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CHAPTER ONE
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Should I put on my prissy little black hat like a proper funeral goer or buy a live goldfish? Which was a truer tribute to the man with whom I’d scraped more knees and committed more childhood high jinks than I could count?

A rap on my office door spared me a decision. There was more resolve behind the knock than would-be clients usually showed.

“Yeah, come on in.” I sat up, tossing the hat aside.

The girl who came in halted halfway between the door and my desk. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen. Black hair in a Victory Roll framed a determined yet wary face. An attractive face.

A Japanese face.

She held a handful of twenties before her like a shield.

“I’m American, born to American parents. I need a detective. Am I welcome or are you going to give me the bum’s rush?” 

Bubbling emotions I couldn’t identify choked me. News accounts of Japanese marching innocent Westerners to their deaths in Bataan, and of bloody battles raging in the Pacific shot through my brain. Struggling in beside those were memories of nuns from my school days telling us God made people of every color and loved them all. We hadn’t been at war then, though.

I found my voice.

“Walking around with a wad of cash like that’s asking for trouble. Especially a kid like you.” I wondered whether she could hear my anger.

“Money talks. I needed you to know I can pay.”

“Sorry. I have to be somewhere in twenty minutes.”

“Just give me one — no, two — of them.” Coming forward, she thumped the cash onto my desk, then extended her hand. “I’m Daisy Hashimoto.”

I shook it awkwardly. She was composed and I was off balance. I didn’t like the equation. With a back as straight as a telephone pole, she perched on the edge of the chair in front of my desk. She crossed her hands on her knees.

“My brother is missing. Nine days ago, there was a fire at the place where he worked, Kirby Printing. We haven’t heard from him, no one has heard from him, since. We don’t know if he’s dead or missing or...The police came to see us. They told us someone was seen running away.

“If my brother had anything to do with the fire — he wouldn’t, but if he did — our family wants him to own up to it. If he’s innocent, that’s almost as bad. Maybe worse. Since he’s disappeared, they’ll suspect him. But what if the person running wasn’t him? Or what if he saw something? What if he’s hiding because he’s scared? He could be in danger!”

Her rush of words came to an end as she ran out of breath.

I shook my head. “I’m sorry—”

“Please!”

All at once she registered my black dress. Her gaze jumped to the hat resting half on my phone. “Oh. You’re going to a funeral.” She jumped to her feet. “Forgive me for intruding. I’ll come back tomorrow, when...when you don’t have other things on your mind.” She turned to go.

“Wait. You forgot your money.”

“I’ll leave it until you decide. Since you think it’s unsafe for a kid like me to carry around.” She took a step. “Oh, by the way, there’s plenty in my bank account if that doesn’t cover your fee. You can check.”

She sailed a business card back toward my desk. I caught it as the door closed behind her. For several seconds, I sat trying to decide whether I felt outraged or ever so slightly amused by her cheekiness over the money. She was fast on her feet for a girl that young. Then again, I’d been out on my own when I wasn’t much older, and I’d been quicker with a comeback than was sometimes prudent.

I went to the window and watched her come out of my building and start up Patterson, past businesses displaying big V-for-Victory signs in their windows. In contrast to when she stood in my office, she walked with head bowed and shoulders drawn protectively together. Several passersby ducked glances at her. One woman veered pointedly to the edge of the sidewalk. For the first time, I realized the girl who’d sat before me was wearing the uniform of the same girls-only Catholic high school I had attended. 

She was American, she had announced almost fiercely, the first words out of her mouth because she knew they were vital. Yes, on the one hand, Daisy Hashimoto was as American as I was. On the other hand, I, with my blue eyes and light-brown curls held back behind tortoise-shell combs, could walk down the street unnoticed, except for occasional wolf whistles at my legs. Daisy, with her exotic eyes and golden skin, attracted attention. She represented the enemy. Her looks, however unfairly, engendered mistrust, nervousness, and for some, even hatred.

It was time to put on my hat. I took one last look as the girl disappeared around the corner, protected by nothing except, perhaps, her Catholic-school uniform.



CHAPTER TWO
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Wee Willie wasn’t in the shiny walnut casket in front of the altar. Like all the men dying in battles in Europe and on remote Pacific islands, he was buried near where he fell. The only part of him that had come home was his dog tags. His widow, Maire, who had followed the two of us everywhere when we were kids, clutched them as fiercely as her mother, seated next to her, clutched her rosary.

In the row behind, I watched their shoulders shake with sobs. My own handkerchief was damp from furtive dabs I’d made at trickling tears. From first grade onward, Willie and I had run the streets of our neighborhood together and gotten into scrapes together. As adults, after he’d finished his letter-carrier route for the day, he’d occupied the same stool at Finn’s pub, nursing his half pint of stout and kidding me about anything he could think of when I came through the door.

“Wonder what that’s about?” murmured Seamus Hanlon, a tall, silver-haired policeman who sat to my right. Sounds of a commotion were filtering in from the vestibule. A few heads turned.

A frowning young priest hurried out and five minutes later the Mass began. I sat too numb with grief to hear the words. Then the box that didn’t contain Willie any more than life had been able to contain his high spirits made its way out to the cemetery where his parents and grandmother lay and was consigned to the ground. As everyone was turning away, Maire broke free of her children and mother and darted over to seize my hands.

“You’ll come to the house now, won’t you? For his send-off?” Her little face, red and puffy from crying, was pleading. “Please, Maggie! I don’t think I can get through it without you. It will be...seeing you will help me hear his voice telling me I can do it.”

I didn’t want to do it, but I said I would. It was something I could do for Willie. But when I got to the little house where they’d lived with their four children, I could hardly squeeze inside. There was no getting close enough to Maire to murmur reassurance. The best I could do was catch her eye and blow her a kiss. I treated myself to a couple of servings of the liquid condolence available on a side table.

“Did you hear a goldfish turned up in the holy water?” one of the men standing there said to another.

“Just like Willie himself did that one time.”

They laughed.

“Shame on you for laughing,” sputtered a woman who appeared to be attached to one of them. “It’s - it’s blasphemy, is what it was!”

“It’s not like the goldfish died in it,” said the first man.

I turned away with a grin. Drifting to a window, I stood looking out, thinking about other stunts Willie had pulled, and then about Daisy Hashimoto and whether I wanted to help her.

No, not wanted to. Whether I should.

Willie hadn’t died anywhere near the Pacific, where enemy soldiers who looked like Daisy committed atrocities. Daisy had been born in this country. She couldn’t be blamed for what people she’d never met were doing. Still...

“You okay?”

It was Seamus, his crest of snowy hair turned silver in the light from the window. One of my father’s two close friends, Seamus’ gaunt face and battered features had been a fixture in my life for as long as I could remember. From the days when he’d read to me on the back steps, and then taught me to do it myself, there’d been a bond between us.

“Yeah, more or less. What do you know about that fire a week or two back? The one at a printing place.”

Seamus frowned. “Strange thing to be thinking about right now.”

“Beats thinking about Wee Willie.”

“He was good one, funny little runt.” Seamus rubbed the corner of his jaw in thought. “A fire...about a week ago, you said?”

“Yeah. The place is called Kirby Printing. I remember seeing something about it in the paper, but I didn’t pay attention.”

Seamus made a chirping sound with his tongue and eyetooth as he reviewed things he’d read and heard. He was well past the age when he could retire and collect his police pension, and had a bad knee from an injury in the line of duty. Before the attack on Pearl Harbor, he’d been ready to put in his retirement papers, but instead he’d stayed on in a desk job so that younger men could patrol the streets or join the military.

“I think I know the fire you’re talking about. As near as I recall, it wasn’t a very big one. Could have been a lot worse with all that paper around. Still, fast as it got put out, two people died in it.”

Daisy hadn’t told me that part.

“I think I heard that several witnesses saw a man running away who could have started it. Don’t believe they’ve caught him, though.”

Before we could discuss it further, Maire squeezed through knots of mourners, past murmurs of sympathy, and flung her arms around my neck.

“Oh, Maggie, the goldfish! That was you, wasn’t it?” she whispered in my ear. “Just like Willie did with that grumpy old neighbor of ours! He would have loved it!”

“Maire...” Her mother was bearing down on us like a locomotive. “People are waiting to talk to you.” She gave me a look made of granite. She thought I was a bad influence on her daughter.

“Okay, Ma.”

Maire started meekly after her. Then she spun and gave my neck another hard squeeze.

“You won’t stop coming to see me now, will you, Maggie?”

“I’ll be over to see you real soon, Maire. I promise.”

Seamus had slipped off to go back to work. Maybe he hadn’t asked me to drive him because he thought I’d had too much liquid comfort. I wondered whether there was anything else he hadn’t had the chance to tell me about the fire at Kirby Printing.

Through the crowd in the little front room, I spotted a nun who’d taught Willie and me in grade school sitting alone in a corner. I went over to speak to her before heading out. Sadness seamed her face.

“Such a little devil, he was.” She wiped at a tear. “But never did I see a boy as fast to take up for an underdog.”

An underdog like Daisy Hashimoto, I thought, and wished I hadn’t.

The kindly old nun had clearly comforted herself a few glasses more than I had. I persuaded her to let me walk with her to her bus stop, and then to one farther along the line to clear both our heads.

Backtracking, I got into my car and drove to the gravel parking lot near my office where I usually parked it. From there I walked to Finn’s Pub. Willie had brought me to Finn’s for the first time after my Dad’s funeral. It had been the closest thing I had to a home ever since. The stool that Willie had occupied was draped in black. A small white card bearing Willie’s name and the years of his birth and death sat on the black covering.

“It just seemed like the right thing to do,” said Rose, the owner’s wife, as she drew me a Guinness.

***
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I don’t know what drew me to the printing plant where the fire had occurred the night Daisy’s brother vanished. Yet I found myself there after leaving Finn’s and having a sandwich and thinking about times with Willie and Maire more than I wanted.

I had no intention of taking the girl’s case. The kid just couldn’t accept the idea her brother was guilty of something. Loyalty probably played a role in that, but mostly she hadn’t seen enough of human nature yet. I had to hand it to her for guts, though, the way she’d strolled in to see me when she was fully aware how I might react. I knew a thing or two about pretending confidence when you were scared all the way to the soles of your feet.

Kirby Printing was small, probably a quarter the size of giant McCall’s several streets away. It was brick and three stories high, but judging by the window outlines I could make out around its blackout curtains, the lower floor was high-ceilinged, with a single floor above it. Two darkened buildings flanked it. One looked like it might be a warehouse. The other, judging by its fancier doorway, probably housed commercial offices of some kind. From the front, I didn’t see any sign of fire damage.

I drove around the block to the back of the building, hunting the delivery entrance. It proved to be a long swath of beaten earth and cinders that was nearly as wide as the building itself. Halfway down on one side of a drive, I could make out the shape of a tree and lumps that must be bushes. At the entry from the street, half-dozen houses sat to either side. They were dark, their occupants in bed. I did a U-turn and pulled my DeSoto to the curb and parked, so I could have a better look.

As might be expected, a large bay door for trucks to pull up to and load or unload faced the street. It stood open, and with the night shift hard at work inside, the lights were on. Some kind of overhang shielded the illumination from planes overhead, but at ground level, I could see occasional movement in the printing plant.

As any Peeping Tom will tell you, it’s easier to see things in a lighted room if you’re outside in the dark than it is vice-versa. I wondered how anyone inside the plant had been able to make out the features of someone outside well enough to identify him.

Maybe if I got a better look inside it would answer my question. It was uncommonly balmy weather for April, so I got out of my car and crossed the street.

Truck tires had beaten the edge of the lane where I walked almost into concrete. The cork soles on my shoes were noiseless. When I got to the halfway point, where the tree was, I could make out a stack of cartons inside the open bay door, but not much beyond that. I discovered, however, that what I’d mistaken for bushes from across the street were actually four picnic tables. They made the place feel oddly welcoming.

That impression was shattered as a man hurtled into view from around the corner and pounced on a youth in a cap who’d been somewhere in the shadows next to the door.

“If you think you’re going to swipe something, sonny, you’ve got another think coming.”

“I was coming to ask if you had any odd jobs!”

The boy tried to pull away. Something in the fluid movement, the way the chin went up and the sound of the voice was familiar. Unless the amount of liquor I’d consumed after Willie’s funeral had clouded my judgment, the “boy” was Daisy Hashimoto.



CHAPTER THREE

––––––––
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“Fine, you can tell it to the police,” said the man who was possibly a night watchman.

“Hey, wait!” My yell as I trotted forward was enough to make the watchman pause. “If that’s my brother — yeah, I see it is — I’ll save you the trouble of smacking his ears off.” I came to a stop with my hands on my hips and leaned forward toward Daisy. “When Mom gets through with you, you won’t be able to sit for a week.”

Her mouth fell open. Her eyes had widened.

“He’s your brother?” The watchman looked as startled as Daisy was, but also suspicious. He still had Daisy by the arm.

“Much as I hate to claim him, yes.” Grabbing her by the same arm, I jerked her toward me. “It’s the second time he’s sneaked out and gone around pestering places for work. Believe you me, there’s not going to be a third time.” Careful not to dislodge her cap, I cuffed Daisy none too gently on the ear.

“Ow!” She glared at me.

“He don’t look much like you,” said the watchman. “He looks kind of—”

“Dad was Greek, rest his soul.” I crossed myself. “Butchie takes after that side.” It took digging my fingers into her arm and giving her a shove to turn Daisy away. “Hey, he didn’t damage anything, did he?” I called over my shoulder.

“No...but if he comes around here again I’m calling the cops.” The watchman pointed a finger.

I nodded vigorously.

Daisy tried to pull free as soon as we started to walk. “What are—?”

“Quiet!” I hissed. I gave her a shake. “Wait till we’re out of earshot.”

When we reached the street, I flung her arm free, struggling to control my anger.

“Don’t you have an ounce of sense? You’re violating the curfew on unaccompanied minors. Not to mention it’s dumb for a woman to be wandering around on her own this time of night.”

“Gee, don’t you suppose maybe that’s why I dressed like a boy? How’d you turn up back there? Have you been following me?”

“I was having a look at the place because in a weak-minded moment I thought I might possibly, foolishly, consider doing what you asked me to do.”

“Does that mean you will?”

“It depends on whether you give me straight answers and how much you annoy me. Get in the car.”

I indicated the DeSoto and started toward it. She lagged behind with wariness, which under other circumstances I might have applauded.

“Why? Where are you going to take me?”

“A place we can talk. A café.”

Maybe the part about annoying me had made an impression. She got in.

***
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Blind Andy wasn’t really blind. He could make out shapes and smears of bright color. His small café was open eleven a.m. to two a.m. six days a week, and the java was always hot, never bitter.

“Hey, Ginger Rogers, it’s been a while since you’ve come in. How you doin’?” he greeted as I entered with Daisy sticking close to my side.

“Working too hard for the money I make.” 

It was a line I’d borrowed from him. He chuckled.

We settled in at a table wedged into a corner at one end of the counter. The counter, with its stools, was favored by most customers. Only two were currently occupied, one by a woman reading a newspaper, and one by a man who was shoveling macaroni and cheese with peas on the side into his mouth faster than a hummingbird moved its wings.

“Okay, I told you what I was doing there in the back of the printing place. I want to know why you turned up there. And don’t get cute.”

Daisy flicked the edge of the tabletop with her thumbnail. Her eyes were downcast.

“Tosh and some woman left notes for each other under the top of one of those picnic tables. Where it wasn’t nailed on tight to the legs underneath. I thought there was a chance there’d be one there, and...and I don’t know what.”

“Tosh is your brother, I take it?”

She nodded.

“You thought he might have been to the picnic tables since he disappeared? Left a message?”

“I don’t know. It was all I could think of to do. The way you acted, I didn’t think you were likely to help.” Her eyes swung up to mine in accusation. “I thought I’d better look there myself. I could get out tonight. I can’t always.”

I sat back while Andy set down coffee for me and a glass of cider for Daisy. It gave me time to process what she’d just told me.

“Do you know who the woman is?”

She shook her head.

“Would your parents know?”

“I don’t think so. They would have said something, called if they knew who she was, or asked me if I knew her name.”

“And you didn’t tell them.”

“No.” She’d been watching me intently. Now she picked at the varnish coating the table. “They’ve got enough to worry about, with him disappearing, and...I wasn’t sure how they’d take it.

“And before you ask, I didn’t tell the police when they came to the house, either. It doesn’t take much of a brain to know they think Tosh started the fire to...to interfere with war production.”

Daisy certainly wasn’t short on brains. My guess was she had some to spare. She was watching me shrewdly.

I folded my arms and leaned forward some.

“You also didn’t tell me two people had died in that fire.”

“You didn’t give me time.”

She had me there. One corner of her mouth stirred with satisfaction.

“Let’s go.” I left change sufficient to cover our drinks plus a tip and slid my purse onto my shoulder.

“Where?”

“I’m taking you home.”

***
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We rode in silence for several minutes. In the passenger seat of the DeSoto, Daisy fidgeted. I figured it did her good to fidget.

“You seem to think the woman your brother left notes for was someone who worked there, at Kirby Printing,” I said finally.

In the dim light, I caught her shrug.

“It stands to reason. Who else would know about those picnic tables?”

“He could have told someone.”

“Okay, then how did they manage to hang around the picnic tables and pull a note out of wherever they left them without being noticed? Maybe you missed the fact they have a watchman at night. Somebody who didn’t work there would attract attention walking in during the day, wouldn’t they? Why risk that? And where else would he have met someone? If she was a girl who’d been at Heart Mountain or come through Cincinnati with us, someone we know would have mentioned it. Teasing or nosey, you know? And there aren’t any Nisei women — Nisei means Japanese-Americans — working there, just men.”

Her reasoning was good, I had to hand her that.

She and her parents and one set of grandparents lived with a family taking part in a project hatched by a local church coalition. Working with the Cincinnati field office of the War Relocation Administration, the coalition found housing and jobs for some of the American citizens of Japanese ancestry currently held in internment camps. The house was a little way out on Fifth Street in a decent neighborhood of mostly wooden houses. The dwellings were two-story, and probably ranged from four to six bedrooms upstairs, not grand but comfortable.

“My parents are out, if you’re thinking of marching me in to them and watching them read me the riot act,” Daisy said. “It’s just me and my grandparents and the Browns there. That’s why I was able to sneak out.”

Sure enough, as we neared the address she’d given me, a barn-like white house, I saw that a very dim porch light burned under the roof of a roomy front porch. But something else drew my eye as well. Across the street from the house, someone at the wheel of a nondescript black car that was parked there ducked down so as not to be seen.



CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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“Hey, you missed the place. Back up,” said Daisy as we passed.

“Sit still and don’t look around. We’re coming back.”

To my relief, she clamped her mouth shut and waited.

“Would you recognize the cars your neighbors drive?” I asked as I turned at the corner.

“Maybe. What’s going on?”

“I think someone might be watching your house. Or they could be watching one next door, or they could be waiting for someone.”

Daisy twisted around in her seat, but of course she couldn’t see anything.

“So, what are we going to do?”

“I’m going to circle the block so we go past again. I want you to slouch some — not enough to look like you’re hiding. Just lean against the door maybe, with your head turned enough you can get a good look without the driver noticing. The corner house that’s two doors past yours has the lights off, so once you’ve gotten a look at the car, I’ll pull in there, all the way up the drive, and let you out. You stick to the shadows and cut across the lawn to the street we’re on now. I’ll be waiting and we’ll decide what to do.”

“Yeah, okay.”

I thought I heard her teeth chatter a time or two, but I couldn’t be sure. Neither of us felt inclined to chat as I finished the final two legs of the block and started up Fifth Street again. Daisy lounged with outward casualness against the window on her side of the car, the cap pulled low on her forehead. I was glad of the cap, glad of her boy’s garb. Unless the occupant of the black car was keeping an eye out for her brother.

We rolled past without slowing our pace. Again, whoever sat in the car in question sank down. At the corner house, I pulled in as planned. Daisy threw the door wide as she got out, and finished with a jaunty wave. If the driver of the black car was paying any attention to us, it would look like someone getting off a night shift or coming back from something equally innocent. Around the corner, well out of sight, I waited only briefly before Daisy emerged from the darkness next to a hedge.

“I don’t know if I’ve seen it around here or not,” she said as she got in. “It’s just a car. There’s nothing about it to make it stand out. The house where it’s parked, though, those people keep theirs in the garage. They don’t drive it very often, but it’s squatty.” Her hands shaped a fluid description. “I think it’s gray. And the people on one side of us have a car so old I’m surprised it doesn’t have a crank on the front to get it started.”

She described a few other cars, but admitted they weren’t something she usually noticed. All the same, it reassured me that I wasn’t jumping to conclusions. People didn’t scoot down to avoid being seen in a neighborhood where they belonged.

“Is it...could it be the police, do you think? And does this mean you’re going to help?”

“No, it’s not the police, and I haven’t made up my mind on the other.” I started the engine. “Is there a back way into the place you live?”

“Doesn’t every place have a back door? If you’re asking can I get in that way, sure. It’s how I sneak in and out.”

I remembered now that she’d said something about going to Kirby Printing tonight because she didn’t know when she’d get another chance. Weariness from the effort of Willie’s funeral and of dealing with this kid on top of it began to overtake me.

“Sneak? I thought you said your parents had gone somewhere.”

“Yeah, to a meeting some of the Japanese-Americans and some of the church people have every month. But you didn’t suppose they went off and left me alone, did you? The Browns are there with their five kids, and my grandparents. But my grandparents fall asleep early and Grandma snores like an avalanche. I’ve cleaned out one end of the attic so I can study up there where it’s quiet, and sleep there sometimes now that it’s warm enough. Raise one of the windows, climb down a trellis, it’s a piece of cake.”

“Okay, I’ll drive into the alley and you tell me which house to stop at. When you’re inside...” My brain was running out of gas. “You can’t flick the light to let me know you’re safe inside, can you?” I muttered. “Not when we’re supposed to have curtains closed.”

Daisy was signaling for me to stop.

“How about I stick my head out and whistle?” she asked as she opened the car door. “I’m a good whistler. Tosh taught me. He’s fantastic, trills and double notes and such.”

“Okay.” It was better than anything I could think of. I killed the engine, the better to hear her signal, as well as any other cars approaching. “Do more than a couple of notes, though, so I know it’s not some guy walking along out front and whistling on the way home. And raise up your window so I don’t miss it.”

Leaning back against the frame of my own open window, I savored the smell of the spring night. I watched Daisy glide like a shadow halfway across the back yard, at which point darkness swallowed her. I strained for sounds, for hints of anything amiss. All that met my ears were notes from early-season insects, and far away, the wavering wail of a screech owl. Then, through the black velvet world that surrounded me, came a clear and spirited rendition of “I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy.”

As I reluctantly admired Daisy’s wit as well as her skill, a muscular arm caught me from behind, jerking my head back in a choke-hold through the window opening. I grabbed for the Smith & Wesson I’d placed on the passenger seat when Daisy got out, but I couldn’t reach it. With my breath being cut off and panic threatening, I fumbled for the handle that opened the car door, yanked it, and pushed with my feet.

The unexpected opening of the door broke my assailant’s hold. He stumbled backward, scrambling to keep his footing. I landed flat on my back with just enough presence of mind to tuck my knees to my chest and go into a backward somersault. I staggered up.

He swung at me. I blocked it. And just like that, he turned and ran, a man at least half a foot taller than me and solidly built. Then, suddenly, there was only the sound of something dragging on gravel.

Daisy’s whistling had stopped.

***
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By the time I parked the DeSoto and went up the walk to the pretty white house that had been my home for seven years now, all I wanted was to curl up in the quiet of my room and nurse my bruises and let sleep blot out all memory of Wee Willie’s funeral. Opening the front door blasted me with a reminder such refuge was a thing of the past.

Music blared from a radio in a room upstairs. Two girls in bathrobes ran past me, chattering, bound for the extra shower Mrs. Z had installed in the basement to supplement the single bathroom we all shared. 

America’s war effort had brought a desperate need for housing for defense workers, especially women. Mrs. Z, our jewel of a landlady, had answered the local appeal by wedging three new beds into the room at the foot of the stairs where visitors once waited. She’d added two more in the laundry room and extras in three of the bedrooms. The house once occupied by twelve of us who knew each other and had to be in by a set time each night, now had a constantly changing cast that came and went at all hours.

By the time I reached the top of the stairs, my temples throbbed with every beat of the music. Not only was it up to full volume, but the door to the room that housed it stood wide open. A party appeared to be under way, and spilling into the hall.

Three or four months ago a blonde at least four inches taller than I was had moved there with another girl. She stood in the doorway braying laughter almost as loud as the radio.

“Hey.” I stepped in front of her. “Could you turn it down a little, please, and close the door? Some people up here are trying to sleep.”

“So?” She was waving a cup, which I suspected held more than water, in time with the music. “People sleep all hours. Gotta get used to a little noise.”

“A little noise is what we’d get with your door closed and your radio down, oh, halfway.”

“You gonna make me? I’ve got a right—”

I slammed her back against the wall, my hands on her shoulders, my thumbs at her neck.

“Why, yes, I will make you, since asking politely doesn’t seem to work.”

“Let — me — go!” Her eyes were bulging. She seemed to have trouble speaking because of my thumbs.

“Now I’m going to tell you this one last time. Close the door. Turn the radio down. If you don’t do that by the time I count five, I will drag you down these stairs by your bleached-blonde hair and throw you out the front door, making sure your chin hits when you land. Got that?”

I let her go with a shove that propelled her back into the arms of startled party goers. Someone slammed the door.

“You’re crazy!” she yelled from the other side. “You’re gonna pay for this!”

The radio was squelched a few seconds later.

Three girls, one a teacher who had lived at Mrs. Z’s since before the war, were in line for the bathroom with towels on their arms. Esther, the teacher, nodded approval as I walked by. The other two stared. Going into my room, I closed the door, heaved a sigh of relief that the day was over, and fell onto my bed fully clothed.

Sound from the radio down the hall was muted now. My own thoughts weren’t.

I lay remembering Wee Willie, pint-sized enough to be a jockey, walking up to a kid who towered over him and telling him to give back another kid’s new marbles. They’d both ended up with cut lips. I remembered the joy in his eyes the day he married Maire, him eighteen and her sixteen.

Those scenes melted into the sound of pride in Daisy Hashimoto’s voice as she told me she’d been born in this country...the defiance when she told me the wad of cash she’d pressed into my hands was hers, and had been honestly earned.

How did a high school kid earn that kind of money?

Why did a driver who didn’t want to be seen park his car and watch her house?

Why had someone attacked me while I sat watching her?



CHAPTER FIVE

––––––––
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Daylight screamed its way under the curtains. I squinted awake. A look at my Baby Ben told me I hadn’t set my alarm. Since I didn’t have any appointments scheduled, the oversight didn’t matter. As a bonus, the house was blissfully silent. I lay for a while soaking in the peacefulness. When I finally made my way to the bathroom, there was no one else waiting to get in. I ran back for my towel and soap and had a fast bath.

At McCrory’s lunch counter, the breakfast shift had seen three waitresses come and go in the past year. None held a candle to the constantly darting woman who’d worked there for eight years before them. My oatmeal, when I finally got it, was lukewarm and lumpy. I consoled myself with the fact I at least had milk and a smidgen of brown sugar with which to anoint it.

Although I scanned the stories in the newspaper folded beside me, my mind kept jumping to the attack in the alley last night. Why had somebody jumped me? And how had that somebody managed to sneak up? My attacker had been male, sizable enough his footsteps in the gravel alley should have been easy to hear as he approached. Either he was stealthy as a cat or he’d already been in position back there, the most obvious reason being to keep an eye on Daisy’s house.

A car in front, a stakeout behind — I didn’t like the feel of it. Especially since I was almost positive the car in front wasn’t a cop car.

I tried to recapture other details from the previous night. What had I heard or smelled or seen from the few seconds prior to being grabbed around the neck to when my attacker was fleeing?

Night sounds...Daisy whistling...Brylcreem. Looking back, I thought I recalled a faint whiff of Brylcreem. If so, it told me absolutely nothing. Half the male population, if not more, used the product to hold their hair.

Afterward, when I blocked his punch and my assailant fled, there’d been a crunch or two of gravel. Footsteps then, and fast ones, which meant he was running. Then...

The footsteps had ended abruptly. A ribbon of sound had followed. Not car tires, more like a rake handle dragging through gravel. A gate opening? I frowned in thought.

“You want more hot water?”

The waitress was getting impatient for me to move on. I complied. I couldn’t quite place what the whirring sound reminded me of. It would come to me.

Most of my mind had already moved on to Daisy’s determination to learn what became of her brother. He might have started a fire that killed two people. It might have been sabotage. It might have been motivated by some other reason. There was even a chance it had been an accident, or the more remote one, that he was innocent.

Whatever the case, I knew the pain it caused a family not to know what had happened when one of its children vanished. My brother, Geroid, had hopped a freight when I was nine, and my mother and father had never stopped grieving. Ger hadn’t been much of a brother to me — Wee Willie had been that as well as a friend. Still, it ate at me after all these years, wondering what had happened to him. Had he died in that first year, or even month, crushed when he miscalculated jumping on or off a train? Had he met with foul play? Had he fallen in with a bad crowd, or maybe found work somewhere out West and grown up and married and had a family? Sometimes I wondered if he was wearing a uniform now, and fighting somewhere.

Daisy Hashimoto’s family was Japanese, which made me uneasy, but they were human beings. Conscience told me they deserved to have someone take at least an initial peek at their son’s disappearance; someone approaching it with a different perspective than that brought by the police. Resignation rumbling in the back of my throat, I crossed Main Street to Market House where the Dayton Police housed their detective division and a few other specialized units.

***
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Lt. Freeze led investigations into homicides and suspicious deaths. I wasn’t sure whether the two deaths in the fire at the printing place were being looked at as homicides, but it seemed like the most efficient way to start. Freeze’s eyes narrowed as he watched me swing along toward him in my blue-and-white gabardine dress and a tiny blue hat with a curlicue feather.

“What?” he said as I stopped at his desk.

“Such lack of trust in a single word.”

“Yeah, well, I recognize that expression you’re wearing. You want something.”

I sat down in front of his desk. He rubbed out the Old Gold which, lighted or not, generally hung from his lips. Freeze was lean and grizzled and would win an award for being in the dark about how to deal with women.

“Two people died last week in a fire at a place called Kirby Printing. Did those land in your lap?”

Leaning back in his chair, Freeze gave me a long look.

“Who wants to know?”

“Me.” I gave a sunny smile.

He snorted.

“Cute.”

Until a year ago, we’d regarded each other with seething animosity. He broadcast his opinion that I solved cases by batting my eyelashes rather than with digging and shoe leather. I thought, and still did, that he was too quick to dismiss ideas that didn’t originate with him, and overlooked possibilities at the very fringes of things. A particularly nasty case where we decided we could be allies rather than adversaries had changed things between us, though we still were wary of sharing what we knew.

“Okay, truth is somebody’s trying to hire me to have a closer look at what happened there. I haven’t decided yet whether I’ll say yes. It seemed smart to get the lay of the land first, before I jump in.”

Freeze glanced at two detectives working on something unrelated to his cases in another corner of the room. The detective unit handled robberies, burglaries and numerous other matters, so the homicide squad was an unofficial designation. Freeze toyed with a pencil. His gaze slid two desks sideways to a peach-fuzz kid who’d been promoted from street duty after the draft claimed two seasoned detectives. The kid had been assigned to help Freeze, but his lack of aptitude was matched by his failure to acquire any in the year he’d been here.

“Tell you what.” Freeze sat up. He unwrapped a stick of gum and put half in his mouth. “I’ll answer your question and maybe tell you a thing or two more. In return, you do me a favor.”

“What’s the favor?”

“Talk Boike into coming back to work.”

It was my turn to sit up.

“Boike’s back?”

“Yeah, he got injured. Sent back and discharged. He’s okay now, but he’s spouting nonsense about not thinking he could do this job right anymore.”

I tried to digest it. Boike was a boxy blond who’d been Freeze’s right-hand man until Uncle Sam sent him greetings a year and a half ago. I liked Boike. He’d never said much, mainly because Freeze expected men who worked with him to open their mouths only when he authorized it. Get him alone, though, and it was clear he was sharp, and even had a dry sense of humor. His absence was one of the factors that had led to better relations between Freeze and me. Freeze had even admitted he missed having Boike around to discuss the minutiae necessary for solving cases.

“Freeze, maybe he’s seen too much—”

“It’s not shell shock or anything like that, if that’s what you’re thinking. He’s just deaf in one ear now. Got some cuts on his jaw, is all.”

“You’ve seen him?”

“Yeah, he stopped by couple of days ago. I think maybe he misses the place, which is why I think he should be nudged to come back. He’s good at this work.”

“You ever tell him that?”

He gave me a baleful look.

“What makes you think I could interest him in it if you can’t?”

“He didn’t work for you. It would just be pal-to-pal. Besides...” He grimaced at having to say it. “You’ve got a way with you, the way you kind of weasel around so people don’t see what you’re doing.”

“Such flattery. You ought to put that weaseling part on a Valentine’s card.”

“You want information or not? You know it can’t be good for him just sitting around.”

It was the first semi-persuasive thing I’d heard him say. I crossed my arms.

“How do I know I’m not getting the very short end of this stick?”

Freeze hunched forward, glancing to make sure Dotson, the peach-fuzz kid, was still on the phone and scribbling away. He was useful at office work, Freeze had acknowledged, except for the couple of times he’d gotten addresses wrong.

“That question you asked, are we looking at those two deaths as homicides? We won’t know until the fire department tells us whether the fire was started on purpose or not. If it was, then we’ll have to determine why.”

“What about you? Anything suggest one way or another?”

“Besides the watchman and two other people who work there saying they saw Hashimoto running away when it happened?” He glanced toward his young assistant. “Dots. You take that evidence from the fire back yet?”

“Yes, sir.”

Freeze grunted. Reaching into a desk drawer he brought out a Manilla folder. He shuffled half a dozen pages of typed information out of the way and brought out a photo.

“These belonged to the man seen fleeing. He’s a Jap. One of the bunch the Church Federation brought in. His fingerprints are on them. The optometrist who made them confirmed it was Hashimoto’s prescription.”

I was staring at an eight-by-ten photograph of wire-rimmed spectacles. The left lens was cracked, the numerous lines suggesting it had been stepped on or hit.

“Who’s looking to hire you? The printing place? Their insurance company?”

“I don’t want to say until I decide.”

“Suit yourself.” Returning the folder to the drawer, Freeze raised his voice. “Dotson! Is she at home? What about the sister? Let’s roll then.”

He stood and shrugged into his jacket.

“Don’t forget your end of the bargain.” He jabbed a finger in my direction. “If I don’t see Boike back in this office with his badge and his card in his pocket, it’s gonna be a cold day in Hades before you worm information from me again.”

“Hey, wait a minute.” I sprang up. “I never promised I’d get him to come back to work. As a matter of fact, I never promised anything. I’ll talk to him. Period. I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’d better.” He bent and scribbled. “Here.” He shoved the square of paper at me, and I snatched it just in time to keep it from hitting me in the chest.

It was an address.



CHAPTER SIX

––––––––
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I found the fire investigator in the Fire and Signal Building on the corner of Main and Monument. He was in his fifties, solidly built, and wore his uniform well.

“I’d say eighty-five, maybe ninety percent certain that it was arson,” he said when I’d introduced myself and handed him one of my business cards. “Flammable solvent had been splashed around in a big arc where cartons of paper were stored. It’s solvent they use there, for cleaning machines, so that complicates things.”

We were in his office, him behind a battered desk and me in front of it. He squinted his eyes shut hard and then opened them again as if to clear them from something that stung. “You didn’t tell me who you were working for. This has to do with insurance on one side or the other, I guess?”

“Someone wants me to have a look at what happened. Before I decide, I want to know how much of a can of worms that would be.”

“Well. There’s a lot of worms, I can tell you that.”

“Do you mind naming a few?”

“One’s the two men who died. They’d come in to repair a press. They were mostly done and taking a break, sitting on the floor back there leaning against the other side of some of those stacked-up cartons with their lunch boxes open. One of them could have started a cigarette, but they wouldn’t have. They were longtime employees. They knew the dangers posed by working around that much paper. The fire didn’t spread much, but the area where it happened went up fast. Those two fellows didn’t have a chance.”
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