Just moments after the jury declared him ‘not guilty’ on all
               but one of twenty-seven counts of a criminal indictment, Cordell Breen has crumpled on the stairs in front of the Cook County
               Criminal Courts, apparent victim of a gunshot. An ambulance crew is on the scene, and we’ll keep you updated as events unfold.
            

            
            “Meanwhile, here with me is Chicago investigator V.I. Warshawski, who played a major role in getting the state to bring charges
               against Breen. She was also a key witness for the state. Vic, what were your thoughts when the jury brought in their ‘not-guilty’
               verdicts?”
            

            
            My thoughts had included fury at the outcome, followed by how much I disliked watching Richard Yarborough in victory. I had wanted to flee the courtroom, but I was wedged into the middle of one of the benches and couldn’t get out. I fumed while my ex-husband turned a dazzling smile on Cordell Breen. He clasped Breen’s forearm with one hand and put the other around his client’s shoulder. While he man-braced Breen, Dick scanned the courtroom, nodding at journalists, but really looking for me, wanting to gloat in person. 

            
            He released Breen and walked through the swinging gates to the benches. He had to lean across several people, hitting them
               with his jacket, but he ignored their protests: What were the spectators ever going to do for him?
            

            
            “Vic, you know how much respect I have for you. You did a heck of a job.” His smile managed to combine pity with arrogance.

            
            Dick hadn’t been the lead on the defense—he doesn’t do criminal law—but as a senior partner at Crawford, Mead, he showed up
               most days. After all, Breen was one of the firm’s most important—i.e., richest—clients, and he was on trial for counts ranging
               from criminal fraud to accessory to murder.
            

            
            My final thought on hearing the verdict: if I’d stayed married to Richard Yarborough I’d be in the Logan Correctional Center
               for Women right now, serving natural life for murder. I didn’t say any of this with a live mike under my nose.
            

            
            “I thought the state’s attorney brought the case in well,” I said to Murray. “It’s always disappointing when you have rock-solid
               evidence and the jury votes against you, but of course the jury system is the bedrock of our democracy.”
            

            
            “Someone didn’t agree,” Murray said. “Cordell Breen was shot as he stood on the top step, straightening his necktie.”

            
            “You don’t know that he was the target,” I objected. “There are a lot of guns around here. You have angry husbands, betrayed
               wives, and a whole freight car full of drug dealers. Breen could have been hit by accident.”
            

            
            Murray narrowed his eyes at me but didn’t say anything: he was listening to a voice inside his earpiece. “The Chicago Fire Department is taking Cordell Breen to Stroger Hospital, where the city’s top trauma surgeons will be waiting. This is Murray Ryerson, live at the Cook County Criminal Courthouse.” He switched off his mike and glared at me. “Are you running for office, Warshawski? ‘The jury system is the bedrock of our democracy’?” 

            
            “I hope you don’t disagree, Murray—you’d have to go back to Miss Motley’s remedial civics class.”

            
            “And that clap-doodle about the state’s attorney bringing the case in well—by the end of the third day, I was prepared to
               think someone had paid her to look as ineffectual as possible,” Murray said.
            

            
            The same thought had crossed my mind, as Sonia de Winter fumbled her cross-examination of one of the defense’s key witnesses
               from Breen’s R&D department. She’d been equally uncertain when she interrogated Breen’s estranged wife, Constance, who was
               testifying on our side.
            

            
            I certainly wasn’t going to say as much to Murray Ryerson, though, even with the mike turned off. Time was when I could trust
               him with my private thoughts on the criminal justice system, but those days had disappeared along with his job at the Herald-Star. Now, as he scrambled for face time on cable news, he was willing to say almost anything. In fact, the wilder the statement
               the better—that helped him go viral on YouTube.
            

            
            “I don’t suppose you shot Breen yourself, did you?” Murray asked hopefully.

            
            “Don’t you need to get over to the hospital?” I asked. “You wouldn’t want Fox or ABC to scoop you with word about Breen’s
               condition.”
            

            
            His crew had the same concern; I could hear someone’s voice coming scratchily from his earpiece. His camerawoman was tapping his arm impatiently. 

            
            “Cops are letting news crews out, but they’re inspecting everyone’s equipment, so we need to get going,” the camerawoman said.

            
            I tagged along behind them. It would be hours before I’d be able to get my own car out of the parking garage. The whole area
               was under tight security by now. The cops waved us into the Global Entertainment van, giving our bags a cursory check for
               weapons.
            

            
            As we nosed around the police cordon, we heard a loudspeaker announcement from the CTA: the California Avenue bus was being
               rerouted to Western, half a mile to the east. People who’d spent a long day in court to support a loved one were trudging
               along the side street, faces bleak. Some were towing small children, who whimpered at the long walk. One woman, with a corona
               of unkempt white hair, was slowly pushing a walker with the bowed face of someone long inured to hardship. I suggested to
               Murray that we give her a lift—it would be a good human-interest story—but he wanted to get to the hospital along with the
               rest of the rat pack.
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            “What do you know about this?” Richard Yarborough was in my office, whining and petulant. I can’t say I liked his whiny petulant
               persona, but it was a lot easier to take than his gloating.
            

            
            He’d called as I was packing up my office for the day. He tried to order me to visit him at Crawford, Mead’s offices near the river, but I refused, on the simple grounds that I didn’t want to talk to him; if he was desperate to see me, he could slum it in my Humboldt Park warehouse. 

            
            “As for what I know, Cordell Breen was killed by a single bullet that went through the middle of his face at four-seventeen
               yesterday afternoon. I learned it from reading the paper this morning. You probably know more, being the guy’s counsel and
               privy to all his secrets.”
            

            
            Breen had been dead when the ambulance picked him up. They’d taken him to the hospital for tactical, not medical reasons.
               The police hadn’t found the murder weapon, but the bullet had come from a hunting rifle, not an assault weapon.
            

            
            Dick’s nostrils twitched. “I wouldn’t put it past you to have done it yourself, just because you hate to lose.”

            
            I let silence build for a moment. “Dick, that had better be a joke.”

            
            He flushed, but muttered, “You always bring out the worst in me.”

            
            “You slandered me because I made you do it? That’s the most feeble apology I’ve ever heard. If you came here to accuse me
               of murder, you’d better go right now, or believe me, you will leave here on a stretcher yourself.”
            

            
            “It’s true, though,” he insisted. “You can’t stand losing.”

            
            “Whereas you embrace it? Come on, Dick. You know we couldn’t stay in the same room together when we were studying for the
               same test back in law school. Why did you really want to see me so urgently?”
            

            
            “Breen dying like that, just at the moment we cleared his name—who besides you could have such a grudge against him, or against
               us for that matter?”
            

            
            “Breen’s wife. Your team made her look like a bitter drunken has-been. Martin Binder—your client murdered his grandmother—”

            
            “Breen was found not guilty,” Dick interrupted me hotly.

            
            “Oh, please, Dick. Your client’s henchman and a bent sheriff’s deputy murdered Kitty Binder on Cordell’s orders. Ditto Julius
               Dzornen. Ditto Derrick Schlafly, not that he’s any loss to society. Ditto for Bowser—”
            

            
            “Bowser?” Dick said.

            
            “Schlafly’s dog,” I said. “And then, you have all of Breen’s shareholders, furious with Cordell for ruining their investment.
               When he was indicted, the stock tanked. It did not show any bounce when the verdict came in: the market thinks your guy was
               guilty and the shareholders are a peevish and embittered bunch.”
            

            
            “So you think Martin Binder killed Cordell?”

            
            I got up. “Leave, Dick. You are an insane person this afternoon and I don’t have the patience for it.”

            
            “I’m not leaving until you answer my questions.”

            
            “You don’t have questions. You have offensive accusations. First me, then Martin? Why do you need to pin the murder on anyone?”

            
            He pursed his lips, pushed his cuff back to look at his watch. He was trying to figure out what excuse I would buy.

            
            “My partners are concerned,” he said. “They know you have special contacts with the police and the media.”

            
            “You want me to call Murray Ryerson and tell him Crawford, Mead’s partners are concerned, so please release your private video
               foot—oh.” I interrupted myself. “You’re billing Breen’s company, not Breen as a private individual. And the board is balking
               at the bill. Must run to about six million, doesn’t it?”
            

            
            “We could be tied up in litigation for years,” Dick said plaintively.

            
            “My heartstrings are truly tugged, but I will not confess to a murder I didn’t commit just to clear your profit center for the year. Go home to Terri, let her tell you what a handsome hero you are and what a bitch I am.” 

            
            He glared again. “I’m sorry I misspoke. My partners are hoping you know something.”

            
            “I’m not working for you, Dick. You know that would be a total disaster.”

            
            “We’d pay a good five figures for any information you have,” he said.

            
            “You’re way too used to having your own way. Even a good six or seven figures wouldn’t tempt me. I really do not care who
               killed Cordell Breen. The police will jump through hoops for you; that has to be enough, even for your vanity.”
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            It was true: I didn’t care who killed Breen. His father had been with the U.S. Army of Occupation in Europe after World War
               II where Breen, senior, had stolen a patent from a Holocaust victim. He’d used it to build an electronics empire in the 1950s
               and 1960s.
            

            
            The victim, a physics virtuoso named Martina, had managed to slip her design into a collection of papers that survived the war. Martina’s great-grandson Martin Binder inherited her gifts. When he stumbled on Martina’s papers and found her design—created in hellish conditions during the Second World War—Martin tried to talk to Cordell Breen about his great-grandmother’s work. Cordell Breen knew his father had stolen the design from Martina; he thought it was a good joke, because he believed his family was entitled to whatever came their way. 

            
            Cordell pulled out all the stops, including murdering Martin’s family, to protect the Breen fortune, but Martin had managed
               to flee. I had spent much of the previous fall looking for him—and ducking a lot of Cordell’s bullets in the process.
            

            
            It had been one of the hardest jobs of my professional life to persuade the state’s attorney to bring charges against Cordell.
               If his wife hadn’t decided to testify against him, we might never have gotten as far as the courtroom. I don’t believe in
               vigilante justice, really, I don’t, but I wasn’t going to lose sleep over Cordell Breen’s death.
            

            
            His murder was certainly a nine-day wonder, not just in Chicago but internationally, given that Breen had headed one of the
               world’s largest electronics companies, but my own work was keeping me busy. When the murder receded from the front pages,
               I stopped thinking about it.
            

            
            That changed the afternoon Alison Breen came into my office. She was Breen’s daughter, distressed at finding out what her
               father had done, distressed at seeing her parents’ marriage unravel under the relentless light of the cable news cameras.
               When I first met her, she’d had the assurance and good looks that wealth and a quality education provide. Today, though, her
               chestnut hair had lost its glossy sheen, her nails were bitten down to the quicks, and her eyes were red rimmed and puffy
               from lack of sleep.
            

            
            “Vic, please, you have to help me.”

            
            I ushered her into the armchair in the alcove I’ve created for client meetings. “What’s the problem?” Besides her father getting
               murdered, her mother testifying against him in court, what else could be wrong?
            

            
            “I think—the police have been acting really weird—they’re talking like—” She kept interrupting herself, and then stopped altogether.

            
            “Like what?”

            
            “Mother came over this morning. Really, like three in the morning. She was—she’d been drinking, she wasn’t herself—but this
               one detective, the way he’s talking, she’s afraid they think she killed Daddy.”
            

            
            I shut my eyes, trying to remember the courtroom at the moment the verdict came in. “She was there, wasn’t she? And her friend,
               that woman—what’s her name?”
            

            
            “Leila. Leila Mitchum. I really can’t stand her. She’s always talking like some dreary political slogan, how Mother is an
               archetype of the oppressed woman, how Daddy tried to buy her and then broke her spirit, all this stuff that is just stupid
               and horrible to listen to. And then she likes to go drinking with Mother, which I hate even worse. But, yeah, Leila and Mother
               were there when the verdict came in.”
            

            
            “Does your mother know how to shoot?”

            
            “We all do,” Alison said. “Mother grew up with guns, and she and Daddy used to go target shooting, back—well, before—before
               everything turned crazy. Daddy felt, since we were kidnapping risks, we should know some basics of self-protection, so Mother
               and I took kung fu together when I was in high school.”
            

            
            “Aside from the fact that your father’s lawyers made your mother look bad on the witness stand, does she have any reason to
               have shot your dad?”
            

            
            “Vic! I came to you for help, not for you to build a case against her.”

            
            “I can’t do anything to help until I understand why the police suspect her. Didn’t your father try to strip her assets?”

            
            “He tried to take away her voting shares in the company,” Alison whispered. “We were having a big argument about that while the trial was going on. He was so angry that she was testifying against him. It was horrible in court. Daddy sort of apologized to me, but he was in a red rage, you know, and he kept telling me it was my fault for trying to fight him when he only wanted what was best for me and for the company.” 

            
            Her puffy eyes filled with tears. Alison had been subpoenaed by the state, which treated her gently. My ex-husband’s team
               had been less forgiving. If they’d painted her mother as an embittered drunk, they tried to make Alison look like a greedy
               young woman grasping for control of a fifty-billion-dollar business.
            

            
            “Anyway, Daddy’s lawyers were trying to tie up her shares, but I don’t think they’ve been able to. Mother gave up the Lake
               Bluff house as part of their divorce, not that it had become final before—” Her mouth worked. “Last week, you know, when Daddy—but,
               anyway, Mother gave up the house.”
            

            
            “Who inherits it?”

            
            Alison shook her head. “I don’t know. Mother, if she hadn’t signed anything. Or me, I guess.”

            
            I could see why the cops were interested in Constance Breen. She hadn’t seemed like the kind of person who wanted to be involved
               in a bitter fight over assets, but perhaps her husband’s attitude drove her into a more vindictive position. Or perhaps her
               friend Leila pushed her there.
            

            
            “I’m sorry to talk to you about it clinically, Alison, but the shot that killed your father—that took a really skilled marksman.
               Is your mother that good a shot?”
            

            
            “I don’t know. I don’t know!” she cried. “I thought I knew my father, but it turned out he was like some kind of monster, killing people who got in his way. So how can I say what I know about my mother?” 

            
            “Is that what you want me to do? Find out what your mother is really like?”

            
            “If she turns out to be just as monstrous”—Alison tore at her cuticles, her voice a hoarse whisper—“how can I know what I
               might be like? Maybe I’m just as able to switch from nice girl to killer.”
            

            
            “Alison, you’re true blue and disaster isn’t going to change that,” I said, “but I’ll find out what I can.”
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            Bobby Mallory is a police captain, with a secretary and a couple of sergeants at his beck and call, but in his rookie year,
               he was partnered with my dad. The two remained close until my father’s death: my Jewish mother was godmother to Bobby’s eldest
               Catholic daughter; Bobby was one of Gabriella’s and then Tony’s pallbearers.
            

            
            When I started as an investigator, it felt like a slap to him—Bobby didn’t like to see women in nontraditional roles. He’s
               changed with the times, though, seen women become good police officers, seen me land on my feet in tricky situations, and
               the affection he felt for me because of my parents has lost its angry edge. Still, my arrival in his office at police headquarters
               didn’t make his face light up with joy.
            

            
            “You must be in worse trouble than usual if you’re coming to see me,” he growled.

            
            I bent down and pecked his cheek. “I’m not in trouble at all. I’m here as a very virtuous citizen giving you a heads-up. Alison Breen has hired me to find out what role, if any, her mother played in Cordell Breen’s death.” 

            
            “I knew the investigation could only get worse,” Bobby said. “I don’t suppose I could ask, plead, beg, or order you to tell
               Ms. Breen that we have the situation well in hand and no one will railroad her mother?”
            

            
            I couldn’t help laughing, but I treated the question as rhetorical. “Is Constance Breen a person of interest? Can she shoot
               well enough to get one shot into a man from five hundred yards away?”
            

            
            “How do you know the distance?” Bobby demanded.

            
            “I figured the shooter had to be in the parking garage; there’s no place to take cover on the street, and there must be a
               hundred surveillance cameras on that stretch of California. Did you find the shell casing?”
            

            
            “Every punk in America watches too many NCIS and CSI episodes; they all know they’re supposed to pick up their shell casings after they’ve murdered someone. But I don’t suppose
               it will derail the investigation if you know that the bullet came from an older hunting rifle, not from a fancy assault weapon.
               The shooter was either lucky or very good. It was a hell of a shot. Heck of a shot.” He corrected himself hastily: he’s accepted
               the fact that I’m a competent investigator, but not that I can listen to vulgarity and swearing without collapsing.
            

            
            “And is Constance Breen that kind of shooter?” I asked.

            
            “Hard to believe, but she won medals at the gun club she and Breen belong to. Belonged to. Of course, killing a man is different from hitting skeet, but shooting at a distance, you don’t see the blood or hear the lungs groaning for air, you could imagine it was one more clay target.” 

            
            “Does she have the weapon?”

            
            “Her father did,” Bobby said. “It was a Mannlicher. Forensics says an antique, probably dating to the 1920s. Kind of thing
               Hemingway liked to carry around Africa.”
            

            
            My eyes widened: Bobby had never struck me as a reader. He saw my expression and made a face. “That’s what the forensics chief
               said, not me. You could kill a lion with it, and Constance Breen’s father bagged his share.”
            

            
            “So Constance Breen came from money as well as marrying it?”

            
            “Her family was old money that they lost. It’s like something out of some crappy novel or movie: Cordell Breen the brash millionaire,
               Constance Hargreave the artistic last descendant of someone who came on the Mayflower or the Pinta or something. Breen’s dough let Constance’s father spend his life drinking whiskey and killing endangered animals. He died,
               oh, maybe ten years ago, and she got the gun collection because that was all Hargreave had to leave her.”
            

            
            “You got enough to make an arrest?”

            
            Bobby scowled at a fat file on his desk. “She’s a better candidate than anyone else we’re looking at. Breen was playing hardball
               over the divorce, and he was a smart and quick and dirty fighter. Your ex, of course, was a big help in that department. You
               never collected any alimony, did you?”
            

            
            I made a face. “We didn’t have assets to parade for Global Entertainment’s benefit. But I didn’t want his alimony.” I’d like
               to think I could have beaten Dick in court, but probably not over a divorce settlement. Anyway, I hadn’t been able to beat
               him over Cordell Breen.
            

            
            Bobby gave a half-smile: I guess he was entitled to a little smirking at my expense. “So Breen, or your ex, was able to shut down a lot of Constance’s accounts. Of course, she still has a few million, enough to buy a stable of her own legal advisers. And the kid, if she likes her mom, can bail Constance out to any tune you want to name.” 

            
            Meaning, justice may be blind, but she has an acute sense of touch: she knows when she’s about to bump into the kind of influence
               that makes a cop’s life hard.
            

            
            When I got up to go, Bobby said, “You know something that will make us look in a different direction?”

            
            “No. I know nothing. Where does Constance say she was when her husband was killed?”

            
            “She was waiting for someone to pick her up. Potty-mouthed woman who won’t leave her side. Constance can’t prove it, but we
               can’t disprove it. No witnesses except the potty-mouth, who we figure would say anything.”
            

            
            “You’re sure Cordell was the intended target?” I asked.

            
            Bobby’s blue eyes narrowed to slits in his round face. “You do know something. What?”
            

            
            “I really know nothing, Bobby. Just—the street’s lousy with drug dealers coming to see if their homeys are ratting them out.
               Someone could have missed, that’s all.”
            

            
            “Be your age, Vicki,”* Bobby said. “Someone who could nail Breen over the heads of eleven camera crews and God knows how many flashing strobes was not missing a shot directed at a Latin King. If Breen had had a bull’s-eye painted between his eyes, she couldn’t have done better.” 
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            I called Murray from my car. “I want to see all the video footage you have of the street.”

            
            “Any particular street, oh She Who Must Be Obeyed?”

            
            “California Avenue, the day of Breen’s murder.”

            
            “The cops have already subpoenaed copies and come up dry. What do you know that they don’t?”

            
            “I’ve been told someone from the Cubs pitching rotation had a good enough aim to hit Breen. I don’t believe it, but I want
               to see if any of their starters were outside the courthouse.”
            

            
            He was silent, thinking it over, wondering what I was hiding, but he finally agreed to show me the footage. “But I get to
               watch it with you. And you feed and water me.”
            

            
            Murray drank Holstens, five bottles. I primly sipped Black Label. Murray objected that the bag of pretzels I set on my office
               worktable didn’t constitute food, but I told him I didn’t want grease or sauce on my big computer screen.
            

            
            We looked at footage for two hours, slowly, stopping sometimes for a frame-by-frame view. Murray’s camerawoman had shot a
               lot of street footage while the crews waited for word to filter down from the jury room. Bobby was right—there was no sign
               of Constance Breen on the street.
            

            
            The courtroom had been filled with senior staff from Breen’s company as well as families of people whose death Cordell Breen had helped engineer. I watched the head of one of the software divisions come down the stairs. Neighbors of Martin’s grandmother, who raised him, came to the trial. Members of the Dzornen family turned out in force—Herta, whose father had been a Nobel Prize–winning physicist, and who thought young Martin was trying to blackmail her: her father’s prize had been based on Martin’s great-grandmother’s work, which he’d never acknowledged. Herta’s children and grandchildren had flown up from Arizona, eager to protect the family name. 

            
            I saw Herta in court with her family every day of the trial: her younger brother Julius had grown up with Cordell Breen. He’d
               been one of the people killed in Cordell’s ferocious campaign to protect his billions. The day of the verdict, she seemed
               to have been alone. At least, on the video footage we were watching, she came out of the courthouse alone, walking slowly
               with the aid of her cane, her white hair sticking out around her head like dandelion pollen. Perhaps the daughter had gone
               to get the car to spare her mother a longer walk.
            

            
            The woman I’d seen slowly pushing a walker up California Avenue the afternoon of the shooting had also had a corona of white
               hair.
            

            
            “What are you staring at?” Murray demanded. “Herta Dzornen? You think someone with fingers like that could aim a rifle and
               pull a trigger?”
            

            
            “I think you missed a chance to get a human-interest story out of her when you were fleeing the scene right after the murder.”

            
            “You fled with me,” Murray said.

            
            “Yep, so I did.”

            
            We watched the cops push the camera crews back from the foot of the steps as the doors opened for Cordell Breen and his entourage. He stood at the top of the stairs in his ten-thousand-dollar custom tailoring, looking energetic, youthful, a man ready to go back to the boardroom and make new history in electronics, not like a ruthless killer in his seventies. 

            
            He exchanged some kind of joke with my ex-husband. The lawyers all laughed in a polite fakey way, and then Breen pushed them
               away and stood alone on the stairs for a moment, straightening the knot in his tie, looking straight at the cameras. When
               his face exploded, it happened almost in silence: the cameras were trying to pick up his conversation with his lawyers, and
               so the mikes didn’t catch the bullet and the recoil. Bobby was right: no one else could possibly have been the target.
            

            
            “So what did you learn?” Murray demanded.

            
            “It’s horrible to see a man die in front of your eyes. That image will stay in my head a long time.”

            
            “But who killed him?”

            
            “The cops think it was Constance Breen, but she must have left by a side door. The deputies will do that to keep someone out
               of the camera range, you know.”
            

            
            “I know they’re looking at Constance’s bank accounts, and they’re inspecting the little arsenal she inherited from her old
               man. Tiger Hargreaves, that was what they used to call him.”
            

            
            “‘They’ being all the hearty boys at his club who liked the spectacle of beaters shoving a tiger in front of a man with an
               arsenal.”
            

            
            Murray glared at me. “Why do you have to be such a frigging killjoy all the time?”

            
            “I didn’t like Cordell Breen, but that shot, the kill shot. That’s hard to watch. I guess the TV crews were kind of beaters, too, weren’t they, setting him up for someone with a rifle.” 

            
            “That is the fucking last straw, Warshawski. I did not lose a night’s sleep from covering his death, and I’m not going to
               have you guilt me into it now.”
            

            
            “I wasn’t trying to,” I said. “I was thinking of something else and that came out.”

            
            It wasn’t much of an apology and I didn’t blame Murray for stalking away in a major huff. When he’d left, I stared for a long
               time at the whisky in my glass. The cops were taking Constance Breen seriously as a candidate for murder. The evidence might
               be unsatisfactory, but people have been tried on less evidence than owning the right caliber rifle. They’ve been convicted
               on even less than that.
            

            
            I swallowed the rest of the Black Label and drove over to the Gold Coast, to Herta Dzornen’s building. The doorman knew me
               by sight and didn’t like me, but when he called to announce me, Herta told him I could come up.
            

            
            “The walker,” I said when we were sitting in her living room. “It had that little box thing that you can sit on. That’s where
               you put the rifle after you’d shot Breen, but where did you park the walker during the trial?”
            

            
            She kneaded her hands, the gesture she and her half sister Kitty had in common. “How did you know?”

            
            “I saw you pushing it up California, after they blocked off the street, but you came out of the courthouse just using your
               cane.”
            

            
            “They inspect everything when you go in,” she said. “I knew I’d never get it past the metal detectors. I left it in the parking garage, chained to a railing with a bicycle chain up on the fifth floor. I thought it would be an omen: if someone stole it while I was in the courthouse, then Breen was intended to live. If it was still there, then, well, the opposite.” 

            
            “Where did you learn to shoot?”

            
            Herta looked at me for a long pause, then said, “My mother’s father had been an officer in the German Army during the First
               World War. He taught my mother to shoot using his military rifle, and she taught me. It’s a Mannlicher; we brought it with
               us when we had to flee Vienna. Even after a century, it still handles beautifully. It’s Greek made, actually, not German,
               but the machining is perfect.”
            

            
            “Why?” I asked. “I didn’t think you cared that much about your brother.”

            
            Her mouth worked. “I cared about him deeply. How he was before Cordell Breen destroyed him, I mean. You don’t know what he
               was like—a sensitive joyous boy. He was passionate about science and music, and then he became a shell of himself.
            

            
            “When you told me what the Breens had done, how they’d forced Julius to be part of their lies and murders, I thought my heart
               would break. And I thought, this one time, Cordell won’t succeed, I was sure he would be found guilty, but as the trial progressed,
               I could see that the jury didn’t like the state’s attorney, or didn’t trust her.
            

            
            “I thought I would have one chance, that it would be too hard to find him in the open any other time than when he left the
               courthouse. I told my daughter I needed to hear the verdict alone, that I would be too upset to be with anyone if he were
               found not guilty.
            

            
            “I left as soon as the foreman started saying ‘not guilty.’ When you’re old and disabled, no one looks at you. I made it into the garage and—it was amazing to me. I hadn’t been hunting since we moved to Chicago—we used to shoot when my father was at Los Alamos, my mother and sister and I used to go up into the mountains and shoot at small game, and I became very good. It was so strange, picking up the Mannlicher again, feeling it come to life. I cleaned it, found some shells, but I only needed one. And then I took it apart again, put it in the little sitting box of the walker, and became an invisible old woman again. The police were searching handbags and briefcases, but they wouldn’t bother an old lady with a walker.” 

            
            She blinked away tears. “Poor Julius. My poor brother.”

            
            We sat in silence for a time. She finally wiped her eyes with a lace handkerchief.

            
            “What will you do now?” she asked.

            
            “I am an officer of the court. I cannot commit or condone perjury, but I am also not required to repeat everything I know.
               However, Constance Breen is under danger of arrest for her husband’s death. If you saw her, or think you saw her, get into
               a car and drive off before he was shot, I want you to tell this to the police. You’re an old invisible woman, you say, but
               you also have considerable stature in this city because of your father’s fame. They will listen to you.”
            

            
            Herta blinked at me. “And then what will you do?”

            
            “And then—I will spend a long time wondering if I’ve made a terrible mistake.”

            
            I drove from Herta’s apartment to the lake and watched the black water break up and refract the moonlight. It is always best
               to follow the law in its confining constructs. If you start thinking you’re the equivalent of God, entitled to mete out justice
               as it suits your own interpretation, you leave a swath of destruction behind you.
            

            
            I finally drove home, but I didn’t sleep much that night, nor for many nights to come. Alison Breen tried to pay me when the cops told her that her mother was no longer a person of interest. I couldn’t take the money. A few weeks later, there was a small paragraph in the paper, announcing Herta Dzornen’s death. The story recounted her family’s history in fleeing Europe, her father’s prize. I can’t say that brought me much comfort, either. 

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            Critical Mass (2013) was my homage to my husband and his friends’ and mentors’ work in their quest to find the heart of the atom. All the
               characters in this story were involved in the novel, but a lot of readers wrote to say they were unhappy that Cordell Breen
               walked away unscathed. I wrote this story as a present to these readers. “Is It Justice?” was first published in Suspense Magazine, December 2013.
            

            
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Flash Point

         
         
            1

            He was waiting outside my office when I arrived that morning, a tall lean man with a hint of sandalwood aftershave about
               him. It was the smile that got to me, though, that lazy, lurking smile that says, “We both know this is a game, but it’s fun
               to play it.”
            

            
            “Knock it off, Warshawski,” Murray Ryerson said. “I want to know how you got involved with the Teichels.”

            
            “He had legs that wouldn’t stop,” I said, “and those soft bronze curls—”

            
            “That tell us your client was a giraffe,” Sal Barthele interjected. “Are you writing a zipper ripper or giving Murray deep
               background on the case?”
            

            
            I was at her bar, the Golden Glow, with Murray, recovering from an exhausting day. I didn’t feel like talking about the Teichels,
               but I had promised Murray an exclusive.
            

            
            “It started with sex, or with me misinterpreting a question about sex,” I said. “And knowing Murray, or his corporate masters,
               I figured men whose glinting good looks make bishops kick holes in stained-glass windows—”
            

            
            “Philip Marlowe said that about a blonde. A woman,” Murray objected.

            
            “I’ve known a number of blond men,” I said. “My ex-husband for starters. Igor Palanyuk for another. Both made me want to kick things, but the passion they inspired was about as far from lust as you can get.” 

            
            “Begin at the beginning,” Murray said. “And I’d like another beer.”

            
            “You’re buying, remember?” I said. But I began at the beginning, a Tuesday afternoon in Minna Simms High School.

            
         
         
            2

            “Have you ever, like, slept with a suspect to get information?”

            
            A titter ran through the room and the kid turned crimson. The guidance counselor on the stage with me stiffened and glared
               at the youth, but I answered gravely.
            

            
            “It’s important to stay alert, even on dull assignments. Booze, drugs, sex, anything that might make you sleep, especially
               with a suspect, should always be avoided.”
            

            
            A snicker and some catcalls arose from the back of the room on the right. “Maybe that’s how losers get a sex life, Cory,”
               one guy yelled. “That makes this a good career for you.”
            

            
            “Suspect has to be trying to get in his pants, dude, what self-respecting girl wants to be there?” another clever guy chimed
               in.
            

            
            I’d misjudged the question and the questioner. Cory turned red; he blundered along the row of kids, heading for the exit.

            
            “Cory, I’m sorry,” I said into the mike. “I assumed you were with the feral group in the back. Please don’t leave.”

            
            It was too little, too late. He stumbled up the aisle and out the auditorium door.

            
            I was taking part in a career fair at Minna Simms High School on Chicago’s northwest side, describing life as a private investigator. I’d explained to the room full of slouching adolescents that solo ops were a rare breed; most investigators work for giant firms like Tintrey, which require a background in law enforcement or an advanced degree in law or criminal justice. I’d finished covering old-fashioned tailing—how to blend in with your surroundings—when Cory had stood to ask his question. 

            
            “That’s a good example of the wrong way to conduct an investigation,” I said to the now-silent room. “Jumping to conclusions
               about where a conversation is going. The more you can exhibit empathy with a witness, the more easily they’ll talk to you.
               When you make fun of someone instead of listening to them, you lose the chance to gain information.”
            

            
            At the end of my hour, when students had asked about guns and data mining, and how to protect your own privacy if you were
               the target of an investigation yourself, I asked the guidance counselor how to find Cory.
            

            
            Cory Teichel should have been in third-semester calculus, but he’d left the high school campus without saying anything to
               anyone. The guidance counselor who’d been chaperoning me said it was against school policy to give out an address or phone
               number. I left a note for Cory with her and went back to my office.
            

            
            Impulse control. I should have told the kids impulse control was a good quality in an investigator. Follow hunches, take quick
               decisive action, but don’t let the chip on your shoulder fly into your eye and blind you. In other words, I was annoyed with
               myself, but I had a heavy workload, and by the end of the afternoon I’d put Cory Teichel and my gaffe out of my mind.
            

            
            I was forced to think about him again the next afternoon. As I was shutting down for the day, someone rang the bell to the outer door. I looked at my security camera feed and saw a young woman in leggings and a layer of tank tops and shirts, carrying a backpack almost as big as she was. Her hair was thick and fell over her eyes and cheeks, so that it wasn’t possible to make out her expression. 

            
            I buzzed her in and went down the hall to meet her.

            
            “You’re the detective?” Her voice was unexpectedly deep.

            
            I nodded.

            
            “You’re the one who made fun of Cory yesterday?”

            
            I nodded again. “Were you at the career fair?”

            
            “I went to the session on architecture. But I heard about you from someone at your session. It was very unfair of you to say
               what you did.”
            

            
            “You’re right, at least up to a point,” I agreed, “the point being that the question was pretty snarky. Did you come here
               to chew me out?”
            

            
            She bit her lip. “Cory disappeared. No one knows where he went.”

            
            I didn’t say anything.

            
            “You need to find him.”

            
            I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Who are you, and what’s your relationship to him?”

            
            She flushed. “I’m a friend.”

            
            “Well, friend, here’s the scoop. I don’t know who you are, I don’t know if Cory Teichel is missing, and if he is, I don’t
               know if you have a legitimate interest in having him found.”
            

            
            Her flush deepened. “I see exactly how you behaved to Cory. That’s why he ran away. If this is how you treat everyone who wants help, I’m surprised you stay in business.” 

            
            “Do you always leap to conclusions like a young chamois in the Caucasus?” I was exasperated. “You come in demanding that I
               find Cory Teichel, but for all I know, this is a scam you and he have put together to embarrass me for having embarrassed him. I go looking for him and he’s sitting in your basement playing video games.”
            

            
            “Oh.” She deflated. “I hadn’t thought of that. If I tell you my name, will you keep it secret?”

            
            “Keep it confidential, you mean. Yes, unless you’ve committed a felony.”

            
            She came into my office, scuffing her toes like a six-year-old going to the doctor. When I showed her to the alcove where
               I see clients, she dumped her backpack on the floor, kicked off her boots, and sat cross-legged on the couch. Under the cascade
               of dark hair, she still had the soft round face of childhood, but the expression in her eyes was fierce and intelligent.
            

            
            After another demand that I not tell anyone she’d come to see me, she gave me her name: Erica Leahardt. She and Cory had known
               each other since middle school because they lived only five blocks apart. They usually rode the Peterson Avenue bus together
               in the mornings, but Cory hadn’t been on the bus and he hadn’t been in any of the classes they had together.
            

            
            “And you know he’s not home sick?” I asked.

            
            “He’s not answering his phone and then I went to his place, but no one was home.”

            
            I suggested different possibilities—a family emergency had taken him out of town, for instance, or he was brooding with his earbuds in and didn’t hear the bell. 

            
            “It’s just Cory and his father. His mother took off when he was little, he doesn’t even remember her, and he doesn’t have
               any other family.”
            

            
            “Why don’t you ask Mr. Teichel where Cory is?”

            
            She made a horrified face. “I couldn’t, it would be too weird.”

            
            “You don’t think it would be extremely weird if I asked him? I don’t work for the school, I don’t have a legitimate reason
               to call him out of the blue to ask him about his son.”
            

            
            “You couldn’t, like, hack into Cory’s cell phone to find out where he is?”

            
            “That’s illegal, Ms. Leahardt, even if I knew how, which I don’t. It wouldn’t be weird for you to call your friend’s father
               to say you need to talk to Cory about—anything. Your calculus assignment, your upcoming camping trip, whatever it is the two
               of you do together. You don’t have to say you think he’s missing, just ask the question. He’ll tell you where Cory is.”
            

            
            “You don’t know why that would be really hard for me.”

            
            I invited her to tell me, but she clammed up mulishly and finally left, with a sullen comment about my incompetence.

            
            I took a moment to look up the two families. Mike Teichel—original name Dmitri Teichel—had come to this country from Ukraine
               as a teenager before the fall of the Soviet Union. If he’d married Cory’s mother, there wasn’t a record of it. If his own
               parents were still alive, I couldn’t find them. He was a freelance designer of computer games who rented office space near
               Northwestern University’s Evanston campus—he apparently taught a seminar in their computer engineering department every winter.
            

            
            Erica’s parents were divorced. She lived with her mother, a systems analyst at Metargon, the big electronics firm in Northbrook. Her father was in Seattle running an art gallery. 

            
            Single dad a game designer, single mom at a big electronics firm. I thought back to Cory’s question about sleeping with a
               suspect. Had Cory Teichel been worried that Erica’s mother slept with his father to wangle gaming secrets from him? Maybe
               he suspected Erica was sleeping with his father. Or, à la Dustin Hoffman, was Cory sleeping with Erica’s mother?
            

            
            The possibilities reminded me of Professor Wright’s efforts to teach me the mathematics of permutations and combinations.
               The possibilities were all there, but the probabilities were impossible to calculate.
            

            
            In the morning, I called Candace Mehr at Simms High School. She was the guidance counselor who’d shepherded me through the
               career fair two days ago.
            

            
            “Candace, V.I. Warshawski. I’ve been feeling bad about the kid I embarrassed on Tuesday. Any chance I could meet with him
               in person, apologize, find out what was on his mind when he asked his question?”
            

            
            She said she’d check with him, get back to me, but when she called an hour later, it was to say that Cory hadn’t been in school
               for two days. “In fact, his father was just in the principal’s office, trying to find out where Cory is. He hasn’t been home,
               either. I gave him your name.”
            

            
            Mike Teichel called almost as soon as I’d hung up: he needed to see me at once to discuss his son.

            
            “At once” when you have to cover four miles during Chicago’s morning rush means three quarters of an hour. I had time to finish a report and reorganize my morning meetings before Teichel showed up. 

            
            He was belligerent. Like Erica Leahardt yesterday afternoon, he blamed me for Cory’s disappearance. He’d heard from Candace
               Mehr how I’d embarrassed his son in front of the school; it was my job to find him.
            

            
            “Have you talked to the police?”

            
            “Absolutely not. If I wanted to go to the police, I wouldn’t be coming to you!”

            
            I sat back in my chair. “Mr. Teichel, your son asked an absurd, and on the surface, insulting question in front of the school.
               There’s a myth about the world of private eyes, that they’re hard-bitten lonely men who have sex with glamorous and dangerous
               women. When Cory asked if I ever slept with a suspect, I thought he was trying to draw a laugh from his classmates by playing
               into that myth. He obviously had something else on his mind. You’re his father—you tell me what that was.”
            

            
            Teichel breathed hard through his nose, a kind of bull-in-the-ring sound. “Cory’s seventeen. That’s not an age where someone
               confides in his father,” he said at last.
            

            
            “Who would he confide in? His mother?”

            
            The bull-ring snort grew more pronounced.

            
            “Friends?” I finally asked, when it was clear the mother wasn’t going to be talked about.

            
            “He’s a loner. I don’t think he has friends.”

            
            “Erica Leahardt?”

            
            “That lying little bitch?” he shouted. “Are you a friend of hers, or that mother of hers?”

            
            “Let’s see where we are so far, Mr. Teichel: you say your son is missing. You claim I’m responsible. You won’t go to the police. You won’t discuss his mother. You don’t know who his friends are. Is Cory really missing?” 

            
            Teichel’s lips were pressed in a thin angry line. “He is really missing. Now tell me how you know the Leahardt females.”

            
            I shook my head. “People tell me you’re a software designer—gaming software, right?”

            
            “So she is trying—”
            

            
            “I can’t believe you can write code if you work on untested assumptions. I won’t talk about the Leahardt women because you’re not asking a rational question about them. And unless you want to hire me to find your son and to answer some
               questions yourself, there’s no reason for us to continue speaking.”
            

            
            I pulled out my phone and started returning emails, or at least pretended to. Teichel walked to the door, hesitated, walked
               back again.
            

            
            “Very well. I wish to hire you to find Cory. But only if you are not playing some game with those Leahardt fe— With the Leahardts.”

            
            He was still making tiresome assumptions, but I let it pass. “I met Erica Leahardt briefly, once, and don’t know her mother.
               When Ms. Leahardt told me she was worried about your son, I told her to talk to you, but she said she couldn’t.”
            

            
            His nostrils flared again, cornered bull. “Damned right. Not since the day I found her snooping in my home computer.”

            
            I raised my brows.

            
            “Her mother works for Metargon. They are notorious thieves of other people’s work. Erica claimed she was looking for a document that Cory had created—she had come over on the pretext of a study date with my son. That was the last time she was allowed in our home.” 

            
            “How did Cory feel about you banning her from the house?”

            
            “He didn’t say anything about it. He probably realized she was using him, but it didn’t seem to bother him.”

            
            “Maybe it did him terrible damage for you to exclude his friend,” I suggested. “She seems to like him—she came all the way
               down here on the bus to ask me to find him.”
            

            
            That didn’t set well with Teichel, but he wasn’t stupid, only angry and confused. After railing at me for a moment, he stopped
               and thought.
            

            
            “I suppose. After all, it’s her mother who wants my files. Berenice Leahardt could have been exploiting her daughter’s interest
               in Cory.”
            

            
            I asked what proof he had that Berenice Leahardt was trying to steal his designs.

            
            “The work I do is on the edge, where AI meets traditional gaming. Defense industries are among my clients, and anything you
               do for defense rouses interest around the globe. Metargon is a player, anyone who works for Metargon—”
            

            
            “In other words, more assumptions, but no proof,” I snapped. “Do you think your son’s disappearance is connected to your work?”

            
            He suddenly became very still, as if his entire mind had retreated to a remote place. When he spoke again, it was quietly,
               without bluster.
            

            
            “I hope not. But—if it is—the faster you find him the better. And without police, FBI, none of them. They will care more for
               the software than for Cory.”
            

            
            I talked him through the basics—when had Teichel realized his son was missing?

            
            He hadn’t become seriously concerned until this morning—he’d been in San Francisco Tuesday, meeting with a corporate client,
               got home late yesterday. “I thought maybe he’d gone to bed early—I didn’t land until eleven last night; his room was dark,
               I didn’t try to wake him up. Then this morning, I saw the message from the school, that he hadn’t been to his classes yesterday.
               He wasn’t in his room, he wasn’t at school. I drove there at once, of course, and they told me about you. Your humiliating
               him.”
            

            
            “Yes, we’ve covered that,” I said. “You’re sure he wouldn’t be with his mother?”

            
            He went quiet again. “Cory’s mother disappeared from our lives before Cory’s third birthday. She has never written, she has
               never been in touch, but someone told me she returned to Ukraine, to Simferopol, where we both grew up. Except that city is
               now in Russia, not Ukraine.”
            

            
            The only detail Teichel had, or at least was willing to share, was his ex-wife’s name: Nina Lavrentovna. “I don’t know what
               last name she is using now—mine, Teichel? Her birth name, Serova? Maybe she even married again. Since I never have heard from
               her, I don’t know.”
            

            
            He didn’t know if she’d remarried, and whether she worked, but the two had met in the States as engineering students, gravitating
               to each other since they were both from Crimea. “Russian and Ukrainian women work, as a rule. If she has a job, it is in electrical
               engineering.”
            

            
            I went back to the question of Cory’s friends. Teichel finally dredged up the names of two kids who Cory sometimes went with to nature preserves. “He likes that kind of thing, wetlands, birds, the ecosystem. He volunteers in a prairie restoration project.” 

            
            I asked if Teichel monitored his son’s whereabouts. After another round of defensive hostility, he admitted that he’d put
               stealth software into Cory’s Android, but that he hadn’t been able to track him past yesterday afternoon.
            

            
            “He went to the Sulzer Regional Library yesterday morning and he spent the day there. And he left his phone there. I picked
               it up this morning on my way to the school.”
            

            
            “Do you have it? Did you see who he was calling or texting?”

            
            “No one since Tuesday afternoon.” He stopped, then added reluctantly, “He texted Erica: ‘The PI totally bricked me. Hope the architect was better.’ I still think she was trying to use Cory to steal my secrets. Took a computer gaming class to make sense of what she saw
               in my office.”
            

            
            Bricked, as in dropped a ton of bricks on him, I supposed.

            
            I sidestepped another argument about the Leahardt women. “What’s been on Cory’s mind lately? He came to my session for a reason.
               He wanted to know if it was okay to have sex with someone in order to get information from them. Who would he have been wanting
               information from?”
            

            
            Teichel said he couldn’t possibly know, but he only spoke after a pause and his tone was uneasy.

            
            “You know something. You need to tell me.”

            
            “I know—that I don’t know my son. Always a hard thing for a parent to admit,” he said harshly. “Give me whatever paperwork
               you need. I need to know what’s happened to Cory.”
            

            
            “You would be much better off with the police,” I said.

            
            “Absolutely no police,” Teichel hissed.

            
            “Or a big firm. Tintrey, Balladine, they can put a lot of resources into a search. I can’t. Especially not with so little
               to go on.”
            

            
            Teichel didn’t want a big firm—who knew who owned whom when you were with a multinational? He wanted someone loyal to him
               and his son. We finally signed a contract, me reluctantly, and demanding a $2,500 deposit, more than I usually required, but
               I didn’t like the setup. Teichel also texted me a couple of somewhat recent photos of his son. And, very reluctantly, let
               me borrow Cory’s Android.
            

            
            When he left, I checked my police and hospital sources. No unidentified white male teens had been found in the last several
               days. It didn’t mean Cory was still alive, but I could use it as a working assumption.
            

            
            I started at the Sulzer Regional Library, since that was Cory’s last known location. The reference librarian was helpful;
               she remembered Cory, mostly because he was using the pay phone, unlike every other teen glued to their handhelds. She’d been
               on the late shift on Tuesday; she hadn’t noticed him leaving, because a second wave of heavy users started pouring in around
               seven, after supper. She’d been swamped until almost closing, but he was definitely gone by then. She sent me to the security
               staff, who didn’t remember him but said there hadn’t been any rough business in the library that day.
            

            
            “Every now and then we have kids who think the library is an extension of the schoolyard or their gang turf and start mixing
               it up, but nothing like that happened Tuesday,” the head of the detail said after consulting his logs.
            

            
            As for where the Android had been discovered, Mike Teichel had found it with his locator app: Cory had stuffed it behind the pay phone he’d been using. 

            
            I sent Teichel a text, saying that the cops could get a warrant to find out what numbers Cory had called from the pay phone,
               but I couldn’t. NO POLICE came back in all caps, followed by a dozen exclamation points.
            

            
            I looked at Cory’s Android, at the texts he’d exchanged with Erica. His last outgoing text, about being bricked, had been
               in response to a query from Erica. She had sent him several dozen messages from Tuesday evening through last night. None this
               morning.
            

            
            As I looked at the log, I saw she initiated 90 percent of their contacts. Maybe more. She was chasing him, poor puppy, and
               he was indifferent. Unless Mike Teichel was right and she was using Cory as a way to get into his dad’s study and steal code.
               Maybe Cory was gay. Maybe he didn’t like her.
            

            
            Cory’s initiating texts were messages to the guys he went hiking with, or to members of a school photography club he belonged
               to. His Facebook page showed seventeen friends. Despite the photography club, he had almost no pictures on the phone—a few
               dozen of the prairie and the wetlands, a few selfies taken there, a few with his buddies. None of Erica, nor of any other
               girls. Whether gay or straight, he had the kind of thin, interesting face that attracts a lot of people, male or female. However,
               the lack of pictures was odd, very un-teenlike.
            

            
            When I called Mike Teichel, he couldn’t tell me his son’s sexual orientation. “I’ve never seen signs he was interested in anyone, boy or girl, not even Erica. If he’s seeing anyone, it’s very secretly.” 

            
            I mentioned the puzzling lack of photos on the Android. Most teens like pictures of themselves and their friends, especially
               pictures of themselves and their lovers.
            

            
            Teichel snorted. “I hope I raised Cory to be better than that; my family made it out of Ukraine with the clothes on our backs,
               not with Androids and selfies and all that self-indulgent crap.”
            

            
            “I’m sure it’s a help to his confidence to know that,” I said dryly. “He belongs to the school photography club. I’d at least
               expect photos he’d taken for the club.”
            

            
            Cory was a serious photographer, his father told me; he had two cameras, a pocket digital and a 1975 Nikon that he’d found
               at a flea market. As to whether he had a photo cache online, Mike couldn’t say. If he did, he’d probably hidden it deeply,
               to avoid charges of immaturity and self-indulgence, but I kept that wry thought to myself, saying instead that I was on my
               way over to Teichel’s to look myself.
            

            
            Mike Teichel tried to argue me out of it: looking for a teen’s art shots was a waste of time when I should be out beating
               the bushes for him.
            

            
            “The way to find a needle in a haystack, or in the bushes, is to use a magnet,” I said. “I need to find someone Cory felt
               able to confide in.”
            

            
            “It won’t be in a roomful of negatives,” Teichel snapped. After a pause, he grudgingly allowed that Cory might have talked
               to the adviser to the school photography club. Teichel didn’t know his first name; Cory only referred to him as “Mr. Spiro.”
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            Of course, if the needle is made out of plastic, a magnet won’t work and you’re doomed, I realized. I was waiting in the principal’s
               office for Mr. Spiro, who also taught chemistry; when I showed the staff the contract that Mike Teichel had signed for me
               to find his son, they were eager to help in any way they could.
            

            
            While I waited for Spiro, I texted the nine people in Cory’s message list, telling them Cory was missing and asking them to
               tell me the last time they’d seen or heard from him. I wanted to talk to Erica face-to-face; the assistant principal said
               she’d organize that for me once I was through seeing Spiro.
            

            
            Mr. Spiro—Antony Spiro, he told me as he briskly shook hands—was a wiry man in his late thirties who smelled of carbolic.
               He had the friendly inquisitive face of a terrier, even the same high wide cheekbones; I could see that adolescents might
               confide in him.
            

            
            He was distressed to hear that Cory was missing. “That explains why he hasn’t been in class or the club. I thought he might
               have gone home sick.”
            

            
            I told Spiro the same thing I’d said to Mike Teichel, about Cory’s question in my presentation. “I think now it was a cry
               for help: he’d had sex with someone to get information, or maybe his father was having sex with someone inappropriate, and
               what should he do about it.”
            

            
            Spiro slowly shook his head. “He didn’t confide in me, at least not directly, but there’s a photo in a recent batch he took—he
               seemed to be trying to draw my attention to it, but I thought it was about the setting, not the people in it.”
            

            
            He looked at the wall clock. “I have another class in ten minutes, but I think I can find it pretty quickly.”

            
            He set off down the hallway at a fast clip, greeting students by name. I trotted behind him along the long corridors favored
               by early-twentieth-century school designers. Partway down the third hallway, Spiro pulled out his keys and unlocked the door
               to a small room. The musty smell of developing chemicals hit us. When Spiro flipped on the lights, the walls were so full
               of pictures that I shrank back; they seemed to make the space too small to breathe in.
            

            
            Spiro didn’t pay attention to me or to the pictures but unlocked a cupboard in the far corner and pulled out an artist’s portfolio
               with Cory’s name on it. Spiro riffled through a set of black-and-white shots until he found the print he was looking for.
               I leaned over his shoulder as he laid it on a light table. Two men were embracing in a parking lot at night. Their stance
               was ambiguous. Were they lovers? Combatants? The faces were hard to make out in the poor light, but I thought the man on the
               right was Mike Teichel.
            

            
            I bent over it, trying to get one clue to where the picture had been taken. A tan brick wall with cracks was in the left of
               the photo, a Dumpster in the background with some slats sticking out of the top, but nothing that would help me identify the
               building.
            

            
            “I thought he wanted advice on the focus and the lighting, but from what you’re saying, I’m wondering if it was the two men.”

            
            I nodded, pointed at Cory’s father. “Can you make me a JPEG of this so I can email it?”

            
            Spiro looked at his watch and the clock on the wall, called the principal to say he’d be a few minutes late for his 1:50 class.
               He found the negative in Cory’s folder and made a fresh print, getting as sharp a contrast as he could, then scanned and emailed
               it to me.
            

            
            He hustled me out of the room, pointing me toward the principal’s office, before trotting in the opposite direction to his waiting chemistry class. 

            
            As I walked, I texted the photo to Mike Teichel—this made me blend in with the students, who were almost all focused on their
               devices yet seemed able to hurry down the hall toward lockers or classrooms without bumping into anyone.
            

            
            Cory took this shot. Does this explain his running away? Who were you with?

            
            Teichel called me before I reached the principal’s office. He was furious; he told me to stop my search and to mind my own
               damned business.
            

            
            “If I’d known you would take that contract as a license to invade my privacy I’d never have come to you. Send me back my retainer
               and stop at once.”
            

            
            “It’s not that simple, Mr. Teichel,” I said. “Seeing you with this man apparently upset Cory. If you want to find him—”

            
            “I’ll find him on my own. You stop now!” He broke the connection.
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            “Cory is really missing?” Erica asked.

            
            We were alone in the assistant principal’s office. The assistant had been reluctant to leave us alone, but I wasn’t a cop,
               nothing Erica said to me could be taken down and used in evidence, and Erica had insisted she wanted to speak to me privately.
            

            
            “Really missing,” I said. “His father won’t call the cops, which makes me wonder what Mr. Teichel is afraid of. He says you were snooping in his home office. What was that about?” 

            
            Erica was mortified, she didn’t want to talk about it, but I reminded her Cory’s life could be on the line; I needed to know
               everything, and she was the only person who might know something vital.
            

            
            It came in small whispered pieces. Yes, she had a crush on him, he didn’t know she was alive, well, of course, they rode the
               bus together, they did homework together, but—you know.
            

            
            I gave a wry smile: I knew. The adored object did not return the love.

            
            “I thought if I got his dad all wound up, maybe Cory would say something or do something, notice me as more than a homework
               buddy. It was pretty pathetic. All it did was make Mr. Teichel say I couldn’t come to the house—he was sure I was trying to
               steal something my mom could use at Metargon.”
            

            
            “Does he work on something she would be interested in?”

            
            Erica flung her hands wide. “I don’t think so, but I don’t know. My mom doesn’t work on anything secret. She’s not an engineer,
               she does flow charts for smart home appliances. Mr. Teichel, he’s like a game theory person. The software I saw was for some
               company in California with a weird name. Knee Ice, Ice Knee, something like that. I asked if he was making portable ice for
               sports injuries, because I wrecked my knee pretty good last summer and I can’t play soccer now, and he acted like he was going
               to murder me. Like he couldn’t take a joke,” she added resentfully.
            

            
            Knee Ice, Ice Knee. “I-C-E-N-I?” I spelled.
            

            
            “Yeah, that’s it.”

            
            “Iceni is one of the country’s biggest defense contractors. No wonder he got so bent out of shape when he saw you looking at the file. You didn’t actually take any of the code?” 

            
            “It didn’t mean anything to me!” she cried. “And afterward, Cory, he—he wouldn’t talk to me about it, and then he started
               acting all weird, not coming home after school, going off with his camera.”
            

            
            “Where did he go?”

            
            She turned scarlet; how would she know.

            
            “If you followed him, it would be great for me to know, and believe me, I won’t rat you out.”

            
            At first, Cory had taken off for the forest preserves on his bike. She’d followed him on her own bike, and seen that he was
               taking nature photos, sometimes with one of his buddies from the photography club.
            

            
            “But then, like, five days ago, he went on the L. It was so creepy—he got off at Pulaski and went to this horrid motel down
               near the expressway. I was totally freaked, but I hid behind a Dumpster.” She giggled nervously. “I was watching him watch
               a parking lot, but then I started getting, like, a thousand texts from my mom, ordering me to come home. She could see where
               I was because like an idiot I hadn’t turned off my phone.
            

            
            “She knew I wasn’t with Melanie and Caitlin, which is what I’d told her. She was in flamethrower mode. I started to leave,
               but then Mr. Teichel drove up. Cory didn’t do anything, I mean, he didn’t, like, run over and talk to his dad, he just started
               photographing him, which seemed totally weird. Mom threatened to call the cops. I had to leave, sneaking all the way around
               the back of the building so neither of them could see me. And it was—gross. Hookers, I guess. Drunks. I—it was awful.”
            

            
            I showed her the picture I’d gotten from Spiro.

            
            “That’s, like, the place, at least, I think it is. It was this old building with that funny kind of hinge for the bottom of
               the fire escape. That’s Mr. Teichel, but I didn’t see the other man, I left before he showed up.”
            

            
            Her soft round face looked gaunt and haunted. “Is that Mr. Teichel’s lover? Is that why Cory ran away?”

            
            I shook my head: I didn’t know.

            
            Erica didn’t remember the name of the hotel where she’d tracked Cory, but she could tell me the location: Pulaski Street,
               just north of the Lake Street L stop.
            

            
            I squeezed her hand with a reassurance I didn’t feel, told her to leave it all to me, but not to talk to anyone else about
               Cory. “And don’t follow me. I may be moving fast around the city and I don’t want to leave you in a place where you wouldn’t
               be safe.”
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            The Ditchley Plaza on Pulaski was all that Erica had reported and then some. I left my car on the street but approached through
               the parking lot, stopping to look at the hinged fire escape that had caught Erica’s eye. It was so badly rusted I hoped the
               residents never had to depend on it for their lives.
            

            
            I kicked a few needles aside when I crossed the lot to get to the front entrance. The hotel had a pseudo-Byzantine facade
               underneath its layers of dirt, and the lobby was a large high-ceilinged space, where half-dead palm trees sat in dusty tubs
               next to armchairs in front of an unused fireplace.
            

            
            A high grille separated the hotel staff from junkies and other customers. I pressed an old metal bell. Five minutes went by while I watched a spider move lethargically along a frond on one of the palm trees. I dinged the bell again and a woman appeared, slowly, from the back. She was thin, with deep disapproval lines gouged along her nose. 

            
            “I heard you. You need to learn some patience. You want a room?”

            
            “I’m a detective. I’m looking for—”

            
            “Detective? You have a warrant?”

            
            “I’m private. No one issues warrants for me.”

            
            “Then you need to go someplace else to look.”

            
            She twitched and scratched her arms while she spoke. Liver damage, probably, especially when I saw how yellow her eyes were.
               I’d made copies of my key photos, Cory’s and Mike Teichel’s faces and the shot Cory had taken of his father embracing another
               man. I slipped these under the grille with a twenty. The clerk pocketed the twenty but didn’t look at the pictures. I sighed
               and put another twenty on the counter.
            

            
            “Never saw him before.” She stabbed a finger on Mike Teichel. “This one, he came last week.” She stabbed the man with Teichel.
               “The kid showed up Tuesday night”—that was Cory—“waited in the lobby until the other guy showed, followed him into the elevator.
               Haven’t seen the kid since Tuesday night, but the other one comes down periodically to get a bottle or a pizza.”
            

            
            She jerked her head across the street, where a couple of fast-food joints and a liquor store were flashing their lights. A
               clutch of men were lounging near the liquor store doorway. Panhandling, maybe, or dealing, or both.
            

            
            “Kid hasn’t shown?” I asked.

            
            “I just said, I haven’t seen him. ’Course I’m only here two till midnight. Could be Major’s seen him. You come back at midnight, you can ask him.” 

            
            “Room number?” I asked.

            
            “People come here to be private,” she said. “I don’t tell their business, I leave them alone.”

            
            I had one twenty left. It wasn’t enough to buy me the room number, but the clerk slipped it into her flat chest anyway. And
               then told me I couldn’t wait in the lobby: people who stayed at the Ditchley valued their privacy.
            

            
            I went outside and moved my car down the street, where I could still see the front of the Ditchley but not be watching in
               an obvious way. I wasn’t there ten minutes when the clerk emerged, heading for the liquor store. I got out of the car for
               a better view. She was showing one of the loungers two of my twenties. He took them and hustled her out of sight, around to
               the back of the building.
            

            
            I pulled my picks out of the glove compartment and ran back to the Ditchley. A prim notice, back in 5 minutes, sat in front of the bell I’d rung for service. I went past the counter, around the side, and found the door to the office
               and front desk. The lock was modern but not difficult.
            

            
            The office was just big enough for a desk with two computers and a phone. One of the computers was hooked to security cameras
               that covered the lobby, a back door, and the front exit. The other held data. It was password protected, but someone had written
               down the password on a Post-it and stuck it to the keyboard tray.
            

            
            I logged in and searched the guest list. More people were staying there than I had thought, especially since I hadn’t seen anyone coming or going. I didn’t know the name of the man in the picture, but only two people had been there longer than two nights, Gene Nielsen in 227 and John Smith in 631. I voted for John, but just in case, I made keys for both rooms—the instructions were helpfully taped to the keyboard tray next to the log-in code and the combination for the wall safe. 

            
            I just had time to get out of the office, skirt the lobby’s security camera, and slide into a chair behind one of the dying
               palms when the clerk returned. My money had bought her a certain degree of calm: she moved languorously across the lobby without
               looking around.
            

            
            The chair gave me a good view of the elevator in the far wall and a sort of view of the parking lot, but not of the front
               desk. I guessed from the noises that the clerk had reinstalled herself in the office, and I didn’t hear any shrieks that showed
               I’d left some trace behind.
            

            
            I put my phone on silent and leaned back in the armchair to minimize my visibility. The chair was upholstered in a frayed
               and faded fabric steeped in so many decades of dust that I kept having to choke back sneezes.
            

            
            A trucker pulled his rig into the parking lot and came in to get a room for the night. The clerk was floating in some happy
               place and only appeared when the trucker had shouted her name several times. Florence. He was a regular, a long-haul driver
               on his way to Phoenix from Bangor. When he’d gone upstairs, a young woman booked a room. The phone rang twice. And then the
               elevator doors wheezed open and the man in Cory’s photo emerged.
            

            
            He walked toward me and I braced myself, but he was merely going to a window behind me to squint at the street. He looked
               to be in his forties, with thick bronze curls and arms that held enough muscle to pack a serious blow if he tried to hit anyone.
            

            
            He lowered the blind and went out. I went to the window myself, lifted an edge of the blinds, and saw him cross the street, heading for a pizza place on the far side of the liquor store. 

            
            I glanced at the registration counter, but didn’t see Florence. The elevator stood open. I hurried over and slipped inside
               just as the doors started wheezing shut. Florence appeared, shouting at me in a high querulous voice: “You, PI, get out of
               there!”
            

            
            I swore under my breath: I’d forgotten the security cameras.

            
            I didn’t know what Florence’s next move would be but mine involved the agony of a ride in an elevator that had read the tortoise
               and the hare way too many times. When I finally reached the sixth floor, I saw a pile of discarded pizza boxes in the hall
               and stuffed those between the doors to keep the elevator from moving. As I knocked hard on the door to room 631, the elevator
               alarm began jangling.
            

            
            “Housekeeping,” I called, although I wasn’t sure there was such a thing at the Ditchley. “We have your clean towels.”

            
            I didn’t hear any movement inside the room. Knocked again, then used the card-key. The lock clicked open. I moved quickly,
               shoulder against door, pushing my way into the room.
            

            
            Cory Teichel sat on the bed, wearing his Jockeys and a T-shirt. He pulled the sheet over his legs when he saw me, his thin
               young face registering fear, not relief.
            

            
            “I’m V.I. Warshawski,” I said. “The detective who was stupid when you asked about sex at my presentation on Tuesday. Do you
               want to be here, or do you want to leave?”
            

            
            He blinked, didn’t move—my appearance, my sharp questions, he was having trouble following me.

            
            “Can you get dressed?” I asked.

            
            “He took my clothes,” Cory muttered.

            
            “Okay, we’ll take his.”

            
            The man hadn’t brought a suitcase, but a gym bag on a card table in the corner held a pair of sweatpants and some T-shirts. I tossed the sweats to Cory. They’d be big on him, but they’d get him out of the hotel. 

            
            The guy’s passport was in the bag, too: Russian. Igor Palanyuk, written in Cyrillic and Roman. Inside was folded the photograph
               of a woman of about thirty-five or forty.
            

            
            “He said if I leave, he’ll call the FBI and they’ll arrest my dad and then kill my mom. That’s my mom, that picture.”

            
            “He’s not going to call the FBI,” I said. “Whoever Igor Palanyuk is, he kidnapped you.”

            
            Cory looked up from fumbling with the sweatpants’ waist-string—his skinny adolescent body would have fit into one leg. “I
               came here. He didn’t kidnap me. I wanted to find how to get my mom out of Russia.”
            

            
            “You want to stay with him?”

            
            “No, but—”

            
            “There’s no but. He’s keeping you against your will. We’ll figure out your mother when we’re safe and have room to act.”

            
            We both heard the tread outside the door. Cory froze. I put the chain bolt into place and ran to the room’s only window, above
               the bed. I wrestled with the lock, but it had been painted into place. Igor began banging the door methodically to and fro
               against the chain. I picked up a chair and shattered the window. I half-carried Cory to the broken window, wrapped a sheet
               around him, thrust him outside onto the fire escape.
            

            
            “Get down that ladder. When you get to the bottom, stay out of sight, do not show yourself for anyone except me.”

            
            He stood on the platform, eyes big with fear.

            
            “Move!” I screamed.

            
            He skittered down the escape just as Palanyuk forced the bolt screws out of the doorframe. The door flew open. Palanyuk’s
               ferocious forward momentum made him stumble. When I flung the chair at him, he tripped and fell heavily.
            

            
            I scrambled through the broken glass on the bed and went down the fire escape. I found Cory on the bottom platform, two stories
               above the ground, huddled against the wall. I grabbed his hand, led him to the edge of the platform, climbed onto the first
               rung of the ladder. Shut my eyes, prayed. A bullet whined past us. I jumped up and down on the top rung. Igor had emptied
               a whole magazine when I felt the mechanism slowly release.
            

            
            I shoved Cory in front of me, forced his terrified body down the ladder. We crossed the parking lot at a shuffle, Cory trying
               to keep the giant sweats in place.
            

            
            Blue-and-whites started swarming, but we were out of searchlight range. A few drunks stared at us apathetically from the curbs.
               They’d seen every possible permutation and combination of men and women along Pulaski to be startled by a half-naked teenager
               with an older woman.
            

            
            I led him to my car and drove him to his father’s house.
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            “And that was it?” Murray said.

            
            “‘That’ was far from ‘it,’ but once we got to Teichel’s place, the story unspooled pretty easily. Palanyuk was with the Ukrainian
               mob; he—”
            

            
            “You said his passport was Russian.”

            
            “Pay attention to geopolitics, Murray. He’s from Simferopol, Crimea, now part of Russia, but he’s ethnic Ukrainian. Mike Teichel’s
               wife, Nina, was Crimean.”
            

            
            Once he had Cory safely home, Mike Teichel had felt able to call a contact at the National Security Agency. In a surprisingly
               short time, he’d tracked down Nina Lavrentovna, now surnamed Batitsky.
            

            
            Her current husband was an oligarch wannabe. None of their get-rich quick, or even slow, schemes had worked out, but Nina
               had kept track of what her ex-husband was up to. When she learned about the game theory he was applying to defense systems,
               and how well his new generation of software worked, she and Batitsky concocted a strange plan to get hold of it.
            

            
            Batitsky told Teichel that he was a coworker of Nina, that she had been imprisoned for anti-Russian activities in Crimea.
               He said Nina realized she had made a terrible mistake in abandoning Cory and Mike. If Mike would get them a flash drive with
               the Iceni software on it, Batitsky could barter it for Nina’s safety.
            

            
            In addition to the sob story, Batitsky sent his friend Palanyuk over to Chicago to try to force Teichel into parting with
               the system.
            

            
            “Mike was behaving so oddly that Cory started following him, and saw him embracing Palanyuk outside the Ditchley Plaza. That
               was the first night Palanyuk arrived, when Teichel believed the sob story about Nina. At first, he embraced Palanyuk out of
               joy—until he found out what the price of her safety was.”
            

            
            “Meanwhile, Cory thought his father was there to have sex with men. He took the photograph he showed his teacher, but went back to the Ditchley two nights later to see if his father showed up there again. That’s why he followed Palanyuk into the elevator and why he ended up a prisoner in the hotel room. 

            
            “Batitsky then offered to trade Teichel Cory’s safety for the flash drive—that was when Teichel fired me. He was scared Cory
               would be killed if I got too close.”
            

            
            “Why did Cory ask if you ever slept with a suspect?” Sal put in.

            
            “When he first followed his dad to the Ditchley Plaza, he thought Mike and Palanyuk were lovers. He thought maybe he could
               seduce Palanyuk and find out what his hold was on his dad. That ploy didn’t work well—Palanyuk wasn’t interested, but he realized
               with Cory, he had a more potent pawn to play with Mike Teichel than a long-absent wife.”
            

            
            “So why did Teichel fire you?” Murray demanded.

            
            “He’d been in San Francisco when Cory took off. He didn’t connect his son’s disappearance with his own troubles, not until
               I texted him the picture Cory had taken of him with Palanyuk outside the Ditchley.”
            

            
            “Which one of them would have made you kick a hole in a stained-glass window?” Sal poured my drink, cocking an eyebrow seductively.

            
            “Cory, of course. I did kick a hole in a window for him.”

            
            “Too bad Erica wasn’t with you,” Murray said. “She could have administered some TLC.”

            
            I didn’t tell him Erica had shown up at the Teichel house, ostensibly to fill Cory in on homework assignments he’d missed. Cory thanked her politely but told her he needed to be alone with his father. I escorted her home, and agreed with all her bright superficial chatter. There is nothing worse than someone telling you “This, too, will pass.” You have to learn your own route out of agony. 

            
            “I’ll take another Oban, Sal,” I said.

            
            “Why do you have to drink expensive malts on my tab?” Murray grumbled.

            
            “Oh, Murray, you know—everything tastes twice as good when someone else is paying.”

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            I wrote this story originally as “A Family Affair” for Bob Randisi’s collection, Fifty Shades of Grey Fedora (Riverdale Avenue, 2015). Our brief was to create a story with a sexual theme that fit in with the craze for Fifty Shades of Grey. I started with Murray and V.I. at the Golden Glow and V.I. using one of Chandler’s notable sexual lines about Velma—a blonde
               who could get a bishop to kick a hole through a stained-glass window.
            

            
            I’ve rewritten it for this anthology, adding about a thousand words and hopefully making the storyline easier to follow. The
               sex is actually nonexistent, but it’s the fear that his father is having an affair that drives young Cory Teichel into action.
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            She hadn’t known her life could unravel so fast. Yesterday morning, her biggest worry had been the phone calls from Ruth Meecham,
               complaining about the noise:
            

            
            (“Are you running a hippie commune in there, Karin?”

            
            “Yes, Ruth.”

            
            “I’m complaining to the alderman: you’re renting rooms to people without meeting the building code for separate entrances.”

            
            “Fine, Ruth.”)

            
            Also Clarence Epstein’s threats to sue her for harassment. In fact, when the cops arrived—all thirteen of them, at midnight,
               with enough cars to run Indy right there on the spot—she’d assumed it was because Clarence had made good on his threats.
            

            
            Chicago’s Hyde Park neighborhood was filled with people Karin had known since first grade. Ruth Meecham was one of them—they
               lived side by side in the same outsize houses where they’d grown up. Clarence was another. In high school, he’d just been
               another grade-grubbing faculty brat, but when Karin got back from her time in India, he’d turned into a power-grubbing economist.
            

            
            He and Ruth and Karin had all lost their parents relatively young, and they’d all inherited their childhood homes. Clarence Epstein had donated his family’s brick home to the Spadona Institute. Of course, Spadona’s main offices were in Washington, but so many of their fellows were on the University of Chicago faculty—most in economics or business, some in law—that Spadona needed a home near the university. 

            
            Ruth Meecham had inherited a portfolio along with her house. She lived alone in eighteen rooms, and kept them up with a meticulous
               round of repairs, gutter cleanings, and tuck-pointings. Gardening was her acknowledged hobby, but meddling ran a close second.
            

            
            Ever since her own parents’ death brought Karin back from India twenty-six years ago, Ruth had been monitoring her. She’d
               noticed Karin’s pregnancy before Karin admitted it to herself, admitted that the nausea she’d suffered since coming home wasn’t
               due to changing back to Western food, or even grief at the loss of her elderly, remote parents, but a souvenir of the ashram
               in Shravasti.
            

            
            Karin so missed life in the ashram that she turned her parents’ mansion into a kind of co-op. Unlike Ruth, she hadn’t inherited
               money to keep up the house. The co-op helped pay the bills, besides giving her a chance to practice the nonviolent activism
               of Shravasti. Karin typically had three or four tenants, usually young activists who stayed a year or two before moving on.
            

            
            Right now the most intense tenant was a young environmentalist with a toddler. Jessica Martin had shown up at Karin’s door
               when the baby was only a month old. Remembering her own trials as a young single mother, Karin took her in, adopted baby Titus
               as an honorary grandchild, and tried to keep peace between Jessica’s volatile moods and the rest of the co-op.
            

            
            Jessica had made Clarence’s Spadona Institute her particular project, tweeting about it, posting photos on Instagram, and running a podcast. She also staged sit-ins, helped a group of nuns with prayer vigils, and invited a lot of police surveillance of Karin’s home. 

            
            After Clarence Epstein’s death two days ago, the surveillance had grown to round-the-clock squad cars in front and in the
               alley. Every now and then a detective came in to talk to one or another resident, always beginning by cross-examining Karin
               on what she knew about the person and why she’d rented them a room.
            

            
            And then—she herself had been arrested for conspiracy to commit murder. Karin sat cross-legged on the jail cell’s steel bed,
               palms up, thumbs and forefingers forming an O, trying to chant, but despite decades of practice, she couldn’t keep her focus
               on her breath.
            

            
            She’d been arrested before, but for demonstrations against wars, or the kind of trespass that Clarence had been so exercised
               about. She’d never been alone in jail, though—it had always been with friends, and never for a charge like murder. She couldn’t
               comprehend it, even though she was choking on cigarette smoke and gagging on the other smells—stale urine, vomit, the iron
               stench of drying blood.
            

            
            Empty the mind. Swami Rajananpur used to say, “Karin, caught between hope and fear, the spirit is liked a trapped bird frantically
               beating its wings, and going nowhere. Empty the mind, join yourself to the great Now.”
            

            
            “Eka leya,” she chanted softly, harmony. A woman rattled the bars of the cage and screamed for a guard. A trapped bird, let it out, let it fly away. “Eka leya, eka leya,” she kept repeating, trying to set free all the birds whirring in her head, but last night’s interview with the young state’s
               attorney kept flying back in.
            

            
            “We know you had a major fight with Dr. Epstein two nights before his death.” The state’s attorney had been a young man, wearing navy pinstripes even at two in the morning, and trying to intimidate her by leaning over her and talking in too loud a voice. 

            
            “We didn’t fight,” Karin had answered, trying to explain that even if Clarence was angry, she, Karin, was too committed to
               nonviolence to fight with him. Nor would she add that everyone in the house had been angry, because it was also against her
               principles to shield herself at someone else’s expense.
            

            
            Had it only been five days ago? Clarence had come over in person—usually he sent a student or an intern with his complaints—and
               he’d seemed angrier with young Jessica Martin than with Karin herself. That wasn’t so surprising, given Jessica’s protests
               at the Spadona Institute. Conversation had been heated but civil until Jessica’s little boy, Titus, toddled in, moving uncertainly
               on his chubby legs.
            

            
            Clarence tried picking him up, and Jessica snatched Titus away, shouting, “Don’t touch my child. I won’t have him covered
               with the blood that’s on your hands.”
            

            
            Clarence had turned white with fury. “At least everyone knows what I stand for. I hate to see a child raised by a hypocrite.”

            
            Titus was usually a sweet and happy baby, but the angry voices made him start to howl.

            
            “You two know how to calm down,” Karin said, taking Titus from Jessica. “Don’t you see, if two smart grown-ups can’t talk
               calmly, there’s no hope for the world?”
            

            
            “Karin, don’t tell me what to do, you overgrown hippie,” Clarence growled. “You never had a sense of values and you haven’t got them now, letting
               anyone and everyone camp out here, and using your father’s house as a base for violating my privacy!”
            

            
            Jessica started to shout something, but Karin shook her head. “Insofar as I can, I run this house on principles of nonviolence. That means nonviolent verbal reactions, too, Jessica. If someone comes in here who’s out of control, it’s his problem, not ours. I will not allow you to shout at him in here or call him names. You can take it outside if you have to do it, but think how much happier you’ll be if you can stay calm.” 

            
            “Be as sanctimonious as you want, Karin,” Clarence snarled, “but keep this in mind while you practice your heavy breathing:
               if you let this flip-flopping radical stage a protest out of your father’s house one more time, I will be suing you for intent
               to injure me and my institute. I came over to tell you I’ve been getting legal advice on this matter and my attorney is prepared
               to act.”
            

            
            Karin laughed. “It’s my house, Clarence. Are you trying to say my dad would have supported your institute if he were still
               alive? Maybe so, but I bet your mom would hate to know what you do in there.”
            

            
            And then she’d felt ashamed, because in one second all her training, all her values, had gone out the window at the chance
               to score on him. Jessica had given a harsh laugh and yelled, “Right on, Karin,” which made Karin leave the room abruptly,
               still holding the baby. At least she’d defused the encounter—Clarence had stayed another half hour, and Karin hadn’t heard
               any shouting coming from the big common room where he and Jessica were talking. That was the last time she’d seen him, and
               she’d been shocked, even if not grief-stricken, when she learned of his death two days later.
            

            
            The state’s attorney hadn’t believed Karin. He thought the threat of Clarence’s lawsuit was enough to make her drop all her principles, figure out how to make a bomb and how to set it off just when Clarence and his crony, the Spadona constitutional scholar Roger Brooke, were having an early morning meeting on Tuesday. 

            
            “I don’t know anything about explosives,” she’d protested.

            
            “But your daughter does, doesn’t she?”

            
            “Temple?” Karin had been astonished. “She’s an engineer. She knows how to calibrate things, and wire a house, and make heating
               and cooling systems go. She doesn’t know bombs!”
            

            
            “Anyone could have built this one.”

            
            Karin shook her head. “Not me. And I’m sure not Temple, either.”

            
            Although, really, where her daughter was concerned, Karin was sure of nothing. How could you love someone and know so little
               about her? She had raised Temple in the relaxed, accepting atmosphere she herself had longed for in her own rigidly controlled
               childhood, and Temple had grown up tidy, precise, so compulsive she changed her voice mail message every day—as Karin realized
               when she’d made a frantic call to her daughter as the police were arresting her. Listening to Temple give the date, her whereabouts,
               when she’d return calls, Karin had moaned, “Darling, please, just answer, just answer,” and when the beep finally came, had
               time only to cry out, “Temple, come as soon as you get this message—it’s urgent!” before the cops snatched the phone from
               her.
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            Temple had been in the water lab at the Cheviot Engineering Institute when the Spadona building blew up. She was conducting tests on a grooved end-fitting that had come loose in a water main break to see whether the fitting was defective or had simply been improperly installed. She was covered in waterproof gear, happily reading gauges and jotting down notes to take back to the computer, and didn’t hear the news until later. 

            
            “Isn’t that the place where your mom leads protests?” Alvin Guthrie asked when Temple got back to her desk. “I thought I saw
               her on TV when Abu Graib hit the news, because she said that some of the Spadona fellows were training torturers, or justifying
               them or something.”
            

            
            “Your mom is totally amazing,” Lettice announced. “Still living the hippie life after all these years. My mother is, like,
               obsessed with her body, you know, getting into a size two instead of a size six. I like how your mom just enjoys life and
               eats what she wants.”
            

            
            “It would be better for her health if she worked out and didn’t eat so much dal and curry,” Temple said—although her suggestions
               along those lines to Karin had made her mother tilt back her head, with its rope of graying blond hair, and laugh. (She’d
               stroked Temple’s cheeks an instant later, because she hated cruelty in herself as much as in others, and said, “Darling, I
               can’t be the kind of woman you see at your health club. I do yoga every day, you know, and even if I’m twenty pounds overweight,
               that doesn’t stop me from making a tree vrksasana.” And she raised her right foot to press into her left thigh, while little Titus clapped his hands and tried to imitate her.)
            

            
            “Anyway, I don’t have enough memory in my phone to keep track of all the places Karin goes on protests,” Temple added to Alvin,
               when he repeated his question. “I think I was born at a rally or protest of some kind.”
            

            
            She could picture her mother, giving birth in the street, wrapping Temple in a banner, and continuing to march. Temple’s earliest memories were of painting signs for protest marches, or the marches themselves. Whether the cause was peace, farmworkers, or reproductive rights, Temple’s childhood was spent waking to a house full of strangers, tiptoeing around throwing out beer cans and scraping leftover curry into the garbage while the activists slept until noon. 

            
            She told her coworkers this, and Lettice once again exclaimed in envy about how open Temple’s mother was. The idea of a house
               full of empties didn’t make them gag, the way it did Temple herself. She’d gone to engineering school as the culmination of
               an obsession both with order and with making things work properly, but Alvin and Lettice were both good engineers with a high
               tolerance for mess—as Temple knew, since they’d all roomed together as students.
            

            
            “If you’d grown up in my family, you’d welcome your mother’s open-house outlook,” Alvin said. “My parents only entertain once
               a year, when they have my father’s family to Thanksgiving, and that is an evening in hell, let me tell you.”
            

            
            While Alvin and Lettice argued which one of them had the more neurotic family, Temple slipped into the hall to call Karin.
               “You weren’t at the Spadona Institute today, were you?”
            

            
            Karin laughed. “You don’t think I blew it up, do you? We had a gazillion fire trucks on the street; Titus was in heaven—you
               know how little boys are with loud machines. But we had a teen reading circle at the house this morning, so I couldn’t go
               to the protest. Jessica was there with the sisters, and I hope you don’t think a group of pacifist nuns could blow up a building.
               Thank goodness none of them was injured—they were kneeling out front when the place went up.”
            

            
            “Temple!” Her boss, Sanford Rieff, had suddenly appeared behind her. “I hope that conversation is about the threads on Rapelec’s pipe valve, because we need a report for them by the end of the day.” 

            
            Temple felt her cheeks grow hot and fled back to the office. While she wrote up her results, her office mates kept up a running
               commentary on the Spadona bombing, which the news sites were covering with an orgiastic glee.
            

            
            Terrorism Strikes Chicago and Al-Qaeda in the Heartland, they trumpeted. A few hours later came the reports that police had discovered the bodies of Clarence Epstein and Roger Brooke in the building
               rubble. This seemed to pin the blame securely on al-Qaeda: the two men had been heavily involved in the interim government
               in Iraq, Epstein as an economist, Brooke giving advice on how to draft a new constitution. The FBI figured that Epstein and
               Brooke were targets of the blast, since they often met early in the morning before any of the administrative staff arrived.
            

            
            The news reports expressed astonishment at the Institute’s location, but the Herald-Star did a sidebar explaining that the University of Chicago had taken over a lot of mansions on Woodlawn and Kimbark Avenues
               to house some of their auxiliary activities; the Spadona Institute, from its beginnings among the economists of the Nixon
               era, had always had close ties to both the university and the national government.
            

            
            When Sanford Rieff came in at three to see whether Temple had finished her analysis, she was glad she had Rockwell hardness charts up on her screen—it was to Lettice and Alvin that Rieff said dryly, “Have you been assigned to the Spadona bombing? I didn’t realize anyone had retained Cheviot Engineering on that case yet. Temple, are you finished? And Alvin, don’t we have anything productive for you to do? You can go assist them in the crash lab.” 

            
            Temple surreptitiously watched the news on her phone. Whatever clues the FBI’s forensics team had picked up in the building
               they were keeping as secret as possible, although they did concede it wasn’t a typical bomb—something more homemade, which
               made people think about Oklahoma City. On Thursday, Temple, egged on by Alvin and Lettice, went down to see what Karin knew,
               and to inspect as much of the damage as the police barricades allowed.
            

            
            The trio stopped at the Spadona Institute first. Like Karin’s house and other homes along Woodlawn Avenue, it had been an
               outsize brick mansion, with some twenty rooms, standing on a double city lot. Set well back from the street, with a couple
               of old maples and an ash in the front lawn, it had done nothing to attract attention to its activities, at least until it
               blew up.
            

            
            When the three engineers got close to the house, they could see that a number of windows had shattered; behind the glass they
               could make out charring from the fire. The main destruction was on the roof and third floor of the building, but they could
               see black scarring underneath the second-floor windows, as if the house had been tied up in a giant black ribbon.
            

            
            “Odd kind of destruction pattern,” Alvin said.

            
            The two women nodded, and moved cautiously around the building to the back, which looked much like the front. Although all three were engineers, none of them had training in explosives; Lettice, a chemical engineer, came the closest, but she had never examined a bomb site. Temple was a mechanical engineer, which meant she knew a lot about furnaces and heating/cooling systems; at the Cheviot lab, she’d mostly been working with pipes and valves. 

            
            “Have they said where the bomb was planted?” Lettice asked. “Because it looks as though it was under the roof, which would
               be really weird if you were trying to kill someone. Maybe whoever set it off just wanted to disrupt the Institute—maybe one
               of your mom’s nuns didn’t know enough to realize she’d got hold of something powerful.”
            

            
            Temple shook her head. “It can’t have been set under the roof, not with that burn pattern around the second story. Fire goes
               up.”
            

            
            “Doh,” Alvin said. “I missed class the day they talked about fire.”

            
            Temple swatted him with her briefcase. “It wouldn’t burn downward, at least, not along that very precise route—you’d see fingers
               of charring. This looks like it followed the pipes.”
            

            
            “So maybe it started on the second floor and traveled upward,” Alvin said.

            
            “Along what route?” Lettice asked. “Temple’s right—the burn pattern doesn’t make sense.”

            
            A police car pulled over; the man at the wheel didn’t bother to get out, just broadcast over his loudspeaker that the area
               was off-limits. He waited at the curb until the three engineers went around the block to Karin’s house.
            

            
            The front door stood open: so many different people used the common rooms of the house for meetings that Karin never locked
               up during the day. When Temple and her friends walked in they heard a woman shouting.
            

            
            “You and your stupid protests. You look stupid with all this adolescent behavior, your marches, your prayer vigils, wearing your hair as if you were still twenty-something instead of fifty-something. You hated Clarence so much you’d let anyone into this house who was ready to hurt him. You never thought to ask any questions, but believe me, he did, and I did.” 

            
            The first speaker shouted, “You made his last days on earth miserable! Don’t tell me to calm down.”

            
            “That’s Ruth Meecham,” Temple said. “She lives next door; she and Karin and Clarence Epstein all grew up together. Karin hates
               people shouting, but when she says ‘calm down,’ it sometimes makes you want to hit her.”
            

            
            Temple led the way into a large common room, where her mother stood, a toddler in her arms, facing her neighbor. Temple suddenly
               saw her mother through strange eyes: she did dress like an old 1960s hippie, in her Indian pajama trousers. Her graying hair
               hung unbraided to her waist. She was barefoot this afternoon, too.
            

            
            Almost as if she were deliberately accentuating their differences, Ruth Meecham had dyed her hair black and wore it severely
               bobbed around her ears. She was wearing makeup, and the open-toed espadrilles showed she had polish on her toes.
            

            
            “Hi, Karin. Hi, Ms. Meecham. Hi, Titus,” Temple added as the little boy squirmed out of Karin’s arms and toddled over to her.
               “Where’s everyone else?”
            

            
            She bent to pick up Titus, but he wriggled away and made a beeline for a chest in the corner where Karin kept toys—not just
               for him, but for all the children whose parents brought them to the many meetings held in the house.
            

            
            “Jessica Martin left as soon as I came.” Ruth Meecham bit off the words as if they were cigar ends. “She knew I’d let her
               have what-for, the way she treated Professor Epstein.”
            

            
            “Clarence had so many resources,” Karin said. “The president, the Congress, all those billionaire Spadona donors. Was Jessica really more than he could handle?” 

            
            “Not even letting him touch the baby!”

            
            “And how do you know that?” Karin asked.

            
            Ruth Meecham hesitated, then muttered that it was all over the neighborhood. Karin didn’t reply to that; after an awkward
               silence, Ruth started to leave. She paused in the doorway long enough to say, “Do you ever investigate the people you give
               house-room to?”
            

            
            Karin laughed. “I hope you’re not suggesting Jessica is a fugitive from justice. She’s a little aggressive, it’s true, but
               she’s still very young.”
            

            
            “Oh, grow up, Karin!” Ruth Meecham stomped down the hall to the door.

            
            “Did Jessica and Mr. Epstein have a fight?” Temple asked. “Oh—Karin—you remember Alvin and Lettice, don’t you?”

            
            “Of course.” Karin gave them a warm smile. “Jessica is too hot-tempered; she wouldn’t let Clarence hold the baby. But Ruth
               was lying, wasn’t she, on how she knew.”
            

            
            “I bet she was listening under the window,” Temple said. “She does, you know. At least, when I was a kid, I sometimes saw
               her with binoculars, studying the inside of our house.”
            

            
            “That’s a little different from listening under the window, Temple!”

            
            “She might have a remote mike,” Alvin suggested. “Something with two point four gigahertz could pick you up from next door
               without her leaving the comfort of her home.”
            

            
            “If she wants to listen in on our pregnant teens book group, she’s welcome,” Karin said. “Maybe it’ll make her decide to volunteer. I suppose, though, Clarence told her. She always had a crush on him and he knew she’d see his side of things, no matter how crooked that side might seem to me.” 

            
            Lettice and Alvin started asking her questions about the explosion. Temple wandered over to a battered coffee table whose
               surface was covered with flyers and books, old mail and unread newspapers; she started sorting them.
            

            
            “Leave those alone, Temple,” Karin called out. “Whenever you tidy up, it takes me forever to find my notes.”

            
            Temple bit back a reply. She wasn’t going to argue with Karin in front of her friends, but really, how could anyone stand
               to live in this kind of chaos? She controlled the urge to pick up the papers that had drifted to the floor and looked at Titus,
               who was trying to fit a rubber ball into a plastic jug. The jug’s lips and handles were misshapen—from being put on the stove,
               Temple imagined. In her mother’s haphazard home, the kitchen always was the site of small catastrophes.
            

            
            “That’s quite an engineering problem you’ve set yourself, little guy.” She squatted next to him to watch, then said sharply,
               “Where did you get that?”
            

            
            When she pried the jug from his grasp, Titus began to howl—at which moment his mother appeared in the doorway.

            
            “What are you doing to my child?” Jessica demanded.

            
            She was a tall woman; Temple, who was barely five-two, always felt invisible next to Jessica. She craned her head back and
               said firmly, “I was taking this from him. It’s had something nasty in it, and I think it’s pretty irresponsible to let a baby
               play with it.”
            

            
            Karin interrupted her own description of Clarence Epstein as a high school student to say guiltily, “Oh, dear: I found that
               in the trash and meant to put it out with the recyclables. Titus must have picked it up from the kitchen table before I got
               around to it.”
            

            
            “Oh, everyone around here is so fucking pure! Couldn’t you just leave it in the garbage for once? I picked it up in the backyard and threw it out!” Jessica grabbed Titus, who howled even more loudly. 

            
            “Sorry, sweetie.” Karin smiled at Jessica. “Sometimes we’re myopic, putting recycling ahead of baby’s curiosity. And the recycling—oh,
               dear—I promised I’d look after that along with the seedlings, and I completely forgot to take them out last week. Sandra and
               Mark will be so upset when they get back.”
            

            
            “I’ll take it out to the recycle bins.” Temple picked up the container, giving her mother a level glance that stated her unspoken
               opinion of the sloth that let the container stay in the house.
            

            
            Karin pursed her lips and turned away. Temple knew what she was doing—a mini-meditation, a mini-letting-go of anger with her
               own daughter, not with Jessica, who couldn’t look after her baby and then got pissed off with someone who was paying attention
               to his welfare.
            

            
            Temple walked through the house to the kitchen, which as usual had pots and papers and bags of organic granola on every surface.
               A blender was on the floor, where Titus could conveniently slice off his fingers; Temple put it next to a precarious mountain
               of bowls in the sink.
            

            
            Karin had never appreciated her tidiness, even when she was eight, and making the chaotic house livable. Maybe Jessica was
               the daughter Karin had always wanted—an activist, the daughter who could tolerate mess—unlike Temple, in whose stark white
               apartment every pen and paper clip was in a tidy accessible drawer.
            

            
            She blinked back self-pitying tears and went out to the recycle bins, where she removed newspapers from the bin for glass. Who knew what the papers had been used for—they were streaked with white powder. Surely no one was using cocaine in Karin’s house. Temple rubbed a little of the powder in her fingers, which began to burn. She quickly wiped them on the grass. 

            
            A few minutes later, Alvin and Lettice joined her. Alvin wanted to see the greenhouse where Karin grew herbs, in case she
               had any medicinal marijuana. The greenhouse sat in the back of the garden, next to a compost heap where wasps were hovering.
            

            
            “Knock it off, Alvin. If my mom was breaking the law she wouldn’t be doing it where people like you could barge in on her.
               Anyway, the greenhouse is the responsibility of one of the other house members who’s big on organic gardening—she starts all
               her seedlings out here.”
            

            
            Temple was annoyed with all of them, with Jessica for being such a dimwit, with her mother for running such an idiotic household,
               and with her friends for treating Karin like a sideshow in the circus. Her annoyance made Alvin clown around more, pretending
               that the oregano he plucked in the greenhouse was reefer. He staggered up the sidewalk past Ruth Meacham’s house, and Temple’s
               anger increased to see that the neighbor was watching them all with a kind of voluptuous malevolence.
            

            
            It was six hours later that the police came for Karin.
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            “What’s she doing in handcuffs?” Temple demanded.

            
            She had found Karin in a side room, where prisoners were held after their bond hearings until court ended, when they would
               be put on buses to Cook County Jail.
            

            
            The sheriff’s deputy bristled. “It’s the law, and if you want to talk to her, you won’t carry on in here.”

            
            Temple sized up the deputy, the gun, the attitude, and squatted next to her mother, who gave her a wobbly smile. Temple was
               overcome with shame: she had heard her mother’s message when she got home at one, and decided if there was a crisis, it had
               something to do with Temple’s visit earlier in the evening. She didn’t feel like hearing a lecture on why she needed to treat
               Jessica with more consideration, so she’d erased the message and gone to bed.
            

            
            It was only when she was dressing for work the next morning that she’d heard the news: her mother had been arrested for murder.
               Traces of the explosive used at the Spadona Institute, a common household cleaner mixed with fertilizer, had been found in
               the greenhouse at the back of the garden.
            

            
            “I don’t believe it, any of it,” Temple announced to her kitchen. “This is insane.”

            
            She had called the house to try to find out where her mother was. The phone rang a dozen times before Jessica answered it.
               She was surly, as if annoyed that Temple wanted to talk about Karin. The police raid had totally freaked out Titus, she said:
               he’d cried until three in the morning.
            

            
            “I don’t know where Karin is and she’s not my responsibility. If she blew up the Spadona Institute, then I am out of here—I
               am not getting involved in her crimes.”
            

            
            “Sheesh, Jessica, after all my mother’s done for you, all the babysitting, letting you run off when you need your own space,
               or whatever sob story you lay on her. What happened? What grounds did they have for arresting her?”
            

            
            Jessica bristled at Temple’s criticism, but she did confirm the news reports, that the cops had found what they were looking for in the greenhouse. 

            
            Temple frowned. “I was in that greenhouse yesterday afternoon, and didn’t see any buckets or bottles of cleaner. And you know
               Karin doesn’t use that kind of product, or let anyone in the house use it—didn’t you tell the police that?”
            

            
            “It was the middle of the night, the baby was howling, what was I supposed to do, give them a lecture on nonviolence and green
               gardening?”
            

            
            Temple pressed the off button hard enough to bruise her finger. In her head she could see a spreadsheet with a to-do list,
               the items filling in as if written with invisible ink. Number one, evict Jessica, had to be moved to number four, she decided:
               number one had to be to find a criminal lawyer for Karin. Number two was to find out what evidence the state had, and number
               three was to see if Karin was guilty.
            

            
            Since Cheviot Engineering was a forensic lab, her boss, who’d testified in a gazillion or so criminal cases, surely knew a
               good criminal lawyer. She caught him on his way to a meeting. He thought for a minute, said that Freeman Carter was the best,
               if he was available, and that Carter could also find out exactly where Karin was. Carter wasn’t in when Temple called, but
               his paralegal traced Karin and told Temple that Carter or one of his associates would meet her in Bond Court as soon as possible.
            

            
            Temple was still squatting in front of her mother, rubbing her cuffed hands, and sniffing out an apology for not responding to Karin’s SOS last night, when Freeman Carter arrived. He was such a model of the corporate attorney, from the bleached hair cut close to his head to the navy suit tailored to his tall body, that Temple was sure her mother would reject him. She was astounded when Karin got to her feet, awkwardly because of the cuffs around her ankles, and held out her chained hands to Carter. 

            
            “Freeman, of course! If I hadn’t been so rattled last night, I’d have thought of you myself. Bless you—that is, I assume you’ve
               come for me?”
            

            
            “Of course, I should have known it was you.” Carter turned to Temple. “Our parents had adjoining cottages in Lakeside when
               we were growing up. I knew your mother before she went to India and changed her name to Shravasti. Let’s get you out of here.”
            

            
            “They set bail at a million dollars,” Karin said. “Even if I take out a higher line of credit on the house, I can’t come up
               with that much money.”
            

            
            “That’s why you’ve hired me. Or why your daughter has. Million-dollar bonds for felons are just part of our complete service.”
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            “I won’t pretend that I’m going to wear black and sob at their funerals, but I didn’t kill Epstein and Brooke,” Karin said.

            
            “I don’t want any hairsplitting here,” Freeman Carter said sternly. “If you placed an explosive device in the house, intending
               to blow it up before the guys got there, you’re still liable for their deaths.”
            

            
            “Freeman! I don’t know word one about explosives, and I am utterly and completely committed to nonviolence.”

            
            “That’s really true,” Temple said. “And besides, she’s totally green, you know. They’re saying she mixed ammonia with fertilizer
               from the compost heap, but Karin wouldn’t buy a cleaning product with ammonia in it.”
            

            
            “But they found her gardening gloves in the greenhouse and they’re saying they had traces of the ammonia and some fertilizer on them,” Jessica put in. 

            
            They were sitting in Karin’s private parlor. When she turned her house into a co-op, she’d kept a suite of four rooms for
               herself at the back of the second floor. Normally at a meeting like this, all the housemates would have taken part, but Jessica—and
               Titus, happily banging away on a drum improvised out of old milk cartons—were the only ones at home. Three were trekking in
               Uzbekistan and the fourth, an elderly civil rights lawyer, was visiting his daughter in northern Michigan.
            

            
            “But I don’t garden,” Karin said. “Maybe I have some old work gloves, I guess I do, but Sandra—one of our housemates—looks
               after the greenhouse, and she’s one of the ones away trekking right now. In fact, it’s been on my conscience that I haven’t
               looked at her seedlings to see if they’ve been watered.”
            

            
            “It’s impossible to prove, Karin.” Freeman held up a hand as Karin and Temple both began to protest. “I’m not saying I doubt
               you, but I can’t prove it in court, which is where it matters. If you’re innocent, someone planted your work gloves in there,
               coated with ammonium nitrate. Who could have done that?”
            

            
            “Anyone,” Temple said. “Karin keeps an open house. Doors are locked at night, but I bet you never lock the gate leading to
               the alley, do you?”
            

            
            “Of course not, darling, why would I? It just makes twice as much work. It’s bad enough that people are always losing house
               keys, without worrying about the garden, too.”
            

            
            “Are you sure it was an ammonium bomb?” Temple said. “I’m surprised it behaved like this one did.”

            
            “What do you mean? How does an ammonium bomb behave?” Jessica gave the word a sarcastic inflection.
            

            
            Temple saw Karin mouthing “let it go” and took a deep breath before she answered. “Ammonium nitrate bombs leave a big hole.
               The house would have fallen in on itself if the bomb had been set inside, and if it was outside, the front or the back would
               be missing. The Spadona building just has roof damage and a pattern of burn marks around the second floor.”
            

            
            “Are you an expert?” Freeman asked.

            
            “No, but that’s the kind of thing everyone knows,” Temple said.

            
            “Everyone?” Jessica sneered.

            
            “Everyone who thinks logically about fire and burn patterns,” Temple said. “What about the samples from the house? Where was
               the bomb set? What was it made of?”
            

            
            Freeman jotted a note. “I’ll see what the Feds are willing to say. Going back to who could have planted this on you, do you
               have any ex-tenants, or old enemies in the neighborhood, who might have it in for you?”
            

            
            “Just Ruth Meecham,” Jessica said. “She’s always calling the alderman’s office about the number of people living here.”

            
            “Oh, Ruth—” Karin said dismissively, but Temple interrupted her.

            
            “There’s something I need to check on. I’ll talk to you later, but get some rest, go to the Buddhist temple, do something
               for yourself, okay? Today isn’t your day for being Titus’s babysitter.”
            

            
            She darted from the room without waiting for anyone’s reaction—just as well, Karin thought, given Jessica’s furious expression. A moment later, they heard the clatter of metal lids. Jessica and Karin went to the window, followed by Freeman. They looked down to see Temple rummaging through the recycling bins. A flash of light made Karin look across the yard. Ruth Meecham also had her binoculars trained on Temple. 
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            Alvin and Lettice had spent the whole morning discussing Karin’s arrest, and how she’d managed to plant the bomb. When Temple
               finally arrived at the lab, a little after noon, they pounded her with questions.
            

            
            “My mother did not put a bomb in that building,” Temple snapped at them.

            
            She pulled a couple of specimen bags from her canvas briefcase and laid them on Lettice’s desk. One held the distended plastic
               jug, the other a newspaper. “Can you analyze these?”
            

            
            Alvin came over to look down at the bag. “Hmmm. Small print, lots of words, a screed about liberals in the media, must be
               the Wall Street Journal.”
            

            
            “Please don’t joke about it, Alvin—these might help with Karin’s defense.”

            
            “What are they?” Lettice asked.

            
            “The Wall Street Journal and an empty water jug,” said Alvin, unrepentant.
            

            
            Lettice picked up the specimen bags. “What am I looking for?”

            
            “Yes, what is she looking for, and why are you giving her the assignment?” It was their boss, Sanford Rieff, who had materialized
               in the doorway.
            

            
            “Oh, sir, it’s—you know, the Spadona building, my mother was arrested, they planted false evidence in her greenhouse, I’m sure of it, and I want—” 

            
            “Slow down, Temple. I can’t follow you. Give me a step-by-step picture of what this is about.”

            
            Temple shut her eyes. Where Karin chanted for harmony, Temple saw her to-do list, laid out in her head like a spreadsheet.
               It was so clear to her that she had trouble putting it into words, so she went to her computer and typed it all out.
            

            
            Sanford Rieff looked at it and nodded. “And who is the client? Who is going to pay for time on the mass spectrometer, and
               for Lettice’s time?”
            

            
            Temple swallowed. “I guess that would be me, sir.”

            
            Sanford looked at her for a long minute, then walked over to her computer and typed a few lines. “Okay. I’ve added you to
               the client data base. You can finish Lettice’s tests on the water in the Lyle township pool—you know enough chemistry for
               that, right? And do you know what you expect Lettice to find?”
            

            
            Temple took a deep breath. “I don’t know if these are connected to the explosion, but—I’d look for ammonium nitrate, to see
               if the stuff they found in the greenhouse is on these, and check for acetone in the jug. I knew it smelled funky when I took
               it away from the baby yesterday, but it was only just now I realized it was nail polish remover, I mean, I never use it, and
               I’d forgotten, I had a college roommate who was always doing her nails, but what I ought to do is go back to the Spadona building
               and get samples.”
            

            
            “You’re not making sense again, Temple,” her boss said, “but what you ought emphatically not to do is go back to a closed-down explosion site to get samples. You could be arrested, or even worse, injured. Someone has taken samples and we’ll see if we can find their reports.” 

            
            Sanford Rieff pushed her gently toward the door. “You have the makings of a forensic engineer, Temple, but we need the swimming
               pool analysis this afternoon. Alvin, what are you doing, besides trying to best Temple’s time at Candy Crush? Get me all the
               reports that are available on the Spadona bombing, then go back to the electronics lab to give Dumfries a hand with the timing
               problem he’s working on.”
            

            
            It was six before Lettice was able to get time on the spectrometer. Temple, who’d finished her work on the swimming pool an
               hour earlier, stood next to her while Lettice read the bar graphs into her computer.
            

            
            Temple pointed at a peak on the graph. “Would C3H6O spike there?”
            

            
            “Temple, I swear, you are hovering like a bumblebee, and if you don’t stop, I am going to swat you. I’m not going over these
               with you—I’m taking them to Sanford first, and he’s left for the day, so get out of my hair!”
            

            
            “I’m the client,” Temple objected.

            
            “And you’re like every other annoying client, trying to run the investigation for us. Can’t you do something useful? A yoga
               headstand or something?”
            

            
            Temple stepped away, fiddling with her watchband, and looked at the samples she’d brought in. Lettice had returned the Wall Street Journal to its protective bag, but the jug was standing open on the counter. Come to think of it, who at her mother’s house read the
               Journal? They got their news from The Nation and In These Times. And if she was right, if that was acetone in the jug, well, that came from nail polish remover, and she was sure no one in
               Karin’s house used polish or remover—Karin didn’t approve of environmental toxins, whatever use they were put to.
            

            
            But Ruth Meecham—that was another story. Temple had seen the polish on her toenails earlier this week, and Ruth, supporter
               of Clarence Epstein and the Spadona Institute, she surely read the Journal.

            
            She walked over to her desk and called her mother. Jessica answered the phone and told her Karin was resting. “Do you want
               me to give her a message?”
            

            
            Temple hesitated, trying to balance her jealousy of Jessica with her need for information. “Where did you get that jug, the
               one that I took away from Titus yesterday?”
            

            
            “I told you—I found it in the backyard! Did you call up to give me another lecture on child safety? Because I don’t need it.”

            
            “Don’t yell at me, Jessica. I’m trying to figure out how to clear my mom’s name, and I think that whoever planted the ammonium
               nitrate in her greenhouse made a bomb out of something different, probably out of acetone. I don’t know how it worked, but
               if a fire had gone up through the air-conditioning vents, it would have left the kind of burn pattern you can see on the outside
               of the house, following the track of the vents around the perimeter, and acetone would be a really good fast-igniting agent.
               We’re waiting on the test results, but I’m wondering if Ruth Meecham might have tossed the jug into our—into Karin’s yard.”
            

            
            Jessica paused before answering, then said, “If she did, what motive could she possibly have for blowing up the Spadona Institute? She adored Clarence Epstein, she talks about him as if he were a saint. I think they were lovers or something back in college and she kept mooning over him even when he obviously had moved on to bigger and better things. He was a star, but she was only a moon.” She laughed at her own pun. 

            
            “I don’t know motives,” Temple said impatiently. “Ms. Meecham hates the way Karin uses the house as a commune, she hates the
               causes Karin supports—maybe she’s deranged and figured if she could plant a big crime on Karin and send her to prison, the
               house would shut down. But I need to go through her garbage and see if I can find any traces of the ammonium nitrate before
               she gets rid of it, or even worse, dumps all of it in Karin’s trash. I think I’ll come down tonight and have a look, before
               it’s too late. Don’t tell Karin—she doesn’t like people thinking vengeful thoughts.”
            

            
            Before leaving, she checked back at the spectrometer lab, but Lettice had disappeared. She wandered back to Lettice’s desk
               and looked at her computer. Lettice probably used her cat’s name as a password. Temple’s fingers hovered over the keyboard,
               then withdrew. She knew it was acetone in the jug; she bet it was some kind of dried acetone compound on the newspaper that
               had burned her fingers yesterday afternoon. It was more important that she get down to Ruth Meecham’s house and go through
               her garbage before Meecham decided to move it. And despite what Sanford Rieff had said, she’d go through the basement at the
               Spadona Institute and get some samples there. She had a hard hat in her trunk, she had a briefcase full of specimen bags,
               and she had a camera in her glove compartment.
            

            
            The late-summer dusk was turning from gray to purple when she reached Hyde Park. She left her car on a side street and came up behind her mother’s house through the alley—other neighbors were probably just as nosy as Ruth Meecham, and she was less visible in the alley. Ruth Meecham’s back gate was locked, but Karin’s—naturally—stood open to anyone who wanted to come in that way. 

            
            Temple came through the gate as quietly as she could. The fence that separated her mother’s and the Meecham property ended
               at her mother’s greenhouse; there was just enough space behind the greenhouse for her to squeeze past. When she reached Ruth
               Meecham’s side of the yard, someone tapped her on the shoulder and she almost screamed out loud.
            

            
            “Temple? Sorry to scare you.” Jessica’s face loomed over her in the dark. “Something worrying has happened.”

            
            Temple could still feel her pulse thudding against her throat.

            
            “Right after we talked, Ruth Meecham called Karin, and Karin went over to Ruth’s house and—I don’t know. If Ruth was really
               crazy enough to blow up the Spadona Institute just to get back at your mom, I’m worried what she might be up to now.”
            

            
            “We should call the police,” Temple said.

            
            “To tell them what? That Karin has gone to visit a neighbor and we don’t like it?”

            
            “I guess I could go in and see what’s going on,” Temple said uneasily.

            
            “I’ll wait here. If you’re not back in ten minutes, I’ll call the police and tell them I saw someone breaking in,” Jessica
               said.
            

            
            “Where’s your little boy?” Temple suddenly remembered Titus.

            
            “He’s asleep. He’s okay by himself for a few minutes. Don’t worry about him—you’re as bad as your mother, fussing over me!”

            
            Temple shut her eyes briefly: let it go. Jessica was a major pain in the ass, but she was helping, so don’t waste valuable energy fighting her. She didn’t say anything else but walked around Ruth’s house to the front door and rang the bell. Jessica stayed behind her at the bottom of the steps, squatting so she couldn’t be seen from the front door. 

            
            After she’d rung twice, Temple cautiously tried the knob. The front door was unlocked. She turned to wave at Jessica and moved
               inside. Her heart was still beating too hard, so she stood inside the doorway for a minute, picturing a decision tree: where
               she would look for Ruth and Karin, what she would do, each decision with its “yes” and “no” forks visible in her mind.
            

            
            She’d only been in the house a few times and didn’t know the layout, but she moved quickly through the ground floor without
               seeing anyone. Stairs to the basement led from both the kitchen and the front hall. Since she was right by the kitchen stairs,
               she went down those, but the house was so quiet she was beginning to worry that Ruth might have persuaded her mother to drive
               off with her somewhere.
            

            
            She turned on her phone flashlight. She was in a small laundry area, with doors leading out of it to other parts of the basement.
               She swept them with her light. An instant later, she heard her mother call for help.
            

            
            “It’s me, Mom, it’s Temple, I’ll be right there.”

            
            The voice had come from her left. In her haste, she tripped over a basket of towels, but when she got back to her feet she
               managed to find a light switch. At first she saw only the furnace and other mechanicals, but when her mother called to her
               again, she found her in the back of the room, by the water heater, bound hand and foot. Next to her was Ruth Meecham, also
               tied, but unconscious.
            

            
            Temple knelt next to her mother and started to undo her hands; her own were shaking so badly she could barely use them. “Karin! What happened? I thought Ruth—” 

            
            “Temple, look out!” Karin shouted.

            
            She turned and saw Jessica standing over her, a piece of firewood held like a club. She tried to roll out of the way, but
               shock slowed her reflexes, and the wood hit the side of her head as she rolled.
            

            
         
         
            6

            She blacked out for only a minute, but when she came back to a nauseated consciousness, she found herself lying bound on the
               floor next to Karin. Jessica was placing a wrinkled copy of the Wall Street Journal on the floor next to the water heater, her motions as precise as a temple goddess laying out a sacrifice.
            

            
            “Jessica, what are you doing?” Temple knew she was slurring the words: everything was blurry, the lights, her voice, the giant
               standing over her clutching the Wall Street Journal.

            
            “I’m solving the Spadona bombing,” Jessica said. “Poor Ruth—her hatred for your mother had grown to such outsize proportions
               she brought the two of you here for a funeral pyre.”
            

            
            “But, Jessica, why? Why do you need to kill all of us? We don’t wish you any harm, or at least, if it was you who blew up
               the Spadona building, why do you want to harm us on top of killing Mr. Epstein and Mr. Brooke?”
            

            
            “Because you were meddling!” Jessica spat. “You had to go taking my supplies to your stupid lab. This way, it won’t matter
               what they find, because all the evidence will point here! To the jealousy between Ruth and Karin.”
            

            
            “My God, you’re foul!” Ruth had regained consciousness and now tried to sit up. She fell over again but said vehemently, “You thought no one would pay attention to your harassment of Clarence, but I saw it for what it was. I tried to warn Karin, but she’s too holy for warnings and doubts.” 

            
            “Let it go, Ruth, let it go, it doesn’t matter.”

            
            “Let it go?” her neighbor said. “For five cents I would leave you to blow up here if I could, you and your unending chanting. Jessica worked for Clarence in Washington. Titus was
               his baby. She came here to Chicago to taunt him with it, and you let her use you as a dupe! If you ever asked the questions
               I’m prepared to ask, you’d never have given her house room!”
            

            
            Temple felt a bubble of hysterical laughter rising in her, like a bubble floating on a fountain in a child’s water experiment.
               She still felt dizzy, dizzy and ditsy. She thought, what a way to go, and she laughed helplessly.
            

            
            “So you think it’s funny?” Jessica snapped. “You’re little Miss Perfect, aren’t you, living your life according to so many
               rules you’re like a walking computer, so I don’t suppose you’ve ever even thought of having sex with a married man. Professor
               Conservative, the economic saint of the neocons, tried to force me to have an abortion. He didn’t want a child on his résumé—at
               least, not one belonging to one of his interns, not when he has a perfectly respectable wife in their Potomac mansion. When
               he was here last week, he threatened me, threatened to take Titus away from me. He said he could prove I was an unfit mother
               and get me put in prison.”
            

            
            “But, Jessica, I would have helped you,” Karin said. “You didn’t need to kill him. You can stay calm, I know you have it in
               you, we can work this out together.”
            

            
            “Oh, fuck you and your calm!” Jessica screamed. “Read the newspaper—it’ll forecast the end of the world for you.”
            

            
            She ran from the basement. Karin began chanting softly, “Eka leya, eka leya.” Harmony.

            
            Ruth told her to shut up, she didn’t want her last minutes on earth to be filled with Karin’s hippie crap. Overhead, Temple
               heard water running in the pipes.
            

            
            “Is someone in the house? Who’s running water?” she demanded, opening her mouth to scream.

            
            “No one, I’m not like your idiot mother, running a commune in my parents’ beautiful—”

            
            The newspaper. That was it, Jessica had made explosive paper, soaked it in acetone, left it to dry, made a perfect torch.
               She was running hot water somewhere upstairs, and when the water heater pilot flicked on—it would at any second—the paper
               would go up like a napalm bomb. Temple rolled over painfully and flung herself at the heater. The drain tap, she needed to
               open it, she couldn’t get her hands in front of her, damn it, seconds not minutes. She clenched her teeth around the tap and
               jerked hard, again, a tooth cracked, jerked again, and a stream of hot water flooded her, the paper, and Ruth Meecham, lying
               in its path.
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            “You’re going to be okay, darling.” Karin stroked Temple’s bandaged head. “You got burned on the side of your face, but not too badly, and the surgeon says there will only be a faint scar, once they operate. You were so brave, my darling, so clever. How did you know what to do?” 

            
            “I’m an engineer,” Temple said. “They teach us that stuff.”

            
            “But what was on the paper?” Karin asked.

            
            “Acetone, with mineral oil and something called PETN, that’s kind of a detonator,” Alvin said.

            
            Lettice and Alvin had come to the hospital to see Temple. They had brought a video game that they assured her was impossible
               to solve so she’d have something to do while she waited for her surgery. “Now the Feds are agreeing it’s what Jessica used
               in the Spadona building—anyone can get the details from the Anarchist Handbook—you don’t have to be an explosives engineer. It was smart of you to guess how the fire went up the mechanicals—Sanford says
               you did well for a beginner, even if you stuck your head in where you shouldn’t have.”
            

            
            “I didn’t know,” Temple said. “She made me think Ruth was behind it all.”

            
            “Oh, Ruth, she’s just a confused and angry person,” Karin said. “She got us out of there—once she saw you use your teeth to
               open that valve or tap or whatever it was, she used her teeth to pull the knots apart on my wrists. Even though she was still
               woozy from the blow to her head, she got upstairs to phone for help.”
            

            
            “Jessica must have been totally insane,” Lettice said. “How could she imagine she’d get away with it all?”

            
            “Poor Jessica: she’s going to have a hard time in prison. I didn’t do well my one night in jail, despite all my years of training,
               but unless she starts wanting to find a place of balance, she’s going to have an angry hard time of it.”
            

            
            “Poor Jessica!” Temple said. “Can’t it ever be ‘Poor Temple,’ or even ‘Poor Karin’? Don’t you care as much about me as you do about her? She was a murdering bully, and I saved your life!” 

            
            Karin knelt next to the bed and put her arms around her daughter. “Darling, I love you. You’re the moon and the sun goddess
               in my life, but you’re never ‘Poor Temple.’ You’d never be so weak and so scared you’d have to kill someone to make yourself
               feel better. How could I insult you by feeling sorry for you?”
            

            
            “See?” Lettice said. “My mom would never say something like that to me. It’d be, ‘Lettice, get out of your hospital bed and
               bring me a glass of water.’ Your mom is the coolest, Temple, get used to it!”
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            When Christine Matthews asked me to write a story for Deadly Housewives (Avon, 2006) I’d been thinking about my generation of Second-Wave feminists and wondering what kind of children we might raise.
               I was never given the gift of children of my own, but I began thinking of someone who went to India, spent time—years, in
               Karin’s case—at an ashram, and the effect this would have had on her child. Temple doesn’t reject her mother’s outlook on
               the world, but she does grow up revolted by the chaos in her mother’s house.
            

            
            In the V.I. novels, whenever the detective needs forensic advice she turns to the Cheviot Engineering company, which does
               forensic engineering. Temple works there. V.I. Warshawski’s account manager, Sanford Rieff, is Temple’s boss.
            

            
            The homemade bomb is something I got out of The Anarchist Handbook. I have been told that this is a completely unreliable guide to homemade explosives. I myself have never been interested in
               chemistry experiments, so I can’t tell you whether this works or not. If you know that it doesn’t—please don’t tell me. I
               like the story too much to want to have to change it.
            

            
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Safety First

         
         She guessed cameras, or at least microphones, were hidden in the cell. Possibly in the showers, the cafeteria, even the attorneys’
            meeting rooms. From the moment of her arrest until the day of the trial, she said nothing inside the prison, except immediately
            after her arrest, and that was only to repeat a demand for a phone call. Finally, when she’d been kept sleepless and could
            no longer be sure of time, a guard handed her a cell phone and told her she had thirty seconds, and if she didn’t know the
            number, they weren’t a phone directory, so tough luck.
         

         
         Once she’d made the call, she became mute. She didn’t speak to the assistant attorneys for the Northern District of Illinois
            sent to interrogate her, nor to the guards who summoned her for roll call four times a day, or tried to chat with her during
            the exercise period. Because she was a high-risk prisoner, she was kept segregated from the general population. A guard was
            always with her, and always tried to get her to speak.
         

         
         The other women yelled at her across the wire fence that separated her from them during recreation, not rude, just curious:
            “Why are you here, Grandma? You kill your old man? You hold up a bank?”
         

         
         One day the guards brought a woman into her cell, a prisoner with an advanced pregnancy. “You’re a baby doctor, right? This woman is bleeding, she says she’s in pain, says she needs to go to the hospital. You can examine her, see if she’s telling the truth or casting shade.” 

         
         A pregnant woman, bleeding, that wasn’t so rare, could mean anything, but brought to her cell, not to the infirmary? That
            could mean an invitation to a charge of abuse, malpractice. She stared at the pregnant woman, saw fear in her face and something
            less appetizing, greed, or maybe unwholesome anticipation. She sat cross-legged on her bunk, closed her eyes, hands clasped
            in her lap.
         

         
         The guard smacked her face, hard enough to knock her backward. “You think you’re better than her, you’re too good to touch
            her? Didn’t you swear an oath to take care of sick people when they gave you your telescope?”
         

         
         In the beginning, she had corrected such ludicrous mistakes in her head. Now she carefully withdrew herself from even a mental
            engagement: arguing a point in your head meant you were tempted to argue it out loud.
         

         
         She sat back up, eyes still shut, took a deep breath in, a slow breath out. Chose a poem from her interior library. German
            rhymes from her early childhood: Über allen Gipfeln ist Ruh. English poems from her years in London schools: Does the road wind uphill all the way?

         
          

         When her lawyer finally arrived, three weeks after her arrest, she still didn’t speak inside the small room set aside for
            attorney-client meetings. The lawyer explained that it had taken them that long to discover where the doctor was being held.
            “They’re fighting very dirty,” the lawyer said.
         

         
         The doctor nodded. Come back with an erasable board, she wrote on an edge of the lawyer’s legal pad. When the lawyer had read the message, the doctor tore off the handwritten scrap and swallowed it. 

         
         She was being held without bond because she was considered a flight risk, the lawyer explained. “We tried to fight for bail,
            but these new Homeland Security Courts have more power than ordinary federal courts. We are challenging the Constitutionality
            of both your arrest and your postarrest treatment. We have our own investigators tracking down information and witnesses in
            your support. Keep heart: there are hundreds of thousands of people in America and across the world who are aware of your
            arrest and are protesting it.”
         

         
         After the lawyer left, the guards took the doctor to a new cell, one with three other inmates. Those women were noisy. One
            had a small radio she played at top volume at all hours. Another heard voices telling her to pray or scream or, on their third
            day together, to attack the doctor. The radio player was shocked into calling for a guard. When no one came, the radio player
            grabbed the woman hearing voices; the fourth cellmate joined her. Together they subdued the voice-hearer.
         

         
         “You gotta file a complaint,” the radio player said. “You can’t let people try to kill you. That’s what they want, you know:
            they told us they’re hoping you’ll die, or that we’d annoy you so much, you’d attack one of us. They didn’t say you was an
            old lady who wouldn’t hurt a flea. So you gotta file a complaint.”
         

         
         The doctor almost touched the radio player’s shoulder, remembered in time that a touch could be turned into a sexual caress
            by clever camera editing and clasped her hands in front of her. The following day, she was back in her old cell, one bed,
            just her, alone.
         

         
         After that, she was sent to exercise with the general population. The woman who’d attacked her tried to do so again, joined by several others who liked to prey on the old or friendless—including the woman who’d been brought to her with a problem pregnancy. “She’s a doctor but she only treat people with money!” 

         
         The radio player intervened. She had plenty of friends or at least followers within the prison, and she summoned enough help
            that the attackers withdrew.
         

         
         “You a doctor?” the radio player demanded. “Why you in here?”

         
         The doctor shook her head. Because they were outside, presumably far from microphones—although these days you probably were
            never far from a camera or a mike—she risked a few words.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Her voice was hoarse from disuse.

         
         “How come you don’t know? You know if you killed a patient, right? You know if you stole money from Medicare. So what you
            do?”
         

         
         The doctor couldn’t help laughing. “True, I’d know if I did either of those things. I didn’t do them. I don’t know why the
            United States government arrested me.”
         

         
         “You got some big fish pissed off.” The radio player nodded sagely.

         
         After that, people approached the doctor during exercise in the yard. The radio player served as an informal triage nurse.
            Swollen nodes in necks or armpits, varicose veins, heavy periods, no periods, bruises, knife wounds.
         

         
         The doctor had limited ability to treat, no way to conduct a proper exam, but she would recommend the infirmary or a demand
            for hospital care or in most cases, wait it out—which is what the inmates would have to do in any event, even the women whose
            swollen abdomens didn’t indicate pregnancy but ovarian tumors.
         

         
         Finally, seven months and twenty-three days after her arrest and arraignment, the trial began.

         
          

         The clerk of the court: “Docket number 137035, People v. Charlotte R. Herschel, MD, Homeland Security Court, Justice Montgomery Sessions presiding.
         

         
         “Dr. Charlotte Herschel is accused of violating United States Act 312698, an Act to Guarantee the Security of the Borders
            of the United States, known as “The Keep America Safe Act,” ¶¶ 7.183 through 7.97 inclusive, relating to the medical treatment
            of undocumented aliens and to the willful concealment of undocumented aliens from the federal government. She is charged further
            with violating ¶¶16.313 through 16.654, relating to the sanctity of the life of all United States–born citizens, from the
            moment of conception.”
         

         
         Justice Sessions: “Today’s hearing is held in camera. Because the Security of the Borders Act addresses Homeland Security,
            neither journalists nor civilian observers can be present. I must ask the bailiff to clear the courtroom of everyone but the
            lawyers and their assistants.”
         

         
         Some forty people from the Ex-Left were in the courtroom. Predictably, they raised outraged howls at being ordered to leave.
            In fact, many of them lay limp on the floor. The bailiff and federal marshals didn’t suppress their grins as they banged the
            protestors into the benches or against the doorjamb on their way out of court.
         

         
         About the only legislation the 115th Congress had passed was the Keep America Safe Act, and its follow-on, the law funding
            the Homeland Security courts. Dr. Herschel’s case was one of the first to be heard in a Homeland court.
         

         
         The law was sketchy on what defendants could do to support themselves. They could not have a trial by jury—a tribunal of five federal judges was empaneled for each trial. Defendants could call witnesses, but it wasn’t clear on the presence of citizens in the courtroom. Justice Sessions had decided that matter, at least for Dr. Herschel’s trial. 

         
         From the moment of her arrest, Dr. Herschel’s case had been drawing attention from the Extreme Left and their fake news machines.
            The New York Times huffed and puffed so often that a Real News cartoon, showing the paper as the Big Bad Wolf unable to blow over the government’s
            case, went viral. Of course, in response, the Ex-Left tried to paint the government as a trough full of pigs, but everyone
            agreed that the Times response was a lame knockoff of the Real News original.
         

         
         However, the Times coverage meant that the Ex-Left fat cats put up so much money for the doctor’s defense that Ruth Lebeau had agreed to take
            the case. Lebeau was a formidable Constitutional lawyer with a team of experienced research lawyers at her side. Except for
            the court reporter and Dr. Herschel, she was the only woman in Justice Sessions’s courtroom, and the sole African-American.
            She seemed to pay no attention to that distinction, nor to the insults lobbed by Real News, comparing her to a talking chimpanzee.
         

         
          

         Opening statement of Melvin Coulter, federal attorney for the Northern District of Illinois:

         
         “Dr. Herschel is well known to federal agents throughout the Northern District. She runs what she calls a medical clinic, but is in reality a squalid den where the most vile crimes are committed. She not only harbors known enemies of the United States, but is a self-proclaimed murderer of the most innocent lives in our midst. So heinous are the crimes, and so intent is this so-called doctor on keeping them from public view, that she spent a small fortune in turning her abattoir into an armed fortress.”
         

         
         Coulter droned on for over an hour. Ruth Lebeau, dressed in navy suiting with an Elizabethan collar framing her face, made
            a few notes, but spent most of Coulter’s speech either smiling reassuringly at her client or mouthing comments to her chief
            associate, a young man whose impeccable tailoring matched her own. He seemed to find Lebeau extremely witty. The court reporter
            noticed that he often covered his mouth to keep from laughing out loud—a gesture that made Justice Sessions scowl with fury.
            The court reporter was surprised that Sessions, who was known for his short fuse, hadn’t expelled the lawyer from his courtroom.
         

         
         Dr. Herschel was a small woman, with graying hair cut close to her head. She wore no makeup and no jewelry. The court reporter
            thought she looked like the kind of doctor you could trust, not the formidable monster described in the government’s brief.
         

         
         It troubled the reporter that the doctor didn’t look at Coulter or Sessions during the opening statement. The reporter believed
            innocent people could stare down their accusers. She didn’t know that sociopaths could also stare down their accusers and
            that innocent people might look at their clasped hands so that judge and prosecutor couldn’t see the furious contempt in their
            eyes.
         

         
         When the prosecutor sat down, Ruth Lebeau made her own opening statement. She sketched Dr. Herschel’s history: an orphan, a refugee, who had dedicated her life to the health and welfare of women in the United States. The many awards she had received for her humanitarian work, for her innovations in perinatal medicine and in surgery. Lebeau spoke about the Constitution, as well, and how the law under which Dr. Herschel was charged set up two classes of people. 

         
         “We’re skating perilously close to Nuremberg laws here. Americans reject the idea that one class of person has higher value
            than other classes, whether the division is between black and white, Christian and Jew, foreign born or native born. We will
            show that Dr. Herschel’s whole life and career have been devoted to caring for women and children who most need help, and
            that she has used her own resources to bring free medical care to Americans who can least afford it, but need it most.”
         

         
         The court adjourned for lunch. Melvin Coulter was seen eating with Justice Sessions and the other judges on the tribunal.
            A photograph of them together in the Potawatomi Club circulated on Fake News websites, but Real News assured Americans that
            there was nothing wrong with two old friends meeting for lunch. The Ex-Left also put up videos of the federal marshals dragging
            protestors from the courtroom; Real News showed patriots cheering the marshals.
         

         
          

         In the afternoon, the evidence part of the trial began. The government had been surveilling Dr. Herschel and her clinic for
            many months. Even before the Keep America Safe Act, ICE agents had paid particular attention to her Damen Avenue clinic because
            she treated so many low-income women, not just immigrants from Muslim countries and Mexico, but poor Americans as well.
         

         
         Coulter began with photographs of the Radbuka-Herschel Family Clinic projected onto the three screens in the courtroom. These days the clinic was padlocked, the windows covered with obscene graffiti, as well as swastikas and “death camp” in jagged capital letters, but the pictures had been taken during the surveillance and data gathering phase of the case. 

         
         The clinic stood near the corner of Damen and Irving Park Road in Chicago. The sidewalks were dirty, the nearby storefronts
            run-down or boarded over. The court watched two women in headscarves approach the building, one with toddlers in a double
            stroller, the other carrying an infant while an older child held her skirt. The women glanced around furtively, then rang
            the clinic bell.
         

         
         “You can see the armor-plated glass”—Coulter tapped the windows in the photograph—“and the video cameras. Once the women gained
            entrance through the first door, they were sealed in the equivalent of an airlock while clerks videoed them. Only then did
            they gain admittance to the death chambers inside.”
         

         
         The testimony of all the Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agents, along with the FBI, took close to two weeks to hear.
            The most dramatic testimony actually came from one of Dr. Herschel’s own nurses: Leah Shazar had worn a tiny body camera to
            record many of Dr. Herschel’s patients and procedures, even patients she herself was examining.
         

         
         When Ruth Lebeau rose to cross-examine her, Shazar broke down into sobs. “They threatened to deport my own mother, my sisters,
            back to the men who raped them. What else could I do?”
         

         
         “Find someone to help you fight them,” Lebeau said. “What did you think you were doing to the patients entrusted to your care?”

         
         After Shazar’s weeping went into its second inarticulate minute, Justice Sessions ruled that Lebeau was badgering the witness and to stop such an emotional line of questioning. When Shazar stepped out of the witness box, she tried to approach the doctor, but Dr. Herschel turned her head away and refused to look at her. 

         
         The court reporter didn’t know how to react. If she’d been a patient in the clinic, she sure wouldn’t have wanted her own
            private business shown in a courtroom. Had it been fair for the FBI to coerce Shazar into recording people? At the same time,
            the nurse was truly sorry—shouldn’t Dr. Herschel at least accept Shazar’s apology?
         

         
         During Shazar’s testimony, Coulter showed videos that she had taken. “Yes, Dr. Herschel routinely performed abortions in her
            abattoir. And she helped illegal immigrants avoid federal agents.”
         

         
         The five male judges, the bailiff, the clerk, and the two armed marshals gasped in delighted indignation as a camera focused
            on a woman’s vulva, where the doctor was inserting a speculum. A nurse, back to the camera, was bathing the woman’s forehead
            with a towel. After a moment, blood flowed. The camera zoomed in on a blood clot, which Coulter identified as a dead baby.
         

         
         After letting Justice Sessions and the rest of the all-male court lick their lips for a long moment, Coulter showed a video
            of the alley behind the clinic. A dark van was backed up to the clinic’s rear door.
         

         
         “We can’t see who is coming out at this particular moment, but we do know that Dr. Herschel used this and other vehicles to
            whisk away illegals before ICE agents could demand their papers. Of course, once we spotted the ruse, we stopped the vans
            and arrested the occupants.”
         

         
         Here, the video showed Immigration & Customs Enforcement agents stopping several different vehicles. They pulled out women and children, cuffed them, and thrust them into government cars. Dr. Herschel’s lawyer directed a contemptuous smile at the prosecution table and made a point of writing an exceptionally long note. She whispered something to her own chief associate. The young man once again bit back a guffaw, earning yet another frown from Justice Sessions. 

         
         The final charge against the doctor claimed she’d helped spirit away the notorious immigration activist Sofia Pacheco. Since
            appearing on the FBI’s ten most wanted list, Pacheco had been hidden in churches and attics by sympathizers across the nation.
            Every time the government seemed poised to make an arrest, it turned out they had the wrong information, or, worse, someone
            at the FBI or ICE had leaked the raid and given Pacheco time to make her getaway.
         

         
         Finally, thirteen months ago, they were sure they had cornered Pacheco in a Chicago garden shop. The shop made a delivery
            of gladioli and daylilies to Dr. Herschel inside a long carton; Pacheco, apparently, lay underneath the flowers.
         

         
         At the clinic, someone, perhaps the doctor, perhaps one of her staff, styled Pacheco’s hair to resemble the doctor’s own,
            streaked it with gray dye, put her in a lab coat, and brazenly sent her outside.
         

         
         “The agent detailed to follow the doctor had stepped away from his post for three minutes—even our dedicated ICE agents sometimes
            have a call from nature.” (Laughter from Sessions and the other four judges.)
         

         
         “The clinic staff seemed to be watching our agent, because they used that window of time to send Pacheco out; she drove off
            in Dr. Herschel’s own Audi.”
         

         
         The Audi had been found in the meatpacking district; the doctor was in surgery all day and claimed to know nothing about Pacheco. “Of course she knew about Pacheco: why else did she leave her Audi at the clinic instead of driving herself to the hospital?” 

         
         Ruth Lebeau cross-examined the agent to no avail: Wasn’t it true that Dr. Herschel often used a car service between the clinic
            and the hospital? Wasn’t it true that she was often in the operating room for ten or even fifteen hours, so that she was too
            fatigued to drive herself at the end of surgery?
         

         
         “You’re arguing generalities,” Justice Session rebuked Lebeau. “We’re looking at a specific day and a particular crime.”

         
         At the end of the eighth day, the prosecution rested. “The government has irrefutable evidence that warrants that Dr. Herschel
            be stripped of her U.S. citizenship. However, we believe her crimes rise to the level of deliberate treason against the United
            States by refusing to acknowledge the power of the Government to pass the Keep America Safe Act and to enforce its provisions.”
         

         
         Coulter wiped his mouth with the red handkerchief he kept in his breast pocket for such moments and resumed his seat. Justice
            Sessions adjourned the court and said they would hear the defense in the morning. He and Melvin Coulter rode down the elevator
            together and were later seen yet again at the Potawatomi Club, laughing over their drinks—martini for the prosecutor, iced
            tea for the abstemious justice.
         

         
          

         All during the final day of the prosecution’s case, Coulter had been smirking with his juniors at the prosecution table, watching
            as Ruth Lebeau sent her own young team members out in flocks.
         

         
         In the morning, it became clear that the defense was in trouble, and why: their key witnesses had disappeared. The detective V.I. Warshawski, who had gathered much of the defense’s evidence, was in prison herself: she’d been arrested two days earlier, charged under the same sections of the Keep America Safe Act as Dr. Herschel. 

         
         The court reporter thought Dr. Herschel was going to faint. Her dark, vivid face turned pale and waxy and she swayed in her
            seat. Ruth Lebeau, her attorney, asked if she needed a break.
         

         
         “I require water,” the doctor said.

         
         Ruth Lebeau’s chief associate produced a large thermos of hot water from his case and poured a cup for the doctor. Since the
            rest of her witnesses had been disappeared, Lebeau called the doctor to the stand.
         

         
         As the doctor spoke, her vocal cords gradually regained their flexibility. The court reporter had strained to understand her
            at first, but after half an hour, the grating harshness left the doctor’s voice. She spoke clearly, almost musically: the
            reporter realized it was a pleasure to listen to her after all the men she’d been recording during the prosecution phase.
            Too much bullying and swagger, none of this evenness, this effort to be clear that the doctor exhibited.
         

         
         “I treat everyone who comes to my clinic,” Dr. Herschel said. “I don’t need to see a driver’s license or a passport to diagnose
            measles or an ectopic pregnancy.”
         

         
         On cross-examination, Coulter demanded to know why she’d refused to treat the pregnant woman who’d been brought to her jail
            cell.
         

         
         “I am curious about your knowledge of this woman,” the doctor said. “Did you direct the guards to bring her to my cell?”

         
         The members of the tribunal seemed to gasp, but Justice Sessions said, “You are on the stand, Doctor. You don’t get to ask questions.” 

         
         The doctor bowed her head.

         
         “You must answer the attorney,” Sessions said.

         
         “The woman was not pregnant,” Dr. Herschel said.

         
         “You refused to examine her, so how can you possibly know this?” Coulter asked.

         
         “How many pregnant women have you examined in your legal career, Mr. Coulter?” the doctor said. “Oh, yes, I must not ask you
            questions. But we will assume it is one woman, your wife, who produced two children with you. I have seen thousands. I know
            the difference between an abdomen with a fetus inside it, and a body with a pillow buckled to it. Perhaps you would have been
            fooled, but I was not.”
         

         
         “You can’t know that!” Coulter snapped.

         
         The doctor shrugged but remained silent.

         
         “Have you nothing to say?” Sessions demanded.

         
         Before Lebeau could jump to her feet to remind the court that Coulter had made a statement, not asked a question, the doctor
            said, “I have lived a long life. I have seen governments taken over by ravening weasels, I have watched them incite bored
            or ignorant or fearful mobs to violence. That you would bribe or coerce a woman to pretend a pregnancy does not surprise me,
            but it does sicken me.”
         

         
         Coulter sat down again. There was a moment of silence and then Ruth Lebeau asked the prosecution to put up one of their videos
            of a couple of women being pulled from an SUV in handcuffs. She zoomed in on their faces and asked the doctor if she recognized
            them.
         

         
         “Yes, they were patients, first in my clinic, and then, because the daughter had complications, I saw her in surgery at Beth Israel.” 

         
         “And can you identify them, by name, I mean?” Lebeau asked.

         
         “I can, but I will not. It is enough that these strange men can look at them and know they sought medical help, but I will
            not violate their privacy further by naming them.”
         

         
         “Did you know that the older woman was Justice Sessions’s housekeeper?” Lebeau asked.

         
         The doctor’s eyes widened: the court reporter, barely keeping back a gasp herself, thought the doctor hadn’t known. “I did
            not know that, but I do not discriminate among those I treat.”
         

         
         “And did you know the daughter, whose abortion you performed, had been raped by the justice?”

         
         At that, Sessions slammed his gavel and demanded an end to the proceedings. “The defense will rest. They cannot call independent
            witnesses to this calumny—”
         

         
         “Yes, we cannot call your housekeeper, who looked after you for twenty-three years, because she was deported last week, was
            she not?” Lebeau said.
         

         
         “That was a decision by Immigration and Customs, not by me. The court is adjourned for today. The tribunal will meet tomorrow
            to discuss a verdict.”
         

         
          

         The court reporter couldn’t sleep that night. She was shocked by today’s testimony. Abortion was evil, and the doctor was
            wicked to perform them. But Justice Sessions—when the black lady lawyer said he’d raped his housekeeper’s daughter, he’d ended
            the trial. If he’d been innocent, surely he would have denied the accusation.
         

         
         The court reporter had a high security clearance, which required her to sign papers promising never to speak to anyone of the proceedings she attended. She thought of her oath; she thought of the doctor, the presiding justice, the men licking their lips at the video of the naked woman’s vagina. 

         
         At five in the morning, she got up and went down the street to her local drugstore. The clerk was yawning, barely awake, counting
            the seconds until her overnight shift would end. The reporter, her hands shaking, paid cash for a cheap phone. She made a
            call to the cousin who had helped get her the job with the federal courts.
         

         
          

         In the morning, the tribunal met for less than an hour before summoning the prisoner. The court reporter could see that the
            doctor had probably not slept any more than she had herself. The doctor’s walnut-colored skin was pale, her eyes a pair of
            black holes sunk deep in her face.
         

         
         Justice Sessions said, “The court has voted four to one to find you guilty on all counts under the Keep America Safe Act.
            We debated stripping you of your citizenship and deporting you, but we are well aware that your native country, Austria, is
            prepared to make you an international heroine and martyr, and so we are sentencing you to natural life in a federal prison
            in the United States. The Federal Bureau of Prisons will inform your attorney when they have decided where to house you. For
            now, you will remain in Chicago in the care of the Metropolitan Correctional Center. Court is adjourned.”
         

         
         A marshal seized Dr. Herschel and marched her through the side door that led to the fenced-in yard at the back of the building
            where prisoners were transferred into the buses that returned them to the various jails around town.
         

         
         Her lawyer and the lawyer’s chief associate walked with the doctor as far as the exit: they weren’t permitted beyond the doorway. As she tried to thank the lawyer, the doctor seemed to stumble. Lebeau’s young associate caught her as she fainted. 

         
         He pulled his thermos from his briefcase and unscrewed the top. No one could agree on what happened next, but one of the marshals
            thought the young lawyer poured a glass bottle labeled sugar into the thermos. Smoke billowed out. It covered the doctor, the lawyer, the marshal, and spread through the fenced-in courtyard.
            The marshals pulled their weapons and began firing into the thick fog, but someone screamed: they’d hit the driver of the
            prison van, who’d been standing behind it, waiting to lock the doctor inside. By the time the fog cleared, the prison van
            was gone.
         

         
         Later that day, the van was discovered at Belmont Harbor on the Chicago shore of Lake Michigan. The Coast Guard began a search
            of all boats on the lake, but they didn’t find the doctor, Lebeau’s chief associate, or the federal marshal who’d handcuffed
            the doctor as she was taken from the courtroom. No one noticed that the court reporter had also disappeared.
         

         
         Months went by; the Department of Justice kept close surveillance on anyone who might be in touch with the doctor, including
            the imprisoned V.I. Warshawski, who’d been the doctor’s close friend for decades. They monitored the doctor’s family members
            in Canada, her medical colleagues, even some of her high-profile patients. No one spoke of her. No one heard from her.
         

         
         Time passed. Crops were rotting in the fields because the immigrants who used to harvest them were denied entry or had been deported from a safe America. Construction sites languished. The 117th Congress overturned the most stringent sections of the Keep America Safe Act, although the criminal penalties for performing abortions on U.S.-born women remained in place. 

         
         Somewhere along the way, V.I. Warshawski was released from prison. She, too, disappeared without a trace, despite the FBI’s
            continued monitoring of her actions.
         

         
         Every now and then, the FBI or ICE would follow up on a report of a small, black-eyed doctor performing miracle cures among
            indigenous Americans, or in Congo or Central America. She had a few assistants, who helped trace rapists or murderers or thieves
            in whatever village or jungle they found themselves, but by the time U.S. agents were dispatched across the deserts and mountains,
            these legendary figures had moved on.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Note

               
            

         
         This story was written for the anthology It Occurs to Me That I Am America, Jonathan Santlofer, ed., Touchstone Books, 2018. The fifty-two writers and artists who contributed work did so without pay
            so that all income from the book could support the American Civil Liberties Union. This is a dystopic story; the Homeland
            Security courts and Keep America Safe Act are imaginary. However, women all over the country are in real life, real time,
            being denied access to reproductive health care under laws which are ever more punitive.
         

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Trial by Fire

         
         
            1

            “Yes, we’ll gather at the river, the beautiful, the beautiful river . . .”

            
            When she’d shut the window twenty minutes ago, they’d been singing “Throw out the lifeline” with the same ragged tunelessness.
               Sophia couldn’t stand the hymns or the loud, lackluster singing. Most of all, she couldn’t stand the tent revival on her land.
               She wanted to stay inside with the curtains drawn, but the heat was too heavy to leave the windows shut.
            

            
            A bonfire on the far side of the tent gave her a shadow play of the figures inside, the preacher waving his arms in an orgy
               of rhetoric, the sinners going forward to kneel in an ecstasy of self-abasement.
            

            
            This was the fourth night of a six-night revival. Attendance had been small the first night, but the preacher had passed out
               leaflets in all the surrounding towns, and each night more people pulled up in Model-Ts or horse wagons. Sophia had tried
               to get Lawyer Greeley to force the tent to move onto the Schapen property—after all, it was Rufus Schapen who’d given them
               permission to set up.
            

            
            Lawyer Greeley had patted her hand. “Miz Tremont, they’re not doing you any harm and they’re bringing comfort to a lot of
               people. Why don’t you just let that sleeping dog lie? They’ll be gone in a week.”
            

            
            “You try sleeping with a hundred hysterical people on your land, lighting a bonfire in the middle of a drought,” she’d snapped. “And it’s high time Rufus Schapen learned that this is not his land to do with as he wishes. I’m not sure I want him to inherit it when the time comes. After all, Amos has nephews who would care for the land.” 

            
            “Maybe this isn’t the best time to make a decision like that,” Greeley said. “Tempers are already high enough in the county.
               Let’s wait for cooler weather and cooler minds.”
            

            
            The conversation still rankled. Women had the vote now, but men like Lawyer Greeley talked to her as if she were a child,
               not the person who had made this farm go almost on her own for most of its existence. She was rehearsing the grievance in
               her mind, wondering what she could do to force Rufus to move out of the house, when she caught sight of a slim silhouette
               rising and kneeling in the tent.
            

            
            Georgie. If she was in the tent meeting, she had only gone to torment Rufus. Ever since she’d arrived on the farm six weeks
               ago, she’d been looking for ways to amuse herself; taunting Rufus was one of her favorites. Not that drinking and bareback
               riding on Sophia’s cart horses didn’t also entertain her. Rufus rose time and again to her bait, but her arrest had definitely
               been the last straw. If Sophia hadn’t heard the shouting and come running, Rufus might well have beaten Georgie past recovery.
            

            
            Sophia walked out of the house, wondering if she should go into the tent to remove the girl, but she stopped halfway across
               the yard. The silhouette with the bobbed hair had disappeared. She must have realized the crowd would think she was a true
               penitent, carried away by the Holy Spirit. They might try to put a white robe on her and carry her away to be baptized.
            

            
            Perhaps it wasn’t Georgie, anyway: her cousin wasn’t the only young woman in Douglas County to bob her hair and paint her lips. 

            
            Sophia’s own hair hung to her waist when she unpinned it. Even though it had gone gray, it was still thick and heavy, hair
               that Amos used to wrap around his hands to pull her toward him. He’d been dead so many years now she’d almost forgotten those
               nights.
            

            
            “Yes, we’ll gather at the river, that flows by the throne of God.”

            
            Sophia turned back to the house, away from the singing. The Kaw river was so low that you could walk across it on the sandbars,
               but no one wanted to; the mud stank of rotting fish.
            

            
            She husbanded her well and rainwater carefully, bathing sparingly, washing clothes every second week instead of every week.
               The deep wells were for watering the stock and keeping some of the wheat and corn crops from dying. She used water from dishwashing
               and laundry on her truck garden, and the Grellier farm was doing better than many, but it was a hard summer for all of them;
               Sophia couldn’t blame her neighbors for calling on Jesus for help. She just didn’t want them calling from her property.
            

            
         
         
            2

            “I don’t know how you’ve borne it all these years.” Her cousin Fanny had shuddered melodramatically when she came down for
               breakfast on her first morning at the farm. “Still using kerosene lamps and a coal stove, milking a cow with your own hands,
               and look at your skin—it’s tanned like leather.”
            

            
            “The heat is unbearable,” Georgina moaned, appearing at the table in a silk chemise.

            
            Rufus’s face turned mahogany under his sunburn. “Get some clothes on. You may think you’ve come to an Indian reservation, but this is a civilized farm. You don’t sit at my dinner table in your undergarments.” 

            
            “He’s right,” Fanny decreed. “You have a family reputation to uphold out here; don’t get off on the wrong foot.”

            
            Georgina shrugged and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Pottery mugs. How quaint. Tell me you’re not eating dinner at eleven
               in the morning, cousin Sophia, not when it’s barely breakfast time. I’d like an egg and some toast. And if you have an orange
               or grapefruit?”
            

            
            Sophia gave a tight smile. “We ate breakfast while you were still in bed, Georgina. Dinner is our midday meal on the farm,
               but you can make yourself an egg—they’re in the larder—that door to your right off the kitchen.”
            

            
            “Dinner before noon? I am in the wilds of America. Coffee is fine, thank you, Cousin Sophia. But I prefer to be called Georgie, not Georgina.”
            

            
            “Slang and nicknames are unbecoming a young lady, Georgina,” Fanny said.

            
            Georgie smiled brightly. “If I’m to be ‘Georgina,’ then you must be called ‘Frances.’”

            
            “Since to you, I am your grandmother, my first name doesn’t come into the equation. Sophia, would you pour me more coffee?”

            
            After a long pause, while Georgie stirred cream around in her mug, Rupert slammed down his knife and fork and headed back
               to the fields.
            

            
            Sophia watched him leave without a word. She certainly was annoyed with Georgie, but it was really her son-in-law, claiming it was his dinner table, that set her teeth on edge. The farmhouse and the land were Sophia’s, and she had the documents to prove it,
               locked prudently in a box at the bank, key hidden on a hook behind the old coal stove, but Rufus kept thinking the farm as
               good as belonged to him. He took for granted that her acres would pass to him when Sophia died. Give him his due, he worked
               the land as carefully as if it were, indeed, his, but what her beloved Anna had ever seen in that soulless lump, Sophia had
               never fathomed.
            

            
            Fanny and her granddaughter were the first members of the Entwistle family to come west since Sophia’s mama, Anna Entwistle
               Grellier, and her husband, Frederic, had emigrated in 1858 to undo the chains of the bondsmen and bring Kansas free into the
               union. Sophia had been ten then, an only child: all her younger siblings had died before the age of five.
            

            
            “The Lord has called him home,” her grandmother Entwistle said at baby Frederic’s funeral the year before they left for Kansas
               Territory.
            

            
            “It is not by the will of any god that my son died,” her father had replied in his accented English, his eyes bright with
               tears over baby Frederic’s coffin. He was a freethinker and was outraged that Mama’s family organized a Christian funeral
               over his objections.
            

            
            He and Mama differed on Jesus, but they agreed on the need to free the bondsmen. They answered the call from the antislavery
               society in Lawrence for a teacher in their school for children of all races. Even Indian children were welcome there.
            

            
            All the Entwistle clan were antislavery, but none of them was willing to join Mama and Frederic in the perilous journey west.
               Mama’s brothers worked for Grandfather in the bank; they couldn’t possibly abandon their heavy responsibilities.
            

            
            Sophia herself had been furious at leaving Boston. Grandmother invited Mama and Papa to leave Sophia with them, in the white ruffled bed where Mama herself had slept as a girl, but her parents would not give her up. 

            
            It took Fanny and Georgina little more than a day to travel by train from Boston to Lawrence. In 1858, the journey took over
               six long hard weeks. Sophia and her parents rode by train to Cleveland and then wagon to Saint Louis, where they transferred
               all their belongings, including Mama’s piano, to a steamboat on the Missouri River for the week’s journey to Kansas City
            

            
            They waited in Kansas City for another two weeks, the time it took for an armed escort to assemble and accompany them past
               the slavers who controlled access into Kansas Territory. While they waited, Mama gave birth to her third baby boy.
            

            
            The baby died on the two-day wagon ride from Kansas City to Lawrence. Little Joseph, going into the wilderness, his grave
               was one of the first dug in the new town. With Mama weak and grieving, and Papa unable to deal with anything practical, it
               fell to Sophia to find the ferryman, give him a precious dollar to load and unload their goods and carry them to Lawrence.
            

            
            Six miles from Lawrence, they’d crossed the Wakarusa River on another ferry, but once on the other side the wagon had splashed
               through water almost all the way to the town. The wagon driver told her and Papa to walk alongside the wagon, as he did, to
               spare the oxen: they were in wetlands, with water too shallow for a ferry, but muddy and a strain for the animals. At one
               point the water rose to Sophia’s waist; Papa picked her up and carried her for a time so as not to add her slight weight to
               the suffering beasts.
            

            
            Too much water, not enough, that was the story of Kansas—drought, floods, drought, locusts, blizzards—everything that nature could send to destroy the human spirit had descended on them. Neither of her parents knew anything about farming and Papa wasn’t interested: he cared only about his school. The homestead they’d laid a claim to Sophia and Mama learned to care for, with the help of neighbors. 

            
            Sophia always assumed she would return to Boston as soon as she was old enough to live without parental decree. But then Papa
               was murdered by border ruffians during the Civil War, and she and Mama took over the school and still tried to run the farm,
               and then the Tremonts arrived from New York state with enough money to set up a ten-thousand-acre bonanza farm.
            

            
            Young Amos Tremont helped Sophia, the Grellier farm began to succeed, they married, had one child who lived to adulthood and
               married Rufus Schapen. And now—Amos was dead, their daughter and her baby long dead in childbirth, and it was just Sophia
               and Rufus. She wished it were just Sophia.
            

            
            Sophia had recently joined the Congregational church as a place to find companionship away from her son-in-law, and she was
               happy to drive the horses into town every Sunday. Rufus didn’t like the Congregationalists; he found them cold and unfeeling,
               lacking in the genuine Spirit that he found in tent revivals. This was the church her mother and grandparents had belonged
               to; she always made a silent apology to Papa during the sermon, wondering if his freethinking ideas were wrong and he was
               actually with Jesus in heaven. Not sure of her own ideas on the subject.
            

            
            It was in the midst of Sophia’s loneliness that Fanny wrote: her granddaughter needed a change from Boston; could she spend
               the summer in the country with Sophia?
            

            
            Rufus objected: a city girl on the farm, no doubt spoiled, the last thing they needed, but Sophia had written back at once to welcome Georgina. A young girl around the place was just what she needed to revive her spirits. She did caution her cousin that the amenities Georgina was doubtless used to in Boston would be sadly lacking. 

            
            “And if we are to feed her for three months, then a dollar a week in board would be welcome.”

            
            She and Fanny used to spend every Sunday together at Grandfather Entwistle’s tall narrow house on Beacon Hill. They’d fought,
               played, shared the white ruffled bed on Sunday nights, and then, when they were ten, they were suddenly torn apart. They had
               written letters at first, the stilted letters of children:
            

            
            
               Every thing here is covered with dirt and we must wash our own close in tubs there are no servants. The work is hard, but
                  we are setting free the bondsman. We see Indyans every day and rackoons and sometimes wolfs.
               

            

            She did not add that they barely had food to eat, especially since Papa was a vegetarian who would not allow murdered birds
               to be cooked in his house. Indeed, without the barrel of supplies Grandmother Entwistle sent them, they might well have starved
               to death. “Write nothing to excite pity,” Mama said, editing her letter before she mailed it. “We are here for a high moral
               purpose and we should be envied, not pitied, for a few material lacks.”
            

            
            As time passed, the cousins’ correspondence dwindled. They sent each other news of their marriages, of their parents’ deaths, of the birth of their children and then grandchildren. Sophia had been vaguely aware of Georgie’s birth to Fanny’s younger son, but time passed and she hadn’t realized the girl was now twenty years old. 

            
            She also didn’t know that the Boston family was sending Georgie west not for her health but for the family’s. She was cutting
               a wide swath in Boston nightlife that was raising questions at the bank where Entwistles had been a presence for almost a
               century. The final scandal, which resulted in a forced stay in a high-priced sanitarium in the Berkshires, caused the whole
               family to gather on Beacon Hill to discuss what to do with Georgie.
            

            
            It was Fanny who suggested sending her to Kansas for the summer. She hadn’t seen her dearest Sophia in sixty-five years; she’d
               bring her recalcitrant granddaughter west, catch up with Sophia, and then return in time to join the family at their summer
               compound in Newport.
            

            
            Much as she scorned Sophia’s primitive cooking and plumbing out loud, after a few days on the farm, Fanny wrote to her daughter-in-law
               in Boston that “it couldn’t be better. Sophia doesn’t own a car: she has a gasoline tractor for the farm, but still uses horses
               and a buggy to go into town. And the only man on the place besides the handyman is a hulking Caliban of a son-in-law of about
               fifty-five. Georgina will not have much opportunity to sow her wild oats here.”
            

            
         
         
            3

            Georgie did not enjoy country life, at least, not life in the Kansas countryside. She described all the primitive plumbing,
               cooking, and work chores that she was expected to share in in extravagant letters to her chums back in Boston.
            

            
            
               Give this country back to the Indians. No sane person wants to live without a telephone or an automobile. They have motion pictures in town but neither Sophia nor Rufus ever goes. Every dime is counted four times before it’s spent, so we do nothing as frivolous as motion pictures. Once one of the neighbors had a barn dance and I was so desperate I actually went! My bobbed hair and painted lips caused quite a furore. Very entertaining. 

            

            Rufus made no pretense of welcoming Georgie. As he told Sophia, almost every morning, Georgie was exactly the self-centered,
               frivolous brat he’d expected. One morning he came back from the fields to find her sunbathing on the grass in front of the
               house. She was wearing the same kind of bathing costume that everyone in her set in Boston wore.
            

            
            “How dare you?” he thundered. “This is a Christian household. We don’t lie around naked like heathens and Indians.”

            
            “Do you have a tape measure on you, Rufus? Are you hoping to join the Modesty Police?” Georgie grinned up at him. “They patrol
               the beaches and measure how much leg we’re showing. My friend Susan Whitney had to pay a ten-dollar fine, but as you know,
               I don’t have any money with me. You’ll have to send the bill to my papa, who will be appropriately enraged.”
            

            
            Rufus’s head seemed to swell. Sophia feared he might suffer a stroke and moved to silence Georgie, but too late: Rufus carried
               her inside. She went limp in his arms and made the job as hard as possible, but he dumped her on the parlor sofa and stomped
               back out to the yard.
            

            
            After that, Georgie went out of her way to taunt him, dressing as skimpily as possible, jutting her hip out as she walked past him, leaning over him to offer to pour him fresh hot coffee, her cleavage practically in his nose, and laughing as he started to roar at her. She would skip out of his reach when he tried to hit her. 

            
            “She needs to go back to Boston,” Rufus said to Sophia after four days of this behavior. “I’m going into town to buy her a
               ticket.”
            

            
            “Rufus, this is my house and she’s my cousin. She’s welcome here this summer. Neither of us is used to having a young person
               around, but if it’s that hard on you, why don’t you go across the field and stay with your parents until Georgie goes back
               home in September?”
            

            
            He looked at her in shock for a long minute, trying to absorb what his mother-in-law had just said. “You know I can’t do that,”
               he finally muttered before going out to the barn.
            

            
            Rufus’s parents farmed five hundred acres on land just to the north of Sophia’s farm. His two unmarried sisters lived in the
               farmhouse with them, along with his younger brother, whose wife and three children were also crowded in. If Rufus moved to
               his parents’ home, he’d sleep on the living room sofa and not have any privacy.
            

            
            Sophia had let him stay on with her after Anna and the baby died, first out of pity for his grief, and later out of pity for
               the misery of the Schapen house. She saw now she’d made a colossal mistake in doing so: it would have been better to hire
               a farm manager to do the work that Rufus did than to have him thinking the house belonged to him.
            

            
            She turned wearily to Georgie, who’d been in the parlor during her exchange with Rufus. “I thought your coming out here would
               be a welcome break for me, but you want it to be a failure, don’t you? You’re trying to punish Fanny or your parents, but
               you’re only turning me against you and not gaining anything for yourself.”
            

            
            Georgie was silent for a moment before saying, “Did Grandmother or any of the others tell you what my rest cure was supposed to heal me of?” 

            
            Sophia sat. “Nothing specific, no. Fanny—your grandmother—said they thought you were running wild. Were you?”

            
            “Maybe. Probably. Dancing, speakeasies. Bad company.” She spoke flippantly, but the tendons in her neck stood out.

            
            “You fell in love with someone unsuitable?” Sophia suggested after another long silence.

            
            “Not quite.” Georgie smiled brightly. “Let’s say some of the boys thought they knew what love was all about. My father thought
               a trip to the farm for the summer would be best for him if not for me. Or for you.”
            

            
            “It will be what you make it to be, Georgie. But it’s a farm, not a country resort.” Sophia hesitated, trying to find the
               right words. “Rufus—is not an easy man. Baiting him is easy, but you don’t gain from it. Pitch in with the chores. It will
               make the time pass more pleasantly.”
            

            
            “Slops and chickens.” Georgie’s bright smile became even tighter. “Of course, Cousin Sophia.”

            
            After that, she did pitch in to a certain degree. She’d been emptying her slop bucket from the start, because there was no
               one to do it for her. She’d refused point-blank to learn to milk cows, but she did halfheartedly hunt for eggs; she dutifully
               spelled Sophia at the mangle on laundry days and even tried, very inexpertly, to iron.
            

            
            She still taunted Rufus, but in subtler ways that he found hard to pin down—no more sunbathing, no more appearing at breakfast in her chemise. If Rufus commented on the weather or the state of the crops, Georgie would clasp her hands and look at him soulfully and say, “So wise.” At the end of the day, if he complained of fatigue, she would coo, “Big strong man, he needs his dinner and his sleep.” 

            
            Rufus would react angrily, but there was nothing in her words to object to—it was the mockery in her eyes, which she revealed
               only to him. If he snapped at her, she would gaze at him even more soulfully and say a man needed a vent for his strong feelings.
            

            
            One Sunday afternoon after church, Georgie walked two miles along the gravel roads to an Indian college southeast of town.
               She’d seen a notice in the Douglas County Herald that the students were holding a kind of powwow and wanted to see it.
            

            
            She’d been hoping for naked dancing around a bonfire, war cries, body paint, and was disappointed by the tameness of the display.
               It’s true the students wore buckskins, but men and women were all completely clothed. The men’s hair was cut short in the
               same style that European men used, the women’s long hair was pinned up in braids.
            

            
            The students sang standard hymns of the kind Georgie had been hearing all her life in her family’s Boston church. The dancing
               was sedate, nothing like the war dances she’d seen in motion pictures, let alone the Charleston, which Georgie had been dancing
               recently at home. After the dancing, the students served lemonade and cake that the young women had prepared in the school
               kitchen as part of their domestic skills training.
            

            
            The white audience was small: the Europeans in the county had little interest in Indian life and culture. They had a vague sense that the Indian school was doing a good thing, civilizing the savages, and except for making sure that Indians, like the local colored population, didn’t eat in their restaurants or sit next to them at the motion picture theaters, the Europeans didn’t pay them much attention. 

            
            The Douglas County Herald had sent a reporter to cover the powwow, a bored young man who spied Georgie sitting on the grass, her legs drawn up under
               her so that her skirt covered her knees. With her bobbed hair and painted lips, Georgie would have stood out at any gathering,
               but here she was especially visible. Two of the young Indian men were talking to her, and she was laughing.
            

            
            “I’m Arthur Jarvis from the Herald,” the reporter said. “Looks like you’re having a good time at the show.”
            

            
            “The boys and I were just talking,” she said. “Will Garrison here from the Dakota people lent me the blanket his mother wove
               for his pony, but I’d better give it back. The pony races will start soon and you need it, don’t you?”
            

            
            She looked up at one of the Indians, smiling in a way that implied intimacy. He put down a hand and helped her to her feet,
               flashing a return smile.
            

            
            “Come with us, miss: we’ll see you get the best view.”

            
            Jarvis trailed after the trio. He waited until the two Indians disappeared toward the school stables, leaving Georgie in the
               shade of a giant cottonwood, near the open field where the races were due to be run.
            

            
            “I haven’t seen you around here before,” he said. “Where you from?”

            
            “You want to do an interview with me?” she said.

            
            “Sure, why not? Tell me your name and what brought you to the powwow today.”

            
            “Georgie Entwistle, and I came here on my own two feet.” She looked down at them and added mournfully, “Don’t think I’ll ever get the dust and the scratches from the gravel off them, and they cost me eight dollars.” 

            
            “You walked here in all this heat? You must really love the Indians, Miss Georgie. But you want to be careful not to love
               them too much.”
            

            
            “What’s that supposed to mean?” she demanded. “They were just a couple of nice boys.”

            
            “They look like nice boys, but you know, they’re this close to still being savages.” Jarvis held his thumb and index finger
               up so that they almost touched.
            

            
            “I’ve seen white boys who were even closer than that to being savages,” Georgie said. “Don’t you worry about it.”

            
            “Just the same, Miss Georgie, your reputation—”

            
            “Is this an interview for a paper or for the Modesty Police?” she interrupted. “My reputation is none of your business, Mr.
               Reporter.”
            

            
            Other visitors began strolling up to the fence next to the field. The school superintendent, with his wife, daughters, and
               a few select dignitaries, were escorted to benches that had been set up for them farther along the railing.
            

            
            At the west end of the field, near the stables, Georgie saw the ponies line up. She couldn’t make out her new acquaintances
               at this distance, but when the starting gun went off, she clapped and screamed as the ponies streaked past the crowd. One
               of the white women, who had met her at church with Sophia, tapped her reprovingly on the shoulder. Georgie moved away. Arthur
               Jarvis followed.
            

            
            Ponies and riders grew small in the distance, then rounded a curve in the makeshift track and galloped back. The youths on horseback didn’t make a sound, which disappointed Georgie: she had expected at least in the races she would experience an authentic Indian war cry. 

            
            The riders pulled up in front of the superintendent. Georgie went over to watch the superintendent’s wife give a blue ribbon
               to the winner; the red second-place ribbon went to her new friend, Will Garrison. When he saw her applauding, Garrison trotted
               over and handed her the ribbon. Sweat ran down his face into the bandanna he’d tied around his neck, but he grinned down at
               her happily.
            

            
            “They’ll all be drinking joy juice at the School House tonight,” Jarvis said sourly as Garrison rode back to his classmates.
               “You know Indians love their joy juice.”
            

            
            “What is joy juice, Mr. Jarvis?” Georgie asked in the soulful voice she used on Rufus.

            
            “I thought a girl like you knew all about things like that.” Jarvis was still sour.

            
            “Like what? Is that a special Indian beverage that they make here at the school? I’m from out east where we don’t have any
               Indians, so I don’t know anything about their customs.”
            

            
            “Indians don’t have any head for liquor, but they love to drink it.”

            
            “Oh.” Georgie made her lips round with shock. “But with Prohibition—”

            
            “Don’t tell me that out east there aren’t people who know how to bypass Prohibition.” Jarvis looked at her suspiciously.

            
            “Maybe they do.” Georgie shrugged, as if she had never shared a flask with a group of Harvard men and their girls. “My family
               are descended from the Mayflower Puritans. We have an obligation to uphold moral standards.” If she had heard her father and grandmother say that once, she’d heard it fifty thousand times, especially during the last year. 

            
            “I take it the School Yard is a place where Indians can get specially created liquor?” she added.

            
            “School House,” Jarvis corrected. “The sheriff raids it every now and then, but people keep coming back.”

            
            “The School House?” The superintendent’s wife came over. “That place is an abomination in this county. I keep telling Mr.
               Macalaster that he needs to get it shut down. Our boys are too well mannered to frequent it, but their parents and cousins,
               who lack their good fortune in education, become sadly inebriated.
            

            
            “And you, young lady.” She turned to Georgie. “Don’t get too friendly with Will Garrison or his friends. It’s not appropriate
               for our Indian boys to be seen with white girls.”
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            The School House was seven miles from Sophia’s farm. By the time she’d left the powwow she’d managed to learn the exact location.
               Georgie waited until Rufus and Sophia were asleep and then tiptoed out of the house to the barn.
            

            
            The horses that Sophia used to drive into town or for minor hauling around the farm weren’t trained for riding, but they were placid animals. Georgie brought a blanket with her, filched earlier from Sophia’s linen closet. She put a bridle on the horse, which he didn’t like, but dried apples from Sophia’s storeroom calmed him down while she adjusted the straps and climbed onto his back. He snorted uneasily but finally walked out of the barn and down to the road. 

            
            She didn’t try to make him do anything fancy, just guided him toward the road she wanted, let him set the pace, let him nibble
               at the dusty weeds in the ditches. She saw the School House easily from a distance, a grim cube of a building with lights
               flickering at the windows, and tied Sophia’s horse a prudent four hundred yards away. As she walked up to the door she saw
               the yard was full of cars, Model Ts, some of the new Model As, and even a Stutz Bearcat.
            

            
            Georgie didn’t have money for drinks, but she knew that was never a barrier. She also knew that some men would see a single
               woman in a speakeasy as someone who wanted physical attention, but she was used to that as well.
            

            
            In back of the building was a metal cube with cables running from it to the School House. It smelled of oil and hot metal,
               like the electric streetcars at home. Georgie stepped away from the smell, but saw that the cables must be providing light
               to the speakeasy. Why couldn’t Sophia install one of those? Then she could power the fans in her rooms all the time, instead
               of just when the stupid windmill put out enough energy.
            

            
            Georgie walked around to the entrance, which was locked. She was used to that, as well: there would be a special knock, a
               code word, but again, a young woman on her own would be let in without much bother.
            

            
            While she waited for someone to answer her pounding on the door, she saw the words carved into the lintel: kaw valley district four school house. A bar built into a school; that thought made Georgie laugh out loud. The door had a spyhole on the inside; whoever was looking through it saw Georgie laughing, head tilted back, and let her in, with a grin of his own. 

            
            “Share the joke, sister, and first drink’s on the house.” He pinched her bottom as she sidled past him. She knew the rules
               of the game, knew she was supposed to pout, pretend outrage, give him a playful slap. For some reason, she couldn’t bring
               herself to do it tonight, but pushed past him into the packed room.
            

            
            Not much had been done to the schoolhouse when it was turned into a bar, but the cables from the generator out back powered
               the flickering electric lights. There was also a ceiling fan. One of the blades was bent, brushing against the ceiling slats
               as it turned.
            

            
            From Arthur Jarvis’s snide comment at the races this afternoon, Georgie had thought the Indians she’d met would be there,
               drinking joy juice. She’d pinned Will Garrison’s red ribbon to the brim of her hat and began poking and prodding her way through
               the mob, looking for them. The only person she recognized was Jarvis himself. He’d drunk a fair amount already. When he saw
               her he got unsteadily to his feet.
            

            
            “It’s Little Miss Mayflower, come to play Carrie Nation with the drunks. You going to give me your lecture on Pilgrim purity?”

            
            Several drinkers stopped midswallow to guffaw.

            
            “Buy me a drink, Mr. Reporter, and I’ll lecture you personally.”

            
            Jarvis nodded at the bartender, a thickset man in an open-necked shirt. The bar itself was just a couple of slabs of wood
               laid over sawhorses. The bartender poured something into a heavy mug. Georgie took a swallow and made a face—it was a quick-brewed
               beer, thin and bitter.
            

            
            She slapped the mug on the sawhorses. “We Pilgrims only drink gin.”

            
            “That’ll cost you a kiss, Mayflower.”

            
            Jarvis put an arm around her and tried to kiss her, but she reached behind him for the mug she’d put down and poured it over
               his hair. The crowd loved it.
            

            
            “Why’d you go and do that?” Jarvis pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his face.

            
            “Why’d you go and do that, yourself?” Georgie said.

            
            “If it had been your Indian friend, bet you’d have been cuddling right into his red arms,” he said resentfully.

            
            “Probably so,” Georgie said. “We Mayflowers and the Indians go back three hundred years together.”

            
            “Then I guess you don’t know those Indian boys have a curfew and everything and Superintendent Macalaster makes sure they
               spend their nights locked up in their school dormitory. But there are some redskins around here if you have Jesus power to
               raise the dead.”
            

            
            Jarvis pointed at a corner of the room where two men were slumped on the floor, the wall behind them keeping them from falling
               over completely. Their clothes were dirty, and someone had taken the bandanna one of them wore at his throat and tied it around
               his head, sticking in a piece of rubber tubing in lieu of a feather.
            

            
            One of the men at the bar took over a mug of beer and shook them awake. “Hey, chief, wake up. Got a lady who says she knows
               your great-grandmother. Have a beer and talk to her.” He poured the beer over the two men, to an uproar from the crowd.
            

            
            Georgie pretended to laugh, but turned her back. She had seen drunks before, more than once, but these two men looked so naked
               she found it unbearable.
            

            
            She put her drink down and tried to push her way through the door. Over the noise of the drinkers and the clacking of the fan as its bent blade brushed the ceiling, Georgie heard a siren. She froze, looking for a back door, but there wasn’t one. A moment later, a sheriff’s deputy came in, accompanied by two revenue officers. 
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            Georgie had had other bad days, but none had ever included a night in police custody. The county didn’t have a women’s prison,
               so the deputy locked Georgie in the sheriff’s office overnight, with a matron to look after her. She told the matron that
               her cousin Sophia’s horse was tied to a tree near the School House.
            

            
            “He needs to be taken back to his stable. Can someone look after him? Please? It’s too hot for an animal to be out this long.
               I don’t even know if there’s water within his reach.”
            

            
            “You should have thought of that before you took him bar crawling with you,” the matron said.

            
            However, the sheriff, when he came in at seven in the morning, sent a deputy out to the Grellier farm. The sheriff knew Sophia,
               he knew two of her dead husband’s nephews. He didn’t want her to lose a horse just because she had a drunk cousin visiting
               for the summer. He moved Georgie into the courtroom with the other arrestees and told her to wait until her cousin arrived
               to pay her fine.
            

            
            “What if she doesn’t come?” Georgie asked.

            
            “Then you’ll be assigned to a county crew to work off the fine,” the sheriff said.

            
            About twenty detainees waited in the courtroom with Georgie. Not everyone who’d been in the School House had been brought in. Arthur Jarvis, the Douglas County Herald reporter, was missing, Georgie noticed. The judge gave everyone a choice of a fine, thirty days in the county jail, or a
               week on a county work detail. At the end of the morning, only Georgie and the two Indian men remained.
            

            
            At lunchtime, Will Garrison, the Dakota who had come in second in the pony races, arrived. He was covered with dust: he’d
               walked the two miles from the school to the police station to pay the fine for the two Indians.
            

            
            When Georgie saw Garrison, she turned crimson with shame and huddled deep in her chair. She didn’t look up, so she didn’t
               know if he looked at her or not.
            

            
            Around mid-afternoon, Sophia drove the buggy into town. Her lips were tight and white with rage, but she kept her temper to
               herself until they were on the road out of town. She was driving with only one horse.
            

            
            “You stole my horse, you left him tied up near a busy road. What is the matter with you? You come from a good home, you never
               wanted for anything! Why are you acting in this fashion, doing everything you can to turn me, and Rufus, too, against you?
               I can’t keep this from Fanny: that ten-dollar fine is a lot of money for me. Your father is going to have to pay me back.
               And then what will you do? Where else can you go?”
            

            
            Georgie didn’t try to say anything in her own defense: she didn’t feel guilty about going to the speakeasy, but she wished
               she had never taken Sophia’s horse.
            

            
            “Is he—is the horse hurt?” she asked timidly.

            
            “One of the neighbors saw him when he was out mulching at five this morning. He brought him home, undamaged but tired, which
               is why we’re driving one horse this afternoon.”
            

            
            Georgie’s contrition over the horse wasn’t as deep as her shame that Will Garrison had seen her in the courtroom. She kept that thought tucked away below her diaphragm—she certainly wasn’t going to share it with Cousin Sophia. 

            
            When they reached the farm, Sophia said, “You go muck out the stable. You will make the care of these two horses your mission
               for the remainder of your time on the farm. I want the stalls spic-and-span, I want the horses’ coats glossy, I want them
               to have the water and food they need. You will never ride them again. Do you hear me?”
            

            
            Georgie nodded. “Yes, Cousin Sophia.”

            
            Sophia gave her a pair of men’s overalls. Not Rufus’s, which would have swamped Georgie, but a pair of her own. She ordered
               them from the Sears catalog to wear when she was doing farmwork herself.
            

            
            Georgie thought the worst was past, but when she washed herself off under the outdoor pump after working the rest of the afternoon
               in the barn, Rufus was waiting for her, shaking the evening paper under her nose.
            

            
            “How dare you? How dare you take advantage of my hospitality?”

            
            Georgie just had time to see the headline: Mayflower Descendant Descends to Public Drunkenness, before Rufus slapped her head so hard she was knocked off her feet.
            

            
            “Whore,” he grunted. “Rutting, drunken whore.”

            
            He yanked her to her feet, but she wriggled away before he could strike her a second time. Standing just out of his arm’s
               reach, Georgie pulled the top of her dress down under the overalls, flashing her breasts.
            

            
            “You want these, don’t you, Rufus? That’s why you’re so cranky all the time. You want them and you know I’ll never give them to you.” 

            
            Rufus started after her, but before he reached her Sophia appeared in the yard.

            
            “I don’t know what game you two are playing, but stop it at once.”

            
            Sophia’s voice was even colder and angrier than when she’d lectured Georgie in the buggy. “The next time either of you behaves
               like this, you will both leave the farm, if I have to get the sheriff to remove you.”
            

            
            It was later that afternoon that the itinerant preacher appeared. He saw Rufus and got his permission to set the tent up on
               the Grellier property.
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            Georgie waited until Sophia and Rufus had gone to bed before reading the article in the Herald. As she read, her own temper rose up: Jarvis hadn’t mentioned that he was drunk as ten skunks. Instead, he made it sound as
               though he had merely gone to the School House as a reporter so he could let Douglas County know what went on inside its pure
               borders. And he’d spent a number of paragraphs on Georgie, the Mayflower Descendant in love with the Indians.
            

            
            
               Miss Entwistle consorted with some of the young bucks at our local Indian school after yesterday’s powwow. Superintendent Macalaster’s wife tried to speak to her about the dangers intimacy between white girls and Indian boys holds for both races, but Miss Entwistle seems to think that her Puritan ancestors protect her from following normal behavioral conventions—as she demonstrated at the School House that same night. She ordered gin from the bemused bartender, and made herself quite the spectacle for all the rowdies who usually frequent such a place. 

            

            Georgie tore the paper into spills and laid them in with the coals in the stove. When Sophia lit the fire in the morning to
               make Rufus his fried eggs, the story would go up in smoke. She lay in bed in her stuffy room but couldn’t sleep. She wanted
               revenge on Arthur Jarvis, but couldn’t think of anything drastic or punitive enough.
            

            
            Around dawn her thoughts shifted to Will Garrison at the Indian school. They had been flirting in a harmless way, not consorting,
               but she wondered if he was in trouble with the school because of Jarvis’s story. She thought of writing to the superintendent’s
               wife or to the superintendent himself, but Mrs. Macalaster was a cold woman. She seemed to look down on the Indian students
               and she definitely looked down on Georgie.
            

            
            At five, she heard Rufus go out the kitchen door. She watched from the window as he went into the barn to do the morning milking,
               and then heard Sophia go down the stairs to the kitchen. She smelled the smoke as the fire started. At least Jarvis’s hateful
               words weren’t in the house any longer.
            

            
            There was a small table in the room where Georgie kept her toiletries and a pitcher and basin. She sat there to write a note
               to Will Garrison:
            

            
            
               Dear Mr. Garrison, I apologize for any trouble I may have brought into your life. I enjoyed meeting you at the powwow on Sunday and thought you were a super rider. I am living on my cousin Sophia’s farm, the Grellier farm, about two miles south of your school, near to Blue Mound. At the big crossroads between us and your school is a mailbox held into the ground with a couple of big rocks. If you would let me meet you to apologize in person, or if you would like me to return your red ribbon, leave a note for me under one of those rocks. Ever yours sincerely, Georgie Entwistle 

            

            As soon as Rufus had headed to the fields where he and the handyman were haying, Georgie came down the stairs. Sophia was
               washing the breakfast dishes. She nodded at Georgie but didn’t speak.
            

            
            Georgie drank her coffee, ate a piece of toast with tomato preserves, put on her overalls to go out to the barn. The overalls
               had pockets; she slipped the letter into one of them and walked past the barn, grabbing one of the big straw hats that hung
               just inside the door as she passed. She made a detour across a field where she couldn’t be seen from the house or from the
               quarter section Rufus was working.
            

            
            The July heat was fierce and she was sweating heavily under the straw hat, but when she took it off, the sun glare made her
               eyes ache. She went to the school’s front door, forgetting that she wasn’t in Boston where her name and privilege got her
               past most barriers, forgetting that she was dressed like a farmhand.
            

            
            “Go out to the barn, boy, if you have a message from the farmer.” It was Mrs. Macalaster herself who answered the door.

            
            Georgie bit back a laugh. The overalls and hat were a perfect disguise, even hiding her sex. She walked around the main building
               to the barn, where some of the Indian boys were pitching down hay for the ponies and cows. Will Garrison wasn’t among them,
               but one of them took the letter from her and promised to give it to him. He eyed her narrowly; she was sure that, unlike the
               superintendent’s wife, his keen hunter’s instinct knew not just that she was a woman but also that she was the woman who’d
               been at the powwow.
            

            
            She scuttled away from the barn but stopped at a pump in the yard long enough to sluice her hot head and neck. Her overalls
               and the blouse she wore underneath them were dry by the time she got back to Sophia’s barn.
            

            
            She led the two horses out to a shady place in the enclosed field where Sophia usually left them for the day. The stalls were
               relatively clean from her previous day’s work. She shoveled the manure into the compost area behind the barn, put out clean
               straw, and rinsed off her overalls under the pump in the yard.
            

            
            She bypassed the kitchen when she came into the house: Rufus was at the table, eating corn bread and a fried pork chop. The
               hot food on the hot day made Georgie queasy. She took a cold bath, despite the interdiction from Sophia not to use water wantonly,
               and lay down to sleep.
            

            
            Rufus went over to the revival tent after supper. He urged Sophia and Georgie to go with him.

            
            “A good sermon that brought you to a sense of your sins would be the best thing you could do for your immortal soul,” he said
               to Georgie.
            

            
            “You have such a good sense of my sins, I expect Jesus will pay more attention to what you have to say about them than he will me,” Georgie said. 

            
            Rufus glowered at her but left for the meeting without saying anything back. Georgie sat in the parlor with Sophia and watched
               her darn socks. Finally she went up to bed, waiting for Sophia to turn out the lamp in the parlor. When she heard her cousin
               climb the stairs, she slipped down the stairs in her stockinged feet and then out the back door.
            

            
            The house was between her and the tent, but she could see bonfires shooting up flames, and could hear the singing and some
               of the excited cries from the sinners. She walked to the mailbox she had described in her letter and lifted the rocks. No
               answer had come from Will Garrison.
            

            
            As she walked back to the house, automobiles began coming toward her: the damned and the saved leaving the revival. She stumbled
               into the ditch to keep from being seen and tore her good silk stockings on the nettles.
            

            
            Georgie went to the mailbox faithfully for three nights, and on the Thursday was rewarded: Garrison himself rose from the
               shadows.
            

            
            Georgie wanted to say something bold, the kind of comment she was used to making to the boys she knew at home, but she felt
               embarrassed and unlike herself.
            

            
            “You came yourself?” she finally blurted.

            
            “I was leaving a note for you, but then I saw you walking down the road.”

            
            “They told me you have a curfew.”

            
            “Yes, but the windows open. It’s not so hard to jump out. Harder, maybe, to jump back in.”

            
            “Are you in trouble because of me?” Her voice had gone up half a register, making her sound like a child. She hated it but
               couldn’t seem to control it.
            

            
            “In a small way,” he said. “The superintendent knows that Indian boys are weak in the face of temptation, and that a white
               woman is a powerful temptation. Almost as strong as drink. He and Mrs. Macalaster blame you for trying to lead me astray.”
            

            
            His voice was steady, and in the dark she couldn’t tell if he was teasing or if he truly believed it. She felt her face grow
               hot.
            

            
            “I didn’t want to lead you astray,” she said in her little-girl voice. “I wanted—my family in Boston sent me here because
               at home I—they didn’t like how I acted. Too wild. And on my cousin Sophia’s farm I have been so bored. I thought the powwow
               would be exciting.”
            

            
            “You hoped for wild Indians who would let you behave wildly. I can’t be a wild person for you, Miss Entwistle.”

            
            “Georgie,” she said.

            
            “For Georgie, either.” He turned to walk away.

            
            “You looked happy galloping on your pony,” she called after him. “Happy to be wild for a minute. And that’s what I want, a
               minute to be happy.”
            

            
            He came back and put his hands on her shoulders. “Miss Georgie, for you this is a vacation or maybe it is a rest cure, but
               for me this is life. I am at this school, with all the rules that I find stupid, because I need to help my family. We are
               helpless against the white men. As Little Crow truly spoke, you keep coming with your guns and your own laws that you twist
               and turn for your own advantage.
            

            
            “Do you know that the land where your cousin farms was under water and home to many thousand waterbirds only sixty years ago? My family were driven here from lands to the north and the east, but we learned to live with those birds. Now you have drained the land and made it white people’s farms. To help my family I cannot be wild. I must be the tamest of all tame Indians. My mother and my grandmother sent me here with that mission.” 

            
            He bent and kissed her and turned and left.

            
            When Georgie got back to the farm, the revival seemed to be at a fever pitch. She went into the tent. The smell of all the
               sweaty bodies, the smell of sex, the people bowing and kneeling and moaning, swept across her and she began to shout and kneel
               and writhe with them. No cocaine and Charleston party had ever been this full of hot raw emotion.
            

            
            “Sister, what’s your name, sister?” the preacher shouted at her.

            
            “I’m a wild bird,” she said. “Birdie is my name.”

            
            “Birdie, come forward, confess your sins to Jesus.”

            
            People gathered around her, chanting, “Confess, confess, confess to the Lord and be saved.”

            
            “I confess,” she said. “I confess to wildness.”
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            Georgie slept late the next morning. When she came down, Rufus was crossing the yard to the kitchen; it was close to eleven,
               time for the fried chicken whose smell made Georgie sick, not hungry.
            

            
            Sophia wished her good morning and reminded her that the horses needed to be cared for.

            
            “Yes, cousin,” Georgie said.

            
            She swallowed her coffee and started to pull on the overalls that were hanging by the back door. She was stiff in every limb
               and almost fell over as she hoisted her legs into the heavy denim.
            

            
            Rufus grabbed her forearm before she could go down the stairs to the yard. “You were in the tent last night, confessing the
               sin of wildness. Everyone wants to know, was that a mockery or was it a true confession?”
            

            
            Georgie pulled her arm free. “That’s between me and Jesus, Cousin Rufus. None of your business.”

            
            “If it was genuine, and you’ve really repented your wildness, why did you call yourself ‘Birdie’? Why not give them your real
               name?”
            

            
            “Thanks to that reporter, everyone in your county knows my name. When I’m confessing to the Lord, he knows who I am, but your
               friends and neighbors don’t have to. Now if you’ll excuse me, Cousin Rufus, your mother-in-law’s horses need tending to.”
            

            
            “Just so you know, Georgina, if that was a true confession, if you’ve given your heart and soul to the Lord, we’re having
               a group baptism here at the horse trough on Sunday afternoon.”
            

            
            “I’ll keep that in mind.”

            
            Sophia had stood at the screen door listening, but she didn’t comment. That had been Georgie in the tent last night. What
               was the girl up to? Ragging Rufus, going to Jesus, or something else? Sophia had seen those tent revivals, she knew the emotions
               that swept through them. They were like prairie fires—easy to start, impossible to control.
            

            
            In fact, the fire was already spreading, a plume of smoke here, a lick of flames there, because there is always fire if there’s smoke. One of the people driving away from the revival Thursday night had seen Will Garrison with his hands on Georgie’s shoulders. Wild girl, wild Indian, she had come to Jesus but he was a savage interfering with a white girl. 

            
            By Saturday afternoon, the story was all over the county. Men confronted Rufus that night in the tent.

            
            What are you going to do about it, Rufus Schapen? Your own cousin, your own home, you going to let that savage get away with
                  it?

            
            As the meeting revved up in intensity, Rufus glared down the men around him. “Anyone can talk, but who can act? If I act,
               am I on my own or are you with me?”
            

            
            “With you,” they shouted eagerly.

            
            They piled into their Model-Ts and As, bringing Rufus into the lead car. They drove to the school, knocked down the door,
               found the dorm, found Will Garrison, and dragged him to the school yard. To a tree.
            

            
            Georgie heard about it at the social hour after church the next morning. Indian boy hanged in the night. A lynching, but he’d
               been seen out on a county road with a white girl. Sidelong glances at Georgie, who said nothing. On the drive home, Sophia
               tried to talk to her about what had happened, but the girl had disappeared into a remote place, so deep inside herself that
               she seemed not to hear a word. She had turned a pasty white and gave off the smell of vomit. Sophia touched her forehead;
               it was cold, despite the hot day.
            

            
            When they got to the house, Sophia told Rufus she did not want the baptism on her land, in her horse trough.

            
            “No way to stop it, Mama Sophia,” he grunted. “Don’t even know who’s fixing to come, couldn’t get word to them if I wanted
               to. Got a white robe laid out on Georgie’s bed for her. Wash yourself in the blood of the Lamb and your wild ways will come
               to an end.”
            

            
            Sophia helped Georgie up the stairs.

            
            “You lie down, you stay in bed. I’m bringing you up a cup of tea, and then you sleep. Don’t go out to that trough, don’t make
               another public display of yourself. Please, Georgie.”
            

            
            Georgie might have heard her, hard to say. She took off her shoes and her silk stockings, though, and lay under the covers.
               Sophia put the white robe on a chair. The group baptism wasn’t for another three hours; with luck Georgie would sleep through
               it.
            

            
            Sophia was worn herself and went to her bedroom to rest. As she hung her dress in the wardrobe she watched Rufus cross the
               field to his parents’ house. He knew she was angry about the Indian boy; he was hiding with his mother, as he usually did
               when Sophia was angry. He’d be back at five, though, swelling with importance at the trough—her trough.
            

            
            Afterward, Sophia asked herself why she’d left the robe in Georgie’s room. Why she hadn’t stayed with Georgie. Afterward,
               when the preacher showed up with his eager penitents, and preacher and penitents all screamed hysterically to see the body
               in the trough, weighted down with the heavy rock Georgie had carried up the road from the mailbox.
            

            
            Afterward, when Lawyer Greeley refused to redo her will so she could leave the Grellier farm to the Indian school—I can’t let you do that, Miz Tremont. No, it’s not because of what people will say. It’s because Rufus can make a good case
                  in court, overturn the will, eat up the value of the farm in lawsuits.

            
            Afterward, she looked at the farmhouse, gray, worn, as she herself was gray and worn. Her whole life given in service to a
               piece of land. She’d never danced the Charleston or inhaled cocaine or even drunk as much as a thimble of wine.
            

            
            She looked at the tintype of her father and mother in pride of place on her mother’s piano, the picture taken by an itinerant photographer four months before her father’s murder. 

            
            “Are you with Jesus, Papa? Is there a heaven, is there a Jesus, who cares that you were murdered and I grew up without a father?
               Does he care that somewhere there is a mother crying for a dead Indian boy? Did anything you or Mama or I did matter in the
               least bit?”
            

            
            She took a splinter from the wood box and set it alight, touched it to the kitchen table and kitchen curtains, moved to the
               parlor curtains, traveled on to the barn, where the animals were in their stalls for the night. Led the puzzled cows and horses
               to the field, climbed to the loft and set the hay on fire around her. Rufus, stumbling out of the house in his nightshirt,
               feet and hands singed, saw her outlined in the opening to the loft, flames riding up her long hair to form a halo around her
               face.
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            I wrote this story for Larry Block’s 2019 anthology From Sea to Stormy Sea (Pegasus). I had originally imagined writing a trilogy about the families who make up my nonseries novel, Bleeding Kansas (Putnam, 2008). I wanted to trace them from their arrival in Kansas in the 1850s as antislavery emigrants to the current period;
               this story is part of the middle story. I still hope to write the beginning narrative.
            

            
            Although this is a work of fiction and all the people named in here are imaginary, some things are based on fact. Haskell
               Institute, now the four-year Indian Nations college, was set up on the outskirts of Lawrence, Kansas, mostly to train young
               Indian men and women in the domestic arts. The town of Lawrence practiced unwritten segregation against members of Indian
               nations as well as against African-Americans.
            

            
            As Will Garrison says, part of the land in the area was marshland, drained for farms as European settlers moved into the area
               in large numbers.
            

            
            Modesty Police, sometimes called Modesty Censors, did patrol beaches around the country in the 1920s. They did fine women
               whom they judged were showing too much skin.
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               23 May 1933

               Miss Charlotte Palmer

               c/o Stevens Hotel, Chicago

               Letter to Mrs. Ben (Chlotilde) Milder

               The Vicarage, St Clement-sur-Mare

               England

               Now that we are finally arrived in Chicago I have leisure to write you a proper letter. My nephew may have been foolish enough to lose a fortune to a plausible rogue, but he is gentleman enough to know how to look after a dithery elderly woman. From the moment he met my train at Paddington until I was ensconced today in the Stevens Hotel, every attention that could be paid to my comfort was paid. He even had champagne waiting for me shipboard! And when I gave him a gentle scold for his extravagance, he reminded me that our American cousins still practice their absurd Prohibition and that it would be some time before I could partake of alcohol again. Of course, I do not drink aside from the occasional sherry, but even my respected father saw nothing amiss in a glass of champagne for women on very special occasions. On the dear Queen’s Golden Jubilee—well, that was long ago, and I was a foolish girl of eighteen, and those reminiscences are not the news you are hoping to read here. 

               We arrived only this morning, so I have had no time to look around me. At the station poor Eric could not make any of the
                  porters understand him: the Oxford accent does not translate well in this city of immigrants. When I thought we might have
                  to spend the entire day on the platform, a rude man from the second-class car shoved his way past us. I was about to utter
                  a sharp rebuke when he obligingly carried all of our cases to a taxi! He disappeared before I could thank him. Although he
                  was gruff in manner, I suppose one must label him a diamond in the rough.
               

               How extraordinary that Eric should be your cousin on your mother’s aunt’s side, as well as my own sister’s grandson. Life
                  is filled with these most curious coincidences, but I am frankly glad that I have an intimate at home with whom to share my
                  dismay at our relation’s stupidity!
               

               The city is in a great bustle with the World’s Fair about to open, certainly an ideal setting for a confidence artist. Whether
                  the man who “fleeced” Eric (I believe that is the police term for taking someone’s money through a confidence trick) will
                  be bold enough to show his face here, I cannot say. But Eric seems convinced such a man will want to “work” this exposition;
                  he says a venue like this is irresistible to the confidence artist.
               

            

            Miss Palmer did not add that she thought Eric had a letter that had persuaded him to come to the Century of Progress Exposition. Every time she brought up the matter, he patted his jacket where his leather pocketbook resided. Whenever she taxed him with why he thought his swindler would be in Chicago, he would laugh. 

            
            “Oh, Aunt Charlotte! You’re just as prim-seeming as Granny’s other sisters on the outside, but you’re very jolly underneath.
               Anyway, Chicago’s just a notion I took into my head.”
            

            
            She had let it go, but she was convinced the man had either said something when Eric gambled away his father’s rubber plantation
               or had written her nephew subsequently to lure him to Chicago: Eric had been absolutely set on coming.
            

            
            An indiscreet young man, even if quite charming, Eric must have told their plans to all the world and its wife. Miss Palmer
               thought back. When had she received her own extraordinary letter? After they had booked their tickets, not before; she was
               sure of that. For a brief, idiotic moment she thought she could return to the scenes of her youth, perhaps even—
            

            
            Miss Palmer clipped off the thought and continued writing.

            
            
               Meanwhile, it is a beautiful day, and our hotel overlooks the great lake of Michigan, which sparkles in the sunlight. I can
                  also see the north end of the fairgrounds; indeed, your cousin has rented an entire suite for me. If I can persuade someone
                  to make me a proper cup of tea, I will feel quite ready to start exploring. The city has changed a great deal in the forty
                  years since I was last here.
               

            

            Miss Palmer crossed out that last sentence and laid down her pen. The fatigue of her long journey was making her garrulous. It was one thing to act the dithering maiden lady in public—one of Sir Neville Burdock’s “old pussies,” as she’d overheard him call her—but quite another to start doing it in private. 

            
            She’d been twenty-three when she first saw the great White City on the Midway. She and Papa had traveled to Chicago on the
               cars from Arizona, where they’d left Mother to try the desert cure. A London specialist had recommended it for lung disorders,
               and Mother had come home two years later perfectly cured. During her own time in Chicago with Papa, he was tied up with some
               tedious business about railroad investments. As for her, for a few months she thought she had opened a new book on life, but
               it turned out to be a closed chapter.
            

            
            Miss Palmer looked at the offending sentence. It was still quite legible behind the strong line she’d drawn over it. She would
               have to copy the whole letter again from the beginning. It would take a spill of ink to cover the line, and Mother would never
               have allowed her to send a letter with such an unsightly blot on it. Even in her seventh decade, Miss Palmer could not go
               against the teachings of that scrupulous educationist.
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                  Race Williams, to himself

                  
                     The Twentieth Century Limited blows me into Union Station at 2.08 on the dot. I pick up my hat and my overnighter from the rack and saunter off the train, only to find my way blocked by an old lady with enough luggage to sink the Titanic. She has a young whippersnapper with her who’s trying to grab a porter. I oblige just so the rest of us poor saps can get moving. The old dame thanks me with so many words you might have thought she was writing a dictionary. They don’t know me in Chicago yet, but anyone in New York could tell you Race Williams don’t have a heart, or manners either. 

                     Compared to Gotham, this burg is strictly a small potato, but you see the same guys lying on park benches and the same pathetic
                        fools trying to cadge two bits for dope. They’re about to open a World’s Fair here that they’re calling “A Century of Progress.”
                        We’re like a bunch of apes walking backward into the sea, and they want the mugs to believe we’re in a century of progress!
                        There’s thirty bucks trying to keep each other warm in my wallet, and they’re all that’s separating me from the boys on the
                        corners with their cans full of pencils, so I walk across town until I find a place on Harrison Street where I can flop for
                        a couple of bucks a night. It was those thirty slender dollars that persuaded me to leave the great city on the ocean for
                        the small pretender by the lake.
                     

                     If you’re from west of the Hudson, you may not know the name Race Williams—may not know I’m the first and the best of the
                        private investigators. Still, I hesitated when a gent calling himself Lionel Maitland waltzed into my office on Monday telling
                        me he wanted to nail Jimmy “Red Dog” Glazer.
                     

                     Now, Red Dog never did anyone a day’s harm that didn’t have money to lose. He’s not the kind of guy who’d as soon plug you
                        as look at you, and taking things altogether, I’d just as soon go after the uglier customers. Your true hoods are in oversupply,
                        to use the economists’ lingo, and there’s no demand for them, whereas a skilled con artist is doing a hard day’s work and
                        getting paid for it. But I’d had to swallow my pride. My last thirty were limiting my options.
                     

                     So this Maitland comes in, very British, down to the cane, the gloves, the thin mustache and of course the accent. But he sees he’s dealing with a professional, and he don’t try any tricks on me. He just tells me that Red Dog bilked him of five million in a phony bottling scheme, and if he don’t get it back, well, he’ll have to sell off the ancestral home. Which would make his ancestors rise from their graves and haunt him, I suppose. Anyway, he had enough left to buy me a ticket to Chicago, enough left to promise me a thousand when I spot the Dog, and twenty if I get the dough back. And he thinks Red Dog will turn up at the Fair—partly because it’s filled with mugs and partly because Chicago’s Red Dog’s hometown. 

                     It was my hometown, too, once upon a time, if you can call that orphanage down on Cottage Grove a home. I had hoped never
                        to see this dim-bulb burg again after I hightailed it to the great city in 1907, but here I am—a fish out of water, so to
                        speak.
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               4 June 1933

               Miss Charlotte Palmer

               c/o Stevens Hotel, Chicago

               Letter to Mrs. Ben (Chlotilde) Milder

               The Vicarage, St Clement-sur-Mare

               England

               We have been in a positive whirlwind of activity since the opening of the Fair last Saturday. Our second night, Eric struck up acquaintance with a compatriot, a Colonel Townsend, who is here with the British Industrial Council. We all had dinner together after the formal opening, but I am not entirely at ease with this new acquaintance. Colonel Townsend reminds me of Major Thorndike, who settled in St Clement-sur-Mare shortly before the Great War and persuaded poor Arnold Huxtable to open that garage with all his mother’s savings. When Arnold discovered he had been defrauded, Thorndike broke Arnold’s shoulder by flinging him from the roof of the garage. I always thought Thorndike meant to murder Arnold to keep him from talking, and I could only be happy that the police were on hand. 

               Now I can’t help wondering why this Colonel Townsend has so much time to spend in bars with young men like Eric. The two of
                  them have derived vast amounts of fun from watching the celebrated fan dancer Sally Rand appear from her boat as Lady Godiva
                  every night.
               

               By the way, I have had several conversations with this young woman, and despite the risqué nature of her entertainment, I
                  believe Miss Rand is actually a highly moral creature—and one with more brains than most of the men around her.
               

               Of course, because of Prohibition, the Stevens Hotel does not have a bar, so the gentlemen retire to other parts of town where
                  they can imbibe in private. Eric and Colonel Townsend have been joined by several Americans, including the man who was so
                  kind as to help us with our luggage when we arrived. They play a game called poker, at which I fear my nephew has his usual
                  ill luck.
               

               Since ladies do not frequent such places—called speakeasies—you may be wondering how I have acquired such knowledge. It comes from the Negro woman who cleans my room. We fell into conversation the day after the Fair opened when I asked if she had attended the ceremonies. 

               “No, ma’am. That place is for white people, not Negroes.”

               “Excuse me, my dear, but surely in the North there are no laws forbidding members of your race to enter public places?”

               She continued dusting the furniture without speaking for a moment or two, then said in a cold, clipped voice, “How many jobs
                  do you think that Fair has brought the out-of-work Negro in this city? If I told you seventy-five out of the many thousands
                  working there, would you think it was because no Negro applied for work?”
               

               When I didn’t answer she said, “I haven’t been there, nor will I go.” Noting the bitterness in her tone, I left her alone
                  to clean the room.
               

               After leaving my room, I rode the bus over to the fairgrounds. It had not struck me before that in this city of many million
                  people, with many hundreds of thousands of African descent, how few were at the fairgrounds. Indeed, the only ones I saw were
                  employed as janitors in the public lavatories.
               

               My eyes have since been opened to many injustices here. No Negroes may stay as guests in this fine hotel or eat in any of
                  its restaurants. Nor are they allowed to shop at Chicago’s most magnificent store, Marshall Field’s.
               

               The list goes on, but to return to matters of more moment to you: when the maid saw I was sympathetic to the plight of her people, she came to warn me of the bad company my nephew has fallen into. Her uncle, it seems, plays poker at the same speakeasy Eric frequents and has talked to her of the gullible young Englishman who seems a prey for any passing card shark, to use her uncle’s term. 

               I tried to remonstrate with Eric, but he only laughed at me. He comes in very late now and sleeps until noon. When he gets
                  up, he does not look refreshed. But when I suggest that we go home to England, he protests vehemently and says not until he
                  has found the man who robbed him of his inheritance!
               

               I can’t help worrying that Eric may be compounding his problems by associating with Mr. Williams—for such is the name of our
                  “diamond in the rough”—and another American named Mr. Redmond, who has lately joined them. Mr. Redmond represents a South
                  American mining company and is in Chicago to find investors among the wealthy attending the Fair. Our diamond in the rough,
                  however, reminds me of someone . . .
               

            

            The memory was elusive. Miss Palmer stared sightlessly out the window at the light dancing on the lake as she tried to capture
               the fugitive resemblance. When it came, she gasped softly. She stared at the paper, then picked up her pen again and quickly
               continued:
            

            
            
               . . . but not anyone who would be known to you in St Clement-sur-Mare.

               Well, Mr. Redmond has offered to take me to church with him this morning, although I fear the sermon will not be as interesting
                  as those I am accustomed to hearing from your dear husband.
               

            

            Miss Palmer signed the letter and took it with her to the hotel’s front desk. She had selected a number of gauzy scarves to drape around her neck and shoulders, which, with the wide brimmed hat, should keep the worst of the sun from scorching her. The cool weather of her first week in the city had suddenly changed to a stifling damp heat that she had never known at home. Dear Mother had suffered greatly from sunburn while she took the desert cure. 

            
            After their return to England those forty years ago, Miss Palmer had never been able to submit to her mother’s parental authority
               again. When her father died, she and Mother had lived as uneasy strangers in the house in St Clement-sur-Mare, attending divine
               service together twice every Sunday and again on Wednesdays. Everyone said what a devoted daughter Miss Palmer remained, as
               twenty turned to thirty, then somehow to forty-four, and she spent middle age nursing wounded men sent back to the village
               from the trenches.
            

            
            But a deeper, more complicated feeling tied Charlotte Palmer to her mother. Anger and resentment, yes—but it was a vindictive
               desire to prove she could be more upright, more thoroughly moral than Mrs. Palmer that had given them twenty-five exhausting
               years together and had taught Miss Palmer that even in a small village, the pond’s surface hides more than it reveals.
            

            
            Mr. Redmond thought she seemed a little fragile and was concerned about her walking more than a mile to divine worship, but
               the air, humid though it was, seemed to do her good. It happened to be Whitsunday, and Miss Palmer was struck by the Collect,
               with its prayer “to have a right judgment in all things and evermore rejoice in the Spirit’s Holy Comfort.” Only God, of course,
               had a right judgment in all things, but surely, if she avoided the sin of pride, she might find her reason properly guided.
            

            
            On the way back to the hotel, she was willing to let Mr. Redmond hail a cab. “Too much mortification of the flesh is as bad
               as not enough,” she commented.
            

            
            “I’m glad you think like that, Miss Palmer. Young Master Eric would be mighty upset if you gave up your beautiful suite in the Stevens to stay in a lesser hotel. He’s a relation, I take it?” 

            
            “My sister’s grandson, Mr. Redmond, and my own godson, which makes me feel a special interest in his welfare.”

            
            Redmond eyed the fluttering scarves thoughtfully. “I only wondered, ma’am, because—well, not to put it too bluntly. I shouldn’t
               like to think he was guiding your investments.”
            

            
            “Investments! Now you are asking me to speak of finance, Mr. Redmond, and my dear father held that women’s brains could not
               encompass such a subject. I must say I am inclined to agree, although when one sees the sad squandering of family fortunes
               on the most injudicious investments, one cannot help asking whether the male brain is always suited for such deep subjects,
               either. Dear Eric . . . he is so impulsive. You will think this is most foolish, perhaps insulting to a young man of twenty-four,
               but he cannot sign any documents abroad without my co-signature. Still, it might keep him from pursuing some foolish-sounding
               venture to begin with, because of course it would be beyond me to unravel it.”
            

            
            In the earnestness of her discourse, Miss Palmer managed to spill the entire contents of her pocketbook on the floor of the
               cab. Despite her protests, Mr. Redmond got down on the floor in his clean linen suit and gathered up all the component parts.
               By the time he had presented them to her, the taxi had let them out in front of the Stevens Hotel. He walked away with a thoughtful
               frown.
            

            
            The next day, Miss Palmer, carefully following the directions of the head porter, walked across downtown Chicago to the City-County Building. As she crossed the Loop—and why “Loop,” she wondered, then decided it must be the elevated train circling the central business district—she fell prey to an unaccustomed melancholy. So much had changed since 1893—all these hotels and office buildings had been nonexistent then. And State Street, now jammed with cars and buses, had then been packed with horse-drawn wagons, carriages, and foot traffic. Even the City-County Building, which was old enough to show some signs of wear, had not been thought of on her previous visit. And she—she had changed as well, settling into the rut of one of Sir Neville’s well-mannered, interfering pussies. 

            
            She fluttered earnestly from one official to another until she was finally able to consult the birth and death registers.
               She looked under every name she could think of but turned up nothing to the point. Of course, that was not conclusive proof—but
               something cold clutched around her heart. Why had she not done this years ago? Illness was never an excuse for feebleness
               of mind or purpose: dear Mother had taught her that by precept as well as example. And she might have spared herself much
               grief.
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                  Race Williams, to himself

                  
                     I can’t figure the dame and the kid. I spotted him for a mark right from the get-go, and if you’re looking for Red Dog Glazer, the best thing to do is hang out by a mark. Now the dame, she flutters around waving her veils and whatnot, so I do my best to calm her down, get her to take a sightseeing trip or go to church or whatever old English dames do when they’re overseas, and she stares at me with those china-doll eyes and says, “Oh, too kind of you, Mr. Williams, but—now I know you wouldn’t think it to look at me—I’m well able to take care of myself, so please don’t worry about needing to entertain me.” And on she hangs for dear life. 

                     But getting the kid to a speakeasy did the trick. Miss China Doll Palmer may want to hold on to him twenty-four hours a day,
                        but she’s not about to follow him drinking on Rush Street, much less on to the “Streets of Paris” for Sally Rand’s show. Although,
                        peculiarly, I could swear I saw her leaving Miss Rand’s dressing room—or should I say undressing room?—after the performance
                        the other night, when all the sex-starved boys of Chicago were hanging around panting.
                     

                     Sure enough, two days after I detach the boy from his aunt, we start to draw a crowd for poker. A breezy American with more
                        luck at cards than is good for him, name of Doug Redmond. A large, middle-aged Negro named Sam Leyden who works as a stevedore
                        during the day and has the devil’s own skill at cards. And damn me if who doesn’t turn up but my client Lionel Maitland, gloves,
                        cane, accent, everything just like it was in New York except his name. He’s calling himself Colonel Townsend. I take advantage
                        of young Eric’s excitement at winning a hand to haul Maitland outside.
                     

                     “What the hell’s your game, Maitland? You hired me to find Red Dog Glazer, and now you’ve blown into town to do the job yourself!
                        You afraid to part with your money?”
                     

                     “My dear chap! I can scarcely blame you for being distressed, but—can you kindly remove your hands from my weskit?”

                     “Not until I’ve had a look at your wallet, my friend.” And I pull it out of his vest pocket—or weskit, as he calls it. He wants to grab it back, but I never travel without my gun, and it’s casually pointing at his watch pocket while I flip the contents of his wallet with my left hand. He’s got cards in every name under creation—Colonel Townsend, Lionel Maitland, and three or four more besides. And enough cash to put me up in the Stevens for the rest of the summer. I pull out four fifties and tuck them into my inside jacket pocket before stuffing the wallet into his weskit again. 

                     “I need some walking-around money, Colonel Townsend-Maitland. It’ll help me draw Red Dog to my side. You can hold the rest
                        until I’ve executed my mission. But what the hell are you doing here?”
                     

                     He looks at my face, doesn’t like what he sees, and transfers his affections to the gun. Father’s helper is still pointing
                        at his chest.
                     

                     “It just seemed to me, old chap, that this feller Glazer being a master of disguise, it might be handy if I was on the spot,
                        see if I recognize him, what?”
                     

                     “He’s much more likely to recognize you and spoil your game.” I let go of his lapels and shove him backward, not gently, toward
                        the alley. “Leave the detecting to me. If you can’t trust me to do the job right, why did you hire the best investigator in
                        New York?”
                     

                     “No offense, old man, but what have you been doing besides tagging along with that milk-fed youth?”

                     “If you haven’t seen me at work, that means I’m doing a good job,” I snarl.

                     And I hadn’t been idle. My first stop in town had been the Chicago American, where I met a reporter named Reuben Levine, who was interested in the Dog. I got what pix there were of him and a basketful of tales of his doings. Around the time of the Great War, Red Dog had posed as a wealthy German looking for Americans to invest in land devalued by the war. He found plenty of suckers, all right, just as he had for running a shady betting scheme on some horses he controlled. His main gig lately, though, has been the one Maitland says he got caught on. Seems Glazer likes to pretend he’s a bumbling idiot with a booze factory he can’t handle, finds a mark who wants to make a fast buck on the shady side. He rents a warehouse, fills it for twenty-four hours with actors pretending to be bootleggers, gets a still, bottles, the works, and sells the lot, including the distribution routes. When the mug shows up the next day to take over, he finds an empty warehouse! 

                     And I’d found the speakos Glazer liked to hang at when he was home—one of them being the very place I’d just pulled Colonel
                        Townsend-Maitland from. But it’s not my policy to let the client know what I’m up to. Keep an air of mystery and they think
                        you’re all-powerful. Let them in on your secrets and they always think you haven’t done enough.
                     

                     “I’ve done some digging,” was all I told Maitland-Townsend. “And I’ve found out more than you realize.”

                     He gives me a skeptical look, but he heads up the alley and away from me. I go back into the speako.

                     Young Eric, after his big victory ten minutes ago, is managing to lose a few bills, but he keeps joking around in his usual
                        good-natured way. He may be a fool, but at least he’s a well-behaved fool. Redmond is dealing, which kind of makes me wonder.
                     

                     Redmond looks mighty uncomfortable when I come back in, which has me even more curious about his system for marking cards. But he asks after Townsend-Maitland, and when I say the limey’s taken a hike, he relaxes and orders a round for everyone at the table. 

                     Meanwhile, I take advantage of the lull to exchange my own deck for the one Redmond was using. The big Negro gives me a long,
                        hard look and demands a fresh deck from the houseman. We all take a turn inspecting the cards and play begins again. Pretty
                        soon the luck has evened out, and Redmond is looking peevish. He breaks up the party a little after two and saunters into
                        the night.
                     

                     Now anyone who knows Race Williams will tell you he’s not a sap, so don’t think I’d turned into a soft touch when I took young
                        Eric by the hand to lead him back to his auntie and his hotel. The old lady drives me crazy, but there’s something about how
                        she looks at me with those china-doll eyes that makes me think the way to minimize trouble is bring her little boy home and
                        tuck him into bed, that’s all.
                     

                     On the way I try to pry into how Maitland-Townsend and Redmond act around each other—what kind of clues are they dropping
                        about their past relationship. Of course the kid’s never noticed anything. But just as I’m about to give up on him, Eric adds,
                        in that accent I can hardly make out, “Now the funny thing is, Williams, I think I know Townsend myself from someplace. It’s
                        how he deals cards that makes me think it, but when I asked him if we’d ever met, he got quite huffy. He says he’s spending
                        his time working night and day for the Empire. Although I can’t see how playing poker in speakeasies does the Empire much
                        good.”
                     

                     Which just shows that even an innocent like young Eric isn’t totally stupid. I deliver him into the care of the night man at the Stevens and hoof it back to my own flop. He calls after me to pick him up in time for Sally’s entrance tomorrow night. 
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               7 June 1933

               Cable from Miss Charlotte Palmer, Stevens Hotel, Chicago

               To Chlotilde Milder, The Vicarage, St Clement-sur-Mare

               See no point in your crossing Atlantic. Will arrange for Eric’s body to be sent home for funeral as soon as police complete
                  investigation. Letter follows.
               

            

             

            
               7 June 1933

               Miss Charlotte Palmer

               c/o Stevens Hotel, Chicago

               Letter to Mrs. Ben (Chlotilde) Milder

               The Vicarage, St Clement-sur-Mare

               England

               I cannot tell you how remiss I feel, for how laden with remorse I am over this tragedy. Had I the least notion of his being in danger, I would have overridden his protests about leaving Chicago. And then for his body to be found by the janitors as they cleaned up the “Streets of Paris” venue early yesterday morning! 

               The police have arrested Samuel Leyden, a Negro who had played cards with Eric at the speakeasy they both frequented. In fact,
                  Mr. Leyden is the uncle of my Negro maid, the one I wrote you about. I went to visit the unfortunate man in prison. I cannot
                  believe him to be the perpetrator of this crime.
               

               Mr. Williams, who brought me the news, seemed to think the murder had to do with a row over cards. Such a sad way to die,
                  if indeed it is true, although how Eric happened to be in Miss Rand’s pavilion without anyone the wiser, I do not know. When
                  they took me to identify the body—
               

            

            Miss Palmer broke off here. No need to distress poor Chlotilde with details. Or with the matter that had troubled Miss Palmer
               for the last twenty-four hours: the fact that Eric’s billfold had been rifled. It was a large double-fold, almost too big
               for his breast pocket. He carried all of his documents in it, and that's what the killer had taken, no money or passport.
               These past weeks, Miss Palmer had seen Eric surreptitiously inspecting its contents. What had he hidden there all these weeks?
            

            
            She could not believe the Negro, Mr. Leyden, would have murdered Eric over a dispute at cards and stolen his papers while
               leaving his money intact. The papers could be of no use to a third party unless there were something in them worth committing
               blackmail over. Miss Palmer felt suddenly chilly, despite the oppressive humidity of the June day.
            

            
            Then, too, if the dispute had been over cards, why was Eric’s body found at the pavilion? He had been murdered elsewhere and taken there. Even Captain Oglesby, the arresting officer, who had scarcely been civil enough to take his cigar out of his mouth when speaking to Miss Palmer, could acknowledge that. “Had there been bloodstains at the speakeasy where Eric played cards?” she asked of him. 

            
            “The police know what they’re doing, lady. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll mind your own business and leave me to mind mine.”

            
            “But the murder of my nephew must be my own business, Captain, and I cannot believe Mr. Leyden did this deed.”

            
            “Women’s intuition?” Oglesby’s mouth curled in an ugly sneer. “We’ve had our eyes on this Leyden for some time. He’s uppity,
               a Commie, an agitator, and God knows what else besides. Leave the police work to those who know how to do it.”
            

            
            She knew when it was futile to argue. But she was certain Eric had not been killed over cards. It had to be about the confidence
               artist he had come to Chicago to find. For a time, Miss Palmer wondered whether Mr. Redmond was the man. He was certainly
               American. He was a rogue, but not cruel. Now if it had been Colonel Townsend . . . but the colonel was so very definitely
               British, and the man who had fleeced Eric in Malaysia was American.
            

            
            Miss Sally Rand, a keen observer behind her ostrich-feather fans, had taken a fancy to Miss Palmer. Looking into those blue
               eyes, the dancer had seen a kindred spirit and a soul of steel, and had taken to inviting Miss Palmer into her dressing room
               after her shows, past the crowds of men who clamored for her attention. So on Monday night, before the murder, Miss Palmer
               had looked for Eric at his usual seat in the pavilion. When she couldn’t spot him, she had searched the crowd through her
               opera glasses, without finding him or the men who were usually in his company.
            

            
            Miss Palmer finished her letter with a brief description of Leyden’s arrest and her own determination to stay in Chicago until all matters relating to Eric’s death had been resolved. She pondered what steps to take. There was no point in telling Captain Oglesby that Sir Neville Burdock at New Scotland Yard would vouch for her. The police captain hated the English with all the usual passion of the Irish in America. Certainly he had no use for Scotland Yard. No, she would have to use her wits. 

            
            Eventually she put on a hat with a veil long enough to protect her face from the sun. Swathing her shoulders in voile, she
               gave the bellman a dime to find her a taxi.
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                  Race Williams, to himself

                  
                     I never should have left New York for this two-bit dump. The mark gets himself bumped off, and Leyden is arrested for the
                        crime. A colored man killing a visiting Brit is bad for business, so he’ll fry before the end of the year.
                     

                     And what about my fee? Since the kid’s body surfaced, there’s been no sign of Doug Redmond, although my client, Maitland-Townsend, is hovering around, officious enough. Of course, I’d figured Redmond for Red Dog Glazer even before I saw Reuben Levine’s pix. The name itself tipped me—not much of a disguise, almost as if he was flirting with discovery. But I didn’t unmask him, and now the slicko’s hoofed it. Why didn’t I finger him and at least get my thousand, you want to know? Because I wondered what game he was playing and how much of my client’s story about the booze-factory scam to believe. 

                     And since there’s no fee waiting for me, I might as well get back on the Twentieth Century Limited. I’ve parlayed the Brit’s
                        four fifties into eight hundred cool ones at the poker table, so I can swank it with the rich folks in the sleepers going
                        home.
                     

                     I’m lying on my bed with only a flask to keep me company when a knock on my door is followed by the arrival of—of all people—Miss
                        China Doll. Of course, I have my gun pointed at the door before the knocking stops. Does this make her jump? About as much
                        as if it had been a silver platter for her to put her visiting card in.
                     

                     “You come to chew me out for your nephew getting iced? Forget it. You want my condolences, you got them. Now take off. This
                        flop is no place for a lah-ti-dah lady, so you’d better go where they can get you a cup of tea when you come all-over faint.”
                     

                     “Perhaps you could put the gun away, Mr. Williams. I assure you I am not going to shoot you.”

                     And with that, seeing the dump doesn’t run to chairs, she sits on the end of the bed. I lower the gun but keep hold of it
                        while I swing my legs past her head and sit up on the side.
                     

                     She keeps on nattering. “I know there are people, Mr. Williams—and doubtless you like to think you are one of them—who believe
                        human life consists of kill or be killed. But I do have to confess that I doubt very much whether you truly believe that deep
                        down. You remind me too much of a man I knew many years ago, a Mr. Guillaume, who, like you, was a diamond in the rough but
                        a gentle man at heart.
                     

                     “I would like to know how Eric came to be killed. Where he came to be killed, for that matter. I’m hoping you can tell me whether on Monday night he was at that drinking establishment you and he frequented.” 

                     I feel the blood rush to my head. “Ever since you blocked my path getting off the train two weeks ago, you’ve been slowing
                        me down—you and your nephew between you. Now you want me to hang around this burg to clean up after him?”
                     

                     She shakes her head. “Eric was an adult, even if not very wise, Mr. Williams. I truly regret his death, but I hold you no
                        more responsible than I hold myself—less, if the truth be known, since his dear grandmother had entrusted him to my care.
                        Of course, between ourselves, Eric had got into trouble in the Far East before returning to England in March. He had been
                        sent there to look after his father’s rubber plantation in Kuala Lumpur—or do I mean Rangoon? So much alike, these Asian places—but
                        instead, he took up with a plausible rogue and lost the entire plantation at cards. I feared the worst when he began going
                        to the speakeasy with you and—”
                     

                     I interrupt her roughly. “You may be an old lady, but you’re not the innocent you’d like everyone to believe. I’ve seen you
                        hanging out in Sally Rand’s dressing room, and no virtuous maiden aunt carries on like that. And I’ve seen a look in those
                        china-doll eyes of yours that could stop a charging elephant.”
                     

                     “You are right, Mr. Williams, I am not a total fool. Only”—she makes a helpless, fluttering gesture that sends her scarves flying across the bed—“when the head of New Scotland Yard refers to one as an ‘old pussy,’ even though one has been most helpful in solving several murders, it seems easier to play that role than to make people uncomfortable by acting differently from what they expect.” 

                     I pick her scarves out of my hair and hand them back to her. “So why are you here?”

                     “I find it impossible to think of Mr. Leyden as a murderer.”

                     I cut in before she can go on. “You think he’s a general in the Salvation Army, saving the down-and-outs? He’s a Wobbly. Know
                        what that is, lady? A labor agitator who ain’t afraid to beat up someone who gets in his way.”
                     

                     “But does he cheat at cards, Mr. Williams? Has he murdered anyone in cold blood?”

                     “Cheating at cards—that’d be more Red Dog’s game.” Then I have to interrupt myself to explain to her about Doug Redmond really
                        being Red Dog Glazer, and all about his phony bootleg warehouses, his fixed horse races, and fuzzing the cards. “A dyed-in-the-wool
                        con man, and the top skinner of all time.”
                     

                     “Red Dog? What a fascinating and most unusual alias. I’m not doubting he is a highly skilled confidence artist, Mr. Williams.
                        But is he a murderer? I fancy”—and here she coughs a little, as though what she is saying doesn’t really count—“I fancy that
                        if someone discovered what Mr. Glazer was doing, he would smile and find another . . . another mug. You see, I am au fait with the language of the criminal world! But I don’t think Mr. Glazer would be concerned to murder his unmasker. Now if it
                        had been Colonel Townsend—but Eric was convinced his scoundrel was American.”
                     

                     “One thing about Townsend: it’s not the only name he uses. Maybe not the only nationality, either.” I tell her what I know about my client, and what I don’t know—which is a whole lot more. 

                     “So either he is an American assuming a British accent, or an Englishman who can speak with a strong American accent,” she
                        says. “Now I incline to the latter. I would be able to tell if his British accent were spurious, but I doubt whether poor
                        Eric could have detected a false American accent. Our job is to find out who he really is. And whether he murdered Eric.”
                     

                     “The cops have arrested Eric’s murderer. It’s an open-and-shut case, Oglesby says.”

                     “But don’t you think, Mr. Williams, that if a Negro of Mr. Leyden’s size had come into the pavilion, the number of witnesses
                        would have been very great? Most Negroes are boycotting the Fair because of its very unfair anti-African policies. The few
                        that show up are instantly remarkable.” She fiddles with the catch on her handbag for a minute, then says, “I’m assuming that
                        they arrested Mr. Leyden because he was with Eric at the . . . the speakeasy where you and he played poker. I’m wondering
                        whether Colonel Townsend was there Monday night as well.”
                     

                     “Can’t tell you, lady. I had other fish to fry.”

                     I don’t see any need to tell her about my fish, but it came in the form of an anonymous letter suggesting that the dame who’d cold-bloodedly laid me in that orphanage thirty-nine years ago was in town wanting to see me. Well, I figured I have a score or two to settle with any dame who’d leave her kid to the kind of treatment I got, but when I showed up at that place down on Cottage Grove, it was a bust. The orphanage was gone, see, and there was a gas station and a furniture store on the spot, but no dame waiting to meet me. 

                     “But you know,” I say to Miss China Doll as the idea comes to me, “now I have to wonder if someone was getting me out of the
                        way deliberate. No one’s going to mess with the kid with me around to see fair play done, so they had to ditch me. If it wasn’t
                        Leyden, then it had to be either Townsend or Red Dog.”
                     

                     She shakes her head. “I doubt very much that it was Mr. Redmond—or Mr. Glazer, as I suppose I should say. How hard it is to
                        keep track of all these people and their different names! Mr. Glazer is so like—well, like a man in my village at home. If
                        you stopped him from trying to defraud you, he wouldn’t hurt you—just give you a cheerful bow and move on to someone else.
                        But Colonel Townsend, now he is very like—well, another, much uglier man, who did try to murder a man once. No, if I had to
                        choose from among the men with whom poor Eric associated here in Chicago, it would be Colonel Townsend.”
                     

                     “Why’d Townsend want to kill the kid?”

                     “If I knew that, Mr. Williams, I would be at the police station, not in your room. But no one is asking that question about
                        Mr. Leyden. No, they arrested him without even really thinking.”
                     

                     She paused. “The first thing to do is to find out who Colonel Townsend really is. I can do that readily through friends at the British Consulate. Perhaps you could use your knowledge of weapons to find out about the gun that killed my nephew. Was it recovered? Did it have Mr. Leyden’s fingerprints on it? And do they know where Eric was killed? Perhaps you can talk to men in the police department or the newspapers, maybe even go to the speakeasy yourself. Why don’t you come to my hotel tomorrow for lunch so that we can compare notes?” 

                     She gathers her scarves together and flutters out the door. Now, I’m flopping in a part of town where they take dames like
                        that apart and put them together in their soup. So I follow her down four flights of stairs and make sure she gets into a
                        cab without being molested. Don’t go thinking that makes me a softy. Just common sense. If she’s right, and it’s a mighty
                        big if, then she’s going to help me nail a guy who sucker-punched me. So it’s in my interest to keep her in one piece, see.
                     

                     After I get back to my room and commune with my flask, I start to wonder if she’s playing me for the biggest sucker of all.
                        So I call my friend Reuben Levine over at the Chicago American and ask him to cable London, get his pals there to say whether this Palmer dame really knows the head of Scotland Yard, get
                        someone there to cable back a description of her. I’m tired of Brits waltzing into my life pretending they’re person X—Maitland-Townsend,
                        say—and popping up in Chicago as Y—Miss Palmer, say.
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               At the Century of Progress

            

            Reuben Levine pulled his chair closer to Sally Rand’s. “You what?”

            
            “I stayed late after my show Monday night. I do sometimes, just to have some privacy. If I leave right away, I waltz into a crowd of mashers. Well, Monday I must have fallen asleep, because the pavilion was deserted and the Fair was closed when a loud noise woke me up. Now are you interested, or am I still just a crazy exhibitionist?” 

            
            Levine threw up a hand. “Sorry! Sorry I once wrote that about you, Miss Rand! I must’ve had some cheap bootleg and it went
               to my brain.”
            

            
            Sally Rand beamed at him and tapped his arm with an ostrich feather. “Listen, I know Sam Leyden didn’t kill that kid because
               I saw the guy who dumped the body.”
            

            
            Levine sat bolt upright. “You . . . what? Who was it?”

            
            Sally shrugged. “I couldn’t make him out that clearly. After all, I was seeing him by moonlight. Which was definitely not
               romantic. But he was a white man—that much I’m sure of. And I bet I’d know him again.”
            

            
            “Why are you coming up with this story now?” Levine asked.

            
            “Because I only just found out that they arrested Sam for the murder. I don’t care what all those sharks do to each other,
               but Sam Leyden helped me load my horse onto the boat the first night I came here. He’s always willing to help a working girl,
               and one good turn deserves another.”
            

            
            After the reporter left, the dancer called out, “How’d I do?”

            
            “You were perfect, my dear.” Miss Palmer emerged from behind the famous fans and helped Race Williams to his feet. “And now
               I think you’d better let Mr. Williams stay near you for protection until we flush our murderer.”
            

            
            “Who do you think it will be?” Miss Rand asked.

            
            “I’m assuming either Colonel Townsend or Mr. Redmond—Mr. Glazer, I mean. But we could be surprised. It might be someone who
               is a stranger to both of us.”
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                  Race Williams, to himself

                  
                     I straighten up from my position behind the dancer’s costumes and try to brush the dust from my knees. “Miss Palmer likes
                        people to think she’s a lady, so she won’t say we have a bet on the action. I think it’s Red Dog Glazer; she’s betting on
                        the colonel.”
                     

                     Not that I’m going to reveal the stakes in front of Sally Rand, however much her curves appeal to my eyes. No, that all came
                        up in Miss China Doll’s and my luncheon conversation. I showed her my cable: “There is no detective in England equal to a
                        spinster lady of uncertain age with plenty of time on her hands,” the head of Scotland Yard said, “and Miss Palmer is the
                        best of the bunch.” She seemed tickled I’d suspected her of masterminding an international criminal gang, but in my line of
                        work you see plenty of stranger things.
                     

                     So we get down to brass tacks. I go to the speako last night and talk to some of the boys, but everyone is clamming up, and
                        that gets me suspicious. I’m the outsider, see, the tough from New York, and they’re going to protect their own from me. Townsend
                        is an outsider too, but Red Dog is a hometown boy, and that makes me think they’re protecting him. Where is he? I ask, and
                        pretty soon the bouncer is trying to show me the outside of the door. So I leave and nose around the alley in back, and I
                        see some signs of blood, all right.
                     

                     In the morning I go back to Reuben Levine at the Chicago American and get the lowdown on the police investigation. It seems pretty clear they nailed Sam Leyden without looking too hard for
                        evidence. There was a big punch-up at the speako Monday night. From what the reporter says, no one knows who started it or
                        why, but the smart money is on my client, Maitland-Townsend, trying to get ugly with Red Dog. The kid gets in the middle of
                        it, trying to break it up, the Negro turns ugly, and the next thing they know, the boy is dead. I tell all this to the Palmer
                        dame, and suggest the kid got plugged by mistake.
                     

                     “I fear not, Mr. Williams,” she says, throwing her scarves all over the table for some poor waiter to come and sort out. “You
                        see, I have received some definitive information from New Scotland Yard.”
                     

                     And damn me if the dame hasn’t collected all our fingerprints from the first night we ate dinner with her and the kid at the
                        hotel! She bribed the waiter not to clear the table, came back and collected our water glasses, packed them up as neat as
                        you please, and shipped them back to home-sweet-home. And it turns out that Townsend-Maitland’s real name is Thorndike. He’s
                        the son of a man Palmer hounded out of her home village fifteen years ago, and he and his old man have been bearing a grudge
                        against her all these years.
                     

                     So when they run into her nephew out in the jungle and see what a sap he is, well, they promptly set out to rob him of his
                        life’s savings. But they’re not content with that: they lure him and the Palmer dame to Chicago.
                     

                     “You see,” Miss Palmer says, “I found an anonymous letter in Eric’s room when I searched it last night. I knew some kind of missive had brought him here, because whenever I queried him, ‘Why Chicago?’ he unconsciously patted his breast pocket. As you know, all personal papers were missing from his pocketbook when his body was found, but I knew what a careless young man he was and hoped he might have left something in his luggage. And although the search took me some hours, I was ultimately rewarded. He had put an earlier missive in his trunk when he left England. I recognized the type—an e badly out of alignment—from a similar document I had received myself, so I knew the same hand was drawing us here for no good
                        purpose.”
                     

                     And that’s when my blood goes cold. Because that was the same type on the letter that lured me down to Eighty-Ninth and Cottage
                        Grove on Monday night.
                     

                     So the dame sees I know something, and I see she’s got the same correspondence, and the upshot is this: the person who’s wrong
                        about who’ll show up to croak Miss Rand has to show the other their letter first.
                     

                     Levine’s scoop merits an early-afternoon extra, and long before Miss Rand is ready to load her horse onto the boat and head
                        for the pavilion, we’ve got every reporter in America wanting to ask her questions. I sort them out, let her put her spiel
                        on the radio, and make the others go away: Miss Rand is an artiste and needs her rest before she performs, see.
                     

                     Of course Oglesby comes nosing around, but I tell him she’s asleep. “I need to talk to her,” he says. “If you don’t let me
                        question her, I’ll arrest her as a material witness in the murder.”
                     

                     “You and who else? You got Leyden under lock and key. You’re too right to make a mistake, like confusing a white man and a colored, or an Englishman with an American, so what do you need Miss Rand for?” 

                     He don’t like it, and he threatens to come the heavy over me, but Miss China Doll flutters her scarves over him and he vamooses.
                        But we can be sure he’s going to have a front-row seat at the “Streets of Paris” tonight, my goodness, yes.
                     

                     It all works out according to plan. We get Sally and her horse loaded on the boat, she makes her entrance at the pavilion
                        right on schedule, begins her act, and the crowd goes wild. They don’t care that reporters have flown in all the way from
                        New York City and Los Angeles to see if someone kills her mid-dance.
                     

                     At the height of her performance, a shot sounds out above the band, and so does a woman’s scream. I muscle my way to the center
                        of the melee. Miss Palmer is sitting next to the colonel, all right. She beaned him with her handbag as he was taking aim.
                        She stunned him for a minute, but he’s got his hands around her throat now. Ladies in the mob are screaming. I knock them
                        out of my way and take a shot, cool as you please, that sends him to the deck. Then Oglesby shows up and tries to show some
                        authority.
                     

                     Townsend-Maitland-Thorndike isn’t dead yet—I couldn’t get a clean shot at him without winging Miss China Doll in the bargain.
                        He’s writhing on the floor, calling Miss Palmer every name in the book.
                     

                     “You bitch! You got my father by a dirty trick, and now you’re trying to get me, too! Yes, I killed that precious nephew of yours, and I wish to God I’d killed you, too. Hounding my father out of town, costing him his commission, leaving us to a life of poverty while you lorded it over creation. Well, you smug old biddy, your mother talked about you plenty. Plenty, I mean, and I heard it all from my father. I bided my time, but . . . but. . . .” 

                     And here his howls became incoherent and mixed with the great rattle of death itself.

                     Miss China Doll is looking mighty pale, but she is trying to ignore my client’s outburst. Instead, she’s breathlessly thanking
                        people for retrieving her everlasting scarves. Miss Rand? Well, she just keeps dancing through it all.
                     

                     Of course, the cops don’t like having to let Leyden go. They never want to give up a body once they’ve got it locked up. And
                        when it’s the body of a Negro labor agitator, it just about takes an act of Congress. In the end, though, they release him
                        to his niece, the hotel maid. I think I saw Red Dog in the crowd earlier, but he’s melted. I never do learn whether Townsend-Maitland-Thorndike
                        really had anything against him, whether he actually did get taken in by Red Dog’s booze-factory scam. After Miss Palmer and
                        I go off to share our mail, I have to guess my ex-client just wanted some excuse to bring me to Chicago.
                     

                     Miss Palmer—well, she leaves for England and I go to Union Station for the train to New York. I hope to God I never see her
                        again, or Chicago either. I belong in the great city. I plan to stay there.
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               Miss Charlotte Palmer

               On the Twentieth Century Limited, Chicago to New York

               Letter to Mrs. Ben (Chlotilde) Milder

               The Vicarage, St Clement-sur-Mare

               England

               10 June 1933

               I know I will never mail this letter, but writing to you has become the easiest way for me to organize my thoughts during
                  this long trip to Chicago—by far the longest journey of my life, for it has taken me back in time, as well as exhausting my
                  spirit in the present.
               

               I had buried my past so deeply that I came to believe myself remote from the passions that actuate others. It is certainly
                  true that strong passion impedes judgment; perhaps I judge more accurately than most because I have subdued such violent emotions
                  within myself. Forty years ago it was a far different story.
               

               My mother told me the baby had died shortly after birth. I was prepared to stay in America and raise him, far from the censorious
                  eyes of her village intimates, giving her full permission to say I had drowned or disappeared in some other way, but I suppose
                  my situation was far too shocking for her.
               

               “A lady must never show either shock or surprise,” she often told me. So the shock she felt was something she kept buried deep within herself. Or perhaps it was her rage at my having stepped outside her tight bonds of confinement that led her to act as she did. 

               She must have stolen my baby from his cot while I was still too weak to notice what she was doing, and taken him to the orphanage.
                  She translated poor Robert’s last name into English and told the nuns the boy’s name was Williams, that the mother had died
                  in childbirth—I suppose that had been her hope for me!—and the nuns gave him the first name Race as a representative of the
                  human race.
               

               Thorndike insinuated himself into the homes of numbers of old ladies during the Great War, and Mother’s mind tended to wander
                  in those days. She very likely shared her—and my—secret with him.
               

               Robert had disappeared before he knew I was expecting a baby. He was an itinerant showman who took shooting galleries around
                  the country to different fairs. At least his son inherited his marksmanship! And perhaps my instincts as an investigator.
                  The loner detective on the edge of society—not the life one would choose for one’s child. I had planned to look for Robert
                  Guillaume once I got back on my feet, to show him his son and see if he wanted to make a life with us, but thinking my child
                  dead, I saw no point in searching for his father.
               

               Race and I had no touching reunion such as you find in novels or motion pictures. He is angry with me for abandoning him. “You’re a better investigator than that,” he said, “to take the word of your mother, an old lady who wants you and your kid dead. You looked at the death certificates last week and saw that no child named Palmer or Guillaume had died that winter. Well, if you’d really wanted to know, you would have looked years ago, before ever leaving Chicago in 1894. In the end, your conventional English morality made it convenient for you to believe your mother and return to your cozy little village.” 

               Perhaps he is right.

               “O cleanse thou me from secret faults,” says the Psalmist in this morning’s lesson. “Keep thy servant from presumptuous sins,
                  lest they get dominion over me.” I hope when I return to St Clement-sur-Mare I can remember the havoc my secret faults have
                  wrought in others’ lives, and try not to judge too presumptuously when I see the failings of my fellow men.
               

            

            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            “Murder at the Century of Progress” was first published in the Mary Higgins Clark Mystery Magazine, Summer 1999. The story had originally been commissioned—I can’t remember by whom—for a collection of stories each involving
               two detectives. The commissioner turned down my contribution, because it didn’t include V.I. Warshawski. However, I had set
               my heart on a story set in the 1933–34 World’s Fair—the Century of Progress. The history of Sally Rand at the fair, and her
               support of African-Americans and of all out-of-work people, merits a bigger story than I gave her. I also wanted to bring
               Race Williams back onto the mystery scene. He was the first of the hardboiled detectives, created by Carroll John Daly in
               1923.
            

            
            Race Williams proclaimed: “Right and wrong are not written on the statutes for me, nor do I find my code of morals in the
               essays of long-winded professors. My ethics are my own. I’m not saying they’re good and I’m not admitting they’re bad, and
               what’s more I’m not interested in the opinions of others on that subject.”
            

            
            I wanted to humanize Race, make him less two-dimensional. He needed a foil, and I decided the perfect foil to the ultimate hardboiled detective would be someone in Amelia Butterworth’s or Miss Marple’s mold. It would be impossible to rewrite the widely known and venerated Jane Marple’s story, but someone who seemed like her—an elderly spinster, dismissed by outsiders as a dithering old woman—deserved a passionate backstory of her own, and so I brought Charlotte Palmer (name courtesy of Sense and Sensibility) to Chicago for the World’s Fair.
            

            
            Note: I am indebted to Erin Mitchell for finding this story in the Mary Higgins Clark Mystery Magazine and making a Word document for me. It’s a mystery to me, but my own copy of this story in all formats had disappeared.
            

            
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            The Curious Affair of the Italian Art Dealer

         
         My wife having been called to the bedside of the governess who had been almost a mother to her, I was spending some weeks
            in my old lodgings on Baker Street. My wife’s departure to Exeter, where her governess had for nine years run a select seminary
            for young ladies, coincided with my own desire to spend time with my old friend and flatmate, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. On the
            one recent occasion when we had persuaded him to dine with us, I had seen that Holmes had fallen into that state of nervous
            irritability he was subject to when no case or other intellectual pursuit occupied his mind.
         

         
         As was typical of him in such states, he screeched away on his violin at all hours. I found the sound painful enough, but
            the occupants of the flat above threatened an action at law if he didn’t desist between the hours of 2:00 and 6:00 a.m. “We know Mr. Holmes is a great genius who has often saved our monarch from acute embarrassment, but we must beg for a few
            hours’ repose,” their solicitor explained. Whereupon my old friend took up his pernicious cocaine habit once again.
         

         
         I pled both as a friend and a medical attendant, to no avail: Holmes hunched himself deep in his chair and muttered that he had not inflicted his company upon mine, that I had chosen to come uninvited, when I could have been in uxorious attendance on Mary in Exeter. In states like this, my friend often displayed a petulant jealousy of my wife, or perhaps of my preference for her company: upon our marriage he was wounded by our refusal to take lodgings across the landing from his own. 

         
         In an effort to rouse him from his stupor, I tried to draw Holmes’s attention to crimes reported in the sensationalist press.
            The stabbing of a cabman in Fleet Street “was banal beyond bearing,” while the theft of the Duchess of Hoovering’s emerald
            tiara “would prove to be the work of a criminal housemaid.” When later reports confirmed he was wrong in both cases—the Hoovering
            cadet, bitter at the privations of a youngest son, had sold the tiara to fund a disastrous trip to Monte Carlo, while the
            cabman turned out to have been a Russian spy trying to overhear secrets of a Hapsburg diplomat—Holmes sank deeper into his
            drugged stupor.
         

         
         I could not neglect my own practice, or perhaps I should say, my other patients, who were usually more willing to follow my
            advice than was my brilliant but capricious friend. It was at the start of the third week of my stay with him that I was summoned
            to the Gloucester Hotel to attend a man who had been violently assaulted in the night.
         

         
         The hotel manager, a Mr. Gryce, was more anxious that my arrival should be kept a secret than he was for the welfare of his
            battered guest. “An Italian prince and a French countess are among our current guests,” he said as he led me up to the second
            floor by way of the servants’ staircase. “Any scandal or fear that assaults are part of everyday life at the Gloucester would
            be most detrimental to our business.”
         

         
         I turned around in the middle of the stairwell. “I hope your guests believe that your solicitude for their welfare would cause you to respect the medical man you brought in to examine them. If you can’t take me up by the main stairs, then I will return to my surgery, where a number of patients no doubt await me already.” 

         
         Mr. Gryce hurriedly begged my pardon, took me to the first floor and down the red-carpeted hall to the main staircase, which
            was filled at this hour with ladies on their way down to the street to shop or meet friends for coffee. On the second floor,
            the wounded guest lay in a suite near the hotel’s northeast corner, a secluded part of the building that afforded but a poor
            view, since the flats on Cassowary Road obscured all but the tallest trees in Hyde Park. A secondary stair led from this wing
            to the hotel mews.
         

         
         My patient was a man perhaps in his mid-twenties. Despite his Italian name—Frances Fontana, visiting from Buffalo, New York—he
            was a fair man, probably attractive when not swathed in bandages.
         

         
         The sufferer had been badly struck around the face and had significant cuts in his fingertips. I could make no sense of the
            wounds, nor of the man’s story. Fontana claimed he had been sound asleep when he was awakened around three by the lighting
            of the gas lamp in the main entrance to his suite.
         

         
         “I got out of bed and instantly called out, demanding to know who was there. No one answered, but my attacker, his face covered
            by a mask, rushed through the sitting room and struck me about the head, demanding all the while where ‘it’ was. I hit out
            as hard as I could, but the man was clothed and I was in my nightshirt; he trod on my foot, demanding ‘it.’
         

         
         “Finally, it transpired he wanted a small painting I had brought with me from America. Family legend ascribed it to Titian and I had wanted an opinion from Carrera’s on Bond Street. My assailant ransacked my luggage, looking for it, and found it in a secret compartment in my trunk. We fought for it, but he was stronger than I, and as I say, clothed and shod. As soon as he had left, I raced to the ground floor, where they thought I was perfectly demented, but when they saw my wounds, the night man bathed and dressed them. I lodged a complaint, of course, for how did the man get into my room, if not through their carelessness in giving him a key?” 

         
         Mr. Gryce looked reproachfully at Fontana. “We didn’t, Mr. Fontana, you know we went into this very thoroughly with the night
            porter and the night manager both, and no one asked for a key to your suite last night. It’s possible that you yourself failed
            to lock the door.”
         

         
         Fontana protested angrily, but I cut short his outburst by unwrapping the bandages and forcing him to sit while I examined
            his wounds. The one on his right cheekbone was the most severe: he seemed to have been struck with some heavy object, perhaps
            a truncheon. I bathed the wounds with peroxide, put on a salve that contained a small amount of an opiate to relieve the worst
            of the pain, and looked at his fingers.
         

         
         “How did you come to injure your fingers? I have found a glass fragment in one of them and they all seem to have been cut
            with glass. At first I thought perhaps you had grasped a razor in your attacker’s hands.”
         

         
         “What difference does it make? Are you as insensible as this man Gryce? Am I to be catechized when instead I need medical
            attention? I suppose the glass over the picture broke in our struggle. It’s highly likely, after all.”
         

         
         I forbore to argue, simply checking each digit with my magnifying glass to make sure I had removed any minute glass fragments. I anointed his fingers with the same salve I used on his face and told him in a day he would be able to dress and eat without pain, but that for the next twenty-four hours he would do well to avoid using his hands. 

         
         He seemed to accept this with a good enough grace, said his man, who was lodged in the servants’ wing, would take care of
            his most urgent needs, and would sleep in a truckle bed the hotel was bringing up so that he need not fear a second intrusion.
         

         
         “And no word of this should get to my sister, mind you,” he added as I restored my implements to the bag.

         
         “Your sister?” I inquired. “Miss Fontana is also a guest in the hotel?”

         
         “No. She is lodging with friends in Kensington. But she is likely to call, and I would have her believe I’ve gone to the country
            for a few days. It will alarm her greatly if word of this attack should reach her.”
         

         
         Mr. Gryce promised readily as did I, in case the sister should learn that a medical man had been called in to consult with
            her brother. “I foresee no complications,” I said as I put on my hat and coat, “but should you need me, you may send word
            through Mr. Sherlock Holmes, whose guest I currently am.” Holmes’s name acted powerfully upon Fontana, as I confess I hoped
            it might. He said nothing, however, and I didn’t press the matter further.
         

         
         As Gryce and I left, I looked around the living room of the suite and saw the signs of struggle clearly enough: drawers removed from the bureau, cushions from the divan lying at cockeyed angles, and my patient’s trunk, with the secret drawer smashed into splinters. Gryce interpreted my gaze as criticism and hastily promised that a chambermaid would be sent up at once to put matters to rights. 

         
         When I returned to Baker Street that evening, greatly fatigued, for the day had included a most difficult lying-in, where
            I barely outwitted the Angel of Death, I had forgotten my American patient. I was startled, then, to see him fully dressed,
            outside our lodgings, in argument with a beggar woman.
         

         
         “Ah, there you are, doctor. This wretched woman has followed me, I swear to heaven that she has been on my trail all the way
            from Hyde Park Corner. Begone, you harridan, or I’ll send for a constable.”
         

         
         “Ah, you be a sly one, b’ain’t you, mister? Thinking to do a poor beggar woman out of her widow’s mite, but there be no need
            to call for a lawman. I ain’t a going to do you no harm, no sir.”
         

         
         I stepped closer, to order her away from my patient, but the odor rising from her many shawls and skirts was as thick as her
            country accent. I took Fontana by the arm, instead, and bustled him into our entryway.
         

         
         On the way up the stairs I asked how he came to be so imprudent as to rise from his couch. He said my mentioning Holmes’s
            name had made him think his best course was to place his situation in the eminent detective’s hands. “The police sent a Mr.
            Whicher, but I didn’t care for his manner, no, not one iota. He seemed to blame me for being the victim of a crime.”
         

         
         The eminent detective, sprawled languidly in the armchair, still in his stained dressing gown, didn’t look any more prepossessing than the beggar woman outside our door. Nor was the smell any more propitiating, although in Holmes’s case it rose from the chemicals he’d been playing with all day. The dull eye he turned on me as we entered turned to anger when he realized I had brought a guest. 

         
         Fontana seemed to find nothing odd in the consulting detective’s dress or manner—perhaps he had been warned that the great
            genius was eccentric to a degree. He plunged without invitation into a pouring out of his woes. As he spoke, my friend’s eyes
            shut, but not, as I’d feared, in a stupor, for he pressed his fingertips together, as was his habit when he was concentrating
            intently on a narrative.
         

         
         When Fontana finished, Holmes murmured, without opening his eyes, “And who knew that you were taking the painting from America
            to England with you?”
         

         
         “No one,” Fontana said.

         
         “Not even your sister,” Holmes said.

         
         “Oh! Beatrice. Yes, of course she knew.”

         
         “Your father was a classical scholar,” Holmes said.

         
         “My father is a banker, sir, or at least was until a stroke deprived him of his faculties a year ago. It is my mother who
            has a great love of the Italian classics. But why is that relevant, and how did you know?”
         

         
         “You are named for one of the great Renaissance poets, and your sister for the inamorata of another,” Holmes said languidly,
            his eyes still shut. “But your accent surprises me: I hear it on the lips of graduates from Winchester College more than from
            Americans.”
         

         
         Fontana’s lips tightened, but he said with a semblance of nonchalance that his mother, whose family hailed from Guilford,
            had caused him to be educated at Winchester.
         

         
         “Yes, I thought as much,” Holmes said. “I have composed a monograph on the accents of the different public colleges of England and I am seldom mistaken. But to return to the business at hand, had you in fact called at Carrera’s?” 

         
         “I had stopped at the gallery yesterday morning, but Signor Carrera was not in, and I had no wish to put such an important
            commission in the hands of an underling. I left my card and my direction and asked that he call on me, but, though I lay in
            bed all day per Dr. Watson’s instructions, he never arrived.” Fontana’s tone was angry. “The English are famous for their
            manners, but few of the people I have encountered seem to have any consideration whatsoever, whether the police or the hotel
            manager, or even a gallery owner who might be interested in a large commission.”
         

         
         Holmes pointed out that Signor Carrera was not himself English, but added, “Perhaps he was your nighttime assailant. If he
            had wrested the painting from you, then he would know there was no need to call on you to examine it.”
         

         
         Fontana’s eyes brightened at the idea: his shoulders relaxed and the choler in his eyes faded.

         
         “And your sister, Miss Beatrice Fontana, she agreed with your mission to get a proper valuation of the painting?”

         
         Fontana shifted uneasily. “She saw no point in calling public attention to it, should it prove valuable, nor of disappointing
            our parents, should it prove not to be the work of the great Titian.”
         

         
         “And she is staying with friends in Kensington, you say? Did she cross the Atlantic with you?”

         
         “Yes; it was her voyage that decided me on my own. My mother felt that Mrs. Som—that is, an old friend of hers—could introduce my sister into society, since my mother herself is tied up wholly in care for my father.” Fontana then reiterated his plea that his sister not be told; her worries for their father were sufficient. She did not need to know that her brother had been assaulted and the family’s valuable painting stolen. 

         
         Holmes sat up slightly and looked at me.

         
         “My dear fellow, you are all in—I see you have attended a difficult lying-in today—but perhaps, since he is here, you might
            examine your patient’s wounds and change the dressing.”
         

         
         I wondered how he knew of my professional duties this afternoon, but knowing him as I do, assumed there was some aspect of
            my dress that was habitual with me on such cases. I unwrapped Fontana’s bandages and was pleased to see that healing was already
            under way, judging by the deepening discoloration around the wounds, as well as the incipient scabbing. Holmes actually pushed
            himself from his armchair and looked on gravely as I bathed and anointed the injuries. While I rewrapped them in fresh bandages,
            my friend withdrew, and I heard the sound of water pouring into the bath—a welcome signal indeed!
         

         
         I escorted Fontana to the street, but it took some time to hail a hackney cab. At length, I saw my patient safely bundled
            inside. I rather thought that the beggar who had accosted Fontana earlier was watching from a doorway at the corner, but as
            the nearness of Paddington Station makes Baker Street a popular spot for women of her ilk, I could not be certain in the dark
            streets.
         

         
         By the time I returned upstairs, Holmes had finished bathing. For the first time in many days he was dressed, and in clean
            linen. Mrs. Hudson was just in the act of laying a plate of grilled kidneys in front of him, a sort of compromise meal of
            breakfast and supper, with potatoes and a dressed salad. For me she had grilled a steak.
         

         
         My friend ate with all the relish of a man deprived of nourishment for some weeks.

         
         “A very pretty problem, Watson, very pretty indeed.”

         
         “What did you make of his story?” I asked.

         
         “It was the painting that interested me,” Holmes said. “That, and the fact that his wounds were self-inflicted.”

         
         “Self-inflicted?” I repeated. “That blow on his cheek very nearly shattered the bone.”

         
         “He’s left-handed, as I noted when he opened his card case,” Holmes remarked. “You observed, of course, how much more severe
            the blow to his right cheek was than to the left, and yet the placement of the blows was symmetrical.”
         

         
         He picked up a sock stuffed with rags and handed it to me, instructing me to strike myself in the face. I reluctantly did
            so. The sock struck in both cases just beneath the eye socket. In my case, being right-handed, I felt the blow much more on
            the left than on the right side, and had to concede the point.
         

         
         “And the glass in his fingertips? Did he do that to himself as well?”

         
         “Ah, that’s a most interesting point. I believe we have two calls to make, one on the Carrera Gallery in Bond Street, and
            the other to the home of Mrs. Chloë Someringforth in Cadogan Gardens, Kensington.”
         

         
         At my puzzled expression, Holmes held up his directory of London boroughs and street addresses. “There are seventeen households in Kensington with owners whose last names begin with ‘Som,’ but only one of sufficient size to admit of enough rooms to include a young lady making her society debut. And Mr. Neil Someringforth has a position in the Foreign Office, Undersecretary of State for Oriental Affairs. He is at present in Cairo, leaving his lady with enough time to visit any number of balls and ridottos.” 

         
         Now that Holmes had recovered his spirit, and had food inside him, he was ready to act on the instant, to go first to Bond
            Street and then to the Someringforth home in Cadogan Gardens.
         

         
         I grumbled to Holmes that the gallery would be closed at this hour, that not everyone had the luxury of sleeping all day and
            imagining that the world was ready to conduct business at night.
         

         
         “My dear chap, you’ve been badgering me for weeks to get up, to be active. Don’t urge me to my bed now. And besides, it’s
            Thursday, the night that new shows open in Bond Street’s galleries. Carrera will be there, with wine and nuts and a desire
            to be accommodating, but if the fatigues of the day are such that you wish to retire, I can safely handle this business on
            my own.”
         

         
         Of course I made no further demur but changed my own soiled linen and prepared to set forth once again. At Bond Street, it
            was just as Holmes had foretold: a major new exhibit of paintings from France, works by the Impressionists who are all the
            rage there. I wasn’t much taken with the blurry mess one named Monet had made of Waterloo Station, nor of a lady painter named
            Morisot, but Holmes studied the painting closely, until the gallery owner came over to us.
         

         
         Carrera was a tall, muscular man, who looked as though he would be more at home on a sporting field than in a gallery, but
            he spoke fluently about Mlle Morisot’s use of light and color.
         

         
         “I find these Impressionists’ work disturbing,” I said. “This painting of Waterloo—the trains look as though they are as insubstantial
            as the smoke rising from their engines.”
         

         
         “I confess,” Holmes said, “that my client here, Professor Sammlung, is more interested in Renaissance art. We had been told that you might have recently acquired a Titian portrait, and would be grateful for the chance to view it.” 

         
         I tried to compose my features to conform to a German intellectual with a taste for Renaissance portraiture.

         
         “Titian?” Carrera held up his hands with a laugh. “No, no, I seldom deal in old paintings. They’re outside both my expertise
            and my finances.”
         

         
         “Ach,” I said, “aber Herr Fontana, he spoke to me of his Titian that he wished to sell to you. You did not visit him to inspect it, Herr Carrera?”
         

         
         Carrera stared at me with narrowed eyes, and said abruptly that he knew no one named Fontana, and that he’d best return to
            other patrons who had more interest in modern painting.
         

         
         A woman of middle age, dressed in a richly figured silk, although cut without pretense to contemporary fashion, joined us
            in front of the Morisot painting. “I like this,” she said forthrightly, in an American accent as plain as her high-necked
            costume. “She gets the woman’s life just right, don’t you think? The sense of fatigue, although perhaps neither of you two
            gentlemen has ever had occasion to look at domestic work from the female point of view.”
         

         
         Holmes and I muttered something disjoint, and the woman nodded in good humor. “Yes, I know, meddlesome middle-aged women are
            the devil, aren’t we? But I will confess I was surprised to hear you were a German art collector—I imagined from your waistcoat
            and that eminently serviceable pocket watch that you were a doctor.”
         

         
         “Come, madam, a doctor who collects art is no rarity. My dear Sammlung, there’s a second gallery we should visit before we dine.” He bowed slightly to the woman; I clicked my heels, and we made good our escape. 

         
         We both laughed ruefully over the encounter in the cab. “A woman of such strong observational powers,” Holmes said thoughtfully.
            “It’s rare, rare indeed. I shouldn’t like her as an adversary. But the gallery owner knows rather more than he’s saying. He
            left us abruptly when you mentioned Fontana’s name, Herr Sammlung.”
         

         
         “He knows I’m not German,” I said with some asperity. “If you will saddle me with preposterous identities, do so before I
            suddenly find myself switching from fluent English to halting German!”
         

         
         Holmes merely said he would set one of his street Arabs to watch Carrera’s movements. “When he left us so abruptly, it wasn’t
            to meet with other clients as he claimed, but to go into the little office in the back of the gallery. I think we can depend
            upon his visiting Fontana. I had best find Charlie before we go on to Kensington.”
         

         
         We swung down to the river, to the docks where the boys Holmes often used could be found, scavenging among the detritus that
            the Thames casts along her banks. Holmes gave a peculiar whistle, and after some moments, there came an answering whistle,
            and one of his street urchins, his Baker Street Irregulars, appeared. While our jarvey waited, most reluctant to keep his
            cab standing in such a dubious spot, Holmes gave the lad a shilling and told him where to go and who to watch for.
         

         
         To the driver’s relief, Holmes directed him next to Cadogan Gardens, a much more genteel location, and one where a wealthy fare might better be found. We alighted at the corner of the gardens, where the street connects with Pavilion Road. To my astonishment, as Holmes paid the fare, the cab was hailed by none other than our client. 

         
         “Mr. Fontana,” Holmes cried, “I thought you were surely in your room at the Gloucester. You have had too much exertion for
            one with your recent injuries.”
         

         
         Fontana stared at us angrily. “What I do is none of your business, after all, and it was essential that I call on my sister.”

         
         “I thought your object was to keep your sister in ignorance of your injuries,” I said.

         
         “It was,” he said, “but the attack on me was in the evening paper. That damned ineffectual manager Gryce, I suppose, although
            you’d think he wouldn’t want his hotel to be known as a place where guests’ bedchambers can be invaded in the middle of the
            night.”
         

         
         He climbed into the cab and we heard him give the driver the Gloucester as his destination.

         
         Holmes chuckled. “It was not Gryce but I who put that story about. I telegraphed a stop-press to the evening papers, and both
            the Times and the Examiner picked it up.”
         

         
         “But why?” I demanded.

         
         “If the man injured himself, he is covering some shameful secret. Or he is protecting someone else’s secret. I hoped to prod
            him to action.”
         

         
         As we approached the house at 26 Cadogan Gardens, we saw one of the housemaids in the area, talking to a shabbily dressed
            woman. I pointed her out to Holmes, for I thought she might be the beggar who had accosted Fontana outside the Baker Street
            flat earlier this evening.
         

         
         Holmes looked at her with keen interest, but when we came up to the house, we both realized she was merely a charwoman looking for rough work. She bore neither the filthy rags nor the malodor of the beggar woman, and on coming up to her I saw she was altogether younger and smaller than the woman I’d seen earlier. 

         
         “They told me as how you was down a hand here,” we heard her say as we climbed the shallow steps to the front entrance, “and
            I got good references, sure I have. Clean the area stairs, empty slop buckets, nothing ain’t beneath me.”
         

         
         I thought of the American woman we’d encountered at Carrera’s and her comment on the French woman’s painting, that it captured
            the fatigue women experience from their domestic labors. I wondered if I had ever considered the fatigues my own dear Mary
            subjected herself to in order to ensure my own domestic comfort, and found my thoughts so disquieting that I was glad when
            a manservant answered our ring.
         

         
         My friend handed him a card. “Pray tell Mrs. Someringforth that Mr. Sherlock Holmes would like a word with Miss Fontana.”

         
         The servant looked at us doubtfully. “Mrs. Someringforth is dressing and Miss Fontana is indisposed.”

         
         “Ah,” Holmes said. “That is sad news indeed. We are employed by Mr. Fontana, however. Dr. Watson here is Mr. Fontana’s medical
            adviser, and if Miss Fontana’s indisposition is related to her brother’s recent visit, why, Dr. Watson will be delighted to
            assist her, I’m sure.”
         

         
         I produced my own card, bowing assent, much relieved that I didn’t have to impersonate a Russian serf or Sufi fire-walker
            to suit my friend’s whimsy.
         

         
         The man bowed slightly and left us on the doorstep while he went to consult his mistress. The ill breeding in not inviting two gentlemen into the house annoyed me but caused Holmes to knit his brow. “Something is upsetting this household. Perhaps the fact that they’re ‘down a hand,’ as the charwoman said. Or perhaps Miss Fontana is having an hysterical fit.” 

         
         We hadn’t long to wait, however, before we were invited to step into a salon on the first floor. We followed the man up a
            flight of carpeted steps into a small room where the newly hired charwoman was hastily building a fire.
         

         
         “So Fontana was ushered up to his sister’s room,” Holmes observed, “not treated as a common visitor.”

         
         The manservant superintended the charwoman’s fire making, including clearing the hearth of any stray ashes or kindling, then
            bustled her out of the room. Shortly after, Mrs. Someringforth appeared, dressed for the theatre in a low-cut gown of gold
            silk. The diamond drops that hung from her ears were no more lustrous than her dark eyes; she held out both hands to Holmes
            and, with a delightful smile, begged his pardon for keeping him waiting.
         

         
         “My dresser has contracted the influenza, and the housemaid filling in for her is so fearful of making a mistake that she
            spends twice the necessary labor on the simple job of making a middle-aged woman appear half her age.”
         

         
         “If she has succeeded marvelously, it can only be because she had such excellent raw materials to work with.” My friend bowed
            over her hands. “We had come to call on your houseguest, however, and beg you won’t let us keep you from your evening engagement.”
         

         
         “Ah, poor Beatrice!” Mrs. Someringforth cried. “I fear it’s from her that my maid acquired her illness; she dressed Beatrice last night, when the poor girl was already ill. I should never have permitted her to go with me to Lady Darnley’s ball, but I thought she was merely fatigued; it wasn’t until our return that I realized how feverish she was.” 

         
         “She saw her brother when he called?”

         
         Mrs. Someringforth shook her head so vigorously that the diamond drops swung like pendulums. “I wouldn’t permit it. He is
            such an excitable young man, and she is so very feverish that I feared a visit from him would only make her worse, especially
            since he presents such a horrible vision, swathed as he is in those bandages.”
         

         
         “If she is indeed seriously ill, as my friend, Dr. Watson, is already here, it would be prudent to allow him to—”

         
         “Oh, please, Mr. Holmes, just because I am going to the theatre you must not think me heartless or lacking in appropriate
            care for my charge. My own doctor saw Beatrice this morning. He left various draughts for her, as well as for my maid, and
            will return this evening. Now you must not let me detain you.”
         

         
         She rang the bell; the manservant must have been hovering nearby, for he came at once to usher us down the stairs, handing
            us our hats and coats so quickly that we barely had time to assume them before he had the front door open once again.
         

         
         “They’re expecting another visitor,” was my friend’s comment. “Or concealing something they don’t want us to see.”

         
         We retreated to Pavilion Road, where Holmes flagged down a passing cab, instructing the jarvey to wait. While we watched 26
            Cadogan Gardens, the charwoman left the house by the rear door. She looked up at the cab, as if puzzled by why it stood there,
            and we shrank back in our seats so as not to be visible from the sidewalk. The woman hurried on up Pavilion Road toward Hyde
            Park.
         

         
         After a few minutes more, Mrs. Someringforth’s carriage pulled up in front of her house; a footman helped her inside and her carriage bowled past us, heading north. Holmes told the cabman to follow her, and she led us directly to the Siddons Theatre in the Strand. Holmes proposed following her into the theatre, but I pled my long day and asked the cab to return me to Baker Street. 

         
         Back at my old lodgings, I fell instantly into a deep sleep, from which I was roused a little past one in the morning by Charlie,
            the lad Holmes had set to watch Carrera. He had banged on the street door until the noise finally roused Mrs. Hudson, who
            was much incensed by his visit.
         

         
         “He shoved his way past me, the little wretch.” She was panting from her efforts to catch the boy before he could make it
            to Holmes’s door.
         

         
         “Never mind that, missus,” Charlie said. “Is Mr. Holmes about? There’s been a terrible accident, to the swell that he set
            me to watch, beat up, he was, on his way from his shop to wherever he was next a-heading.”
         

         
         I came fully awake. “How is he? Where is he?”

         
         “I whistled up my squad and they run for help, brung a constable, which took some doing, I can tell you that: None of you boys is going to be making game of I, he says to Freddie, and Freddie has to practically swear his soul to the devil before the constable come. I stayed close
            by till I saw him brung into some lady’s house, and then come back here to tell it all to Mr. Holmes.”
         

         
         Just as I was saying that Holmes had not yet returned, we heard his step on the landing. Mrs. Hudson broke into further excuses
            and laments about the wretched lad, but Holmes cut her short and demanded a full accounting from Charlie.
         

         
         “How many assailants?”

         
         “Just two, but they was powerful strong, they was carrying clubs or somepin’ like ’em. They swung ’em at me when I tried to
            stop ’em but when I whistled up my lads, then they took to their heels fast enough. We sent Freddie for the constable and
            Oliver went for to bring a doctor, who wouldn’t come at all, not for street rabble, and we would have been done for except this lady come along. She says to the constable, just help him into my carriage and
            I’ll see that he gets proper care.”
         

         
         I looked at Holmes, startled. “Good God! Was it Mrs. Someringforth?”

         
         “It couldn’t have been,” Holmes said. “I sat in the box adjacent to hers; she stayed through the entire performance and then
            continued to a party at Stoggett House.”
         

         
         “The town home of the Duke of Hoovering,” I said, trying to remember where I had recently heard the name.

         
         “Yes. Her grace’s grand ball, one of the high points of the London season. I gained admittance through the servants’ entrance
            by passing myself off as Lady Naseby’s footman, and spent the evening watching our friend. At one point she disappeared up
            a rear staircase, but she reappeared within a few minutes. She can’t have been the person who bore off Signor Carrera. Charlie,
            do you have any notion where they went?”
         

         
         “’Course I do, governor, like you taught me, I got up behind the lady’s carriage and rode with them down to the river, over
            Chelsea way. Ann Lane they went to.”
         

         
         “Excellent.” Holmes gave the boy a shilling for himself and a handful of sixpenny pieces for his “squad.”

         
         When the boy had gone, shooed down the stairs at high speed by the incensed Mrs. Hudson—“Giving him money like that will just encourage him, Mr. Holmes,” she’d warned, to which my friend replied, “Precisely, my dear Mrs. Hudson”—Holmes paced up and down restlessly. 

         
         “Who could have taken him in? A good Samaritan or an accomplice? It’s past two now, but she’s close to the river; she could
            smuggle him and a valuable painting away at a moment’s notice.”
         

         
         He rummaged through the papers for the table of tides. “Yes, the tide will turn at four-oh-nine this morning. I think, yes,
            I think I’d best be on my way to Chelsea.”
         

         
         “But she rescued him from armed assailants, Holmes,” I protested, by no means willing to leave my bed after a scant four hours’
            sleep.
         

         
         “She came along mighty promptly, whoever she is. What if the assailants are in her pay, or vice versa, and by looking like
            a good Samaritan, she is able to worm the Titian away from him? This must be a painting of uncommon value.” He rubbed his
            thin hands in front of the grate. “No, I must go to Ann Lane.”
         

         
         I retired to my room to change once more into day clothes, half sorry my friend had been roused from his torpor: I had forgotten
            how exhausting it was to keep up with his fevered pace.
         

         
         We reached Ann Lane easily, the streets being virtually empty at such an hour. The cab deposited us on Cheyne Walk and I was
            glad I had chosen to accompany Holmes, for at this hour the denizens of the embankment were rats and human scavengers, some
            hunting for easy prey among homebound revelers.
         

         
         The house where Charlie had seen Signor Carrera deposited was in the middle of a row of elegant town houses and flats. On inspection of the entryway, Holmes saw that there were three flats in the building. We assumed our quarry was on the first floor, for it alone among the buildings on the street still had a light burning. 

         
         While Holmes and I stood on the doorstep, carrying on a soft conversation about the best vantage point for watching front
            and rear entrances, we were surprised by the opening of the outer door. Holmes had his hand in his pocket, but it was a woman
            at the top of the stairs, carrying a lamp.
         

         
         “No need to shoot me, Mr. Holmes, and no need to fuss about keeping an eye on things, either, for I can let you come in and
            see the poor beat-up signor for yourself.”
         

         
         It was the American woman we had encountered at Carrera’s gallery last evening. I was too astonished for words but cast a
            glance at Holmes. His face betrayed no surprise, but I could see a muscle quivering in his temple as we followed the lady
            into the house.
         

         
         She led us up the stairs to the first floor and into a drawing room that overlooked Ann Lane. One of the blinds was half drawn
            at a lopsided angle and our hostess excused us while she went to straighten it. She untied a black thread from the cord, and
            we saw that it led through the window to the street.
         

         
         “I worried about someone surprising me here, Mr. Holmes, so I tied a length of embroidery silk to the blind and across the
            railing outside. Anyone passing through it would break it at once, the thread’s so fragile, and the blind would come down
            to alert me.”
         

         
         She placidly wound the thread around a spool and placed it in an outsize workbasket.

         
         “Madam,” Holmes said, “you have the advantage of us. I am certainly Sherlock Holmes and this is Dr. Watson, but—”

         
         “My land, how rude of me, Mr. Holmes. The day has been so filled with excitement that I’ve forgotten my manners. I’m Amelia Butterworth of Buffalo, New York, and how I came to be involved in your adventure is quite a long story. May I make you a pot of tea, or perhaps a whisky? I believe the friend whose flat this is has one or two decanters, although I myself don’t indulge.” 

         
         “Tea would be welcome,” I confessed, although my friend, impatient for an explanation, looked at me in annoyance.

         
         Miss Butterworth went to the doorway and called out. A young servant, very quiet and well behaved, appeared. She reported
            that Signor Carrera was sleeping comfortably, and that she felt able to leave him for five minutes to bring us some tea.
         

         
         “Now, you’ll be wanting to know who I am, and how I came by this.”

         
         She walked over to a pianoforte and opened a massive volume whose cover proclaimed “The Ring Cycle, scored for Pianoforte
            and voices.” This turned out not to be a musical score, but a hollowed-out book, and recessed within it sat a painting of
            a woman, whose auburn hair, floating around a swanlike neck, seemed so burnished, so real, that one wished to touch it.
         

         
         The servant returned with a tray, which Miss Butterworth laid on a low table. “Yes, that’s the Titian, or so we’re led to
            believe,” she said as she poured out cups for me and herself.
         

         
         “Now, Beatrice Fontana, she’s the daughter of my good friend Alice Ellerby, who married Mr. Fontana. I don’t know what the
            man calling himself Frances Fontana may have told you, but Mr. Fontana is a banker. He used to be in a good way of business
            in Buffalo, but times have been bad with the recent slump. This painting has been in the Fontana family for centuries; they
            say the lady was his great-grandmother’s great-grandmother and a mistress of one of those doges in Venice.
         

         
         “Be that as it may, Mr. Fontana wants to prove the picture’s value, for if it is by this Titian, then it will pay for a dowry for Beatrice and keep Mrs. Fontana in comfort besides. So when we learned about this Signor Carrera being a leading authority on Renaissance painters, Mr. Fontana decided he should come over and show the painting to the signor, get an opinion and a valuation. But he couldn’t leave Buffalo with his business in such a bad way, so young Beatrice said she’d undertake the commission, and, as she’s my goddaughter, and I enjoy foreign travel, I fixed to come with her. 

         
         “Another old friend of ours was quite a beauty when we were all young together. She married an English gentleman, and her
            daughter is the lady you’ve been following tonight, Chloë Someringforth. Chloë is a bit older than Beatrice, maybe ten years,
            and quite the society lady. When she learned from Mrs. Fontana that Beatrice was coming over, she offered to provide her a
            room and an introduction to society. That sounded good to Alice, that is, Beatrice’s ma. I have another old friend here in
            London who’s away this winter; she offered the use of this pleasant flat.”
         

         
         Holmes stirred his tea with his finger, impatient with all the chatter about who was married, who was whose friend, and so
            on. “How came you to have the Titian.”
         

         
         “Well, Mr. Holmes, I’m coming to that, and not a pretty story it makes, either. I got my goddaughter settled at Chloë Someringforth’s,
            but when I went to call on her a few days later, I found her in some distress. It seems that while Mr. Someringforth has been
            serving his country in Egypt, his lady has been entertaining a young gentleman from the Hoovering family. And it didn’t take
            a doctor’s eye to notice that Chloë will be presenting her husband with an interesting event on his return.”
         

         
         I was so startled that I dropped my teacup, but when I bent to try to mop up the spill, Miss Butterworth told me not to mind it, that she would get to it after we left. “I can clean the area stairs, empty slop buckets, nothing ain’t beneath me,” she said. 

         
         “Yes.” She laughed, seeing our amazement. “I was the charwoman looking for to help out at Someringforth’s last evening, and
            I’d best get back there soon to light the morning fires and try to get my poor Beatrice out of their clutches, for it really
            is no laughing matter. And your help will be most welcome, Mr. Holmes, most welcome indeed.
         

         
         “So to make a long story short, Chloë Someringforth has been entertaining this young lord who stole his ma’s jewels and lost
            all the money at gaming. And when he learned that my young Beatrice had in her hands a valuable painting, worth maybe twice
            or three times the price his ma’s emeralds had fetched, first he tried to sweet-talk her, and then he tried to rob her. And
            Chloë apparently helped him, along with her fancy-talking personal maid, or at least that’s how I interpret the stories I
            got from the other servants last night.
         

         
         “Beatrice managed to grab the painting away from this young Hoovering scoundrel and run out into the street. She somehow made
            it to Bond Street and got the picture in the hands of Signor Carrera. She had left the gallery and was in Oxford Street, trying
            to find a cab so she could get to me, when Chloë came upon her. Beatrice cried out for help, but Chloë used all her charms
            to explain to the crowd that the young lady was unbalanced.”
         

         
         “How can you possibly know this, unless you were there yourself?” I demanded.

         
         “Some of it I had from the signor, and the rest I put together from what the other maids were saying when I was scrubbing the pots tonight. Chloë’s dresser, she put out the story that my Beatrice was delirious with fever and that Chloë picked her up in Bond Street screaming her head off. The servants were beside themselves with the extra work, for the first housemaid was waiting on Chloë, while the lady’s maid stayed in the bedroom making sure that Beatrice didn’t get out. 

         
         “They were so upset by all this turmoil, they told me the whole story, not holding anything back. They said they didn’t think
            Chloë’s maid was sick, they’d had to bring her up a tray themselves and she looked in the pink of health, and this made them
            all crosser. Then that hoity-toity man who acts as the butler came into the kitchen and warned them all against spreading
            tales if they wanted to get paid at the quarter, so I reckon he’s in on the plot, too. But anyone could guess the rest, and
            my word, servants do talk among themselves, as you know from your own work in disguise, Mr. Holmes.”
         

         
         My friend sat rigid, furious at the condescension he perceived in Miss Butterworth’s compliment.

         
         “Meanwhile, this Lord Frances Hoovering, he’d cut himself badly on the glass that was covering the painting. He went back
            to his hotel room and I guess he beat himself up, using one of those billy clubs that he attacked Signor Carrera with tonight.
            He had to alter his appearance, he’s so well known in London society. Any newspaperman who saw him would report his whereabouts
            on the instant, so he checked himself into this Gloucester Hotel and used the side entrance, beat himself about the face,
            and then blamed it all on some intruder.”
         

         
         “But why would he need to disguise himself?” I asked.

         
         “Because he knew that Beatrice was taking the painting to Carrera’s—she’d let that slip before she realized what a pair of villains he and Chloë are—and he couldn’t afford for the signor or anyone else to recognize him. I went to the gallery first thing yesterday morning, but the signor was on his guard: Beatrice had warned him that someone might try to steal the painting, and he didn’t know me from Adam or from Eve. The best I could do was to keep track of everyone. First I dressed up as that foul-smelling beggar, following the young lord around, and then back to the gallery I went to see who might show up for the opening. And then away to Chloë’s to find out what I could about my poor young Beatrice. 

         
         “I saw there was no getting near her last night, not with the manservant standing guard outside the door, so I came back to
            see what the art dealer was up to. He was trying to take the painting to his own home, where he could put it in a safe, when
            the young lord and some hired bully jumped him. The signor had buttoned the painting inside his shirt, and before they could
            find it on his person, those young street Arabs of Mr. Holmes up and frightened off the attackers. I was lucky enough to follow
            the clamor and take him up and bring him back with me here. He finally was brought to believe that I meant him no harm.
         

         
         “And now, Mr. Holmes, you get out of your sulks. Even Shakespeare didn’t always write perfect plays, and even you can’t be
            right but nine hundred ninety-nine times out of a thousand. You and Dr. Watson come along with me and we’ll get Miss Beatrice
            out of her captivity fast enough.”
         

         
         We did as Miss Butterworth commanded. While she changed into her charwoman’s costume, I visited the unfortunate gallery owner, who was asleep in a spare bedroom. He had been well treated, his wounds properly bathed, and he was in a deep, drug-induced sleep. 

         
         As soon as I had finished my inspection of the dressings, I joined Holmes and Miss Butterworth and we set out for Cadogan
            Gardens, dismissing our cab on Sloan Street, for what charwoman can afford a hansom cab?
         

         
         When the under-housemaid opened the area door, Miss Butterworth, and Holmes, disguised as a coal man, followed. I came in
            as a doctor, claiming that I had been sent for to treat the young lady with the dangerous fever.
         

         
         We freed Miss Beatrice quickly, and not a moment too soon, for the bonds with which she was restrained were taking a toll
            on her circulation, as was the lack of food and water on her general health. The lady’s maid and the butler we locked in the
            bedroom to await the arrival of Scotland Yard.
         

         
         Miss Butterworth and I escorted Miss Beatrice back to the American woman’s borrowed flat, where I tended the young lady, until
            I had the satisfaction of seeing her color somewhat restored. Signor Carrera was much improved as well. In fact, he was almost
            exuberant, for he was able to confirm that the painting was, indeed, by Titian.
         

         
         Holmes, in the meantime, undertook to bring the difficult news of his wife’s treachery to the Undersecretary for Oriental
            Affairs, sending a telegram to the Cairo office of the Foreign Secretary. When I returned to Baker Street, he was moodily
            playing his violin and cut off my attempts to report on Signor Carrera’s assessment of the portrait.
         

         
         “I shall retire, Watson. I am clearly no longer fit for this work. If I had taken your first suggestion to heart and looked into the theft of the Duchess of Hoovering’s tiara, none of the rest of these events need have occurred. I should not have been shown up by an untrained middle-aged American woman.” 

         
         Before I could do more than mumble some incoherent phrases, Mrs. Hudson came up the stairs in great excitement to announce
            the Duke and Duchess of Hoovering. The noble couple wished somehow to convey the shame they felt on having a cadet who had
            so disgraced their lineage and their country.
         

         
         “We are sending him to Kenya to work on our coffee plantation there,” her grace said, “in the hopes that having to work for
            his livelihood will give him a greater respect for the wealth that he squanders at play. In the meantime, Mr. Holmes, we hope
            you will undertake a most delicate mission for us in Budapest. As you may know, my sister is one of the Empress Elizabeth’s
            ladies-in-waiting. My sister believes that someone is attempting to poison Her Majesty, but it is impossible for her to mount
            an investigation herself.”
         

         
         Holmes bowed and said he was, of course, her grace’s servant to command.

         
         My wife having telegraphed her imminent return to London, I stayed at Baker Street only long enough to help my friend pack
            his bag. I escorted him to Waterloo for the night train to Paris. You may imagine how eager I was to put the sorry business
            of Lord Frances Hoovering and Chloë Someringforth out of my mind, although I was of course delighted that my friend’s weakness
            for royalty had caused him to put down his violin and return to the chase.
         

         
         My one cause of unease was the sight of a beggar woman wrapped in numerous shawls boarding the third-class carriage of the Paris train. But surely, I thought as I sped through the streets toward my own home, Miss Butterworth would not leave her young charge alone in London. 

         
         
            
               
                  Note

               
            

         
         Amelia Butterworth was the amateur detective created by American crime novelist Anna Katharine Green (1846–1935). Miss Butterworth assisted and, indeed, outshone Green’s investigative detective Ebenezer Gryce, whose methods of observation and deduction were similar to those of Holmes. The first Gryce novel, The Leavenworth Case, was published almost a decade before Sherlock Holmes first appeared. At the height of her popularity, Green’s novels sold
            in the millions of copies. At the start of his career, Conan Doyle corresponded with Green, wanting to meet her in person
            to discuss her methods of publicizing her work.
         

         
         I have always felt some annoyance that Green’s work has disappeared from public awareness. Many of Holmes’s methods were pioneered
            by Green’s detectives, and so when Laurie R. King and Leslie S. Klinger asked for a story for their collection, In the Company of Sherlock Holmes (Pegasus, 2014), I seized on the opportunity to have Amelia Butterworth show up the Great Detective.
         

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Wildcat

         
         
            1

            The heat in the attic was so heavy that not even the flies had enough energy to move. The two children lay on the floor. Sweat
               rose on their skin, gluing their clothes to the linoleum.
            

            
            Normally on a hot August Friday, they’d be at the beach, but Marie Warshawski had decreed that her son must remain close to
               home today. Normally the cousins would have disregarded this edict, but today Victoria was nervous, wanting to hear as much
               of the grown-up gossip as possible.
            

            
            She and Boom-Boom—Bernard to his mother—often spent afternoons together: that was when Victoria’s mother gave music lessons
               in the minute front room of her own South Chicago bungalow. If Victoria stayed home, she either had to read quietly in her
               attic room or sit primly in the front room to watch and learn from her mother’s few good singers.
            

            
            Just as a student was starting to warm up, Victoria would announce glibly that she would visit Aunt Marie, choosing not to
               notice her mother’s prohibition against running wild with her cousin.
            

            
            In the winters, Victoria followed Boom-Boom to the makeshift ice rinks where he played a rough brand of pickup hockey. No girls allowed, period, which caused some fights between the cousins—away from the other boys, Boom-Boom wanted Victoria to help him perfect the slapshot of his idol, Boom-Boom Geoffrion. 

            
            “Tough,” she’d say before skating to the other side of the rink. “Girls can’t play hockey, remember?” He’d skate after her,
               they’d argue and even wrestle, until he went down on one knee and said, “Victoria, please help me. When I’m a star with the
               Blackhawks, I’ll get you free tickets to every game.”
            

            
            In the summers, the cousins spent hours together. With the rest of the neighborhood, they played pickup baseball in Calumet
               Park. Or they pooled their coins to take bus and train up to Wrigley Field, where they climbed over the wall behind the bleachers
               and sneaked into the park. Or they dared each other to jump off the breakwater into Lake Calumet, or rode their bikes past
               the irate guards at the South Works, playing a complicated hide-and-seek among the mountains of slag.
            

            
            This Friday, Victoria was too worried about her father to stray from Aunt Marie’s home. Tony Warshawski was a police officer.
               Along with every other cop on the South Side, Officer Warshawski had been ordered to Marquette Park to help keep the peace.
            

            
            Martin Luther King had come to Chicago in January 1966. He was living in an apartment, a slum, the newspapers called it. All
               summer long, there had been marches in different parts of the city, with Negroes and their white supporters demanding open
               housing, an end to real estate covenants, access to Lake Michigan beaches, access to city jobs.
            

            
            “What are real estate covenants?” Victoria had asked her mother.

            
            “White people who own apartment buildings or houses made a law that Negro people can only rent apartments in one part of the city,” Gabriella said. “They cannot be our neighbors here in South Chicago, for example.” 

            
            “And they don’t want to be!” Aunt Marie exclaimed. “They know their place, or they did, until that Commie King showed up here.
               And we’re supposed to call him a doctor and a reverend? He’s just a troublemaker who can’t live without seeing his face on
               TV or his picture in the paper. We don’t need him here in Chicago, stirring people up, causing trouble.”
            

            
            And trouble there’d been, by the truckload. Everywhere the marchers went—Negroes along with their white supporters, including
               nuns and priests, to Aunt Marie’s fury—riots had followed. White people, who’d only ever seen Negroes on public transportation
               or cleaning the bathrooms in their office buildings, were furious at the thought that Negroes might become their next-door
               neighbors, swim at the same beaches, even become bus drivers. They threw bricks and bottles and cherry bombs while the police
               tried to keep order. Tony Warshawski had been away from home for three days at a time, working treble shifts along with every
               other cop in the city.
            

            
            Today would be worse, Tony had told his wife and daughter Friday morning before he left for work: everyone’s nerves were on
               edge. Nothing Mayor Daley said could stop the marchers, and nothing Dr. King said could get the real estate board to change
               their laws against open housing.
            

            
            Anger in the Lithuanian and Irish and Polish neighborhoods grew when the city’s new archbishop, John Cody, made every priest
               read a letter to the parish on open housing as part of a Christ-like life.
            

            
            “They kicked Cody out of New Orleans,” Marie fumed. “He made the Catholic schools take in colored children, but the people hated him for doing it and forced him to leave the city. I don’t know why the pope thought we need him here! When he left New Orleans, the priests sang a thanksgiving hymn as soon as they saw him get on the plane. He’s been here a year and he thinks he knows better than us what we should be doing? We’re the ones who built the church here! Why doesn’t he listen to his priests?” 

            
            Her own parish priest at St. Eloy’s read Archbishop Cody’s letter, since he was a good soldier in Christ’s army, but Father
               Gribac also preached a thundering sermon, telling his congregation that Christians had a duty to fight Communists and look
               after their families.
            

            
            Aunt Marie repeated the gist of Father Gribac’s remarks when she dropped in on Gabriella earlier in the week. “Everybody knows
               this King person is a Communist.”
            

            
            “He is a pastor. He cannot be a Communist,” Gabriella objected.

            
            “They chose to make him a preacher as a cover, that’s how the Communists operate,” Marie rebutted. “Father Gribac says he’s
               tired of the archbishop sitting in his mansion like God on a throne, not caring about white people in this city. We’re the ones who built these churches, but Archbishop Cody wants to let those ni—”
            

            
            “Not that word in my house, Marie,” Gabriella had said sharply.

            
            “Oh, you can be as high-and-mighty as you like, Gabriella, but what about us? What about the lives we worked so hard to make
               here?”
            

            
            “Mama Warshawski, she tells me always how hard it is to be Polish in this city in 1923,” Gabriella said. “The Germans have been coming here first, next the Irish. They want no Poles taking their jobs away. Mama tells me how they call Papa Warshawski names when he looks for work. And Antony, he has to do many hard jobs at the police, they are Irish, they aren’t liking Polish people at first. It is always the way, Marie. It is sad, but it is always the way, the ones that come first want to keep out the ones who come second.” 

            
            Marie made a noise like the engine on the truck her brother Tomasz drove for Metzger’s Meats. She pursed her lips and leaned
               over to ask Gabriella how she would feel if her precious Victoria brought home one of them as a husband.
            

            
            All Gabriella and Marie had in common was the fact that their husbands were brothers. On politics, on child-rearing, even
               on religion, they were forever twanging each other’s last nerve. Maybe especially on religion. Marie had a painting or statue
               of the Virgin in every room in her house. The Sacred Heart of Jesus inside her front door was a sight that shocked and fascinated
               Victoria, the large red heart, with flames shooting out the top and barbed wire crushed around its throbbing middle. (“Those are thorns,” Aunt Marie snapped. “If your mother cared about your immortal soul, you’d go to catechism like Bernard
                  and learn about Jesus and his Crown of Thorns.”)
            

            
            Gabriella wouldn’t allow such images in her home. She told Victoria it was pagan to worship the heart of your god: “almost
               a cannibal, to want display the heart—barberica!” Gabriella didn’t think like this because her father was a Jew; after all, her mother, and her aunt Rosa—who like Gabriella
               had migrated to Chicago from Italy—were Catholics. It was more that Gabriella despised all religion.
            

            
            When Father Gribac from St. Eloy’s came to visit Gabriella, to demand that she have Victoria baptized, to save her daughter from eternal torment, Gabriella told him, “Religion is responsible for too many torments people suffer here in this life. If there is a God, he won’t demand a few drops of water on my daughter’s head as proof of her character. She should be honest, she should always work her hardest, do her best work, and when she says, ‘I will do this thing,’ she must do that thing. If she cannot live in such a way, no water will change her.” 

            
            The priest had been furious. He tried to talk to Tony Warshawski about Gabriella.

            
            Peace-loving Tony put up his big hands and backed away. “I don’t try to come between my wife and my daughter. If you were
               a married man, Father, you’d know that a mother tiger protecting her young looks tame next to a mother human. No, I’m not
               lecturing my wife for you.”
            

            
            After that, Father Gribac glowered at Victoria whenever he saw her on the street. He tried to tell Marie to keep her own son
               away from the den of unbelievers, but Bernie Warshawski—who was usually as placid as his brother Tony—told the priest not
               to meddle in his family.
            

            
            The sisters-in-law lived only four blocks apart; they needed each other’s help in keeping an eye on two of the most enterprising
               children in a wild neighborhood. Tony and Bernie suspected, too, that Gabriella and Marie also needed the drama of their arguments.
               True, Gabriella gave music lessons, Marie worked in the Guild of St. Mary, but both led lives of hard work; they needed excitement,
               and recounting each other’s monstrous deeds or words gave their lives a running drama.
            

            
            The summer of 1966, there’d been too much excitement for anyone’s comfort. Although today’s riots were almost ten miles away, on this sticky August Friday, all the mothers had canceled their children’s lessons with Gabriella: better keep them locked inside than run the risk of a stray cherry bomb flying in. At five o’clock, Gabriella walked to Marie’s house to collect Victoria. 

            
            Marie was chopping onions for stew: even on a hot day she made a cooked meal for her husband and son. “Bernie works on the
               docks, he needs to keep up his strength,” Marie said when Gabriella recoiled from the steaming kitchen.
            

            
            In the attic, Boom-Boom and Victoria moved to the top of the steep staircase to listen to their mothers.

            
            “Antony needs to keep up his strength, too, but not with roasted pork when it’s ninety degrees outside. They are big men,
               Bernard and Antony. Oh, if only he does not get hurt today!” The last sentence came out as an anguished plea.
            

            
            “Our people will protect him,” Marie said. “Father Gribac is going to the park with some of the members of the church, to
               show solidarity.”
            

            
            “They are the ones I worry about!” Gabriella cried. “I have seen those faces this summer, the hatred, the words on the signs!
               I thought I was back in Italy watching the Fascists attack my father, when I saw the photographs in the paper.”
            

            
            “Oh, the press, the press,” Marie said. “They just want to make good Christians look bad. They try to make the police look
               bad, too, when they’re trying to protect our property.”
            

            
            “But in Birmingham, the police, they are going against little black girls. Is that right, to send a large dog onto a small child? Besides, here in Chicago, Antony, he tells me the police have the strictest orders to protect Dr. King and all the marchers.” 

            
            “Yes, I heard Tony say that, and I can’t believe it!” Little flecks of spit covered Marie’s mouth. “The police! They’re collaborating
               with these outside agitators, instead of looking after the community. They should know that the community isn’t going to take
               that betrayal sitting down!”
            

            
            “Marie!” Gabriella’s voice was quiet with fury. “What happens if this community attacks my husband, who is, after all, your
               own husband’s brother, what then? What will Bernard do if Antony is injured in such a way?”
            

            
            The smell from the kitchen, roast pork and onions, came up the stairwell with their mothers’ voices.

            
            “That smell makes me sick to my stomach,” Victoria said.

            
            She got up from the floor and went to the window, her Brownie camera dangling from her wrist on its leather strap. She had
               turned ten a week earlier and the camera was a special present from her parents; she took it with her everywhere.
            

            
            Boom-Boom started to argue with her about the smell, just to be arguing, but Victoria cut him short.

            
            “Your uncle Tomasz just drove up. Have you seen his car? White convertible, red leather. He’s got the top down.” She opened
               the screen to stick her head all the way out the window. “What is it? A Thunderbird?”
            

            
            “Buick Wildcat,” Boom-Boom joined her. “He talked about it last Sunday at dinner.”

            
            Tomasz got out of the car, stroking the steering wheel as if it were a dog or some other living creature. The cousins watched
               him disappear around the side of the house.
            

            
            “How could he afford it?” Victoria asked. “Metzger’s fired him last week.”

            
            “That was a crock,” Boom-Boom said. “It never would have happened if Commie King hadn’t come to town.”

            
            “But Uncle Tomasz was stealing from Metzger’s,” Victoria argued. “It’s what Papa said. How could that be Martin Luther King’s
               fault?”
            

            
            “He was not stealing!” Boom-Boom fired back. “Uncle Tomasz was framed by the janitor, and he’s a nigger like King and all
               those other Commies. Now that King is in town, they think they own everything.”
            

            
            “Boom-Boom! Mama says that’s the worst word to say, worse than God damn it or any other swearword.”
            

            
            For a moment, the cousins forgot the argument downstairs in their own fight, which degenerated quickly to punches. Although
               Boom-Boom was a year older and bigger, he was also the one who’d taught Victoria to defend herself, which she was ready to
               do at a moment’s notice. It was only when he tore her shirt at the collar that they stopped, looking at each other in dismay:
               what would Gabriella say when she saw the torn shirt, or Marie when she saw the bruise on Boom-Boom’s shoulder?
            

            
            Over their sudden silence, they heard Uncle Tomasz say to Aunt Marie, “Better enjoy that pork roast, Sis. Won’t be more where
               that came from for a while.”
            

            
            “See?” Victoria hissed. “What did I tell you?”

            
            “Nothing. You told me nothing! Everyone at Metzger’s got cheap meat for their families; it was a—a, I can’t think of the word,
               but Dad told me it was like an extra job benefit. I’m going down to look at the car. Uncle Tomasz will let me drive it around
               the block, you just watch. But no girls allowed!”
            

            
            “No girl wants to ride in a stinky stolen car,” Victoria shouted as her cousin thundered down the stairs.

            
            She stayed at the open window, watching her cousin jump over the door into the driver’s seat. She wanted to ride in that car
               so bad, almost bad enough to make up with Boom-Boom. But Mama had explained why the words of hate were wrong and dangerous.
            

            
            “Carissima, you will never know Nonno and Nonna Sestieri because the Fascists arrest them, send them to prison for no crime, only for being Jews. My mother, your nonna, she was born as a Christian, but after my papa was arrested, she started lighting lights on Friday night, as Jews do everywhere.
               We had no money, no candles, nothing, but she found axle grease and rubbed it on old cardboard circles and set them to light,
               to say to the neighbors and the Fascists, I will not bend to your hate-filled laws.
            

            
            “She sent me into hiding the day before they came for her. Both of them, they were sent to Germany to die. And it all started
               with hateful words and spitting and throwing rocks and making people drink a bottle of oil in the night. It starts with name-calling
               and ends with death, always. That is why we do not use ugly words when we talk about the Negroes or Dr. King, because our
               own family was murdered and it started with ugly names.”
            

            
            “I will not bend to hate,” Victoria shouted out the window, loudly enough for her cousin to hear her.

            
            Boom-Boom didn’t look up but honked the horn and turned the steering wheel, twiddling the radio dial, even though the engine
               wasn’t on and he couldn’t make it play. He pushed a button somewhere on the dashboard and the trunk popped open. Victoria
               wanted more than ever to go down and see how the magic trunk worked.
            

            
            Uncle Bernie came up the walk just then and stopped to talk to Boom-Boom. Victoria couldn’t hear what they said, but she thought her uncle looked worried, maybe even a bit angry. He slammed the trunk shut and went around the back and in through the kitchen, which is how they all came and went in the neighborhood. 

            
            Victoria heard him greet her mother and her aunt, and then tell Tomasz that they needed to talk. He took his brother-in-law
               out into the tiny hall that connected kitchen to front room. Victoria went back to the stairwell and lay flat to listen to
               them.
            

            
            “That car, Tomasz, that set you back more than a buck, didn’t it. I ran into Lucco on the bus this morning: he said Tony is
               very unhappy with you.”
            

            
            I bet he is, Victoria thought. Her father hated people like Uncle Tomasz stealing and acting like they were kings of the mountain instead
               of working hard and being honest.
            

            
            “What’s Tony got to do with it?” Tomasz tried to sound brave, but Victoria could tell from his voice he was nervous.

            
            “He thinks you got rid of more meat than just the roasts you brought home to Marie,” Uncle Bernie said. “He thinks you owe
               him something. That car is going to be a red flag to him. If I were you, I’d return the car before Boom-Boom gets a scratch
               on it, and I’d make nice with Tony.”
            

            
            “Why should I be afraid of Tony?” Tomasz said. “Did he stand up for me when that nigger janitor ratted on me? I’m going over
               to Marquette Park, which is where he said he’d be, and I’ll teach him a lesson about loyalty he won’t forget in a hurry.”
            

            
            Tomasz’s feet pounded through the downstairs and out the front door. Victoria heard the door slam and ran back to the window,
               in time to see Tomasz shove Boom-Boom over to the passenger seat and take off.
            

            
            “Vittoria! Vieni! Usciamo!” Gabriella called up the stairs. Come, we’re leaving.

            
            If she stayed to argue with her mother, Gabriella would order her point-blank to stay home, in which case, even if Papa was
               in danger, Victoria would have to stay home. But you didn’t grow up in South Chicago without knowing exactly what a grown
               man meant when he said he was going to teach another man a lesson. Victoria needed to get to Marquette Park and warn her father.
            

            
            She slid her legs over the windowsill, lowered herself so that she was hanging over the tiny roof that covered the front doorway,
               and dropped. She shinnied down the pillar to the ground, ran to the side of the house where she’d left her bike, and took
               off.
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            Even half a mile from the park, Victoria could hear the screaming: ten thousand throats open in hate. The cops at the intersection,
               uniforms wet under the hot sun, were so tense that they shouted at everyone—old women asking what the trouble was, even a
               priest riding up on a bicycle—the cops shouted at them all, including Victoria Warshawski darting under the sawhorses that
               blocked Seventy-First street.
            

            
            She had ridden her bike the three miles to Seventy-First and Stony, where she’d chained it to a streetlight. A number 71 bus was just coming along, and she climbed thankfully on board. Her torn shirt was soaked with sweat; her throat was hoarse and dry. She had eight-two cents in her pockets. If she used thirty cents on the round-trip fare, she’d have plenty to buy a Coke when she found a vending machine. 

            
            Seventy-first Street was blocked off half a mile from Marquette Park. Cops in riot gear were diverting all traffic, even CTA
               buses, in a wide loop around the park. Traffic was jammed on Western Avenue in both directions. The cops told the bus driver
               that no one was allowed off the bus until it got to the far side of the park, but while they were stuck in the intersection,
               Victoria forced open the back door and jumped out.
            

            
            When the cops at Western Avenue yelled at her, she was afraid they might be friends of her dad’s. If they recognized her,
               they would make her leave the area before she found him. Still, she couldn’t help turning around, to see if they were calling
               her by name. When she turned, she saw something that shocked her into immobility.
            

            
            Uncle Tomasz’s white convertible pulled into the intersection. Uncle Tomasz was at the wheel; another man, a stranger to Victoria,
               sat next to him. She stood on tiptoe, trying to look into the backseat, but her cousin wasn’t in the car.
            

            
            The stranger was blond, like Tomasz. Riding in the open car had boiled both their faces bright red, as red as the wild shirt
               the stranger was wearing. At first the officer tried to stop the car, but the stranger pulled out his wallet. The cop looked
               around, as if checking to see who was watching. He took a bill out of the stranger’s wallet, then moved two sawhorses so the
               Wildcat could drive through.
            

            
            The uniformed man was taking a bribe. This was terrible! Tony Warshawski talked about this over and over again, the people who tried to give him money to get out of traffic tickets, and how wrong it was, it gave everyone on the force a bad name. 

            
            Victoria took a picture of the cop moving the sawhorses and then of Uncle Tomasz and the stranger. Tomasz must have gotten
               someone to help him find her father. The two men would gang up on Tony and kill him, and then some evil cop would take a bribe
               to pretend not to see that it had happened.
            

            
            Victoria started running. She couldn’t beat the convertible to the park, but she had to get there as fast as she could, to
               find her father before Tomasz and his partner did. Even before she entered the park, she realized this was going to be nearly
               impossible. The crowds were so thick that a child, even a girl like Victoria who was tall for her age, couldn’t see around
               them. She had to fight her way through them.
            

            
            People were holding up signs with horrible words on them. One said king would look good with a knife in his back, but the others! They said things that you were never supposed to say about anyone.
            

            
            Victoria used her elbows the way Boom-Boom had taught her and pushed her way through a massive wedge of people. They were
               yelling and screaming and waving Confederate flags. Some of them had sewn swastikas to their clothes or painted them on their
               faces. This was also very bad: people with swastikas had killed Nonno and Nonna Sestieri.
            

            
            Even as she looked for her father, Victoria realized she couldn’t tell her mother the things she was seeing—swastikas, people calling Martin Luther King by a name worse than a swearword. She hoped Tony wouldn’t say anything, either. It would upset Gabriella terribly; Victoria and Tony had a duty to protect Gabriella from any further unhappiness in this life. 

            
            As she moved farther west into the park, Victoria saw a group of teenagers turn a car over and set fire to it. The people
               near them cheered. Six policemen in riot helmets ran to the teenagers, who spat at them and started throwing rocks and bottles.
            

            
            Victoria pushed through the cheering mob to where the policemen were using their billy clubs, trying to arrest the boys who’d
               set the fire.
            

            
            She tugged on one officer’s arm. “Please, I’m looking for Officer Warshawski, do you know him? Have you seen him?”

            
            “Get back, get out of the way. This is no place for a kid like you, go home to your mommy and daddy.” The man pushed her out
               of the way.
            

            
            “Tony Warshawski,” she cried. “He’s my dad, he’s working here, he’s a cop, I need to find him.”

            
            This time the men ignored her completely. They couldn’t pay attention to her—the crowd was protecting the boys, throwing rocks
               and cans of Coke at the officers. One can hit an officer in the head; the crowd roared with laughter when the soda spilled
               into his eyes, blinding him.
            

            
            “The niggers are on Homan,” someone shrieked. The whole mob swerved west, chanting, “Find the niggers, kill the niggers!”

            
            Victoria followed them, her legs aching, a stitch in her side making her gasp for breath. She couldn’t pay attention to her
               pain, it would only get in her way. She had to find Tony. She elbowed her way past the screaming adults. One of them put out
               a hand and grabbed her, so hard she couldn’t wriggle free.
            

            
            “And where are you going?”

            
            It was Father Gribac. With him were half a dozen people she recognized from her own neighborhood, two of them women carrying
               bags of sugar.
            

            
            “I’m looking for my dad. Have you seen him?”

            
            “Have you seen him, Father. Doesn’t your Jew mother teach you to respect your elders?”
            

            
            “You’re not my father!” Victoria kicked him hard on the shin; he let go of her shoulder, swearing at her in Polish.

            
            Victoria slithered away. The crowd was so thick that the priest couldn’t move quickly enough to catch up with her.

            
            “Daddy, where are you, where are you?” She realized tears were running down her cheeks. “Babies cry; you aren’t a baby,” she
               scolded herself out loud.
            

            
            She came on a drinking fountain and stopped to drink and to run her head under the stream of water. Other people came up and
               pushed her out of the way, but she was cooler now and could move again.
            

            
            For over an hour she pushed her way through the mob. It was like swimming in giant waves in Lake Michigan: you worked hard,
               but you couldn’t move very far. Every time she came to a cop, she tried to ask about Tony Warshawski. Sometimes the man would
               take time to shake his head, no, he didn’t know Tony. Once, someone knew Tony but hadn’t seen him. More often, the overheated
               officers brushed her aside.
            

            
            A cherry bomb exploded near her, filling her eyes with smoke. A rumor swept through the mob: someone had knocked King down
               with a rock.
            

            
            “One down, eleven million to go,” a woman cackled.

            
            “King Nigger’s on his feet, they’re treating him like he’s royalty while we have to suffer in the heat,” a man growled.

            
            Victoria saw the golf course on her right. It looked green, refreshing, and almost empty of people. She wrestled her way through
               the mob and made it onto the course. She climbed the short hill around one of the holes and came on the road that threaded
               the greens. To her amazement, Uncle Tomasz’s white convertible stood there. Neither Tomasz nor Boom-Boom was in it, only the
               stranger who’d been with Uncle Tomasz back at Western Avenue. He was driving slowly, looking at the bushes.
            

            
            Victoria was too exhausted to run; she limped up to the car and started pounding on the door. “What happened to Uncle Tomasz?
               Where’s Boom-Boom? Where’s my dad?”
            

            
            “Who are you?” the stranger demanded. “Tomasz doesn’t have any kids!”

            
            “My dad, Officer Warshawski,” she screamed. “Uncle Tomasz said he was going to teach Tony a lesson. Where is he?”
            

            
            The stranger looked at her and then burst into a manic laugh. “Believe me, little girl, Tomasz is never going to teach anyone
               a lesson.”
            

            
            The stranger opened the door. The look on his face was terrifying. For some reason, the girl held up her camera, almost as
               a protection against his huge angry face, and took his picture. He yanked at the camera strap, almost choking Victoria; the
               strap broke and he flung the camera onto the grass. As she bent to pick it up, he grabbed her. She bit him and kicked at him,
               but she couldn’t make him let go.
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            The battle between the cops and the protestors went on for many hours after Dr. King and his fellow marchers left the park.
               As sunset approached, every cop felt too limp and too numb to care about the cars that were still burning, or those that were
               overturned or dumped into the lagoons ringing the park. Firefighters were working on burning cars, but they were moving slowly,
               too.
            

            
            Patrolmen returning to their squad cars couldn’t get far: women had poured sugar into the gas tanks. After going a few hundred
               feet, their fuel filters clogged and the cars died. When a firefighter came on the body shoved under a bush, he called over
               to a cop uselessly fiddling with the carburetor of his dead squad car.
            

            
            The policeman walked over on heat-swollen legs and knelt, grunting in pain as he bent his hamstrings for the first time in
               nine hours. The man under the bush was around forty, blond, sunburnt. And dead. The cop grunted again and lifted him by the
               shoulders. The back of the man’s head was a pulpy mess. Not dead from heatstroke, as the officer had first assumed, but from
               a well-placed blunt instrument.
            

            
            A small crowd of firefighters and police gathered. The cop who’d first examined the body sat heavily on his butt. His eyelids
               were puffy from the sun.
            

            
            “You guys know the drill. Keep back, don’t mess the site up any more’n it already is.” His voice, like all his brother officers’,
               was raspy from heat and strain.
            

            
            “Guy here says he knows something, Bobby,” a man at the edge of the ragtag group said.

            
            Bobby groaned, but got to his feet when the other cop brought over a civilian in a Hawaiian print shirt. “I’m Sergeant Mallory. You know the dead man, sir?” 

            
            The civilian shook his head. “Nope. Just saw one of the niggers hit him. Right after we got King, one of them said he’d do
               in the first whitey crossed his path, and I saw him take a Coke bottle and wham it into this guy.”
            

            
            The police looked at each other; Bobby returned to the civilian. “That would have been about when, sir?”

            
            “Maybe three, maybe four hours ago.”

            
            “And you waited this long to come forward?”

            
            “Now just a minute, officer. Number one, I didn’t know the guy was dead, and number two, I tried getting some cop’s attention
               and he told me to bug off and mind my own business. Only he didn’t put it that polite, if you get my drift.”
            

            
            “How far away were you? Close enough to see the man with the Coke bottle clearly?”

            
            The civilian squinted in thought. “Maybe ten feet. Hard to say. People were passing back and forth, everyone doing their own
               thing, like the kids are saying these days, no one paying much attention, me neither, but I could make a stab at describing
               the nigger who hit him.”
            

            
            Bobby sighed. “Okay. We’re waiting for a squad car that works to come for us. We’ll drive you to the Chicago Lawn station,
               you can make a statement there, give us a description of the Negro you say you saw, and the time and all that good stuff. . . .
               Boys, you’re as beat as me, but let’s see if we can find that Coke bottle anywhere near here.”
            

            
            Turning to the man next to him, he muttered, “I hope to Jesus this guy can’t make an ID. The whole town will explode if we arrest some Negro for killing a white guy today.” 

            
            As they picked through the litter of cups and bottles and car jacks that the rioters had dropped, looking for anything with
               hair or blood on it, a squad car drove up near them. The uniformed driver came over, followed by a civilian man.
            

            
            “Mallory! We’re looking for Tony Warshawski. Seen him?”

            
            Bobby looked up. “We weren’t on the same detail. I think he’s over by Homan—oh—” He suddenly recognized the civilian: Tony’s
               brother Bernie.
            

            
            Bobby Mallory had been Tony Warshawski’s protégé when he joined the force. Thirteen years later, he’d moved beyond Tony with
               promotions the older man no longer applied for, but the two remained faithful friends. Bobby had spent enough time with Tony
               and Gabriella that he knew Bernie and Marie as well; Bobby was an enthusiastic supporter of Boom-Boom’s ambition to supplant
               the Golden Jet with the Blackhawks. He wished he could also support the freedom Tony and Gabriella gave their own only child,
               but he hated the way they let Vicki run around with Boom-Boom, like a little hooligan. Thank God Eileen was raising his own
               girls to be proper young ladies.
            

            
            “We’re falling down, we’re that tired, Warshawski,” Bobby said. “What’s up?”

            
            “Boom-Boom and Victoria,” Bernie said. “Marie’s brother, Tomasz, he stormed out of the house saying he was heading over here.
               The kids are missing, and one of the neighbors says Boom-Boom drove off in the car with Tomasz and then Victoria, she followed
               after them on her bike maybe five minutes later. I—I watched all this on TV, I know it’s World War Three in here—but the kids,
               Jesus—”
            

            
            Bobby interrupted him as an ambulance threaded its way through the garbage and the remaining rioters. “Gotta get a body outta here, back in a minute, Warshawski.” 

            
            Bernie followed him. As the ambulance crew picked up the dead man, he gave a strangled cry.

            
            “That’s Tomasz. Marie’s brother! What happened to him?”

            
            He shoved past Bobby Mallory to kneel next to Tomasz. “Come on, man, get up. You’ve had your fun, now get on your feet!” He
               shook Tomasz’s shoulder roughly. “Where the fuck is my son? What kind of asshole are—”
            

            
            He dropped the shoulder in horror as he saw the battered side of his brother-in-law’s head. “What happened to him, Mallory?
               Did he crack his head on a rock?”
            

            
            “Someone cracked his head with a rock, more likely.”

            
            “Boom-Boom. Where’s my boy?” Bernie’s voice was breaking. He began clawing around the underbrush where Tomasz had been lying.
               He saw a sneaker with the number 9 painted in red on the back. Bobby Hull’s number: Boom-Boom had painted it on his ice skates,
               his sneakers, and even his lace-up church shoes.
            

            
            “This here is his shoe. Find my boy, God damn you, Mallory, find my boy!”

            
            Bobby didn’t say anything. Even though the sun was setting, the park was still seething. Knots of fifteen or twenty rioters
               kept passing the area where Tomasz had been killed, screaming abuse at Mallory and the rest of the force. A troop of cops,
               so weary they could barely put one leg in front of the other, arrived to help secure the crime scene.
            

            
            “Traitors! Traitors to your race and your neighborhood!” a woman screamed. “Tell your precious archbishop we’re never coming back to Mass. All that money he’s spending, he can get it from the niggers!”
            

            
            Bernie Warshawski stared at her in shock: it was a woman from his own parish, and near her was the St. Eloy priest, Father
               Gribac. The woman took a rock out of her pocket, but Bernie reached her and held her arm before she could throw it.
            

            
            “Bertha! Bertha Djiak, what would your children say if they saw you doing this?”

            
            “Out of my way, High-and-mighty Warshawski. Because your brother is a cop, you turn traitor, too?”

            
            Still holding her arm, Bernie turned to the priest. “Father—it’s my boy! He’s disappeared. Someone murdered Marie’s brother,
               right here in the park, and I can’t find Boom-Boom.”
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            It was completely black inside the trunk, and very hot. For a few minutes, Victoria screamed and kicked as the car bounced
               along. When they stopped, the man yelled, “No one will hear you.” His voice was muffled, but he was bending over, close to
               the edge of the trunk.
            

            
            He was right. The screams from the mob were so loud, Victoria could barely hear the police and fire sirens above them. She
               would suffocate in here. No one would ever find her; Mama would be heartbroken. Papa, too, but it was chiefly of her mother
               that Victoria was thinking.
            

            
            Now she knew how Mama had felt when she was hiding from the Fascists in a cave in the mountains. Thinking of Gabriella made her stop crying. Mama had been seventeen in 1944. Her papa, Nonno Sestieri, had been arrested almost a year earlier and sent by the Germans to their death camp in Poland. At three in the
               morning, a neighbor came into the room where Gabriella and her mother were living. The neighbor’s brother worked for the police
               in the town of Pitigliano and he had told the neighbor to warn Gabriella’s mother that she would be arrested for Jewish activities.
            

            
            Gabriella had a cardboard suitcase under her bed, ready for her to leave at a second’s notice. Underwear, a heavy sweater,
               and eight red Venetian wineglasses, part of Papa’s family for two hundred years: she had a duty to keep them safe. Gabriella
               went to the home of another neighbor, who had offered to hide her in the basement, only to learn that this neighbor had been
               arrested earlier that night. And so Gabriella fled on foot into the mountains.
            

            
            “How did you live, Mama?” Victoria asked.

            
            “By my wits,” Gabriella said. “There are three laws to survive: keep calm, think, and be lucky. You can’t control luck, but
               you can stay calm and think.”
            

            
            In the trunk of Uncle Tomasz’s car, Victoria stopped crying. Stay calm. Think. Pray for luck.

            
            One night at dinner Papa had talked about stopping a car for missing a taillight. “The driver was so nervous, I went to look
               more closely at the missing light. He had twenty M14 rifles in the trunk and one of them had broken out the light—the barrel
               was sticking out.”
            

            
            If she could find the inside of one of the taillights, Victoria could break it and stick her arm out. Maybe someone would see her. Anyway, she would have air, she wouldn’t choke to death in this horrible hot trunk. She needed to scooch down so she could pull up the carpet that covered the bottom of the trunk. 

            
            The car was new and the carpet was glued down firmly. Victoria couldn’t find anyplace to stick a finger and start ripping.
               A sob shuddered through her.
            

            
            “Stop!” she ordered herself. “Keep calm and think.”

            
            The spare tire was punching into her back. And under the spare tire there would be tools. The jack, the wrench for taking
               off bolts.
            

            
            Slowly, sweating so badly in the oven of the trunk that her body was sliding inside her skirt and torn blouse, she turned
               over. She found the hooks that held the carpet over the tire. Undid them. She was thirsty and sleepy.
            

            
            Sleep would kill her. Stay alert, that is what Mama did. If she slept, the Fascist patrols might sneak up.

            
            She stuck an arm under the carpet but couldn’t move the tire to get at the jack beneath it. Are you going to start crying again? A voice seemed to come from outside her head. Don’t. I have no use for babies.

            
            She maneuvered her arm and then her shoulders and head under the carpet. Her trembling fingers bumped into a set of wires.
               She didn’t know what they were for, but she pulled on them, pulled with all her might. They cut into her palms and she pulled
               harder.
            

            
            Suddenly she saw light through the thick carpet, felt cooler air on her bare legs. She was near the end of her strength, had
               just enough left to move out from under the carpet. The wires she’d pulled were connected to the trunk release. She blinked,
               blinded by the light of the setting sun, and managed to crawl over the lip of the trunk and roll onto the grass.
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            Boom-Boom had been all over the park, trying to find Uncle Tony. At first, when Uncle Tomasz roared up Route 41 to Seventy-first
               Street, he’d been having a great time. He knew his cousin was watching from the attic. He could picture his mother rushing
               to the sidewalk, yelling after him, and then trying to get his father to chase after him. In their old Ford, like to see him
               try to catch the Wildcat.
            

            
            They stopped at a barbershop at Seventy-first and Euclid, where Uncle Tomasz knew the owner. He made a phone call and fidgeted
               around, joking with the barbers, but tense underneath. He kept looking out the window. After about fifteen minutes, a man
               with thinning blond hair came in. He looked around, saw Uncle Tomasz, and jerked his head toward the door.
            

            
            Boom-Boom was following his uncle to the street, but the man stared at him with the meanest eyes Boom-Boom had ever seen.
               “You stay in the shop and wait for your uncle there,” he said in a voice so cold Boom-Boom turned around and went back in.
            

            
            He asked Uncle Tomasz’s friend who the man was, but the barber only shook his head and gave Boom-Boom a dime for the Coke
               machine. The machine was next to the front door. As Boom-Boom bought his soda, he saw the stranger get behind the steering
               wheel. Uncle Tomasz was letting this complete stranger drive his car, while he sat stiffly in the passenger seat.
            

            
            When they took off, Boom-Boom ran after, the Coke bottle still in hand. He almost caught up with the Wildcat at the stoplight on Stony Island, but as soon as the light turned green, the car was gone. A westbound bus lumbered into view and Boom-Boom boarded it by darting in through the back door as passengers were exiting. 

            
            When the traffic gummed up near Marquette Park, Boom-Boom jumped off. He jogged along the street and caught a break: he saw
               the Wildcat make its way around the sawhorses, although he wasn’t close enough to see money change hands. If he’d been looking
               for her, he would have seen his cousin before she was swept up in the crowds entering the park, but in his imagination, she
               was still leaning out his attic window.
            

            
            He hadn’t known how hot and tired he could get, pushing and shoving his way through mobs in the park, looking for the Wildcat.
               It wasn’t that there were so many cars—almost no one except cops, firefighters, and journalists had been allowed to bring
               a car in—but the waves of people, yelling, charging in different directions, “Hunting niggers,” as many of them shouted.
            

            
            In the back of his mind, away from his fatigue and his fear for what the man with the mean face would do to Uncle Tomasz,
               Boom-Boom thought his cousin and Aunt Gabriella were right: those ugly words were worse than swearing. They turned ordinary
               faces into something monstrous, made them nonhuman.
            

            
            At one point he saw people from his own neighborhood. Bertha Djiak, who poked him during Mass if he talked to one of his buddies,
               there she was, her hair clumped with sweat, her face redder than ketchup from the sun, her lips flecked white. He ducked behind
               some thick shrubbery. And saw the mean stranger.
            

            
            Uncle Tomasz lay on the ground, so still he might have been asleep. Boom-Boom looked from his uncle to the stranger, and the
               stranger lunged for him.
            

            
            “Oh, yes, the nephew, the up-and-coming Golden Jet. I think you and I need to talk about your hockey future, boy.”

            
            Boom-Boom turned to flee, tripped over a root in the shrubbery, and fell flat. The stranger lunged for him and grabbed his
               left foot. Boom-Boom kicked, wriggled, and felt his sneaker pop off. He jumped to his feet and ran.
            

            
            After ducking and weaving through the shifting crowds, Boom-Boom stopped to breathe. The sun was setting, but the air was
               still thick and hot. His throat was raw from running. He needed water and started to look for a drinking fountain. As he scrambled
               to the top of a knoll, hoping for a fountain and to check on his pursuer, he saw the Wildcat, its trunk standing open. It
               was pointing nose-down at one of the lagoons. In fact, it would have gone in except someone had rolled a squad car into the
               water—the Wildcat’s front left tire had caught on the squad car.
            

            
            He stumbled down the hill to the car. He began to wonder if he’d died, if he was in heaven seeing visions, because his cousin
               Victoria was lying in the grass next to the trunk.
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            It was dark by the time the cousins and their fathers found each other. When Victoria saw Tony, she burst into tears.

            
            “Pepaiola, cara mia, cuore mio,” Tony crooned, the only Italian he’d picked up from Gabriella—my little pepper pot, he called his daughter. “What’s to cry
               about now, huh?”
            

            
            “Uncle Tomasz said he would kill you because he lost his job,” she sobbed. “I wanted to warn you, but this man, this friend of Uncle Tomasz’s, he picked me up and put me in the trunk. I was scared, Papa, I’m sorry, but I was scared, I didn’t want you to die and I couldn’t tell you, and I didn’t want me to die, either.” 

            
            “No, sweetheart, and neither of us is dead, so it all worked out. Let’s get you home so your mama can stop crying her eyes
               out and give you a bath.”
            

            
            “What man, Vicki?” Bobby asked—the only person who ever used a nickname that Gabriella hated.

            
            “The man with Uncle Tomasz. I saw them when they—Papa, they gave money to the cop at the intersection and he let them into
               the park. I took his picture—oh! my camera, he broke the strap and threw my camera away, my special camera you gave me, Papa,
               I’m sorry, I didn’t look after it like you made me promise.”
            

            
            Victoria started to cry harder, but Bobby told her to dry her eyes and pay attention. “We need you to help us, Vicki. We need
               to see if your camera is still here, if no one stole it. So you be a big girl and stop crying and show your Uncle Bobby where
               you were when this man picked you up.”
            

            
            “It’s dark,” Tony protested. “She’s all in, Bobby.”

            
            Victoria frowned in the dark. “It was where you come into the golf course. One of the hills where the holes are on the Seventy-first
               Street side of the park. I know, there was a statue near me, I don’t know whose.”
            

            
            With this much information, Bobby set up searchlights near the statue of the Lithuanian aviators Darius and Girenas, although
               none of the cops believed they’d find one small Brownie camera in the detritus left in the park.
            

            
            When Boom-Boom whispered to his cousin the news that Tomasz was dead and the cops needed to find the man who’d been with him, Victoria found some reserve of energy from childhood’s reservoir. She tried to remember in her body how slowly she’d moved, where she’d twisted and turned on the walking paths, and finally cut across the grass to one of the knolls. Boom-Boom stayed with her; within another five minutes, they’d found the Brownie. 

            
            Bobby took custody of it, promising on his honor as a policeman that he’d give the camera back the instant the pictures were
               developed. The cousins finally got into their fathers’ cars.
            

            
            At home, they received varying receptions from their mothers: both women frantic, both doting on their only children, each
               showing it with tears, and then a slap for being foolhardy and disobedient. Gabriella instantly repented of the slap and took
               her daughter into the bathroom to shampoo her rough mass of curls herself.
            

            
            “When I was locked in the trunk, Mama, I thought I would die. And then I remembered you hiding in the cave in the mountains,
               and you made me brave. Stay calm and think, you said that, and be lucky. I stayed calm, and I was lucky.”
            

            
            Victoria showed her mother the welts in her palm from where she’d tugged on the cable that miraculously released the trunk
               lock.
            

            
            Gabriella hugged her more tightly. “I’m happy, I’m happy that I can protect you even when I’m not with you, because I cannot
               always be with you. But, Carissima, when will you learn to think first, before you run headlong into danger? This Tomasz, this brother of Marie’s, he was a . . .
               mafioso—un ladro, a thief—he stole from Metzger’s Meats for the Mafia and sold the meat to supper clubs in Wisconsin. He blamed the janitor, who is a Negro man, for losing his job, because the janitor reported seeing him taking all that meat out of the truck. 

            
            “But your papa is telling me, Tomasz also cheated his capo in the Mafia, and this was a man also named Antony. It is not such a rare name, Victoria. If you asked me, I would tell you
               this thing, that your papa is in danger from the calca—the . . . the mob, that is the word—in the park, but not from this brother of Marie, and then you do not get the most biggest
               frightening of your life. And also, then you are not giving me the same gigantic frightening.”
            

            
            And, of course, as it turned out, when Bobby got the pictures developed, the man who abducted Victoria, who flung her into
               the trunk of the Wildcat, which he got several spirited youths to push into the lagoon, was the Tony who worked in Don Pasquale’s
               organization.
            

            
            Tomasz had been stealing meat from Metzger’s and selling it in Wisconsin for the mob, but he’d taken more than his share of
               the profits. Don Pasquale sent Tony in his red Hawaiian shirt to Marquette Park to kill Tomasz under cover of the riots. The
               Don wasn’t happy with his hit man for letting a little girl with a camera get the best of him: he refused to post his bail.
            

            
            When Tony Warshawski reported the successful arrest of Tony-the-killer, he brought a red rose to his daughter, to thank her
               for her share in the rescue.
            

            
            “No, Antony, no,” Gabriella protested. “I do not want her to think she is a heroine, who can go saving people in danger. She will only be in danger herself, she will be injured, she will break my heart. Victoria, you must promise me: you are going to study at a university, no? You can be a doctor, or—I don’t know, anything, you can do anything in your life that you wish, perhaps you can even become a judge or the first woman president, but do not be putting yourself in front of killers and mafiosi. Promise me this!” 

            
            Victoria looked up at the dark eyes, filled with tears and love. She clung to her mother’s thin body. “Of course, Mama, of
               course I promise you.”
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            This story was originally published as “A Family Sunday in the Park” in Sisters on the Case (Sara Paretsky, ed.), Obsidian, 2007. It was based on my own experiences as a volunteer in the civil rights movement in Chicago
               during the summer of 1966. I had grown up in Kansas, where racism took a southern form of discrimination not only in public
               facilities but also in housing, but I’d never been around the kind of hate that I experienced that summer. My coworkers and
               I were assigned to spend the summer in a neighborhood near Marquette Park. It was what demographers call “white ethnic.” Our
               job was to use soft propaganda to change hearts and minds of some eighty children we worked with in a summer day camp. But
               on that hot August day, when race riots broke out in Marquette Park, we saw our neighbors turn into bestial creatures. The
               insults, the signs, the insignia I describe in the story are all well-documented parts of those riots. I apologize for repeated
               use of a horrifically offensive word, but it is there to emphasize the hate that spilled out everywhere on the streets that
               summer.
            

            
            While many Catholic sisters and priests were ardent supporters of civil rights, Chicago was also home to the notorious block clubs, which sought to keep African-Americans out of Catholic churches in white neighborhoods. In my neighborhood, rioting parishioners set fire to the rectory after the priests preached that open housing and equal jobs opportunities were Christ-like endeavors. 

            
            The story laid the groundwork for my 2009 novel, Hardball, whose backstory lies in the rubble of the 1966 riots.
            

            
            I rewrote this story and made substantial changes when I published it as an e-book, Wildcat (Morrow, 2017).
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                  God of Mirth or God of Mercy

                  
                     I grew up knowing gunshots before I even understood the words “Get down. Shield Baby!” But the bullet that killed Tyrone Elgar
                        was louder, sharper than any I’d heard before.
                     

                     I was six. I was by no means the youngest child on my street to lose a family member to a bullet: crossfire, gang war, police
                        shooting. It doesn’t matter whether a cop or a gangbanger is firing the weapon. The bullet doesn’t care as it finds the artery,
                        the brain, the liver.
                     

                     Uncle Ty was driving me home from Pee Wee Soccer. I was a skinny little thing, and he used to tease me.

                     “You got legs like matchsticks, Keisha. How can those bitty legs kick a soccer ball?”

                     He had a big laugh, almost as big as he was himself, and when he teased us kids—me and my cousins and our friends—his laugh
                        would rumble in our chests and we couldn’t help laughing along with him.
                     

                     The bullets hit as we were stopped at a stop sign on the corner of my grandma’s street. I heard the sound, I knew to crouch down in my seat, and then I heard the screaming and above it all the keening of my grandmother. Someone opened my door and unbuckled my seat belt. I shut my eyes tighter and clutched the seat belt, scared someone was going to kidnap me. 

                     “It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m a fireman.”

                     I opened my eyes and saw the black rubber sleeve with a giant white stripe. The zebras, we used to call firefighters.

                     Uncle Ty’s head was plopped over on his right shoulder, as if he’d suddenly gone to sleep at the wheel.

                     I shook his shoulder and my hand came away covered in blood. I started to scream but my fireman lifted me from the seat and
                        carried me across the street, away from the shattered glass and my uncle’s blood. Over his shoulder I saw my grandma kneeling
                        by the car, pulling Uncle Ty’s head toward her own breast.
                     

                     I never played soccer or any other sport after that day. My matchstick legs grew wide and heavy until all that was left of
                        that six-year-old child was a nickname whose origin no one understands, “Sticky.”
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            “Tell me again why you wanted me down here today?” I demanded.

            
            Marcena Love’s brows were raised in hauteur. “It is exactly what I said to you yesterday: this is your patch; I hoped you
               could get me past the suspicion one encounters as an outsider.”
            

            
            When she’d said this to me the day before, I’d replied it hadn’t been my turf for at least thirty years. “I don’t know anyone down here now,” I’d added. 

            
            “You went to school with Hana Milcek,” Marcena said.

            
            “Hana Milcek? She’s still down there?”

            
            “Teaching high school English at—” Marcena consulted her notes. “Yes, Mirabal.”

            
            Hana and I had taken AP English and history together. A dreamy girl with a love of poetry, she’d impressed the rest of us
               with the dozens of poems she knew by heart. She could recite whole passages from Shakespeare.
            

            
            Even though we’d been among a handful of college-bound kids at our school, Hana and I had never been close. I’d lost track
               of her when we graduated. She took off for Illinois Normal to do a teaching degree the same fall I left for the University
               of Chicago. I hadn’t even known Hana had returned to South Chicago to teach until Marcena came to see me yesterday.
            

            
            Knowing Marcena Love was back in Chicago had not made my heart flutter with joy. The last time I’d seen her had been about
               five years ago, when she’d been shrouded in gauze to shield her face while skin grafts healed. She’d looked fragile and very
               nearly contrite—she’d lost skin on a third of her face and arms in an assault she’d endured after she crossed the line between
               reporting on crime and participating in it.
            

            
            Contrition had vanished along with the gauze. Her auburn hair had grown in again; she’d swept the curls from her face with
               a clip. She was dressed in her usual skintight black, with a velveteen fuchsia bomber jacket and puffy faux combat boots that
               announced she belonged in the front of the fashion line along with any other line she might stand in.
            

            
            “I’m working for The Edge,” Marcena announced when I buzzed her inside.
            

            
            “You mean you’re working on an edge and you’re hoping I’ll keep you from falling off.”

            
            “Oh, please, Vic: The Edge. Brand-new. It’s a Salanter venture—he’s put up the seed money. We’re the future of journalism: we’re out on the edge. Streaming,
               online, audio, everything but print.”
            

            
            The Edge was based in London, but after the Parkland massacre, when the Guardian newspaper had turned their editorial room over to the Parkland students who were organizing the March for Our Lives, The Edge thought they needed to go one better. Or one different.
            

            
            Marcena explained that The Edge had put together an essay competition, asking teens to write about gun violence. “My idea, but Chaim loved it and put up the
               money for the prizes and transport and so on.”
            

            
            Meaning Chaim Salanter, octogenarian billionaire and Holocaust survivor, who hoped before he died to save everyone in the
               world, from journalists to children whose lives were damaged by violence.
            

            
            Marcena and her team had culled a dozen winners from among seven thousand entries. They planned to fly the kids to DC, where
               they would be filmed reading their essays in the rotunda of the Library of Congress.
            

            
            “Most of the entries were filled with predictable bromides and calls to action,” Marcena added. “Others were harrowing accounts by survivors of school or mall shootings, but too many of those didn’t read well. And then we got one from a girl named Keisha Dunne here in Chicago that was flat-out amazing. It was about growing up with routine gun violence and how it affected the girl and her family—she was with her uncle when he was collateral damage in gang crossfire. Her story was also a reminder that we media types care more about affluent white kids than we do about people of color in the cities. She’s my number one choice, but I have to vet the story, of course, make sure she didn’t make it up and that the girl wrote it herself, make sure she’s mediagenic—” 

            
            “If it’s the best story and she wrote it herself, why does it matter how good she looks on TV?” I demanded.

            
            Marcena smiled puckishly. “Vic, darling, you are so charmingly Victorian. Of course it matters. We’re doing this for the kids,
               of course, but we’re also doing it to put The Edge on the map. We asked our hundred potential finalists for video clips, but now we need to meet and vet the writers and the
               stories.
            

            
            “Anyway, I’d like you to come down to South Chicago with me and help me figure out if there are any issues with the story.
               The family—mother, I should say; father isn’t in the picture—were eager, but then I got a call from this Hana Milcek, with
               some questions which she wouldn’t discuss over the phone.”
            

            
            “She’s Keisha Dunne’s English teacher?” I was trying to follow the story.

            
            “No. Keisha goes to a private school, South Side Preparatory Academy. But the head of the English and Journalism departments at Mirabal High was one of our local judges. I’m guessing he must have shown Keisha’s essay to your friend Hana. She called me this morning and said she had questions before I met with the Dunne girl. She was pretty stiff on the phone, but I remembered that you’d grown up down there. When I asked Milcek if she knew you, she thawed and admitted she follows your cases. She’ll talk more frankly if you’re with me.” 

            
            “The last time I let you romp around that high school with me, you dug a pretty big ditch through a lot of people’s lives.”

            
            “It won’t be like that this time.” Marcena looked at me so earnestly that I almost believed her.
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            I tried calling Hana as soon as Marcena left, but she wasn’t answering her phone. I left a message on her voice mail before
               digging into the Elgar and Dunne family histories. In case Hana’s questions for Marcena had to do with the facts in Keisha
               Dunne’s essay, I looked up her uncle’s murder. Marcena had given me his name: Tyrone Elgar, but his murder had merited a scant
               line in a paragraph summarizing all the violent deaths that same week. 
            

            
            He’d been killed ten years ago, apparently caught in gang crossfire at a stop sign on Escanaba and Ninety-sixth. I’d wondered
               if he might be a banger himself instead of an innocent bystander, but it wasn’t possible to tell from the single sentence.
            

            
            I didn’t see anything about Elgar’s niece, Keisha Dunne. A Fannie Lou Elgar had been one of the winners of the mayor’s summer reading challenge three years in a row and had also been on the Mirabal chess team when they beat Whitney Young for the city championship—an upset on the David-Goliath metric. Mirabal is a poor, underperforming neighborhood school; Whitney Young, a magnet school, is one of the top five high schools in Illinois. Michelle Obama is among Whitney Young’s graduates. I went to Mirabal High. 

            
            The Mirabal website celebrated their chess team hoisting the trophy, a stylized queen about a foot high. Seven guys and Fannie
               Lou, the lone female on the team, a heavyset girl who stared at the camera with a kind of defiant seriousness.
            

            
            I dug a little and found Tyrone Elgar’s paid death announcement in the Sun-Times: survived by beloved mother Verena, cherished daughter Fannie Lou, sister Jasmine, niece Keisha.
            

            
            I wondered why the niece, not the daughter, had written about Elgar’s death, but maybe she could be more detached. Although
               if it was the niece who’d been with him when he died—maybe it wasn’t detachment but a decade of pent-up fears that made Keisha
               write. I imagined an uneasy rivalry of grief and fear between the two girls.
            

            
            They were both only children; Jasmine Elgar Dunne, older than Tyrone by two years, had divorced Albert Dunne when Keisha was
               three and never remarried. Her PR firm, Jasmine Speaks Success, with offices on Seventy-first Street, had a small but important
               client list. She lived in one of the historic condominiums on Sixty-seventh Street that overlook Lake Michigan to the east
               and one of Olmsted’s parks to the north.
            

            
            Fannie Lou Elgar lived with her grandmother at Ninety-second and Brandon, only a few streets from where I’d grown up. Looking
               at the addresses, I thought Elgar must have been taking his niece to the grandmother’s house when he was killed.
            

            
            I called Lieutenant Conrad Rawlings, the watch commander at the Fourth District. Conrad and I have a Byzantine relationship, meaning I never fully understand the rules that dictate whether we are at odds or BFFs. Today we seemed on a cordial footing: after a few minutes on why I cared, he looked up the file on Tyrone Elgar. The cops made an arrest about eight months after his murder, when the same gun was used in another gang shooting. Dirtbag was doing twenty-five-to-life in Pontiac. 

            
            “Is there any suggestion that Elgar was involved with the shooters? Rival gang, anything?”

            
            “I know you wouldn’t assume a black man who got shot had it coming,” Conrad said stiffly.

            
            “Thank you; I don’t. Merely I don’t want to get blindsided tomorrow when I meet with the niece and her mother down at Mirabal.
               There’s some issue around the essay that’s making the English teacher uneasy.”
            

            
            I heard Conrad typing and then he assured me that Elgar had led a blameless existence—bachelor’s in environmental studies
               at Illinois-Chicago, a stint with the navy in the Persian Gulf, and then home to a job with the South Chicago Re-Development
               Foundation.
            

            
            Conrad’s friendly manner disappeared in flames the next afternoon when he saw me backstage at the Mirabal school auditorium:
               I was standing near Hana Milcek’s dead body, giving a statement to the sergeant who’d answered my 911 call.
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            When Marcena and I pulled into the visitors’ section of the parking lot an hour earlier, I’d been depressed by how shabby Mirabal High looked. It had been old when I went there, but at least the asphalt had been in good shape. Now it had buckled and cracked; several windows were boarded up, and—true for all Chicago schools, at least in neighborhoods where people of color live—all the entrances were padlocked except for one side door. 

            
            The teachers’ lounge still occupied space adjacent to the auditorium. The space had been a greenroom when the school was new—decades
               before my time—and kids put on elaborate musicals. The lounge’s main entrance was via the auditorium’s backstage—there was
               a second door through a janitor’s closet that no one ever used. I sidestepped instruments, cables, and music stands to get
               to the lounge.
            

            
            Marcena had arranged to meet Hana there at the end of the school day, along with Keisha Dunne and her mother. I’d suggested
               we bring in the cousin and the grandmother, in case there were questions about what happened the day Tyrone Elgar died, but
               Marcena vetoed the idea.
            

            
            “The more people involved, the longer it will all take; you know that, Vic. Of course, I’ll check with the grandmother once
               I know Hana’s concerns, but let’s get those cleared up first.”
            

            
            I eyed her thoughtfully. “You have a second tape running in your head. I’d love to listen to that along with the foreground
               sound.”
            

            
            “Tape?” Marcena said derisively. “It’s all digital now, Vic.”

            
            She moved away from me to greet a newcomer entering through the auditorium door, calling her “Ms. Dunne,” exclaiming how delighted
               she was to meet in person.
            

            
            “This walkway is a lawsuit waiting to happen,” Jasmine Dunne announced. “I tripped on a music stand, and those cables are
               lethal.”
            

            
            She was dressed in a dramatic turquoise suit whose jacket had a half cape over the left shoulder. Keisha arrived a minute or two later. With her high cheekbones and her own stylish outfit—a horizontal-striped cropped top over high-waisted leggings—I could see why Marcena wanted to film her. 

            
            “Miss Milcek said there were questions about Keisha’s essay.” Jasmine Dunne impatiently waved aside introductions. “If someone
               is accusing my daughter of something, I need to be here. I own a public relations firm, and I know what happens when journalists
               start making accusations—”
            

            
            “No one’s making accusations, Ms. Dunne.” Marcena cut her off smoothly. “I’m going to every school in North America that our
               winning writers attend. I’m asking the same questions of each student and their teachers. It’s excellent that you arrived
               today; it saves me time in trying to make an appointment with you for permissions and all those things we do with underage
               performers.”
            

            
            The posh British accent worked its usual magic on the Americans. Keisha, who’d been staring at the floor, looked up and smiled
               at the word performer, while her mother nodded warily but calmed down—an English journalist might not bring an American’s racial bias to the meeting.
            

            
            A half hour passed with no sign of Hana; Marcena tried her cell phone, the school secretary paged her. I don’t know what made
               me go back to the auditorium, except some obscure thought that she might have tripped on the backstage cables on her way to
               join us.
            

            
            Lights were kept on during the school day, but I still almost missed her: she was sprawled across a book cart that had been
               wheeled behind the school orchestra’s drum set. As nearly as I could tell, she’d been shot twice at close range.
            

            
            My first, illogical thought was that Marcena had shot her to protect her precious Edge competition. My next thought was that Hana Milcek looked young and innocent in death.
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            “What the fuck are you doing here?” Conrad stormed over to me. “That call to me yesterday, that was a fucking setup, wasn’t
               it?”
            

            
            The watch commander’s arrival at a crime scene makes the rank and file nervous: they know it’s a high-profile case and they
               can’t afford a mistake. The commander’s arrival spitting nails makes everyone from first responder to senior detective fade
               as far into the scenery as possible.
            

            
            “You remember Marcena Love, don’t you, Lieutenant?” I said formally. “Her company is holding an essay competition on kids
               affected by gun violence; Keisha Dunne wrote about the murder of her uncle, Tyrone Elgar. Ms. Love asked me to be part of
               a conversation about the essay with her mother and with Ms. Milcek, since something in it troubled Ms. Milcek. I called you
               yesterday as a routine fact check; I wanted to make sure the CPD thought Mr. Elgar had been murdered.”
            

            
            “My brother was most certainly murdered,” Jasmine Dunne snapped. “Are you trying to say he wasn’t?”

            
            “We’re fact-checking all the essays,” Marcena said soothingly. “A whiff of ‘fake news’ will destroy the credibility of this
               important program.”
            

            
            Jasmine was saying she wanted to go with Marcena when she checked facts at white suburban schools, but she was cut short by
               a man with a deep voice loudly demanding to know if “it was true.”
            

            
            “Someone told me Hana is dead. What happened to her? We had lunch together a few hours ago. I thought she seemed perfectly
               healthy.”
            

            
            If Marcena wanted mediagenic, she didn’t need to look further than the new arrival, a tall, square-jawed white man with a shock of dark hair. Like most contemporary teachers he wore jeans, but he also had on a blazer over an open-necked shirt. If the principal hadn’t already been in the room—an African-American woman in her fifties—I would have pegged this man for the job. He had that authoritative energy that men in power, or aspiring to power, project like a force field. 

            
            “It is true, Dex,” the principal said, “and the police are here, wanting us not to contaminate their crime scene, so please
               don’t come farther into the room.”
            

            
            Dex ignored her. “Marcena. If I’d known you were in the building I’d have come at once. What’s going on?”

            
            I stared as he hurried to Marcena’s side.

            
            “This is Dexter Vamor,” she said quickly. “He was one of my—our—The Edge’s local judges. We only met in person yesterday.”
            

            
            Vamor held a hand out to me. “Chair of the English and Journalism departments here at Mirabal, for my sins. Are you with The Edge as well?”
            

            
            “I’m a detective,” I said.

            
            “Private,” Conrad snapped. “She’s not with the police, she’s not going to ask any questions, she’s not going to touch evidence
               and prove that she’s sharper than we are.”
            

            
            I prudently didn’t say anything.

            
            The next hour was a jumble of questions about who had seen what and who was doing what in the lounge. All of us, from Keisha
               and Jasmine to me, and not excluding the principal or Marcena, were tested for gunshot residue and searched for weapons.
            

            
            Conrad talked to the principal and Vamor about students or colleagues who might have been angry with Hana, but both were adamant that she didn’t have that kind of history. 

            
            Vamor added, “Of course, there’s always a student who thinks their work is undervalued, but frankly, our kids aren’t looking
               for that extra decimal on their GPA to get them into Harvard. As for her colleagues, sure, some people liked her more than
               others, but she’s been here twenty years without making enemies among the teachers. This must have been a random shooting.
               Maybe she interrupted someone selling or using.”
            

            
            “Dex,” the principal said, “we’re not in the business of pointing the cops at our students or our faculty and staff. I’d appreciate
               it if you didn’t start speculating without any facts to back up your statements.”
            

            
            Vamor gave her a mock salute. From the expression on the principal’s face, she wished it was his body on the book cart, but she only turned to Conrad to say that Hana worked hard with students who wanted to excel but didn’t
               neglect anyone in her classes.
            

            
            “If she had discipline problems, she usually sorted them out herself.”

            
            When Conrad finally decided to dismiss us, I said diffidently, “If the lieutenant would permit me one question first?”

            
            Rawlings looked at me sourly. “Meekness isn’t your best act, Warshawski. Ask away.”

            
            “Mr. Vamor, I’m here because Ms. Milcek apparently had questions about Keisha Dunne’s essay. Since you were one of the judges,
               you probably have a sense of what she wanted to know.”
            

            
            “What questions?” Jasmine Dunne demanded, hands on hips. “I am tired of you insinuating—”

            
            “Please, Ms. Dunne,” Marcena said. “Keisha’s work is brilliant. But I still needed to speak to Ms. Milcek. Did she know your daughter?” 

            
            “Of course not. Keisha doesn’t go to Mirabal. Hana Milcek might have been my niece’s teacher.” Jasmine looked a question at
               her daughter, who nodded and muttered that “Fannie Lou adored Ms. Milcek.”
            

            
            “Fannie Lou surely wouldn’t bad-mouth you to her English teacher,” Jasmine said to Keisha.

            
            “No, Mama,” Keisha muttered, staring at her feet.

            
            Vamor was annoyed that Marcena had talked to Hana without telling him.

            
            “Milcek—Ms. Milcek—found what hotel I was in and called me there,” Marcena said. “She didn’t want to talk on the phone. Vic’s
               question is a good one: Did she share her concerns with you?”
            

            
            Vamor shook his head. “As I said, I saw her at lunch today. We talked about the competition—like a lot of our teachers, she
               had kids whose lives were hit by gun violence and she’d encouraged them to enter—and she knew I was a judge, so she wondered
               when she could find out about her students. I told her that was up to the people in London, and of course I couldn’t release
               names until Marcena told us they were ready to go public.”
            

            
            “But you’d already spoken to Keisha and her mother,” I said to Marcena.

            
            “Of course,” she said. “Under oath of secrecy, since no winners can be announced until we’re dead sure of our finalists.”

            
            “How did you come to pick Vamor as a judge?” Conrad asked. “A rust belt school isn’t exactly on international radar.”

            
            “But Dex is,” Marcena said. “He writes a regular column for one of the best journalism school blogs and he’s on the faculty for a summer journalism program that works with teens. We knew about him even before we were sure we were going forward with the contest.” 

            
            The principal raised her brows. “Dex, that’s news to me. I’m surprised it’s not in your CV.”

            
            He looked a little embarrassed. “Doing it on my own time, Albertine.”

            
            “Usually we know when you’re up to something high-profile. But if there are questions about an essay submitted by one of my
               students—”
            

            
            “She doesn’t go to school here, Albertine,” Vamor interrupted. “She’s at South Side Prep in Chatham.”

            
            “The essay dealt with the murder of one of your students’ fathers,” I said. “Fannie Lou Elgar.”

            
            “But Fannie didn’t write the essay,” Vamor said sharply.

            
            “Fannie Lou, Dexter,” the principal said. “Her father named her for Fannie Lou Hamer. If her cousin’s work deals with Tyrone Elgar’s death,
               I’d like to read it; it might give me insight into Fannie Lou. She’s one of our most gifted students, but painfully shy inside
               her shell.”
            

            
            “The essays are not being made public yet,” Marcena said. “And they’re the property of The Edge.”

            
            “It’s mine,” Keisha said. “I wrote it.”

            
            Marcena smiled at her. “The contest rules state that The Edge owns all the submissions, I’m afraid. Even the ones that don’t win awards we may want to use in some other way.”
            

            
            “But you could print it out for us to take a look at,” I said.

            
            “So you can start questioning it and tearing it apart?” Jasmine said. “I don’t think so.”

            
            “In that case, I’ll get the state’s attorney to give me a warrant,” Conrad said. “Gun deaths on the South Side are usually
               about gangs, and if the lady had been shot on her way out of the building I might believe it was an initiation murder. As
               it is, I’m open to all ideas. Which means all of you can wait here until the state’s attorney gives me a warrant for the essay.”
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            Marcena was magnanimous in defeat. The principal took her to the school office, where Marcena printed out a half dozen copies
               of Keisha’s essay, including one for me.
            

            
            Conrad pulled me aside for a short talk before he left: he trusted if I knew anything that would shed light on the murder
               that I would not be a glory hog but would turn it over to him.
            

            
            “Talk to Love over there,” I said, pointing at where Marcena was conferring with Dexter Vamor. “She’s the one who pulled me
               down here and I’m still not sure I know why.”
            

            
            Conrad looked at her, but suddenly smiled at me. “I don’t know her, Ms. W., but I know you. You may have come down here for
               the reasons you state, but you’re obsessed now with Milcek’s death.”
            

            
            “Of course I am. Violent death is always a shock, and then, you know, we went to school together. I’m not a glory hog—since you know me, you must surely realize that—but I want to know why Hana died and who killed her.” I shivered: Hana had gotten out of bed thinking about her class schedule, or what she wanted to ask Marcena, or whether she could make her insurance payments on time—the quotidian, not the thought that she would die before suppertime. 

            
            “Are the school’s surveillance cameras working?” I asked.

            
            Conrad nodded. “Tech teams will look at them to see if any strangers came into the school in the last twenty-four hours. Guards
               sure didn’t sign anyone in, but a school hall can be chaotic; someone could have blended in during a class change. Keep me
               on speed dial, Warshawski.”
            

            
            When he’d left, I went back to the principal’s office to talk to Albertine Diaz about Hana Milcek’s next of kin. Hana had
               never married; she’d lived with her mother until the older woman’s death three years ago. If she’d been close to anyone with
               whom she might have confided her concerns about Keisha’s essay, Diaz didn’t know who that might be.
            

            
            As for enemies among students or staff, Diaz shook her head. “Despite what Dex Vamor was saying in the group, he and Hana
               didn’t get along. She was a serious type and he’s flamboyant. No one ever put together better lesson plans than Hana, but
               the students gravitate to Dex. Being a teacher is half dedication, half knowledge, and all showman. Sad to say. I often thought
               Hana would fit in better at a university; I tried to get her to go for the doctorate, but she loved being in the classroom.
               And every now and then, she’d find a student who responded.
            

            
            “The Elgar girl, Fannie Lou, she was one of the ones who responded to Hana Milcek’s style. She’s a studious type, too. Shy, serious, super-bright. I don’t know what Hana’s death will do to her. Her mother died in childbirth, along with the baby, when Fannie Lou was two, then her father was shot and killed. I hope the cousin told Fannie Lou she was writing about her father’s murder. It would be a nasty shock to find out about it from your English friend’s online performance.” 

            
            “Yes,” I agreed, thinking about it. “I wonder if that’s what Hana wanted to talk about with Marcena. If Fannie Lou was one
               of her own protégées, she’d have wanted to protect her. . . . You said Hana solved her own disciplinary problems. Did she
               have many? Did students gang up on her because of her scholarly style?”
            

            
            Diaz smiled wryly. “The teenage mind remains a mystery to me, even though I’ve been teaching and administrating in their world
               for close to thirty years. Kids treated her almost like a pet, I think because she was one of the world’s true innocents.
               She behaved the same to everyone, to me and her peers and the janitors and the students. She thought everyone shared her interest
               in poetry and literature, and she’d listen to anyone’s opinion. She added writers like Audre Lorde to her curriculum, she’d
               let kids write on hip-hop. She didn’t try to be hip, not the way Dex Vamor does, but she listened.”
            

            
            “What’s Vamor doing here, anyway?” I asked. “Seems like a guy who wants a bigger stage.”

            
            Diaz’s lips tightened. “Yes, indeed. He’s been here three years, came when we added a media department. He’s only thirty-two,
               but he had the credentials to be a department head. I’m sure he’s already planning his next move.”
            

            
            Marcena came into the office at that moment, looking for me, hoping it wouldn’t be an inconvenience, but she needed to get
               back to her hotel so she could communicate with her London colleagues on Hana’s death and how that might affect The Edge’s competition. I’d noticed her taking pictures of Hana’s body—those would probably be on The Edge’s website within the hour. What a scoop, journalist right there when her subject’s dead body was found. I wondered again
               if Marcena had known anything about Hana’s death before I found her.
            

            
            At home, I curled up with a glass of Amarone and read Keisha’s essay. She wrote with a high degree of sophistication, both
               in language and in structure. She covered seven funerals she’d attended for people dead from bullets.
            

            
            
               Every story is different, but every story is the same: the same grief, the same incomprehension, the same anger, whether over
                  the baby Nikwa Jonas, hit by a bullet that went through her father’s kitchen window, or for Alan Wicherly, star forward on
                  my school’s basketball team, shot by a cop when he was putting a hand inside his pocket for his driver’s license.
               

               These deaths create a mountain of grief that presses down on me. There are days when it scarcely seems possible to rise from
                  my bed, because the grief mountain grew another hundred feet higher in the night.
               

               Family and neighbors call on Jesus for help or faith, but I always remember my grandmother, kneeling next to my Uncle Ty.
                  She called him “my baby.” It had never occurred to me that my big laughing uncle had ever been my grandma’s baby, but when
                  he died, he was in her eyes no bigger than Baby Nikwa.
               

               “Why, Jesus?” she cried. “Why did you bring him safe home from Iraq only to let him die in front of me? Are you the God of mercy or God of mirth, laughing at the contortions of the human heart?” 

            

            I sat for a long time when I’d finished reading, staring at nothing. The pain of lives like Keisha Dunne’s seemed almost beyond
               bearing. And now her cousin’s high mountain of grief had just doubled with the loss of a beloved teacher.
            

            
            I finally stirred enough to pour myself another glass of wine. Keisha had been six when her uncle was shot. I wondered if
               her grandmother had really uttered those words—God of mercy or God of mirth. The fireman was carrying Keisha across the street,
               away from the murder scene. The words could have sounded like blasphemy to a bystander; they would have been repeated in a
               shocked or titillated voice. They would have become part of what Keisha was sure she remembered from that day.
            

            
            How would Fannie Lou, the shy studious cousin, feel if her father’s murder catapulted Keisha into international recognition?
               Betrayed and violated, or would she be glad that the story reached a wide audience? Those could easily have been the questions
               on Hana Milcek’s mind when she spoke to Marcena about the competition.
            

            
            I went to my laptop and looked up Alan Wicherly. He’d died two years earlier, but she had the details right: shot by a cop,
               community fury, no action by the city or the department. He’d been a senior forward on the Mirabal High basketball team, with
               a full ride to the University of Kansas’s fabled basketball program, when he was killed outside a gas station at Eighty-third
               and Exchange.
            

            
            Mirabal High. Keisha didn’t go to school there, but Fannie Lou did. I shook my head. Fannie Lou’s murdered father, her high school’s murdered basketball star. To an outsider, it looked as though Keisha needed to take her cousin’s experiences and make them her own. Of course, Keisha lived on the South Side. If Wicherly was a local star, she could easily have known him and been affected by his death. 

            
            Even so. Even so, I found the card for the Mirabal principal, Albertine Diaz, and called her cell.

            
            “Ms. Warshawski! Have you learned something about Hana’s murder?”

            
            “I’m wondering if I’ve learned what questions she wanted to ask about Keisha Dunne’s essay,” I said. “Have you read it?”

            
            Diaz apologized. “I just got home ten minutes ago. I wanted to break the news of Hana’s death to Fannie Lou Elgar myself,
               and she was every bit as distraught as I anticipated. I got her home and sat with her and her grandmother for an hour. I just
               hope this doesn’t derail her academics: we have high hopes for her, but losing Hana to a bullet, after a childhood that started
               with watching her father die—”
            

            
            “She was there when Tyrone Elgar died?” I interrupted. “Keisha’s essay doesn’t mention that.”

            
            Diaz said, “It’s my understanding she was in the car with him when he got shot.”

            
            “She was? Both girls were there? That sure doesn’t come across in Keisha’s writing.” I asked Diaz about Alan Wicherly.

            
            “It was a big story in South Chicago. All the kids were affected. Basketball star gets shot, no one is safe: that was how every parent and every child felt. I don’t think it means anything particular that Keisha Dunne wasn’t in the same school as Alan.” Diaz’s tone was sharp. “I’m sure you’re right,” I said. “I was trying to understand what in the essay troubled Hana. If Fannie Lou felt close to her, she might have discussed relations with her cousin. A lot of the events Keisha describe seem to come from Fannie Lou’s direct experience, and I can’t help wondering about rivalry and jealousy between the two girls.” 

            
            “I’ll read the essay and get back to you,” Diaz said grudgingly.

            
            I wasn’t expecting to hear from her, especially after more than an hour had gone by. I was on my way down the stairs to give
               my dogs their final outing of the day when Diaz phoned.
            

            
            “We have a situation here. Is there any chance you could drive down to Fannie Lou’s grandmother’s place tonight?”

            
            She started to give me directions, but I cut her off. “It’s my briar patch, too, Ms. Diaz: I grew up three blocks away.”
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            Once I passed the Loop I had the roads almost to myself—few people go to Chicago’s South Side late at night. I was passing
               the park that covered the old U.S. Steel South Works twenty minutes after I left home.
            

            
            Lights were on in all the rooms of Verena Elgar’s bungalow on Brandon. The situation, as Diaz had called it, was so loud that
               I could hear the shouts as I got out of my car. The noise and lights had drawn neighbors to the street outside. They watched
               me curiously as I jogged up the walk, but no one spoke to me until I rang the doorbell.
            

            
            “They can’t hear you inside but the door’s open,” a woman called helpfully.

            
            She was right; I pulled on the handle and walked inside to fury. I recognized Fannie Lou Elgar from her chess club photo,
               a heavy young woman with a wild halo of natural hair, her face swollen from crying. Next to her was an older version of Jasmine
               Dunne. The grandmother, I presumed. The pair were facing off against Jasmine and Keisha, the girls yelling so loudly I could
               only make out a handful of individual words, but those were charged: Thief! Liar! Loser! Murderer!

            
            Albertine Diaz was on the perimeter of the battle zone, watching the combatants, her shoulders hunched with tension. When
               she saw me, she relaxed noticeably and took me into the narrow hallway.
            

            
            “I’ve unleashed a firestorm here. When I read the essay I felt—”

            
            “I want no more secrets or secret conversations about my granddaughters.” Verena Elgar had left her daughter and was facing
               us in the doorway, arms akimbo. “Whatever you have to say or think you know, I want it right here in my living room. And you
               can start by telling me who you are.”
            

            
            I obediently introduced myself.

            
            “I see—you’re the woman Albertine says made her start asking questions about Keisha’s essay.”

            
            “It’s my essay,” Fannie Lou muttered. “She stole my essay.”

            
            “You can’t prove that!” Keisha said. “You think you’ve got the only brain in the family. I’m tired of ‘Fannie Lou won the
               reading competition,’ ‘Fannie Lou is doing summer math camp, Fannie Lou this, Fannie Lou that.’”
            

            
            “I’m tired of ‘Keisha is such a gifted singer and dancer. Must be hard to have a cousin like her when you’re so fat yourself,’” Fannie Lou blurted, on the verge of tears. 

            
            “You didn’t even know about the competition until I told you.”

            
            “Liar!” Fannie Lou said. “Ms. Milcek told me about it. I wrote about my daddy and she said it was brilliant and I should make
               it into a whole essay for the competition.”
            

            
            “And then you’d send in your video clip and Ms. Love would swoon over your fat ass and put you on national television. I don’t
               think so,” Keisha sneered.
            

            
            “Fannie Lou, are you sure Ms. Milcek submitted your essay?” Diaz asked. “Even the most dedicated teacher can drop the ball
               now and again.”
            

            
            “Not Ms. Milcek,” Fannie Lou said. “When she said she’d do a thing, she’d do that thing.”

            
            “Fannie Lou—Ms. Elgar—” I said. “Did you watch Ms. Milcek submit your essay?”

            
            She nodded, choking back a sob. “I sat with her as she filled out the form, because some of the information was about me.
               My birth date and other things that Ms. Milcek wouldn’t know off the top of her head. Two other kids in my class wrote essays
               and she sent them all in on the same day. So it wasn’t that she was treating me special,” she added fiercely to her cousin.
               “Everyone mattered to her if we did the work.”
            

            
            “And you, Ms. Dunne,” I said quickly before Keisha could fire back. “How did you submit your essay?”

            
            “Mom helped me, but we took it to my high school counselor.”

            
            I asked the girls for the dates they’d made their submissions, but they couldn’t remember—it had been back in the spring,
               before the end of the school year, and it was late September now.
            

            
            I felt a bit like King Solomon with the baby—who was really the mother of the essay? I called Marcena.

            
            “Your winning student has a rival for the same essay. Can you check your files at The Edge for a submission by Fannie Lou Elgar?”
            

            
            “I’m in the middle of something right now, Vic. Can’t it wait?”

            
            “I’m not sure how you’d handle a public outcry if your winner was found to be guilty either of theft or plagiarism. That’s
               where this is heading, though.”
            

            
            “What are you talking about?” Marcena demanded.

            
            “Your winning essay, your mediagenic kid. It’s possible she stole her cousin’s work. I’m trying to figure that out.”

            
            Marcena wanted to know where I was, how I knew this, damn it, I should have called her as soon as I heard about the problem—did
               I think I was God Almighty on a throne dispensing justice to the rest of the human race?
            

            
            “We can sort out later who I think I am and who I think you are, but in the meantime, can you get that information from your
               paper’s database?” I said.
            

            
            I heard a man’s voice in the background, a smothered noise of annoyance, and then Marcena said she’d call me back in ten.
               It was actually a bit under that when she phoned to say she’d gotten The Edge’s nightshift tech department to do a search. Nothing from Fannie Lou, nothing from Mirabal High, sorry, Vic.
            

            
            “But that can’t be,” Fannie Lou protested. “I watched her, and so did Jordan and Artiya.”

            
            “You just can’t admit you or your precious teacher made a mistake,” Keisha said. “Did you even do your video? Maybe your teacher
               didn’t know how to upload that.”
            

            
            “Just because I don’t go to a fancy school doesn’t mean we all crawl around in the dirt down here,” Fanny Lou said.

            
            “Girls!” Verena’s voice was a whip. “I will not have you turn yourselves into a public spectacle. That’s enough of this for
               tonight. You, Ms. Detective, do you have any advice on how to find out what happened to Fannie Lou’s essay?”
            

            
            “Did Ms. Milcek do this at a school computer or on your laptop?” I asked Fannie Lou.

            
            “At the school, in the computer lab, but I have my essay on my machine, and it has the date stamp on it. That will prove I
               wrote mine before Keisha wrote hers!”
            

            
            “Only if Keisha’s date stamp is later than yours, Missy,” Jasmine said. “Why can’t you let Keisha have a little glory for
               once in your life, Fannie Lou? You get your name in the paper every five minutes for some competition or other.”
            

            
            Fannie Lou said, “She’s in the choir, she got a solo at the Youth Orchestra, she was an extra in Chi. Why can’t she let me
               be best at this one thing?”
            

            
            “Go get your computer, Fannie Lou,” her grandmother said. “At least we can find out what date you put your essay in your machine.”
            

            
            Fannie Lou turned to go to the hall and up the narrow stairs to the second floor. Keisha was watching her, hands on hips,
               biting her lips.
            

            
            “Sticky!” I called.

            
            Fannie Lou stopped with her foot on the first step. She turned to look at me, but Keisha didn’t move.

            
            “I’m pretty sure that answers the authorship question,” I said dryly. “We can get the computers and find Hana’s and check all the dates, but I think we’ll find that Fannie Lou wrote the original essay.” 

            
            Principal Diaz and the grandmother both looked bewildered. “Why? What does ‘Sticky’ have to do with it?” the principal said.

            
            “The start of the essay,” I said. “The writer says the only remaining piece of the girl with ‘matchstick legs’ who was with
               Tyrone Elgar when he died is the nickname. Keisha went through the essay and found every reference to Mr. Elgar as ‘Daddy,’
               or ‘my father,’ and changed them to ‘Uncle Ty,’ or ‘my uncle.’ But she forgot the rest of the context. Why, though?”
            

            
            When Keisha didn’t say anything, Verena Elgar demanded that she answer the question.

            
            “Fannie Lou was, like, preening herself. ‘My essay’s so good, I’m going to win the big prize.’ I couldn’t take her boasting
               on herself.”
            

            
            “What big prize?” I asked.

            
            “The scholarship money,” Keisha whispered. “The winners all get scholarships to the college of their choice. I want to go
               to a real music conservatory, in New York or Boston, and it seemed like—I read Fannie Lou’s essay and I thought, she’ll win
               this competition just like she wins everything. But even without this, she’ll get a scholarship to Stanford or Harvard or
               someplace, why can’t I have this one chance?”
            

            
            “But why, baby?” Verena went to Keisha and took her in her arms. “You know I would help you, you know I’ve saved my pennies
               and dimes so that you and Fannie Lou could both go to college.”
            

            
            “We don’t know that, Mama.” Jasmine’s voice was like a whip. “The whole time I was growing up, everything was ‘Ty, Ty, Ty.’ He was so special, it was like I didn’t even exist. And then after he died, you were the same with Fannie Lou. Keisha’s accomplishments never mattered to you the way Fannie Lou’s do. I work hard, but the money isn’t there for the New England Conservatory or Cincinnati.” 

            
            Albertine Diaz’s jaw dropped in horror. “But, Ms. Dunne—surely you didn’t encourage your daughter to steal her cousin’s work!”

            
            “No. But when she told me what she’d done, I thought, okay, why not? After all, Ty was my brother, but my grief never counted
               for anything. And he was like a second father to Keisha—her daddy left us when she was a baby. But it was always Fannie Lou’s
               grief, Mama’s grief, never what happened to us.”
            

            
            “You must have known this would come out if Keisha won,” I said. “Didn’t you have a plan?”

            
            “If she won, I figured she’d be in Washington and on TV before anyone at Mirabal High knew about it.”

            
            “Oh, Jasmine.” Her mother’s voice crackled with misery. “I always said God was a god of mirth more than mercy. He and his
               angels laugh at the way we contort ourselves. Albertine, and you, Ms. Detective, I need to be alone with my family. You leave
               now.”
            

            
            I nodded and said to the principal, “Can you get me into the school? I know it’s almost midnight, but I’d like to get to the
               computers before some wiseass decides to wipe the server.”
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            Mirabal High was built like a giant E, but missing the middle prong. The computer lab was on the second floor of the far wing.
               When we reached the end of the long hall and turned left, we saw the light from the lab at once.
            

            
            The lab door was locked, but Albertine had a master key. The room was filled with rows of monitor-covered countertops; it took a moment before we saw Dexter Vamor at a machine by the windows. Marcena was standing behind him. 

            
            I raced across the room to him, shoving Marcena out of the way. I leapt onto Dexter, knocking his hand from the keyboard.
               He rolled back in his chair, pushing me off-balance, and reached for an ankle holster.
            

            
            I lunged forward, hands around his neck, fingers digging into his larynx. He still managed to fire twice before he lost consciousness.

            
            Black hands covered mine, pulling me away from Vamor. “Ms. W, didn’t I specifically order you to keep me in the loop and not
               to hotdog?”
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            Marcena and I sat with Albertine Diaz in the principal’s office.

            
            “Thank you for alerting the police,” Diaz said formally to Marcena. “It was a big help to have Lieutenant Rawlings see Dex
               actually trying to shoot us. And thank you, Vic, for figuring things out quickly enough to stop him before he erased Hana’s
               files.”
            

            
            It was two days after the shoot-out in the lab. I’d spent most of the previous afternoon with the Elgar family. Verena was
               mourning her granddaughter Keisha’s theft of Fannie Lou’s work, but more than that, she was upset with herself for not seeing
               how her daughter, Jasmine, was hurting.
            

            
            “After Ty died, I wanted to weave this cocoon around Fannie Lou, and I didn’t see how I was cutting Jasmine and Keisha out. They were always here, Sunday dinner, girls playing together, going to swim lessons together, but I read the story wrong. Jasmine put Keisha in a private school and I thought she was cutting herself away from me, from us and the neighborhood. I didn’t see the world of hurt she was living in.” 

            
            Jasmine and her mother agreed that Keisha needed a meaningful penalty for stealing Fannie Lou’s work, but no one wanted to
               see her publicly shamed. She was sixteen, and sixteen-year-olds act without thinking about consequences ten times a day. We
               didn’t want a mark on her record that would add another barrier to any education or jobs she would want in a few years. When
               I left, they were deciding on a combination of community service—Keisha coaching neighborhood kids one afternoon a week—and
               curtailing of Keisha’s own social life.
            

            
            “And Fannie Lou is going to join Keisha in coaching,” Verena said. “I’m distressed if she was boasting on herself and making
               Keisha feel like a lesser girl.”
            

            
            What I didn’t understand was Dexter Vamor’s role in the story, but Marcena explained that.

            
            “He saw the video clips the girls sent in. He knew the essays were identical, but he knew Keisha had the winning presence,
               and he wanted a win. He wanted a job on cable and he figured if he ingratiated himself with ‘the lady from London’ and had
               a beautiful poised girl like Keisha to be the face of Chicago’s South Side, he’d have a chance to make himself known internationally.
               So he deleted Fannie Lou’s submission.”
            

            
            “And then Hana read Keisha’s essay,” I said. “She instantly recognized the language from Fannie Lou’s work; she called Marcena
               to say she had questions about the essay, but she wanted to talk to Vamor first, I guess.”
            

            
            Marcena nodded. “That’s how I reconstruct it, too. She confronted him, and he shot her. And then he tried to romance me. I suppose he thought he could dazzle me into not questioning his role in the essays, but I’m forty-five; when good-looking thirty-year-olds try to dazzle me, I always wonder what’s really going on with them.” 

            
            She looked at me with a smile half guilty, half mischievous: she would never apologize for the havoc she’d wreaked five years
               ago, but she wanted me to know she’d learned from it.
            

            
            “And the prizes?” the principal asked. “I hope you’re going to readmit Fannie Lou’s essay. She may not be the most mediagenic
               girl in your database, but she did write the essay. She is a gifted student in a community without very many of them.”
            

            
            “Oh, yes.” Marcena produced her brilliant public smile, five hundred watts of dazzle. “The Edge is going to profile the whole family. We’ll fly the grandmother and the cousin out along with Fannie Lou. And I’m twisting
               some arms at the London Conservatory of Music: we think we’ll come up with a nice package for the cousin.”
            

            
            I drove Marcena to the airport a few days later. I still wondered why she was in the computer lab with Vamor when Albertine
               Diaz and I arrived there.
            

            
            “Vic, you’re such a Victorian.” She repeated the label in a voice light with scorn. “Just because an apple has a worm in it
               doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy the apple. You take everything in life too hard. You want everyone to be moral and well behaved,
               but all you get is bruises when you try to make that happen. Relax, learn to enjoy the pleasures that come your way. Life
               is too short, the time for rosebuds is here for an instant. Gather them while you can.”
            

            
            I pulled up to the International Terminal. “Maybe you’re right, Marcena. I guess I’m the person following after you, trying to get the worms out of the apples so they don’t choke an innocent bystander.” 

            
            She leaned across the gearshift and kissed my cheek. “None of us is innocent, darling. We all carry a shadow of guilt for
               something. I just let the world see mine.”
            

            
            She grabbed her bag from the backseat and strode into the terminal without a backward glance.

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            Marcena Love first appeared in Fire Sale, where she crossed a line between reporting on a major crime centered on V.I.’s old South Chicago high school and participating
               in it. I published “God of Mirth” as a stand-alone e-book (Morrow, 2018). I wrote it in the wake of the Parkland shooting:
               as distressed and disturbed as I was by that massacre, I was equally distressed by knowing how many African-American children
               grow up in the middle of gun violence without their trauma being recognized, let alone discussed.
            

            
            About twenty years ago, I did some work with local Head Start groups under the guidance of the eminent psychiatrist Dr. Carl
               Bell (1947–2019). Civil war was raging in Lebanon and the former Yugoslavia when I met him; he told me that children of color
               in Chicago (and elsewhere in America) experience at least as much violence as children in Beirut or Sarajevo, and that like
               children in war zones, African-American children suffer terribly from PTSD. He studied violence, created strategies for teaching
               nonviolence—he said that by the age of five, inner-city children have witnessed so much violence that they are already exhibiting
               signs of shell shock. He tried to come up with programs for helping children and teens recover from the violence they experience.
            

            
            My local synagogue (KAM Isaiah Israel) prays every Sabbath for the victims of gun violence during the preceding week in the city of Chicago. At Yom Kippur, the book of remembrance we published contained over five hundred names of the people—most of them children—we were trying to keep in mind during the 2019 calendar year. 

            
            I wrote this story with a lot of grief in my heart.
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            When he came into my office that July afternoon, I thought I’d met him before. It was something about his smile, sweet but
               aloof, as if inviting and withholding at the same time. I usually check databases before my first meeting with a new client,
               but whatever Hunter Davenport did hadn’t made my favorite search engines yet. If I’d seen him before, it wasn’t on the evening
               news.
            

            
            “I’m glad you could meet me on short notice, Ms. Warshawski. I’m only in town a few days, and these Chicago hotel bills mount
               up.” He had a trace of that southern drawl we northerners secretly find appealing. “They warned me summer in Chicago could
               make Charleston feel cool, but I refused to believe them until I got off that plane.”
            

            
            I shook his hand and offered him the armchair in the alcove where I meet clients. Outside, the heat was turning sidewalks
               into reflecting pools, but in my windowless office, all seasons and hours are alike; with air conditioning and floor lamps,
               it might have been midwinter.
            

            
            “Charleston, South Carolina? Is that your home, Mr. Davenport?”

            
            “I lived there when I was a teenager, but most of my adult life has been spent in Europe. I can’t quite shake the accent, or a yearning for long summer afternoons when time stops and all we do is lie in the tall grass waiting for fish to rise and drinking lemonade.” 

            
            I smiled. I feel nostalgia for those same endless summers, when my friends and I kept our ears cocked for the Good Humor truck
               while we jumped rope.
            

            
            “So what brings you to Chicago when you could be in Charleston getting just as hot and visiting your old haunts in the bargain?”

            
            He smiled again. “Since the grandmother who raised me died, there hasn’t been anything to take me back. I’m looking for my
               father. Someone told me he’d retired to Chicago. I didn’t see him in any of the phone books, so I thought I’d better get an
               investigator. The folks at the Herald-Star said you were good.”
            

            
            That was enterprising: an out-of-towner going straight to the dailies for advice. “When did you last see him?”

            
            “When I was eleven. When my mother died, I guess he couldn’t stand it. He left me at my grandmother’s—my mother’s mother—and
               took off. I never even got a postcard from him after that.”
            

            
            “And why do you want to find him now? After what, fifteen years?”

            
            “A pretty good guess, Ms. Warshawski. I’m twenty-four. When my grandmother died, I started thinking I wanted more family.
               Also, well”—he played with his fingers as if embarrassed—“I wondered if he didn’t have a side to his story I ought to hear.
               I grew up listening to my granny and my aunt—the unmarried daughter who lived with her—repeat what a bad old bag of bones
               my old man was. They blamed him for my mama’s death. But I began to see that was impossible, so I started wondering about
               all the rest of what they had to say about my folks. I guess every man likes to know what kind of person his own old man was—what
               he’s got to measure himself against, so to speak.”
            

            
            I’m no less human than the next woman—I couldn’t resist the self-deprecating smile or the wistful yearning in his blue-gray eyes. I printed out a contract for him and told him I needed a five-hundred-dollar advance. Under the floor lamp, his helmet of ash blond hair looked like spun gold; as he leaned forward to hand me five hundreds in cash, I could almost imagine the money to be some conjurer’s trick. 

            
            “I do accept checks and the usual credit cards,” I said.

            
            “I don’t have a permanent address these days. Cash is easier for me.”

            
            It was odd, but not that odd: plenty of people who visit detectives don’t want a paper trail. It just made me wonder.

            
            His story boiled down to this: his father, also named Hunter Davenport, was a photographer—at least, he had been a photographer
               when young Hunter’s mother died. Hunter Senior had been a freelance journalist in Vietnam, where my client’s mother had been
               an army nurse. The two met, married, produced young Hunter.
            

            
            “That’s why I lived in Europe as a child: after the war my father covered hot spots in Africa and Asia. My mother and I lived
               in Paris during the school year and joined him on assignment during the summer. Then she died, in a car wreck in South Africa.
               It had nothing to do with whatever conflict he was covering. I don’t even know where he was working—when you’re a kid, you
               don’t pay attention to that kind of thing. It was just the ordinary dumb kind of wreck she could have had in Paris or Charleston.
               He wasn’t with her—in the car with her, I mean—but my grandmother always blamed him, said if he hadn’t kept her half a world
               away, it never would have happened.”
            

            
            He stumbled through the words so quickly, I had to lean forward to make out what he was saying. He stopped abruptly. When he spoke again it was in a slow flat voice, but his knuckles showed white where he gripped his hands against his crossed legs. 

            
            “I was with her when she died. My mother was so beautiful. You never will see a woman as beautiful as her. And when she was
               covered with blood—it was hard. I still see her in my dreams, that way.” He took a deep breath. “It must have been hard for
               him, for Hunter—my—my dad—because the next thing I knew, I was at school in Charleston, living with my grandmother, and I
               never saw him again.”
            

            
            “What was your mother’s name? Birth name, I mean.”

            
            He’d gone away to some private world; my question jolted him back to my office. “Oh. Helen. Helen—Alder.”

            
            “And why do you think your father’s in Chicago?”

            
            “The agency. The agency where he used to sell his pictures, they told me they’d last heard from him here.”

            
            I had to work to pry more information from him: the agency was a French bureau. First he claimed not to remember the name,
               but when I handed the hundreds back across the table, he came up with it: Sur Place, on Boulevard Saint-Germain in Paris.
               No, he didn’t know his father’s Social Security number. Or his date of birth. He and his mother had spent so much time apart
               from his father that ordinary holidays and birthdays weren’t times they had in common. As for where his father came from,
               young Hunter was similarly ignorant.
            

            
            “My dad never talked to me about his childhood that I can remember. And my mother’s family declared him hors la loi, so that—”
            

            
            “Declared him ooo-la-la?”

            
            “What? Oh, hors la loi—an outlaw, you know. They never talked about him.”
            

            
            The client was staying at the Hotel Trefoil, a tiny place on Scott Street where they unpack your luggage and hand you a hot
               towel when you walk in so you can wipe the day’s sweat from your brow. If he could afford the Trefoil, my fee wouldn’t make
               a dent in his loose change. I told him that I’d do what I could and that I’d get back to him in a few days. He thanked me
               with that tantalizing familiar smile.
            

            
            “What do you do yourself, Mr. Davenport? I feel I should recognize you.”

            
            He looked startled. In fact, I thought he looked almost frightened, but in the pools of lamplight, I couldn’t be certain.
               Anyway, a second later he was laughing.
            

            
            “I don’t do anything worth recording. I’m not an actor or an Internet genius that you should know me.”

            
            He left on that note, making me wonder how he afforded the Trefoil. Perhaps his Charleston grandmother had left him money.
               I laid the five hundreds in a circle on my desktop and ran a marking pen over them. They weren’t counterfeit, but of course
               fairy’s gold vanishes overnight. Just in case, I’d drop them at the bank on my way home.
            

            
            The Internet easily found the phone number for Sur Place, which cheered me: young Davenport had given me information so unwillingly that I’d been afraid he’d manufactured the agency’s name. It was nine at night in Paris; the night operator at the photo agency didn’t speak English. I think he was telling me to call tomorrow, when Monsieur Duval would be in, but I wasn’t 100 percent sure. 

            
            It was only two in Chicago, and Sherman Tucker, the photo editor at the Herald-Star, was at his desk taking calls. “Vic, darling, you’ve found a corpse and I get the first look at it.”
            

            
            “Not even close.” Sherman has a passion for the old noir private eyes. He keeps hoping I’ll behave like Race Williams or the
               Continental Op and start stumbling over bodies every time I walk out the front door. “Ever use a stringer named Hunter Davenport,
               or heard anything about him? He used to freelance in Africa, but someone thinks he might have moved to Chicago.”
            

            
            “Hunter Davenport? I never heard of the guy, but he gets more popular by the hour. You’re the second person today asking for
               him.”
            

            
            “Did you refer an extremely beautiful young man to me?” I asked.

            
            Sherman laughed. “I don’t look at guys’ legs, V.I. But, yeah, there was a kid in here earlier. I told him if he didn’t want
               to take a missing person to the cops to go to you.”
            

            
            Sherman promised to call me if any of his staff recognized Davenport’s name. I felt as though I was trailing after my own
               client, but I checked the city and suburban directories just to be sure. There were a lot of Davenports, but no Hunters. I
               frowned at my desk, then dug out the phone directory disk for the Southeast from a service I subscribe to and looked up “Alder”
               in Charleston, South Carolina. There weren’t any. A whole bunch of Aldermans and Aldershots were listed, but no plain Alders.
            

            
            The client had said his granny was dead. She didn’t seem to have any living relatives besides young Hunter. No wonder he wanted
               to find his father.
            

            
            I checked with the Department of Motor Vehicles, but Hunter Senior didn’t have a driver’s license. For almost any other search, I’d need a Social Security number or a place and date of birth or some such thing. Of course, if the guy really had retired to Chicago, it was possible he’d been born here. I looked with distaste at the hundred or so Davenports in the city, and the two hundred more scattered through the suburbs. As a last resort I’d start calling them to see if a cousin or brother was mooching from them, but first I’d see what I could learn from the County. 

            
            They know me in that mausoleum on Washington Street, but the warmth of my reception still depends on who’s working the counter
               that day. I was lucky this afternoon. A middle-aged clerk who was marking time until he could take early retirement and devote
               himself to his homemade pie shop was on duty. I’ve bought desserts from him from time to time; he was willing to give me a
               fifteen-year stack of registers at one go.
            

            
            Twenty minutes before closing, when even my friendly clerk was snarling at citizens to hurry up and finish, I found Hunter
               Davenport. He had been born in 1946 at Chicago Lying-In, to Mildred and Wayland Davenport (race: white; no previous live births;
               home address on Cottage Grove; age of parents: twenty-seven and thirty-five, respectively). If Mildred and Wayland were still
               alive, they were ancient, and they probably had long since moved from Cottage Grove, but at least it was a place to start.
            

            
            I detoured to my bank to deposit the five hundreds. As I was boarding the L at Lake Street, I thought I saw my client’s gold
               halo in the crowd. I jumped off the train, but by the time I’d fought past the rush hour crowd behind me, I couldn’t see him.
               I finally decided it must have been a trick of light.
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            Wayland Davenport had died the same year as my client’s mother. Poor Hunter Senior, losing his wife and his father at the
               same time. His mother, Mildred, was still alive, though, living in a shabby apartment complex in Lincolnwood. When I rang
               the bell, we began one of those tedious conversations through the intercom, where she couldn’t make out what I was saying
               and I kept shouting into the door mike.
            

            
            “I’m too old to work,” she screeched.

            
            “Your son’s work,” I hollered. “His photographs. We’re interested in a display—an exhibit. Africa in the 1980s through American
               eyes.”
            

            
            “You’d better go away,” she finally said. “I’m not buying anything.”

            
            I ground my teeth. A woman carrying two large bags of groceries came up the walk, followed by three young children. The biggest
               had his own small shopping bag, but the younger two had their hands free to punch each other. The woman kept muttering an
               ineffectual “Michael, Tania, stop it.”
            

            
            When she tried to balance a bag on her hip while she fumbled for her keys, I took the bags and held the door. She thanked
               me with the same exhausted mutter she used on her children.
            

            
            “I’m visiting Mildred Davenport in 4K, but I’ll be glad to carry your bags up for you first,” I said brightly.

            
            “Oh! Oh, thank you. Michael, let go of Tania’s hair.”

            
            She was on four as well, but at the other end of the hall, and no, she didn’t know Mildred, more than to recognize her. The kids kept her running all day, and Mildred never left her own apartment, except on Mondays, when someone from the senior center came to take her to the store or the doctor. 

            
            “Do you know if her son is staying with her?”

            
            “Is that who that man is? I don’t like the way he looks at Tania. I told my husband it wouldn’t surprise me if he was a molester,
               out of prison, but they won’t tell us who’s in the building. We could be murdered here or our children abducted, and would
               the management care? Not any more than they did the time the people in 5A were keeping goldfish in the bathtub and let it
               overflow into our place. And then the cats, yowling to get out. I have complained a thousand times—Tania, stop pinching—”
            

            
            I was thankful when we reached her door. I dumped the bags on the floor, in the middle of a litter of LEGOs, Beanie Babies,
               and half-empty cereal bowls, and fled as the children’s whines rose to howls.
            

            
            Before leaving my office this morning, I had written a short letter to Mildred Davenport, giving her the same story I had
               tried shouting through the intercom: I was a freelance journalist writing a book on Africa through American eyes and very
               much wanted to get hold of some of her son’s photographs from the 1980s.
            

            
            At the far end of the corridor, I knocked loudly on her door. After a long wait, I heard a shuffling on the other side and
               then movement at the peephole. I smiled in a cheery, unthreatening way.
            

            
            She opened the door the width of a chain bolt. “What do you want?”

            
            I kept smiling. “I put it in writing—I thought that might be easier than me trying to explain it through the door.”

            
            She grudgingly took the envelope from me and shut the door again. The television was turned up so loud, I could hear it through the closed door. After about ten minutes, she came back. 

            
            “I guess you can talk to him, but he says he doesn’t know what you mean. He never was in Africa.”

            
            I followed her into her living room, where a fan stirred air so heavy it fell back like soup onto my hair and blouse. A television
               tuned to Oprah provided the only light. Stacks of newspaper and pieces of furniture were crammed so close together that it
               was hard to find a place to stand.
            

            
            “Hunter! This here’s the lady,” she shouted over Oprah in a flat nasal.

            
            A figure stirred in one of the overstuffed armchairs. In the flashes from the screen, I’d mistaken him for a heap of towels
               or blankets. Mrs. Davenport muted the sound.
            

            
            “Who you work for?” he said. “They have money for prints?”

            
            “Gaudy Press. They have some money, but they don’t throw it around.” I looked around for a place to sit and finally perched
               on the arm of another chair. “They’re especially interested in your work in the 1980s. When you were in Africa.”
            

            
            “Never was in Africa.” Hunter shot a look at his mother.

            
            “If they want to pay you for your work—” Mrs. Davenport began, but he cut her off.

            
            “I said I never was in Africa. You don’t know anything about my life away from here.”

            
            “I’m only deaf, not crazy,” his mother snapped. “Why don’t you see if you can make some money? Show this lady your photographs.
               Even if you don’t have Africa, you’ve got plenty of others.”
            

            
            “You go back to Oprah, and the lady can go back to her publisher and tell them no sale.” He took the control from his mother and restored the sound; a woman whose car had broken down on the Santa Ana Freeway had been rescued by an angel. 

            
            I moved close enough to him that I could see his frayed T-shirt and the stubble of graying hair on his chin. “Your son says
               you were in South Africa in 1986.”
            

            
            He curled his lip at me. “I don’t have a son. That I know of.”

            
            “Helen Alder’s son? That the two of you produced after you married in Vietnam?”

            
            “Helen Alder? I never heard of a . . .” His voice trailed away, and then he said with a ferocious urgency that astounded me,
               “Where are you really from?”
            

            
            “Could we go where we can hear each other?”

            
            His mother watched suspiciously when he pushed himself up from his chair, but she stayed behind when he led me to the kitchen.
               The stuffy air was larded with stale dishwater. The window had a two-by-four nailed across it to keep it from opening. Sweat
               started to gather at the back of my neck.
            

            
            “Who sent you to me?” His teeth showed, crooked and tobacco stained, through the stubble.

            
            “Your son.”

            
            “I don’t have any children. I never married. I never was in Africa.”

            
            “What about Vietnam?” I asked.

            
            He shot me an angry look. “And if I say, ‘Yeah, I was there,’ you won’t believe I didn’t marry this Helen whosis.”

            
            “Try me.” I wanted to keep my voice affable, but standing in the musty room was hard on my back as well as my manners.

            
            “I was a photographer. For the old Chicago American before it folded. I covered the war for them from ’63 to ’69. Sur Place bought a lot of my shots—the French were more interested in Indochina than we were. After the paper collapsed, I signed on with them as a freelancer.” 

            
            “Where were you in 1986? Here?”

            
            He shook his head. “Europe. England. Sometimes New York.”

            
            I took a notepad from my handbag and started fanning my face with it. “When did you come back to Chicago? Do you work for
               Sur Place out of here?”
            

            
            His face contorted into a sneer. “I haven’t worked for anyone for a long time. My mother doesn’t like me sponging off her,
               but she’s paranoid about burglary, and she thinks a man around the house, even a washed-up ex-photographer, is better than
               living alone. Now it’s your turn. And don’t give me any crap about being a freelance writer.”
            

            
            “Okay. I’m a private investigator. A man claiming to be Hunter Davenport Junior asked me to find you.” I showed him my license.

            
            His face began to look like dull putty. “Someone was pulling your leg. I don’t have a son.”

            
            “Fair, very good-looking, most people would be proud to claim him.”

            
            He began to fidget violently with the utensil drawers. “Get the guy to give you a blood sample. We’ll compare DNA. If his
               matches mine, you’re welcome to my whole portfolio. How’d you find me?”
            

            
            I told him: county birth records followed by tracing Wayland Davenport through old phone books. He’d gone from Cottage Grove
               Avenue to Loomis, then Montrose, stair-stepping his way up the northwest side until landing at a bungalow in the suburbs in
               1974. His wife had moved into this little apartment four years ago.
            

            
            “So anyone could find me,” he muttered.

            
            “And is that a problem?”

            
            He gave an unconvincing laugh. “No one wants to find me these days, so it’s no problem whatsoever. Now, you’ve wasted your
               time and mine enough. Go hunt up some real mystery. Like who your client is and why he’s stolen my name.”
            

            
            I stopped in the kitchen doorway and looked back at him. “By the way, who is Helen Alder?”

            
            He bared his teeth, showing a broken chip on the left incisor. “The figment of your client’s imagination.”

            
            I put a business card on the countertop. “Give me a call if you decide to tell me the truth about her.”

            
            As I made my way through the dim passage to the front door, someone on television was extolling a drug whose side effects
               included nausea, fainting, and memory loss. Over the cheerful tout, Mildred Davenport’s voice rose querulously, demanding
               to know whether I was going to buy any of his pictures. Her son said something inaudible. The last thing I heard on my way
               out was her calling to him to make sure he put the chain bolt on behind me.
            

            
            When I stepped back into the sticky July heat, the back of my blouse was wet all the way across my shoulders. I smelled of
               stale grease. I sank into my car and turned on the air conditioner. Behind me a blue Toyota was idling, the driver lying with
               the seat reclining so that all I could see was the newspaper over his chest, like a character in a James Bond movie.
            

            
            I made a U-turn and drove as fast as I could to the expressway. I wanted to get to the Trefoil and ask my client the same
               questions Hunter Davenport had put to me: Who had given me those five hundred-dollar bills and why did he really want to find
               Hunter Davenport?
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            My client had checked into the Trefoil as Hunter Davenport, but he’d gone out early this morning and hadn’t come back yet.
               The receptionist wouldn’t tell me if young Hunter had used another name on check-in, or if he’d shown a credit card.
            

            
            “Ma’am, I’m sure you must understand that I cannot possibly discuss our guests with you.”

            
            I pulled out my ID. “I’m a private investigator. Normally I don’t discuss my cases any more than you discuss your guests,
               but when Mr. Davenport hired me he paid cash and—something I found out this morning makes me wonder whether Davenport is his
               name.”
            

            
            He shook his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but unless you are with the police and have legitimate grounds for an inquiry, I cannot
               discuss any of our guests with any outsider. Newspaper reporters have come up with such inventive ways of violating privacy
               that it’s our ironclad rule.”
            

            
            “You often have celebrities here?”

            
            “We often have guests who prize privacy. That’s why they choose the Trefoil.”

            
            The Trefoil is a small boutique hotel. There wasn’t any way I could hover unobtrusively in the lobby and sneak into the elevator.
               I wrote a note for Hunter Davenport asking him to call me as soon as he came in. When I handed it to the receptionist, I managed
               a look at the cubbyhole where he put the envelope: 508. It never hurts to know.
            

            
            When I got to my office, my part-time assistant told me the client had called. “He said to thank you for your help, but he’s decided it’s a needle in a haystack and not to go on looking. The five hundred can cover your fee and expenses.” 

            
            I thought my jaw might crack my sternum, it dropped so far and fast. “When did he call?”

            
            Mary Louise looked at her notes. “At one o’clock.”

            
            It was almost two now, so he’d stopped the investigation before I’d visited the hotel. I told Mary Louise about the case.

            
            “Finding Hunter Senior was easier than I thought it would be, actually. But the guy claims he never had a kid. He even offered
               to do a DNA match. That might have been a bluff, but it didn’t sound like it. He knows something about Helen Alder, something
               that got him pretty agitated, but I don’t think it had anything to do with the kid.”
            

            
            Helen Alder’s name didn’t mean any more to Mary Louise than it had to me. We talked it over for a bit until Mary Louise left
               to pick her foster kids up from summer camp. Before she took off, she had me fill out an expense report and time sheet—an
               important reason I keep her on my payroll. I had a clean profit of a hundred fifty. At least I could afford another call to
               Paris.
            

            
            Although it was now 9:20 in Europe, Monsieur Duval was indeed in, and indeed he did speak English. Certainly he remembered
               ’Unter Davenport, but this was a matter most strange, that I was the second person to ask for him in one month. Could it be
               that Davenport’s fortunes were going to change, that he might once again be going to work? If so, Sur Place would like to
               continue to represent him: he had done very inventive work in the past.
            

            
            “Do you know where he is now?” I asked.

            
            “We think he maybe go to Chicago, but we have no direct word from him since four years now. One woman at Sur Place, she say
               he always talk about Chicago when he is unhappy.”
            

            
            So the client had gotten the Chicago information from Sur Place. “What kind of pictures did you buy from him?”

            
            “All kinds. But, of course, for our clients, for Paris Match, or the Sun, we want mostly the faces that are popular with their readers. The Monaco princesses now that Princess Diana is no more, or
               even Princess Diana’s sons. Sometimes they like Lady Gaga. You know, the celebrity. But by and by ’Unter, he fall more in
               love with what he sees in a bottle than what he sees behind the camera, and we have to tell him good-bye.”
            

            
            “Did he ever shoot a woman named Helen Alder?”

            
            “’Elen Alder? ’Elen Alder? I do not know this woman. But I will look in our files. If you have email I will let you know.”

            
            I gave him my details, not very hopefully. If Helen Alder had been a celebrity subject, I think even I would have heard of
               her. Her name had clearly meant something to Davenport, although it had taken a minute to register. Maybe they’d had some
               brief fling in Vietnam that he’d forgotten about. She’d had a kid, named him after his biological father, brought him up on
               the idea that she was a widow. Then the kid found out the truth and started tracking down the photographer.
            

            
            It was all useless speculation. I logged onto the Web and did a search through LifeStory and a few other databases but didn’t find any Helen Alders. I gave it up and turned my attention to other clients’ problems.
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            At three the next morning, Davenport came forcibly back to mind when the phone hauled me out of sleep.

            
            “Vic, why would an old drunk be clutching your business card when he was run over?” It was John McGonnigal, a Chicago police sergeant I used to do a lot of work with. I’d lost track of him when the department transferred him from downtown to one of the Northwest Side districts. 

            
            “John!” I sat up in bed, trying to scramble my wits together. “What old drunk?”

            
            “Sixtyish. Five ten, five eleven, three-day growth, chip on left incisor. Ring a bell?”

            
            Hunter Davenport. I demanded details in exchange for a name and McGonnigal grudgingly supplied them. Hunter had been barhopping,
               as far as the cops could make out, ending up at the Last Belt on Lincoln around 1:00 a.m. A witness said a car had driven up on the sidewalk and hit Hunter before roaring off into the night. The few onlookers out
               at that hour couldn’t guess at the color or the make of the car, or remember the license number.
            

            
            “He didn’t have any ID. Just some singles wadded up in his pocket and your card. What’s the story, Warshawski?”

            
            “There is no story. Maybe he was trying to work up the nerve to invite me out for a drink. Have you talked to his mother?
               No, of course not: you only just learned who he was.” I gave him Mildred Davenport’s address. “I’ll meet you there in twenty
               minutes.”
            

            
            He began a sentence with “You can leave police business—” but I hung up before he told me where.

            
            There’s a wonderful freedom in driving the city in the predawn—no one else is out, and you feel as though you own the empty
               streets. I coasted up to Mrs. Davenport’s building at the same time that McGonnigal’s unmarked car arrived.
            

            
            He grunted a greeting but didn’t actively try to keep me from following him into the building. He had phoned Mrs. Davenport from the hospital, waking her up, confirming her nightmares about the city’s dangers, but she buzzed us in. She opened her own door the width of the chain and demanded McGonnigal’s ID, then caught sight of me. 

            
            “What do you know about all this, young woman? Are you with the police? Hunter told me you weren’t really interested in his
               photographs, but he’s never been mixed up with any crimes—at least not that I know of.”
            

            
            “Can we come in, ma’am?” McGonnigal said. “We’ll wake all the neighbors if we have to talk to you through the door.”

            
            She compressed her mouth in a suspicious line but unbolted the chain. “Hunter’s been like a cat on a hot brick ever since
               this lady came over. He’s been drinking way too much for years. I warned him after Vietnam no one would keep a drunk on their
               payroll forever, and I was right. All those glamorous places he used to visit, all those famous people he took pictures of,
               didn’t count for anything in the end. He had to come home to his ma and the little bit of Social Security he can claim. So
               when this lady said maybe someone wanted to buy some of his old pictures, I thought he should talk to her.”
            

            
            McGonnigal stopped her to ask me about that; I muttered that I was a go-between with a possible buyer but nothing had come
               of it. Before he could push me further, Mrs. Davenport interrupted.
            

            
            “Yesterday, after this lady left, someone started calling on the phone and hanging up. I thought maybe it was her bothering him, but all Hunter would say was he didn’t know who was on the phone. Finally about eight o’clock tonight—last night, I should say—the fifteenth time the phone rang, he said, ‘I can’t take this. They’re going to drive me insane.’ And off he went. 

            
            “I knew he was going out to find a bar, like he always does when he’s in trouble. I told him a million times all it gets you
               is a hangover and the trouble still there in the morning, but you can’t talk to a drunk. But the calls kept coming. Someone
               who just said, ‘Hunter, I know where you are, Hunter,’ and then hung up. So the last time I yelled before he could say anything,
               ‘He’s not here. Leave me alone or I’ll have the cops on you.’ I should have done it then and there, but how could I know they’d
               follow after him in the street?”
            

            
            “Who could have been harassing him?” McGonnigal demanded of me.

            
            I shook my head bleakly, and asked Mrs. Davenport if her son had ever discussed any threats from anyone overseas.

            
            “If he had any troubles like that, he never said anything to me about them. He lived away from home for thirty years, and
               he wasn’t much of a letter writer at the best of times. I don’t know what he got up to, all the places he visited.”
            

            
            “Do you think he could have a child he never told you about?” I asked.

            
            “With a man, anything’s possible. Just because he’s your own boy doesn’t change that.” She folded her lips tightly.

            
            McGonnigal was demanding what that was about when his cell phone rang. He grunted into the mouthpiece a few times, then turned
               to Mrs. Davenport.
            

            
            “Does he have any insurance? It looks like they can save him, but it’s going to be expensive.”

            
            “Insurance? Where would he get insurance? He wasn’t even a vet, just a war correspondent. And if they think I’ve got fifty thousand lying around to pay their rotten bills, they can think again.” 

            
            While McGonnigal relayed the news to the hospital, I wandered into the back room, looking for evidence of Davenport’s work.
               I found a worn black zip case under the daybed, where he seemed to keep his clothes and a few personal items. The case was
               stuffed with hundreds of prints.
            

            
            McGonnigal came in and watched me go through them. Near the bottom of the stack, I came on a dozen views of a woman who looked
               so familiar that I thought I must surely know her. Tortoiseshell combs pulled a halo of ash blond hair away from her face,
               and her blue-gray eyes smiled at the camera with a wistful yearning. At first I thought my leap of recognition was because
               she looked so much like my client. But I felt sure I knew her face, and that that was why I thought I’d known him when he
               had come into my office.
            

            
            I tried not to let McGonnigal see I’d come on anything I knew. I was zipping up the case when it fell from my hands, scattering
               photographs wholesale. I managed to stick a shot of the wistful woman inside my T-shirt while I was scrabbling under the daybed
               for the rest.
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            Sherman Tucker, the Herald-Star’s photo editor, wasn’t happy at climbing out of bed so early in the morning, but he met me at the paper. He took one look
               at the print I’d borrowed and went without speaking to a cabinet, where he pulled out a thick file.
            

            
            “Were you brain-dead thirteen years ago? The only person photographed more back then was Princess Di.”

            
            “I was in law school,” I mumbled. “My father was dying. I didn’t follow the society pages.”

            
            Sherman slapped a dozen versions of the face onto the table: Lady Helen Banidore riding to hounds in Virginia; Lady Helen
               bringing her infant son, Andrew, home from the hospital; opening a charity ball; leaving a courthouse in tears after her divorce;
               laughing on the arm of a Marine colonel at a British embassy ball.
            

            
            She had been born Lady Helen Aldershot, only child of the Earl of Revere. Revere didn’t have a dime, or even a shilling, to
               his name, so everyone agreed it was a wonderful thing when she had married one of the heirs to Banidore Tobacco in South Carolina.
               Happiest of all had been the paparazzi who followed her, supplying the insatiable appetites in America and France for beautiful
               women with titles.
            

            
            Even I used to read the reports that filtered from the National Enquirer into People and the daily papers after the star-studded wedding in the Reveres’ private chapel. Following the wedding, Jim Banidore and
               Lady Helen moved to America, dividing their time between New York, Charleston, and Paris, with the occasional trip to London.
               About the time the kid was born, the tabloids began screaming that Banidore hung out in leather bars when he was in New York.
               Old Mrs. Banidore tried suing the Star over a photo of Jim in an embrace with a man in a motorcycle bar, but the matter was quietly dropped a few months later.
            

            
            If Lady Helen was disconsolate at her husband’s behavior, she hid it well. She’d been a lively member of the international nightclub scene before her marriage; after Andrew’s birth she took up with her old playmates. The divorce was messy—old Mrs. Banidore tried to claim Andrew wasn’t even Jim’s son, but the terms of the family trust apparently made it important for Jim to have a male child, so he swore an affidavit of paternity. 

            
            Lady Helen’s alimony, estimated at a hundred thousand dollars a month, depended on her never breathing a word about her husband’s
               extracurricular activities. If she remarried, of course, the alimony stopped, but old Mrs. Banidore also got the family lawyers
               to insert a clause that gave her custody of the kid if the Banidores could prove Lady Helen was sleeping with other men.
            

            
            This last clause lashed the paparazzi into a competitive frenzy. They staked out her apartment on the Faubourg Saint-Honoré;
               they followed her skiing in the French Alps and the Canadian Rockies; they zoomed on her nude sunbathing in the Virgin Islands.
               When she went on safari in Kenya with Italian racer Egidio Berni as part of the group, the photographers followed in a helicopter.
               That was where Lady Helen died.
            

            
            The Herald-Star hadn’t paid much attention to Lady Helen, since she didn’t have a natural following in Chicago, but of course they’d covered
               her death. I flipped through Sherman’s files to read the front-page story.
            

            
            Lady Helen’s safari was spending a week at a luxury lodge, from which they took day or night trips to study animals. It sounded
               like fun: they even followed elephants on their nocturnal treks into mineral caves.
            

            
            In deference to the divorce decree, Berni stayed in one suite, Lady Helen and young Andrew in another. One evening Berni and Lady Helen decided to go for a sunset drive. An enterprising photographer had bribed one of the guides to let him know if Lady Helen and Berni were ever alone; the helicopter caught up with the Land Rover three miles from the lodge. Berni took off, hurtling the Rover across the veldt, and smashed into a rhinoceros. He and Lady Helen were killed instantly. 

            
            Some moron brought young Andrew to the crash site, and the Herald-Star had used a photograph of the white-faced boy kneeling by his dead mother, cradling her head on his knees.
            

            
            I would have to be brain-dead not to know that the boy was my client as a child. And I’d have to be even deader not to figure
               Hunter Davenport for the photographer in the chopper.
            

            
            “So Andrew Banidore hired me to find one of the men who drove his mother to her death. Or who he thinks drove her to her death.
               And then what? He lay in wait like James Bond to—”
            

            
            I stood up so fast, I knocked half the photos off Sherman’s table. When he squawked a protest, I was already out the door.
               I shouted “I’ll call you” over my shoulder and ran down the hall to the street.
            

            
            I’d been an idiot. James Bond. The glimpse I thought I’d had of my client on the L platform two days ago. The guy in the car
               behind me yesterday morning. My client had tracked me while I located Hunter Davenport. When I’d found Davenport for him,
               my client breathed threatening messages over the phone until he fled the apartment, then chased him to Uptown, where he ran
               him over.
            

            
            V.I. Warshawski, ace detective. Ace imbecile.
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            The Trefoil’s tiny lobby was filled with luggage and travelers. The receptionist on duty was settling bills and handing towels and keys to joggers while juggling two phones. I took a towel with a smiled thanks and slipped into the elevator behind two lean, sweat-covered men in shorts and cropped tops. 

            
            On the fifth floor I knelt in front of 508 and probed the keyhole. I was in an agony of tension—if some other guest should
               come out—the maid—if Andrew Banidore had left and a stranger lay in the bed. The guest doors had nice, sturdy old-fashioned
               locks, the kind that look impressive on the outside but have only three tumblers. In another two minutes, I was inside the
               room.
            

            
            Lying there in bed, Andrew Banidore looked almost like his mother’s twin. The white-gold hair fell away from his face, which
               was soft with the slackness of sleep.
            

            
            “Andrew!” I called sharply from the doorway.

            
            He stirred and turned over, but a night spent tracking his subject through Uptown had apparently left him exhausted. I went
               to the bed and shook him roughly.
            

            
            When his wistful blue-gray eyes finally blinked open, I said, “He’s not dead. Does that upset you?”

            
            “He’s not?” His voice was thick with sleep. “But I—” He woke completely and sat up, his face white. “How did you get in here?
               What are you talking about?”
            

            
            “You were too tired when you got in to lock the door, I guess.” I sat on the edge of the bed. “You’ve got five minutes before
               I call the cops. Better make good use of them.”
            

            
            “What are you going to tell them? How you broke into my hotel room?”

            
            “I’m going to tell them to look for the blue Toyota that hit Hunter Davenport early this morning. If you rented it, that’ll
               be easy, because you had to show someone a driver’s license. If you stole it, it’ll still have your fingerprints on it.”
            

            
            I went to the bureau and rifled through the documents on top. He was traveling on a British passport. He had a first-class ticket on Air France, with an open return date. He had a rental agreement with one of the big chains for a blue Toyota. His wallet held an American driver’s license issued by the state of South Carolina, a variety of credit cards, and two photos of his mother. 

            
            “Put those pictures down.”

            
            I held them between my fingers, as if poised to tear them. “You can always get more. Most photographed woman in the world
               and all. There are a million pictures of her lying around. I just saw twenty-eight of them.”
            

            
            “She gave those to me. I can’t get more that she gave me.”

            
            He was out of bed and across the room so fast, I just had time to slip the pictures into my shirt pocket. He tried to fight
               me for them, but I was dressed and he wasn’t. I stood on his left foot until he stopped punching at me.
            

            
            “I’ll return them when you give me a few answers. You have lived in South Carolina, and your mother was killed in a car accident
               in Kenya. Did you happen to tell me anything else true? Is your grandmother dead? What about all those other tobacco-smoking
               Banidores? You really an orphan?”
            

            
            He pulled on a pair of jeans and looked at me sullenly. “I hate them all. The way they talk about her, they were so happy when she died. It was as if all their dreams came true at once. The fact that Jim died of AIDS five years after I had to go live in fucking stupid Charleston—I wasn’t supposed to mention that. Poor, dear Jim picked up a virus in Africa when he went out to get Andrew, they told all their friends at the country club. We should never have allowed Helen to keep the boy to begin with. Then all my he-man cousins made my life miserable claiming she was a whore and I wasn’t even one of the family. As if I wanted to be related to that houseful of cretins.” 

            
            “Did you kill your grandmother?”

            
            He gave a hoarse bark of laughter. “If I’d thought of it in time. No, she died the old-fashioned way: of a stroke.”

            
            “So what made you decide to go after Davenport?”

            
            “I always meant to. Ever since the day my mother died. Chasing her all over Europe. It was a game to him. She didn’t have
               a life. She knew she’d lose me to those damn Banidores if she ever got caught with another man, and I was the one person she
               really loved. I was the only one she cared about losing.
            

            
            “She was trying to protect our life together, and he—that Davenport—he was trying to destroy it. For twenty-four hours he
               got a taste of what that was like, how it feels when someone knows where you are and is following you. I missed him when he
               snuck out of that apartment building last night, but when the lady yelled he wasn’t home, I found him at the bus stop. He
               got on a bus, and I followed the bus. He got off and went into a bar. I went in behind him. But it wasn’t enough he was scared.
               I told him who I was, what he’d done, and he tried to tell me it was a job. Just a job. He killed my mother, he ruined my
               life, and he thought I should slap him on the back and say, ‘Tough luck, old sport, but a man’s gotta do . . .’ and all that
               crap.
            

            
            “That was when I couldn’t take it anymore. I got into the car. He started to go back into the bar and I couldn’t stand it.
               I just drove up on the sidewalk and—I should have gone straight to the airport and taken the first flight out, but my passport
               and ticket and everything were still here. Besides, I never thought you’d find out before I left this afternoon.”
            

            
            I leaned against the door and looked down at him. “You never thought. You are an extremely lucky guy: Hunter Davenport is going to live. But he has very expensive hospital bills and no insurance. You are going to pay every dime of those bills. If you don’t, then I am suddenly going to find evidence that links you to that Toyota. The cursory washing they give it at the rental place—believe me, traces of Davenport’s blood will be on it a long time. Do you understand?” 

            
            He nodded fractionally. “Now give me back my pictures.”

            
            “I want to hear you say it. I want to know that you understand what you’ve agreed to.”

            
            He shut his eyes. “I agree to pay Hunter Davenport’s hospital bills. I agree to look after the man who killed my mother. I
               agree to live in hell the rest of my life.”
            

            
            I wanted to say something, something consoling, or maybe heartening: let it go, move on. But his face was so pinched with
               pain, I couldn’t bear to look at him. I put the snapshots on his knee and let myself out.
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            When Princess Diana died, I thought how horrible it must have been for her sons. I imagined a son who didn’t have a supportive
               family to help him recover from the tragedy, and so he nurtured his anger against the photographer whom he felt was responsible
               for her death.
            

            
            When I wrote this story, around 2000, the Internet was first starting to have commercial uses, but most functions that a detective
               now does online were still manual—like tracking Hunter Davenport through old phone directories. Cell phones were just becoming
               ubiquitous, but the first smartphone was still ten years away.
            

            
            This story was originally published in Mary Higgins Clark Mystery Magazine, Spring 2001.
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            “I need a bodyguard. I was told you were good.” Lisa Macauley crossed her legs and leaned back in my client chair as if expecting
               me to slobber in gratitude.
            

            
            “If someone told you I was a good bodyguard they didn’t know my operation: I never do protection.”

            
            “I’m prepared to pay you well.”

            
            “You can offer me a million dollars a day and I still won’t take the job. Protection is a special skill. You need lots of
               people to do it right. I have a one-person operation. I’m not going to abandon my other clients to look after you.”
            

            
            “I’m not asking you to give up your precious clients forever, just for a few days next week while I’m doing publicity here
               in Chicago.”
            

            
            Judging by her expression, Macauley thought she was a household word, but I’d been on the run the two days since she’d made
               the appointment and hadn’t had time to do a background check. Whatever she publicized made her rich: wealth oozed all the
               way from her dark cloud of carefully cut curls through the sable protecting her from the winter wind and on down to her Jimmy
               Choo motorcycle boots.
            

            
            When I didn’t say anything she added, “For my new book, of course.”

            
            “That sounds like a job for your publisher. Or your handlers.”

            
            I had vague memories of going to see Cubs star Andre Dawson when he was doing some kind of promotion at the old Marshall Field’s
               department store. He’d been on a dais, under lights, with several heavies keeping the adoring fans away from him. No matter
               what Macauley wrote, she surely wasn’t more at risk than a baseball hero.
            

            
            She made an impatient gesture. “They always send some useless person from their publicity department. They refuse to believe
               my life is in danger. Of course, this is the last book I’ll do with Gaudy: my new contract with Della Destra Press calls for
               two personal bodyguards whenever I’m on the road. But right now, while I’m promoting the new book, I need protection.”
            

            
            I ignored her contract woes. “Your life is in danger? What have you written that’s so controversial? An attack on Kate Middleton?”

            
            “I write crime novels. Don’t you read?”

            
            “Not crime fiction: I get enough of the real stuff walking out my door in the morning.”

            
            Macauley gave a conscious little laugh. “I thought mine might appeal to a woman detective like yourself. That’s why I chose
               you to begin with. My heroine is a woman talk-show host who gets involved in cases through members of her listening audience.
               The issues she takes on are extremely controversial: abortion, rape, the Greens. In one of them she protects a man whose university
               appointment is attacked by the feminists on campus. Nan is nearly murdered when she uncovers the brainwashing operation the
               feminists are running.”
            

            
            “I can’t believe that would put you in danger—feminist-bashing is about as controversial as apple pie these days. Sounds like your hero is a female Claude Barnett.” 

            
            Barnett broadcast his attacks on the atheistic, family-destroying feminists and liberals five days a week from Global Entertainment’s
               flagship cable stations, with round-the-clock streaming available for diehard fans. The term he’d coined for progressive women—femmunists—had
               become a much-loved buzzword on the radical right.
            

            
            Macauley didn’t like being thought derivative, even of reality. She bristled as she explained that her detective, Nan Carruthers,
               had a totally unique personality and slant on public affairs.
            

            
            “But because she goes against all the popular positions that leftists have persuaded the media to support, I get an unbelievable
               amount of hate mail.”
            

            
            “And now someone’s threatening your life?” I tried to sound more interested than hopeful.

            
            Her eyes flashing in triumph, Macauley pulled a letter from her handbag and handed it to me. It was the product of a computer,
               printed on cheap white stock. In all caps it proclaimed: YOU’LL BE SORRY, BITCH, BUT BY THEN IT WILL BE TOO LATE.
            

            
            “If this is a serious threat you’re already too late,” I said. “You should have taken it to forensics lab before you fondled
               it. Unless you sent it yourself as a publicity stunt?”
            

            
            Genuine crimson flooded her cheeks. “How dare you? My last three books have been Times list leaders for eighteen weeks. I don’t need this kind of publicity.”
            

            
            I handed the letter back. “You show it to the police?”

            
            “They wouldn’t take it seriously. They told me they could get the state’s attorney to open a file, but what good would that do me?” 

            
            “Scotland Yard can identify individual laser printers based on samples of output, but most U.S. police departments don’t have
               those resources. Did you keep the envelope?”
            

            
            She took out a grimy specimen. With a magnifying glass I could make out the zip code in the postmark: Chicago, the Gold Coast.
               That meant only one of about a hundred thousand residents, or the quarter-million tourists who pass through the neighborhood
               every day, could have mailed it. I tossed it back.
            

            
            “You realize this isn’t a death threat—it’s just a threat, and pretty vague at that. What is it you’ll be sorry for?”

            
            “If I knew that I wouldn’t be hiring a detective,” she snapped.

            
            “Have you had other threats?” It was an effort to keep my voice patient.

            
            “I had two other letters like this one, but I didn’t bring them—I didn’t think they’d help you any. I’ve started having phone
               calls where they just wait, or laugh in a weird way or something. Sometimes I get the feeling someone’s following me.”
            

            
            “Any hunches who might be doing it?” I was just going through the motions—I didn’t think she was at any real risk, but she
               seemed the kind of person who couldn’t believe she wasn’t at the forefront of everyone else’s mind.
            

            
            “I told you.” She leaned forward in her intensity. “Ever since Take Back the Night, my fourth book, which gives a whole different look at rape crisis centers, I’ve been on the top of every femmunist hit list
               in the country.”
            

            
            I laughed, trying to picture some of my friends taking potshots at every person in America who hated feminists. “It sounds like a nuisance, but I don’t believe your life is in as much danger as, say, the average abortion provider. But if you want a bodyguard while you’re on Claude Barnett’s show I can recommend a couple of places. Just remember, though, that even the Secret Service couldn’t protect JFK from a determined sniper.” 

            
            “I suppose if I’d been some whiny feminist you’d take this more seriously. It’s because of my politics you won’t take the
               job.”
            

            
            “If you were a whiny feminist I’d probably tell you not to cry over this because there’s a lot worse on the way. But since
               you’re a whiny authoritarian there’s not much I can do for you. I’ll give you some advice for free, though: if you cry about
               it on the air you’ll only invite a whole lot more of this kind of attention.”
            

            
            I didn’t think contemporary clothes lent themselves to flouncing from rooms, but Ms. Macauley certainly flounced out of mine.
               I wrote a brief summary of our meeting in my appointments log, then put her out of my mind until the next night, when I was
               having dinner with a friend who devours crime fiction. Sal Barthele was astounded that I hadn’t heard of Lisa Macauley.
            

            
            “You ever read anything besides the sports pages and the financial section, Warshawski? That girl is hot. They say her contract
               with Della Destra is worth twelve million, and even though she appeals to the guys with shiny armbands and goose steps, she
               can write.”
            

            
            After that I didn’t think of Macauley at all: a case for a small suburban school district whose pension money had been turned
               into derivatives was taking all my energy. But a week later the writer returned forcibly to mind.
            

            
            “You’re in trouble now, Warshawski,” Murray Ryerson said when I picked up the phone late Thursday night.

            
            “Hi, Murray: good to hear from you, too.” Murray used to be an investigative reporter until Global Entertainment eviscerated
               his newspaper. Now he does specials on their cable news show. He’s a one-time lover, sometime rival, occasional pain in the
               butt, and even, now and then, a good friend.
            

            
            “Why’d you tangle with Lisa Macauley? She’s Chicago’s most important artiste, now that Oprah has decamped.”

            
            “She come yammering to you with some tale of injustice? She wanted a bodyguard and I told her I didn’t do that kind of work.”

            
            “Oh, Warshawski, you must have sounded ornery when you turned her down. She is not a happy camper: she got Claude Barnett
               all excited about how you won’t work for anyone who doesn’t agree with your politics. He dug up your involvement with the
               old abortion underground and has been blasting away at you the last two days as the worst kind of murdering femmunist. A wonderful
               woman came to you, trembling and scared for her life, and you turned her away just because she’s against abortion. He says
               you investigate the politics of all your potential clients and won’t take anyone who’s given money to a Christian or a Republican
               cause and he’s urging people to boycott you.”
            

            
            “Kind of people who listen to Claude need an investigator to find their brains. He isn’t likely to hurt me.”

            
            Murray dropped his bantering tone. “He carries more weight than you, or even I, want to think. You should do some damage control.”

            
            I felt my stomach muscles tighten: I live close to the edge of financial ruin much of the time. If I lost three or four key accounts, I’d be dead. 

            
            “You think I should apply for a broadcast license and blast back? Or just have my picture taken coming out of the headquarters
               of the National Rifle Association?”
            

            
            “You need a new-millennium operation, Warshawski—a staff, including a publicist. You need to have someone going around town
               with stories about all the tough cases you’ve cracked in the last few years, showing how wonderful you are. Make your social
               media accounts more active. On account of I like hot-tempered Italian gals I might run a piece myself if you’d buy me dinner.”
            

            
            “What’s a new-millennium operation—one where your self-promotion matters more than what kind of job you do? Come to think
               of it, do you have a publicist, Murray?”
            

            
            The long pause at the other end told its own tale: Murray had definitely joined the new millennium. I looked in the mirror
               after he hung up, searching for scales or some other visible sign of turning into a dinosaur. In the absence of those, I’d
               hang on to my little one-woman shop as long as possible.
            

            
            I logged onto Global Entertainment and searched for Claude Barnett’s stream. After a few minutes from his high-end sponsors,
               Claude’s rich folksy baritone rolled through my speakers like molasses from a giant barrel.
            

            
            “Yeah, folks, the femmunists are at it again. The Iron Curtain went down in Russia so they want to put it up here in America.
               You think like they think or—phht!—off you go to the Gulag.
            

            
            “We’ve got one of those femmunists right here in Chicago. Private investigator. You know, in the old stories they used to call them private dicks. Kind of makes you wonder what this gal is missing in her life that she turned to that kind of work. Started out as a baby killer back in the days when she was at the Red University on the South Side of Chicago and grew up to be a dick. Well, it takes all kinds, they say, but do we need this kind? 

            
            “We got an important writer here in Chicago. I know a lot of you read the books this courageous woman writes. And because
               she’s willing to take a stand, she gets death threats. So she goes to this leftist snowflake dick, this hermaphrodite dick,
               who won’t help her out. ’Cause Lisa Macauley has the guts to tell women the truth about rape and abortion, and this chick-dick,
               this V.I. Warshawski, can’t take it.
            

            
            “By the way, you ought to check out Lisa’s new book. Slaybells Ring. A great story which takes her fast-talking talk-show host Nan Carruthers into the world of the ACLU and the bashing of Christmas.
               We carry it right here in our bookstore. If you call in now Sheri will ship it out to you right away. Order online, and it
               will be in your hands tomorrow. Maybe if this Warshawski read it, she’d have a change of heart, but a gal like her, you gotta
               wonder if she has a heart to begin with.”
            

            
            He went on for thirty minutes by the clock, making an easy segue from me to the right’s perennial favorite, Hillary. If I
               was a devil, she was the Princess of Darkness.
            

            
            When he finished, I sat in my darkening office, staring at nothing. I felt ill from the bile Barnett had poured out in his
               molassied voice, but I was furious with Lisa Macauley. She had set me up, pure and simple. Come to see me with a spurious
               problem, just so she and Barnett could start trashing me on the air. But why?
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            Murray was right: Barnett carried more weight than I wanted to believe. He kept on at me for days, not always as the centerpiece,
               but often sending a few snide barbs my way. The story went viral pretty fast. Between Barnett and the Net, Macauley got a
               load of free publicity; her sales skyrocketed. Which made me wonder again if she’d typed up that threatening note herself.
            

            
            At the same time, my name getting sprinkled with mud did start having an effect on my own business: two new clients backed
               out midstream, and one of my old regulars phoned to say his company didn’t need any work for me right now. No, they weren’t
               going to cancel my contract, but they thought, in his picturesque corpo-speak, “we’d go into a holding pattern for the time
               being.”
            

            
            I called my lawyer to see what my options were; he advised me to let snarling dogs bite until they got it out of their system.
               “You don’t have the money to take on Claude Barnett, Vic, and even if you won a slander suit against him, you’d lose while
               the case dragged on.”
            

            
            On Sunday I meekly called Murray and asked if he’d be willing to repeat the deal he’d offered me earlier. After a two-hundred-dollar
               dinner at the Filigree he did a five-minute story at the end of his own cable show, recounting some of my great successes.
               This succeeded in diverting some of Barnett’s attention from me to Murray—my so-called stooge. Of course he wasn’t going to
               slander Murray on the air—Barnett could tell lies about a mere mortal like me, but not about someone with a big media operation
               to pay his legal fees.
            

            
            I found myself trying to plan the total humiliation of both Barnett and Macauley. Let it go, I would tell myself as I turned restlessly in the middle of the night: this is what he wants, to control my head. Turn it off. But I couldn’t follow this most excellent advice. 

            
            I also did a little investigation into Macauley’s life. I called a friend of mine at Channel 13, where Macauley had once worked,
               to get the station’s take on her. My friend Beth Blacksin told me Macauley moved to Chicago after college hoping to break
               into broadcast news. After skulking on the sidelines of the industry for five or six years she’d written her first Nan Carruthers
               book.
            

            
            Ironically enough, the women’s movement, creating new roles for women in fiction as well as life, had fueled Macauley’s literary
               success. When her second novel became a bestseller, she divorced the man she married when they were both University of Wisconsin
               journalism students and began positioning herself as a celebrity. She was famous in book circles for her insistence on personal
               security: opinion was divided as to whether it had started as a publicity stunt, or if she really did garner a lot of hate
               mail.
            

            
            I found a lot of people who didn’t like her—some because of her relentless self-promotion, some because of her politics, and
               some because they resented her success. As Sal had told me, Macauley was minting money now. Not only Claude, but the Wall Street Journal, the National Review, and all the other conservative outlets hailed her as a welcome antidote to writers like Marcia Muller or Denise Mina.
            

            
            But despite my digging I couldn’t find any real dirt on Macauley. Nothing I could use to embarrass her into silence. To make matters worse, someone at Channel 13 told her I’d been poking around asking questions about her. Whether by chance or design, she swept into Corona’s one night when I was there with Sal. Sal and I were both enthusiastic fans of Belle Fontaine, the jazz singer who was Corona’s Wednesday night headliner. 

            
            Lisa arrived near the end of the first set. She’d apparently found an agency willing to guard her body—she was the center
               of a boisterous crowd that included a couple of big men with bulges near their armpits. She flung her sable across a chair
               at a table near ours.
            

            
            At first I assumed her arrival was just an unhappy coincidence. She didn’t seem to notice me but called loudly for champagne,
               asking for the most expensive bottle on the menu. A couple at a neighboring table angrily shushed her. This prompted Lisa
               to start yelling out toasts to some of the people at her table: her fabulous publicist, her awesome attorney, and her extraordinary
               bodyguards, “Rover” and “Prince.” The sullen-faced men didn’t join in the raucous cheers at their nicknames, but they didn’t
               erupt, either.
            

            
            We couldn’t hear the end of “Little Lies” above Lisa’s clamor, but Belle took a break at that point. Sal ordered another drink
               and started to fill me in on family news: her lover had just landed a role in a sitcom that would take her out to the West
               Coast for the winter, and Sal was debating hiring a manager for her own bar, the Golden Glow, so she could join Becca. She
               was just describing—in humorous detail—Becca’s first meeting with the producer when Lisa spoke loudly enough for everyone
               in the room to hear.
            

            
            “I’m so glad you boys were willing to help me out. I can’t believe how chicken some of the detectives in this town are. Easy to be big and bold in an abortion clinic, but they run and hide from someone their own size.” She turned deliberately in her chair, faked an elaborate surprise at the sight of me, and continued at the same bellowing pitch, “Oh, V.I. Warshawski! I hope you don’t take it personally.” 

            
            “I don’t expect Chanel Number Five from the sewer,” I called back heartily.

            
            The couple who’d tried to quiet Lisa down during the singing laughed at this. The star twitched, then got to her feet, champagne
               glass in hand, and came over to me.
            

            
            “I hear you’ve been stalking me, Warshawski. I could sue you for harassment.”

            
            I smiled. “Sugar, I’ve been trying to find out why a big successful writer like you had to invent some hate mail just to have
               an excuse to slander me. You want to take me to court I’ll be real, real happy to sort out your lies in public.”
            

            
            “In court or anywhere else I’ll make you look as stupid as you do right now.” Lisa tossed her champagne into my face; a camera
               flashed just as the drink hit me.
            

            
            Fury blinded me more than the champagne. I knocked over a chair as I leaped up to throttle her, but Sal got an arm around
               my waist and pulled me down. Behind Macauley, Prince and Rover got to their feet, ready to move: Lisa had clearly staged the
               whole event to give them an excuse for beating me up—and to make me look out of control.
            

            
            Queenie, who owns the Corona, was at my side with some towels. “Galen! I want these people out of here now. And I think some
               cute person’s been taking pictures. Ms. Macauley, you owe me three hundred dollars for that Dom Pérignon you threw around.”
            

            
            Prince and Rover thought they were going to take on Queenie’s bouncer, but Galen had broken up bigger fights than they could muster. He managed to lift them both and slam their heads together, then to snatch the fabulous publicist’s bag as she was trying to sprint out the door. Galen took out her phone, erased the photos, and handed the bag back to her with a smile and an insulting bow. The attorney, prompted by Galen, handed over three bills, and the whole party left to loud applause from the audience. 

            
            Queenie and Sal had grown up together, which may be why I got Gold Coast treatment that night, but not even her private reserve
               Veuve Clicquot could take the bad taste from my mouth. If I’d beaten up Macauley I’d have looked like the brute she and Barnett
               were labeling me; but taking a faceful of champagne sitting down left me looking—and feeling—helpless.
            

            
            “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you, Vic?” Sal said as she dropped me off around two in the morning. “’Cause
               if you are, I’m babysitting you, girlfriend.”
            

            
            “No. I’m not going to do anything rash, if that’s what you mean. But I’m going to nail that prize bitch, one way or another.”

            
            Twenty-four hours later Lisa Macauley was dead. One day after that I was in jail.
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            All I knew about Lisa’s murder was what I’d read in the papers before the cops came for me: her personal trainer had discovered her body when he arrived Friday morning for their usual workout. She had been beaten to death in what looked like a bloody battle, which is why the state’s attorney finally let me go—they couldn’t find the marks on me they were looking for, nor any blood under my fingernails. And they couldn’t find any evidence in my home or office. 

            
            They kept insisting, though, that I had gone to her apartment late Thursday night. They asked me about it all night long on
               Friday without telling me why they were so sure. When Freeman Carter, my lawyer, finally sprang me Saturday afternoon, he
               forced them to tell him what they had. The doorman was claiming he had admitted me to Lisa’s apartment just before midnight
               on Thursday.
            

            
            Freeman taxed me with it on the ride home. “The way she was carrying on, it would have been like you to demand a face-to-face
               with her, Vic. Don’t hold out on me—I can’t defend you if you were there and won’t tell me about it.”
            

            
            “I wasn’t there,” I said flatly. “I am not prone to blackouts or hallucinations: there is no way I could have gone there and
               forgotten it. I was blamelessly watching the University of Kansas men pound Duke on national television. I even have a witness:
               my golden retriever shared a pizza with me. Her testimony: she threw up cheese sauce on my bed Friday morning.”
            

            
            Freeman ignored that. “Sal told me about the dust-up at Corona’s. Anyway, Stacey Cleveland, Macauley’s publicist, had already
               bared all to the police. You’re the only person they can locate who had reason to be killing mad with her.”
            

            
            “Then they’re not looking, are they? Someone either pretended to be me or else bribed the doorman to tell the cops I was there.
               Get me the doorman’s name and I’ll sort out which it was.”
            

            
            “I can’t do that, Vic: you’re in enough trouble without suborning the state’s key witness.”

            
            “You’re supposed to be on my side,” I cried. “You want to go into court with evidence or not?”

            
            “I’ll talk to the doorman, Vic: you go take a bath—jail doesn’t smell very good on you.”
            

            
            I followed Freeman’s advice only because I was too tired to do anything else. I slept the clock around, waking just before
               noon on Sunday.
            

            
            In the morning I had forty-seven messages from reporters from around the world, including Japan, where Macauley’s books also
               were bestsellers. When I started outside to get the Sunday papers I found a camera crew parked in front of the building. I
               retreated, fetched my coat and an overnight bag, and went out the back way. My car was parked right in front of the camera
               van, so I walked the three miles to my office.
            

            
            When the Pulteney Building turned condo last April I’d moved my business to a warehouse on the edge of Wicker Park, near the
               corner of Milwaukee Avenue and North. Fringe galleries and night spots compete with liquor stores and palm readers for air
               here, and there are a lot of vacant lots, but it was ten minutes—by car, bus, or L—from the heart of the financial district,
               where most of my business lies.
            

            
            I had twice my old space at two-thirds the rent. Since I’d had to refurnish—from Dumpsters and auctions—I’d put in a daybed
               behind a partition: I could camp out here for a few days until media interest in me cooled.
            

            
            I bought the Sunday papers from one of the liquor stores on my walk. The Sun-Times concentrated on Macauley’s career, including a touching history of her childhood in the resort town of Rhinelander, Wisconsin. She’d been the only child of older parents. Her father, Joseph, had died last year at the age of eighty, but her mother, Louise, still lived in the house where Lisa had grown up. The paper showed a frame bungalow with a porch swing and a minute garden, as well as a tearful Louise Macauley in front of Lisa’s doll collection. (“I’ve kept the room the way it looked when she left for college,” the caption read.) 

            
            Her mother never wanted her going off to the University of Wisconsin. “Even though we raised her with the right values and
               sent her to church schools, Madison is a terrible place. She wouldn’t listen to us, though, and now look what’s happened.”
            

            
            The Tribune had a discreet sidebar on Lisa’s recent contretemps with me. In the Herald-Star, Murray published the name of the doorman who had admitted “someone claiming to be V.I. Warshawski” to Macauley’s building.
               It was Reggie Whitman. He’d been the doorman since the building went up in 1978, was a grandfather, a church deacon, coached
               a basketball team at the Henry Horner homes, and was generally so virtuous that truth radiated from him like a beacon.
            

            
            Murray also had talked with Lisa’s ex-husband, Brian Gerstein, an assistant producer for one of the local network news stations.
               He was appropriately grief-stricken at his ex-wife’s murder. The picture supplied by Gerstein’s publicist showed a man in
               his mid-forties with a TV smile but anxious eyes.
            

            
            I called Beth Blacksin, the reporter at Channel 13 who’d filled me in on what little I’d learned about Lisa Macauley before
               her death.
            

            
            “Vic! Where are you? We’ve got a camera crew lurking outside your front door hoping to talk to you!”

            
            “I know, babycakes. And talk to me you shall, as soon as I find out who set me up to take the fall for Lisa Macauley’s death. So give me some information now and it shall return to you like those famous loaves of bread.” 

            
            Beth wanted to dicker, but the last two weeks had case-hardened my temper. She finally agreed to talk with the promise of
               a reward in the indefinite future.
            

            
            Brian Gerstein had once worked at Channel 13, just as he had for every other news station in town. “He’s a loser, Vic. I’m
               not surprised Lisa dumped him when she started to get successful. He’s the kind of guy who would sit around dripping into
               his coffee because you were out-earning him, moaning, trying to get you to feel sorry for him. People hire him because he’s
               a good editor, but then they give him the shove because he gets the whole newsroom terminally depressed.”
            

            
            “You told me last week they met up at UW when they were students there. Where did they go next?”

            
            Beth had to consult her files, but she came back on the line in a few minutes with more details. Gerstein came from a small
               Long Island town. He met Lisa when they were both Wisconsin juniors, campaigning for W’s first election in 2000. They’d married
               three years later, just before moving to Chicago. Politics and TV kept them together for another three years after that.
            

            
            Brian rented an apartment in Rogers Park on the far north side of the city.

            
            “And that’s typical of him,” Beth added as she gave me his address. “He won’t own a home since they split up: he can’t afford
               it, his life was ruined, and he doesn’t feel like housekeeping, I’ve heard a dozen different whiny reasons from him. Not that
               everyone has to own, but you don’t have to rent a run-down apartment in gangbanger territory when you work for the networks,
               either.”
            

            
            “So he could have been peevish enough to kill Lisa?”

            
            “You’re assuming he swathed himself in skirts and furs and told Reggie Whitman he was V.I. Warshawski? It would take more—more
               gumption than he’s got to engineer something like that. It’s not a bad theory, though: maybe we’ll float it on the four o’clock
               news. Give us something different to talk about than all the other guys. Stay in touch, Vic. I’m willing to believe you’re
               innocent, but it’d make a better story if you’d killed her.”
            

            
            “Thanks, Blacksin.” I laughed as I hung up: her enthusiasm was without malice.

            
            I took the L up to Rogers Park, the slow Sunday milk run. Despite Beth’s criticism, it’s an interesting part of town. Some
               blocks you do see dopers hanging out, some streets have depressing amounts of garbage in the yards, but most of the area harks
               back to the Chicago of my childhood: tidy brick two-flats, hordes of immigrants in the parks speaking every known language
               and, along with them, delis and coffee shops for every cuisine.
            

            
            Gerstein lived on one of the quiet side streets. He was home, as I’d hoped: staking out an apartment without a car would have
               been miserable work on a cold day. He even let me in without too much fuss. I told him I was a detective and showed him my
               license, but he didn’t seem to recognize my name—he must not have been editing the programs dealing with his ex-wife’s murder.
               Or he’d been so stricken he’d edited them without registering anything.
            

            
            He certainly exuded misery as he escorted me up the stairs. Whether it was grief or guilt for Lisa, or just the chronic depression
               Beth attributed to him, he moved as though on the verge of falling over. He was a little taller than I was, but slim. Swathed
               in a coat and shawls he might have looked like a woman to the night doorman.
            

            
            Gerstein’s building was clean and well maintained, but his own apartment was sparely furnished, as though he expected to move on at any second. The only pictures on the walls were a couple of framed photographs—one of himself and Lisa with W, and the other with a man I didn’t recognize. He had no drapes or plants or anything else to bring a bit of color to the room, and when he invited me to sit, he pulled a metal folding chair from a closet for me. 

            
            “I always relied on Lisa to fix things up,” he said. “She has so much vivacity and such good taste. Without her I can’t seem
               to figure out how to do it.”
            

            
            “I thought you’d been divorced for years.” I tossed my coat onto the card table in the middle of the room.

            
            “Yes, but I’ve only been living here nine months. She let me keep our old condo, but last summer I couldn’t make the payments.
               She said she’d come around to help me fix this up, only she’s so busy. . . .” His voice trailed off.
            

            
            I wondered how he ever sold himself to his various employers—I found myself wanting to shake him out like a pillow and plump
               him up. “So you and Lisa stayed in touch?”
            

            
            “Sort of. She was too busy to call much, but she’d talk to me sometimes when I phoned.”

            
            “So you didn’t have any hard feelings about your divorce?”

            
            “Oh, I did. I never wanted to split up—it was all her idea. I kept hoping, but now, you know, it’s too late.”

            
            “I suppose a woman as successful as Lisa met a lot of men.”

            
            “Yes, yes she certainly did.” His voice was filled with admiration, not hate.

            
            I was beginning to agree with Beth, that Gerstein couldn’t possibly have killed Lisa. What really puzzled me was what had ever attracted her to him in the first place, but the person who could figure out the hows and whys of attraction would put Dear Amy out of business overnight. 

            
            I went through the motions with him—did he get a share in her royalties?—yes, on the first book, because she’d written that
               while they were still together. When she wanted a divorce his lawyer told him he could probably get a judgment entitling him
               to 50 percent of her proceeds, even in the future, but he loved Lisa, he wanted her to come back to him, he wasn’t interested
               in being vindictive. Did he inherit under Lisa’s will? He didn’t think so, I’d have to ask her attorney. Did he know who her
               residuary legatee was? Some conservative foundations they both admired.
            

            
            I got up to go. “Who do you think killed your wife, ex-wife?”

            
            “I thought they’d arrested someone, that dick Claude Barnett says was harassing her.”

            
            “You know Barnett? Personally, I mean?” All I wanted was to divert him from thinking about me—even in his depression he might
               have remembered hearing my name on the air—but he surprised me.
            

            
            “Yeah. That is, Lisa does. Did. We went to a media convention together right after we moved here. Barnett was the keynote
               speaker. She got all excited, said she’d known him growing up, but his name was something different then. After that she saw
               him every now and then. She got him to take his picture with us a couple of years later, at another convention in Sun Valley.”
            

            
            He jerked his head toward the wall where the photographs hung. I went over to look at them. I was vaguely aware of Barnett’s face: he was considered so influential in the nation’s swing rightward that his picture kept popping up in newsmagazines. A man of about fifty, he was lean and well groomed. 

            
            He was usually smiling with affable superiority. In Sun Valley he must have eaten something that disagreed with him. Lisa
               was smiling gaily, happy to be with the media darling. Brian was holding himself upright and looking close to jovial. Although
               Claude had an arm around Lisa, he looked as though thumbscrews had been stuffed under his nails to get him into the photo.
            

            
            “What name had Lisa known him by as a child?” I asked.

            
            “Oh, she was mistaken about that. Once she got to see him up close she realized it was only a superficial resemblance. But
               Barnett took a shine to her—most people did, she was so vivacious—and gave her a lot of support in her career. He was the
               first big booster of her Nan Carruthers novels.”
            

            
            “He doesn’t look very happy to be with her here, does he? Can I borrow it? It’s a very good one of Lisa, and I’d like to use
               it in my inquiries.”
            

            
            Brian said in a dreary voice that he thought Lisa’s publicist would have much better ones, but he was easy to persuade—or
               bully, to call my approach by its real name. I left with the photo carefully draped in a dish towel, and a written promise
               to return it as soon as possible.
            

            
            I trotted to the Jarvis L stop, using the public phone there to call airlines. I found one that not only sent planes from O’Hare to Rhinelander, Wisconsin, but also had a flight leaving in two hours. The state’s attorney had told me not to leave the jurisdiction. Just in case they’d put a stop on me at the airport, I booked a flight under Sestieri, my mother’s maiden name, and embarked on the tedious L journey back to the Loop and out to the airport. 
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            Lisa’s new book, Slaybells Ring, was stacked high at the airport bookstores. The black enamel cover with an embossed spray of bells in silver drew the eye.
               At the third stand I passed I finally gave in and bought a copy.
            

            
            The flight was a long puddle-jumper, making stops in Milwaukee and Wausau on its way north. By the time we reached Rhinelander
               I was approaching the denouement, where the head of the American Civil Liberties Union was revealed as a major baddie. He
               had fired one woman staffer for threatening a sexual harassment suit, fired a second for surreptitiously listening to Lisa’s
               heroine, Nan Carruthers, on her headphones at work.
            

            
            The two women banded together to expose their ex-boss’s reason for opposing a crèche at city hall: he secretly owned a company
               that was trying to put the crèche’s manufacturer out of business. The women gave the information to Nan Carruthers, who promptly
               made all the information public.
            

            
            The book had a three-hankie ending at midnight mass, where Nan joined the employees—now triumphantly reinstated (thanks to
               the enforcement of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 by the EEOC and the ACLU, but Macauley hadn’t thought that worth mentioning)—in
               kneeling in front of the public crèche.
            

            
            I finished the book around one in the morning in the Rhinelander Holiday Inn. The best-written part treated a subplot between Nan and the man who gave her career its first important boost—the pastor of the heroine’s childhood church, who had become a successful televangelist. 

            
            When Nan was a child he had photographed her and other children in his Sunday school class engaged in forced sex with one
               another and with him. Since he held a threat of awful reprisals over their heads, they never told their parents. However,
               when Nan started her broadcast career she persuaded him to plug her program on his Thursday night “Circle of the Saved,” using
               blackmail to get him to do so. At the end, as she looks at the baby Jesus in the manger, she wonders what Mary would have
               done—forgiven the pastor or exposed him? Certainly not collaborated with him to further her own career. The book ended on
               that troubled note. I went to sleep with more respect for Macauley’s craft than I had expected.
            

            
            In the morning I found Mrs. Joseph Macauley’s address in the local phone book and went off to see her. Although now in her
               midseventies, she carried herself well. She didn’t greet me warmly, but she accepted without demur my identification of myself
               as a detective trying to find Lisa’s murderer. Chicago apparently was so convinced that I was the guilty party they hadn’t
               bothered to send anyone up to interview her.
            

            
            “I got tired of all those Chicago reporters bothering me, but if you’re a detective I guess I can answer your questions. What’d you want to know? I can tell you all about Lisa’s childhood, but we didn’t see so much of her once she moved off to Madison. We weren’t too happy about some of the friends she was making. Not that we have anything against Jews personally, but we didn’t want our only child marrying one and getting involved in all those dirty money deals. Of course we were happy he had the right kind of politics, but we weren’t sorry when she left Brian, even though our church frowns on divorce.” 

            
            I let her talk unguided for a time before pulling out the picture of Claude Barnett. “This is someone Lisa said she knew as
               a child. Do you recognize him?”
            

            
            Mrs. Macauley took the photo from me. “Do you think I’m not in possession of my faculties? That’s Claude Barnett. He certainly
               never lived around here.”
            

            
            She snorted and started to hand the picture back, then took it to study more closely. “She knew I never liked to see her in
               pants, so she generally wore a skirt when she came up here. But she looks cute in that outfit, real cute. You know, I guess
               I can see where she might have confused him with Carl Bader. Although Carl was dark-haired and didn’t have a mustache, there
               is a little something around the forehead.”
            

            
            “And who was Carl Bader?”

            
            “Oh, that’s ancient history. He left town and we never heard anything more about him.”

            
            All I could get her to say was that he’d been connected to their church and she never did believe half the gossip some of
               the members engaged in.
            

            
            “That Mrs. Hoffer always overindulged her children, let them say anything and get away with it. We brought Lisa up to show
               proper respect for people in authority. Cleaned her mouth out with soap and whipped her so hard she didn’t sit for a week
               the one time she tried taking part in some of that trashy talk.”
            

            
            More she wouldn’t say, so I took the picture with me to the library and looked up old copies of the local newspaper. In Slaybells Ring, Nan Carruthers was eight when the pastor molested her, so I checked 1985 through 1987 for stories about Bader and anyone named
               Hoffer. All I found was a little blurb saying Bader had left the Full Bible Christian Church in 1988 to join a television
               ministry in Tulsa, and that he’d left so suddenly the church didn’t have time to throw him a going-away party.
            

            
            I spent a weary afternoon trying to find Mrs. Hoffer. There were twenty-seven Hoffers in the Rhinelander phone book; six were
               members of the Full Bible Christian Church. The church secretary was pleasant and helpful, but it wasn’t until late in the
               day that Mrs. Matthew Hoffer told me the woman I wanted, Mrs. Barnabas Hoffer, had quit the church over the episode about
               her daughter.
            

            
            “Caused a lot of hard feeling in the church. Some people believed the children and left. Others figured it was just mischief,
               children who like to make themselves look interesting. That Lisa Macauley was one. I’m sorry she got herself killed down in
               Chicago, but in a way I’m not surprised—seemed like she was always sort of daring you to smack her, the stories she made up
               and the way she put herself forward.
            

            
            “Not that Louise Macauley spared the rod, mind you, but sometimes I think you can beat a child too much for its own good.
               Anyway, once people saw little Lisa joining in with Katie Hoffer in accusing the pastor no one took the story seriously. No
               one except Gertie—Katie’s mom, I mean. She still bears a grudge against all of us who stood by Pastor Bader.”
            

            
            Finally, at nine o’clock, I was sitting on a horsehair settee in Gertrude Hoffer’s living room, looking at a cracked color Polaroid of two unhappy children. I had to take Mrs. Hoffer’s word that they were Katie and Lisa—their faces were indistinct. Time had fuzzed the picture, but you could still tell the girls were embracing each other naked. 

            
            “I found it when I was doing his laundry. Pastor Bader wasn’t married, so all us church ladies took it in turn to look after
               his domestic wants. Usually he was right there to put his clothes away, but this one time he was out and I was arranging his
               underwear for him and found this whole stack of pictures. I couldn’t believe it at first, and then when I came on Katie’s
               face—well—I snatched it up and ran out of there.
            

            
            “At first I thought it was some wickedness the children dreamed up, and that he had photographed them to show us, show the
               parents what they got up to. That was what he told my husband when Mr. Hoffer went to talk to him about it. It took me a long
               time to see that a child wouldn’t figure out something like that on her own, but I never could get any of the other parents
               to pay me any mind. And that Louise Macauley, she just started baking pies for Pastor Bader every night of the week, whipped
               poor little Lisa for telling me what he made her and Katie get up to. It’s a judgment on her, it really is, her daughter getting
               herself killed like that.”
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            It was hard for me to find someone in the Chicago Police Department willing to try to connect Claude Barnett with Carl Bader. Once they’d done that, though, the story unraveled pretty fast. Lisa had recognized him in Sun Valley and put the bite on him—not for money, but for career advancement, just as her heroine did to her own old pastor in Slaybells Ring.
            

            
            No one would ever be able to find out for sure, but the emotional torment Lisa gave Nan Carruthers in her book must have paralleled
               Lisa’s own misery. She was a success, she’d forced her old tormentor to make her a success, but it must have galled her—as
               it did her heroine—to pretend to admire him, to sit in on his show, and to know what lay behind his flourishing career.
            

            
            When Barnett read Slaybells, he probably began to worry that Lisa wouldn’t be able to keep his secret to herself much longer. The police did find evidence
               of the threatening letters in his private study. The state argued that Barnett sent Lisa the threatening letters, then persuaded
               her to hire me to protect her.
            

            
            At that point he didn’t have anything special against me, but I was a woman. He figured if he could start enough public conflict
               between a woman detective and Lisa, he’d be able to fool the night man, Reggie Whitman, into believing he was sending a woman
               up to Lisa’s apartment on the fatal night. It was only later that he’d learned about my progressive politics—that was just
               icing on his cake, to be able to denounce me on his show.
            

            
            Of course, not all this came out right away—some of it didn’t emerge until the trial. That was when I also learned that Reggie
               Whitman, besides being practically a saint, had badly failing vision. On a cold night any man could have bundled himself up
               in a heavy coat and hat and claimed to be a woman without Whitman noticing.
            

            
            Between Murray and Beth Blacksin, I got a lot of public vindication. Sal and Queenie took me to dinner with Belle Fontaine to celebrate on the day the guilty verdict came in. We were all disappointed that they only slapped him with second-degree murder. But what left me gasping for air was a public opinion poll that came out the next afternoon. Even though other examples of his child-molesting behavior had come to light during the trial, his listeners believed he was innocent of all charges. 

            
            “The femmunists made it all up trying to discredit him,” one woman explained that afternoon on the air. “And then they got
               the New York Times to print their lies.”
            

            
            Not even Queenie’s reserve Veuve Clicquot could wipe that bitter taste out of my mouth.

            
            
               
                  
                     Note

                  
               

            
            I wrote “Publicity Stunts” for Women on the Case, Marty Greenburg, ed. (Delacorte Press, 1996). In the original version, V.I. is using old media, newspapers, and radio. I haven’t updated technology
               and media for most of the stories in this collection, but this one depends so heavily on the use of mass media that I changed
               radio to streaming—it felt clumsy to leave it in the original. I kept the old newspapers, though—nostalgia for print, I guess.
            

            
            For readers worried about Mitch and Peppy, I didn’t include them because their cave would have weighed down the story, but
               they were happily ensconced in a doggy spa.
            

            
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Heartbreak House

         
         
            Natasha’s hair, as sleek and black as a raven’s wing, framed the delicate oval of her face. Raoul thought she had never looked
               more desirable than now, her dark, doe-like eyes filled with tears and a longing beyond tears.
            

            “It’s no good, darling,” she whispered, summoning a valiant smile. “Papa has lost all his money. I must go to India with the
               Crawfords to mind their children.”
            

            “Darling—for you to be a nanny—how utterly absurd. And in that climate. You must not!” His square, manly face suffused with
               color, betraying the strength of his feeling.
            

            “You haven’t even mentioned marriage,” Natasha whispered, looking at the bracelets on her slender wrists, wondering if they,
               too, must be sold, along with Mama’s diamonds.
            

            Raoul flushed more deeply. “We’re engaged. Even if our families don’t know about it. But how can I marry you now, when I have
               no prospects and your papa cannot give you a dowry.”
            

         

         Amy looked up. “Wonderful, Roxanne. Your strongest effort yet. Do Raoul and Natasha get married in the end?”

         
         “No, no.” Roxanne took the manuscript back. “They’re just the first generation. Natasha marries a planter, not that she can ever give her heart to him, and Raoul dies of blackwater fever in the jungle during the Boer War, with Natasha’s name on his writhen lips. It’s their grandchildren who finally get together. That’s the significance of the last page.” 

         
         She turned the manuscript over and read aloud to Amy: “Natalie had never met Granny Natasha, but she recognized the face smiling at the head of the bed as she embraced Ralph. It
               seemed to say ‘Good speed and god bless,’ and even, in the brief glimpse she caught before surrendering herself to love, to
               wink.”

         
         “Yes, yes, I see,” Amy agreed, wondering if there were another person in New York—in the world—who could use writhen with Roxanne’s sincere intensity. “Very much in the spirit of Isabel Allende or Laura Esquivel.”
         

         
         Roxanne looked haughtily at her editor. She didn’t know the names and didn’t care to learn them. If Amy thought the star of
            Gaudy Press needed to copy someone, it was time that Lila Trumbull, Roxanne’s agent, paid a visit to Gaudy.
         

         
         Amy, an expert on Roxanne Craybourne’s own doe-like glances, leaned forward. “All the South American writers who’ve been winning
            Nobel Prizes lately have ghosts haunting their work. I thought it was a nice touch, to show the New York Times and some of these other snobs in the most delicate way imaginable that you are fully aware of contemporary literary conventions,
            but you only choose to use them when you can enhance them.”
         

         
         Roxanne smiled. Amy really was quite nice. She’d proved it the weekend she’d stayed at the Taos house, after all. It was terrible to be so suspicious of everyone that you couldn’t trust their lightest comments. But then, when she thought how badly Kenny had betrayed her. . . . 

         
         Amy, watching the shift from complacency to tragedy on her star’s face, wondered what nerve-storm she now had to deflect.
            “Is everything all right, Roxanne?” she asked in a gentle, caring voice that would have astounded her own children and grandchildren.
         

         
         Roxanne gave a little sniff, brushing the hint of a tear from her left eye. “I was thinking of Kenny, and how badly he treated
            me. And then to see it written up in the Star and the Sun. It’s too much to suffer tragedy, without having it plastered around the supermarkets where all one’s friends see it and badger
            one forever. Not to mention Mother’s insufferable mah-jongg club.”
         

         
         “Kenny? What—did his embezzling habits not die at the end of his parole?” Amy was startled out of maternal concern into her
            normal sardonic speech. She cursed herself as soon as the words were out, but Roxanne, in as full a dramatic flight as one
            of her own heroines, hadn’t noticed.
         

         
         “I thought he was trying.” She fluttered tapered, manicured fingers, muscular from the weight of the rings they held up. “Mother
            kept telling me he was just taking advantage, but it’s the kind of thing she’s always saying about my boyfriends, ever since
            high school, jealous because she never had half as many when she was young. And when he hit me the first time and said he
            was truly sorry, of course I believed him. Anyone would have. But when he walked off with a million in bearer bonds it was just too
            much. What else could I do? And then, well, you know I had to spend months in the hospital.”
         

         
         Amy did know. There had been dreadful late-night meetings at Gaudy Press over the news that Roxanne Craybourne might have suffered permanent brain damage when Kenny Coleman beat her up for the last time. Even Roxanne, on checking out of the rehabilitation clinic where she’d spent two months after leaving the hospital, had decided she couldn’t forgive Kenny that. She divorced him, changed her security system, and moved the twenty-four-year-old gardener who’d brought her flowers every day into the master suite. 

         
         And then, in eleven weeks, gone on to write the thrilling tale of Natasha, the heiress victimized by her papa’s trusted henchman,
            who embezzled all his money. “Poured white-hot from her molten pen” was the copy Gaudy would run in the national ad campaign.
         

         
         “And I’m terrified that she’ll marry that damned gardener next,” Amy told her boss the next morning. “First it was the dreadful
            surgeon who slept with his women patients, then Kenny, and now some gardener who needs a green card.”
         

         
         Clay Rossiter grinned. “Send her a wedding present. She thrives on that kind of situation.”

         
         “I’m the one who has to hold her hand through all these trials,” Amy snapped. “She doesn’t thrive: she trembles on the verge
            of a nervous breakdown.”
         

         
         “But Amy, sweetie, don’t you see—that’s what makes her such a phenomenal success. She’s the helpless waif who crops up in A Clean Wound, Embarrassment of Riches, and the rest. She believes in the agonies of all those idiotic Glendas and Corinnes and—who did you say the latest was—Natasha?
            Did you persuade her she couldn’t call it Passage to India?”
         

         
         “It was tough,” Amy said. “Of course she’d never heard of E. M. Forster—I finally had to show her the video of Passage to India before she listened to me. And even then she only agreed to a title change when I persuaded her that Forster’s estate would
            make money from her because his fans would buy the video thinking it was her story. And no, I haven’t got a clue whether he’s
            got an estate or if it would get royalties, and don’t go talking to Lila Trumbull about it either, for pity’s sake. We’re
            calling Natasha’s misery Broken Covenant. Oh, by the way, A Clean Wound hit the paperback list at number two. We’re printing another five hundred thousand.”
         

         
         Rossiter smiled. “Just keep feeding her herbal tea. Send her roses. Let her know we’re her best friends. See if you can engender
            some kind of vicious streak in the gardener, assuming he hasn’t got one already.”
         

         
         “You do that,” Amy said, getting to her feet. “I’ve got a meeting with one of our few real writers—Gary Blanchard has done a beautiful
            book, a kind of modern-day quest set in the Dakotas. It’ll sell around eight thousand, ten if we’re lucky. Broken Covenant should make it possible to give him an advance.”
         

         
         After Amy left, Clay went back to the email he’d received from Jambon et Cie PLC, his corporate masters in Brussels. They
            were very disappointed in Gaudy’s third-quarter performance. It’s true they’d made a profit, thanks to the strong showing
            of Embarrassment of Riches in hardcover, but Gaudy needed several more bankable stars. They were too dependent on Roxanne Craybourne—if they lost her,
            they’d be dribbling along with the nickel-and-dime stuff, the so-called literary writers, which Jambon were doing their best
            to discard. If Clay Rossiter didn’t want to be looking for a new job in six months, Jambon expected a marketing plan and sales
            numbers to show the list was acquiring market flexibility.
         

         
         Clay curled his lip. Eighteen pages of numbers followed, a demented outburst of someone’s spreadsheet program. Title by title Brussels had gone through Gaudy’s list, with projections of sales based on changing the number of copies in BuySmart, the amount of bus-side advertising, the weight of paper used in dust jackets, the number of trips each sales rep made to key accounts. And Clay was expected—ordered, really—to give a written response to all these projections by the end of the month. 

         
         “The curse of modern business is not tight capital, bad management, low productivity, or poor education, but the personal
            computer,” he snarled.
         

         
         His secretary poked her head through the door. “Did you say something, Clay?”

         
         “Yes. Idiotic boys—and girls—who’ve never held a book think they can run the book industry from three thousand miles away
            because they have a microchip that lets them conjure up scenarios. If they’d ever ridden a truck from a warehouse into BuySmart
            they’d know you can’t even tell how many copies the store took, let alone—oh, well. What’s the use. Send a note down to Amy
            that she cannot give her new literary pet—what’s his name? Gary Blanchard?—more than twenty thousand. If he wants to walk,
            let him. If I see Farrar or Knopf on the spine when the book comes out it will not make me weep with frustration.”
         

         
          

         
            Isabella trembled in his arms. “I must not. You know I must not. Your mama, if she saw me—”

            Her raven hair, enhancing the milky purity of her skin, cascaded over his shoulders as Albion pulled her to him more tightly. “She will learn to love you as I do, my beautiful Mexican flower. Ah, how could I ever have thought I was in love before?” 

            Albion Whittley thought distastefully of all the spoiled debutantes he’d squired around New York City. He wasn’t just Albion
               Whittley—there was that damned IV after his name, meaning his parents expected him to marry someone in their set. How could
               he expect them to believe that the gardener’s daughter stood head and shoulders above all the Bennington girls he’d had to
               date? The purity of her heart, the nobility of her impulses—every penny she earned going back to Guadalupe to her crippled
               grandmother.
            

            “Albion, darling, are you enjoying your little holiday? Isabella, I left my gloves on my dressing table. Fetch them while
               my son and I have a talk.”
            

            Mrs. Albion Whittley the Third had appeared on the terrace. Her tinkling laugh and light sarcastic manner made both young
               people blush. Albion dropped Isabella’s hand as though it had turned to molten lava. The girl fled inside the mansion. . . .
            

         

         “Beautiful,” Amy gushed, marveling at her own acting ability. “They triumph over every obstacle in the end? Or is it like
            Natasha, only able to experience happiness through her granddaughter?”
         

         
         Roxanne looked reproachful. “I never tell the same story twice. My readers wouldn’t stand for it. Albion joins the CIA to prove his manliness to Mama. He’s sent on a secret mission to Central America, where he has to take on a drug lord. When he’s wounded, Isabella finds him in the jungle and nurses him back to health, but the drug lord is smitten by her beauty. Since she knows Albion’s mother is implacable, she agrees to become the drug lord’s mistress. This leads her to a jet-setting career in Brazil and Spain, and she meets Mrs. Whittley as an equal in Majorca. In the end the CIA kills the drug lord, and Albion, who’s never forgotten her, rescues her from the fortress where she’s been incarcerated.” 

         
         “Wonderful,” Amy said. “Only I don’t think we can call it The Trail of Broken Hearts.”
         

         
         She tried explaining how disrespectful this might seem to the American Indian community, but gave up when her star’s eyes
            flashed fury.
         

         
         “Everyone knows how good I am to the Indians who live on my estate in Taos. I’m not having them wreck my book because of some
            hundred-year-old battle they can’t forget. And after the way Gerardo treated me—he was half Indian, and always bragging about
            it—I think they owe me some consideration for a change.”
         

         
         “It’s the libraries,” Amy said hastily, trying to remember who Gerardo was: the gardener, she guessed, who’d brought Roxanne
            flowers every day. “Libraries can be so ignorant. We don’t want your book shelved with Indian literature, do we? Your loyal fans will want to see it prominently
            displayed with new fiction.”
         

         
         They agreed in the end on Fool’s Gold, with a Central American pyramid to be shown in jagged pieces around a single rose. Roxanne settled her jacket around her
            shoulders and held out her cup for more tea. She wasn’t sure she even wanted a Central American pyramid. Wouldn’t it always
            remind her of the misery she’d felt when Gerardo betrayed her? Her mother had warned her, but then Mother was positively lying
            in wait to watch her misery.
         

         
         Amy, alert to the quiver in Roxanne’s chin, asked if the cover decision troubled her. “We’ll get Peter to do a series of layouts. You know we’re not tied to what we decide today.” 

         
         Roxanne held out a hand. Amy tried hard, but she wasn’t sensitive—she wasn’t an artist, after all—she lived in the world of
            sales and bottom lines.
         

         
         “This whole discussion overwhelms me with memories of Gerardo. People said he only wanted me for my money. And to get a green
            card. But it’s not impossible for love to flourish between a man of twenty-four and a woman my age. Just think of Cher. And
            despite all those ridiculous exercise videos she isn’t any better looking than I am.”
         

         
         That much was true. Adolescent passion kept Roxanne young. Her own skin could indeed be described as milky, her dark eyes
            lustrous, childlike, confiding. Her auburn hair was perhaps hand-tinted to keep its youthful shades of color, but if you didn’t
            know she was fifty-one you’d assume the rich browns and reds were natural.
         

         
         “When I found him in bed with my maid I believed Gerardo, that she was homesick and he was comforting her. My mother ridiculed
            me, but how can you possibly live so cynically and ever be happy?”
         

         
         Roxanne held her hands out in mute appeal—two poignant doves, Amy thought, murmuring, “Yes, indeed.”

         
         “But then, the night I got back from Cannes, I found them together at the swimming pool. He wouldn’t come to Cannes with me—he
            said he shouldn’t leave the country until his immigration status was straightened out, so I raced home a day early just to
            be with him, but then even I had to realize—and he’d paid for her abortion, with money I’d given him.”
         

         
         “You poor child,” Amy said, patting her hand. “You’re far too trusting.”

         
         Roxanne lifted her doe-like eyes in mute gratitude. Amy was so warm, a true friend, unlike the hangers-on who only wanted
            to sponge from her success.
         

         
         “Someone in Santa Fe suggested I talk to a psychiatrist. As if I were sick!”

         
         “How dreadful,” Amy sounded shocked. “And yet, the right psychiatrist—a sympathetic woman, perhaps—could listen to you impartially.
            Unlike your mother or your friends, who are always judging you and scolding you.”
         

         
         “Is that what psychiatrists do?” Roxanne opened her eyes wide. “Listen?”

         
         “The good ones do,” Amy said.

         
          

         “You did what?” Clay Rossiter screamed. “You’re the one who needs a psychiatrist. We can’t have her getting over her neuroses. They’re what drive her books. Look, fifteen
            weeks after finding Raoul in bed with her maid she produces a bestseller for us. We can do an initial run of a million nine.
            That’s our paychecks for the entire year, Amy.”
         

         
         “Raoul was the hero of Broken Covenant. Gerardo was her gardener. You’re not the one who has to feed her tea and bolster her after the cad has been found out. Not
            to mention take her to Daniel and listen to the storm of passion while it’s at gale force.”
         

         
         Clay bared his teeth at her. “That’s what we pay you to do, Amy. You’re the goddam star’s goddam editor. She likes you. We
            even had to write it into her last contract that she will only work with you.”
         

         
         “Don’t lose sleep over it. The chances are against Roxanne entering therapy. She’s more likely to pick some New Age guru and have a deep mystical experience with him.” Amy got up. “You know Gary Blanchard signed with Ticknor and Fields? I’m really annoyed, Clay. We could have kept him for twenty-five thousand: he’s very humble in his needs, and it makes me sick to lose a talented writer.” 

         
         “He’s humble because he knows no one wants to read artistic work. Let Ticknor and Fields have him. They don’t have Jambon
            et Cie breathing down their necks.” Clay picked up his latest printout from Brussels and waved it at her.
         

         
         Amy skimmed it. Jambon was disappointed that Clay had rejected all of their previous marketing proposals but pleased he had
            let Gary Blanchard go. All of the scenarios they had run on Quattro showed that every dollar spent on advertising would lose
            them thirty cents on revenue from Blanchard’s work. They definitely did not want anyone on the Gaudy list who sold fewer than
            thirty-eight thousand in hardcover.
         

         
         “This isn’t publishing,” she said, tossing it back at him. “They ought to go into breakfast cereal. It’s more suited to their
            mentality.”
         

         
         “Yes, Amy, but they own us. So unless you want to look for a job right before Christmas, don’t go signing any more literary
            lights. We can’t afford them.”
         

         
          

         
            “I dreamed I went to the airport to catch my flight to Paris, but they wouldn’t let me in first class. They said I was dirty
               and badly dressed, and I had to fly coach. But all the coach seats were taken, so I had to go by Greyhound, and the bus got
               lost and ended up in this dreary farmhouse in the middle of Kansas.”
            

            Dr. Frohlich nodded, fingertips together. “What does Kansas make you think of?”

            Clarissa thought this was a funny question: Why hadn’t he asked about first-class travel? But she said, “My mother grew up
               on a farm in Kansas. They didn’t have indoor plumbing, and she had to wash all the bedsheets in a tub by hand.”
            

            “Do you suppose that’s why she gets so angry when you wear expensive clothes and jewelry?” Dr. Frohlich said.

            “Oh!” Clarissa put a hand to her mouth. “I thought she would be grateful to me for buying her a luxury condo, but instead,
               she’s angry all the time.”
            

         

         Amy choked. “Roxanne. Dear. Where’s the story?”

         
         “It’s here. In front of you. Have you forgotten how to read?”

         
         “But your readers expect passion, romance. Nothing happens. The doctor doesn’t even fall in love with Clarissa.”

         
         “Well, he does of course, but he keeps it to himself.” Roxanne picked up the manuscript and thumbed through it. She began
            reading aloud, clicking her rings against the chair arm for emphasis.
         

         
          

         
            Clarissa put her hand trustingly in the older man’s. “You don’t know how much this means to me, doctor. To finally find someone
               who understands my life.”
            

            Dr. Frohlich felt his flesh stir. His professional calm had never been pierced by any of his patients before, but this gamine-like
               waif, abused by father, constantly criticized by mother, so in need of trust and guidance, was different.
            

            He longed to be able to say, “My dear, I wish you would not think of me as your doctor, but your dearest friend as well. I long for nothing more than to protect you from the blasts of the stormy world beyond these walls.” But if he spoke he would lose her trust forever. A psychiatrist must never violate the precious boundary between patient and doctor. 

         

         Roxanne dropped the pages with a thump, as though that settled the point.

         
         “Well, why can’t he marry her?” Amy asked.

         
         “Amy, you didn’t read it, did you? He’s already got a wife, only she’s in an institution for the criminally insane. But his
            compassion is so great he can’t bring himself to divorce her. Clarissa realizes that she’s been leading a shallow life, expecting
            fame and love and material rewards, but when she sees how self-sacrificing Dr. Frohlich is, she follows his example. She becomes
            a nun and spends the rest of her life working with a leper colony.”
         

         
         Amy blinked. She didn’t think leper colonies still existed, but that was a minor point. “It seems a little downbeat for your
            readers, Roxanne. I wonder if—”
         

         
         “Don’t wonder at me, Amy,” Roxanne snapped, her luminous eyes flashing magnificently. “Dr. Reindorf says happy endings are
            difficult to find.”
         

         
         Dr. Reindorf was the psychiatrist Roxanne had been consulting; she had dedicated the book to him and assured Amy he was thrilled to be part of her literary and psychological evolution.
         

         
         “Dr. Reindorf says if my readers keep expecting every book to be a panacea they’ll be just as bad off as me, expecting every
            man I fall in love with to solve all my problems.”
         

         
          

         “I warned you,” Clay hissed. “Send her off to the fucking shrinks and what happens? We get cheap psychology about her readers and a book no one will buy. The woman can’t write, for Christ sake. If she loses her adolescent fantasy about true love she loses her audience.” 

         
         “Maybe Dr. Reindorf will betray her as badly as Gerardo and Kenny, and that surgeon, her first husband, who gave us A Clean Wound.”

         
         “We can’t take that chance,” Clay said. “You’ve got to do something.”

         
         “I’m sixty,” Amy said. “I can take early retirement. You’re the one who’s worried about it. You do something. Get the publicity
            department to plant a story in the National Enquirer that Roxanne is getting therapy from a child molester.”
         

         
         She meant it as a joke, but Clay thought it was worth an effort. His publicity staff turned him down.

         
         “We can’t plant stories about our own writers. Publishing is a community of gossips. Someone will know, they’ll leak it to
            someone else who hates you, and the next thing you know, Roxanne will be at Harper’s and you’ll be eating wiener-water soup.”
         

         
         Clay began to lose sleep. Final Analysis, done in silver with a suggestive couch on the cover, came well out of the gate, but online reviews began killing it before
            the second printing was ready. It jumped onto the Times list in third place but stayed there only a week before plummeting to nineteenth. After two weeks, Final Analysis fell off the list into the black hole of overstock and remainders.
         

         
         The emails from Brussels were hot enough to scorch the veneer from Clay Rossiter’s desktop, while Roxanne’s agent, Lila Trumbull, called daily to blame Clay for not marketing the book properly. 

         
         “But you can’t market long dull dreams and their interpretation,” Clay howled to his secretary. “As I told Amy.”

         
         Clay fired Amy, to relieve his feelings, then had to rehire her the next morning: Roxanne had an editor clause in her contract.
            She could leave Gaudy if Amy did.
         

         
         “Only if she’s going to keep turning out cheap psychology it won’t matter. Pretty soon even Harlequin won’t touch her. And,
            by the way, we won’t be able to afford you. How long has she been seeing this damned shrink?”
         

         
         “About nine months. And the last time she was in New York she only stayed overnight so as not to miss a session. So it doesn’t
            seem to be following the course of her usual infatuations.”
         

         
         “He’s not in New York? Where is he?”

         
         “Santa Fe. This isn’t the only town with psychiatrists in it, Clay.”

         
         “Yeah, they’re like rats: wherever you find a human population, there they’ll be, eating the garbage,” Clay grumbled. “Maybe
            he can fall off a mesa.”
         

         
         When Amy left, he stared at the clock. It was eleven in New York. Nine a.m. in New Mexico. He got up abruptly and took his coat from behind the door.
         

         
         “I have the flu,” he told his secretary. “If some moron calls from Brussels, tell him I’m running a high fever and can’t talk.”

         
         “You look healthy to me,” she said.

         
         “It’s the hectic flush of fever.”

         
         He was out of the office before she could chide him further. He flagged a cab, then changed his mind. The cops were forever questioning cabdrivers. He took the long slow bus ride to Queens. At LaGuardia he found a man who looked like one of his self-important young Belgian masters, with a laptop, a garment bag, and his sports jacket slung over his arm. It was pathetically simple to remove his driver’s license and a credit card and to buy a ticket to Albuquerque. On the long flight to Albuquerque, Clay went through his seat-mate’s jacket pockets when the man got up to use the bathroom. According to his driver’s license, the man’s home was in New Mexico. He wouldn’t miss his license until after Clay mailed it back to him, with cash for the price of the rental, of course. 

         
         Hey-ho for a life of crime, he grinned to himself at the car rental counter. If the Belgians fired him, he’d become an airline
            pickpocket.
         

         
         The rest of his mission turned out to be just as simple. He called Dr. Reindorf and told him the truth, that he was Roxanne’s
            publisher, that they were all worried about her, and could he have a word in confidence. Someplace quiet, remote, where they
            wouldn’t run the risk of Roxanne seeing Clay and feeling spied upon. Reindorf suggested a mesa with a view of Santa Fe below
            it when he’d finished seeing patients for the day.
         

         
         Clay made the red-eye back to New York with an hour to spare. The next morning Amy stuck her head around his door. She started
            to ask him something but decided he really did have the flu, his eyes were so puffy. It wasn’t until later in the day that
            Roxanne called her, distraught at Reindorf’s death.
         

         
         “She somehow ended up going to the morgue to look at the body. Don’t ask me why,” Amy told Clay’s secretary, since Clay had
            gone home sick again. “It had been run over by a car several times before being thrown from the mesa. The cops hauled her
            ex-gardener in for questioning but they don’t seem to have any suspects.”
         

         
         “The news should revive Clay,” his secretary said.

         
          

         
            Ancilla’s hands fluttered at her sides like captive birds. “You don’t understand, Karl. Papa is dead. His work—I never valued it properly, but I must try to carry it on.” 

            “But, darling girl, it’s too heavy a burden for you. It’s just not a suitable job for a woman.”

            “Ah, if you knew what I felt, when I saw him—had to identify his body after the jackals had been at it—no burden could be
               too big for me now.”
            

            Karl felt pride stir within him. He had loved Ancilla when she had been a beautiful, willful girl, the toast of Vienna. But
               now, prepared to assume a woman’s role in life—to shoulder a load most men would turn from—the spoiled child lines dropped
               from her cherry lips, giving her the mouth of a woman, firm, ripe, desirable.
            

         

         “I love it,” Clay said. “I’m ecstatic. And you’re calling it Life’s Work? You got her to change it from An Unsuitable Job for a Woman? Good going. It’s been only seventeen weeks since that shrink died and she’s already cured. We ought to be able to print a
            million, a million-five, easy. I’ll text Brussels. We’ll go out to celebrate.”
         

         
         “I’d rather celebrate right here.” Amy shut his office door. “We have a chance to sign a really brilliant new writer. Her
            name is Lisa Hazen, and she’s written an extraordinary novel about life in western Kansas during the 1960s. She’s going to
            be the next Willa Cather.”
         

         
         “No, Amy. Hispanic experience is good. Indian experience is outstanding; African is possible. But rural Kansas is of no interest
            to anyone these days except you. I’m certainly not going to pitch it to Brussels.”
         

         
         Amy leaned over the desk. “Clay, Lila Trumbull called me seventeen weeks ago. The day after you went home sick with the flu.”

         
         “She’s always calling. How can you know what day it was?”

         
         “Because that was when Roxanne’s shrink’s body was found.” Amy smiled and spoke softly, as if to Roxanne herself. “Lila thought
            she saw you on the Albuquerque flight the day before. She was in first class and thought it was funny you were flying coach.
            She says she tried to talk to you but you didn’t hear her.”
         

         
         Clay shifted in his chair. When he spoke his voice came out in a croak.

         
         “I couldn’t have been there. I was home with the flu.”

         
         “That’s what I told her, Clay. You were home sick—she must have been mistaken. And that’s what I’ll tell anyone else who asks. . . .
            I’ll call Lisa Hazen’s agent and tell her fifty thousand, okay?”
         

         
         Clay stared at her glassily, like a stuffed owl. “Sure, Amy. You do that.”

         
         Amy stood up. “Oh—and, Clay, in case you’re thinking how good I’d look at the bottom of a mesa—or under a Seventh Avenue train—I
            hope you remember Roxanne’s contract. She’s made it clear a dozen different ways that she won’t work with you.”
         

         
         Clay’s secretary came down to Amy’s office a few minutes later. “Can you talk to old Mr. Jambon in Brussels? Clay’s gone home
            sick again. I hope there isn’t anything serious wrong with him.”
         

         
         Amy smiled. “He’s fine. He just got a little overexcited this morning about Roxanne’s new book.”

         
         
            
               
                  Note

               
            

         
         I wrote “Heartbreak House” for an anthology called Murder for Love, ed. Otto Penzler (Dell, 1996). I had enormous fun creating over-the-top scenarios for a series of romance novels, and even
            more fun imagining the inner workings of the Gaudy Press. Whenever I need a publishing company in my work, I use Gaudy. They
            publish Murray Ryerson’s biography of Boom-Boom Warshawski in Brush Back, and in this collection they publish Lisa Macauley’s books in the story “Publicity Stunts.”
         

         
         I wrote “Heartbreak House” in 1996, when publishing was beginning to change in ways that completely altered the industry.
            Big conglomerates began acquiring publishing houses, and often the parent company might know next to nothing about the book
            business. In Gaudy’s case, they’ve been bought by Jambon et Cie—i.e., Ham and Company, in Brussels.
         

         
         Although Amazon existed in 1996, they were a fringe player. The sales behemoths of that era were the big-box stores, as well
            as the big chains, of which Barnes & Noble was the largest. Again, for all the books that I write, when I need a big-box store
            I turn to By-Smart, a company I created for Fire Sale. (Their motto: “Be Smart, By-Smart.” I worked in advertising and sales promotion for thirteen years, and every now and then
            I like to flex those old muscles.)
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