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Praise for Libby Fischer Hellmann





  
  
    Havana Lost
  

  “A many-layered adventure…smart writing, done in accomplished style by an author who never talks down to her readers.”
 —Mystery Scene Magazine

  “A riveting historical thriller… This multigenerational page-turner is packed with intrigue and shocking plot twists.”
 —Booklist

  “A sprawling tale… the story of the Cuban revolution, as well as the Cuban military efforts in Angola, is fascinating…”
 —Publishers Weekly

  “Hellmann’s writing has matured considerably since her early novels. Her plotting has become more solid and assured, her characters more realistic, her settings wonderfully described. This is a fine, extremely well told novel.”
 —Deadly Pleasures

  
    A Bitter Veil
  

  “The Iranian revolution provides the backdrop for this meticulously researched, fast-paced stand-alone …A significant departure from the author’s Chicago-based Ellie Foreman and Georgia Davis mystery series, this political thriller will please established fans and newcomers alike.”
 —Publishers Weekly

   

  “Hellmann crafts a tragically beautiful story… both subtle and vibrant… never sacrificing the quality of her storytelling. Instead, the message drives the psychological and emotional conflict painting a bleak and heart wrenching tale that will stick with the reader long after they finish the book.”
 —Crimespree Magazine

  “Readers will be drawn in through the well-researched inside look at Iran in the late 1970s and gain perspective on what the people in that time and place endured. A Bitter Veil is so thought-provoking that it especially would be a great title for book clubs to discuss.”
 —Book Reporter

  “A Bitter Veil… is a social statement about what can happen when religious fundamentalism trumps human rights, but that’s hardly a drawback in this suspenseful, well-researched book. It might even serve as a warning.”
 —Mystery Scene Magazine

  
    Set the Night on Fire
  

  “A top-rate standalone thriller that taps into the antiwar protests of the 1960s and 70s…A jazzy fusion of past and present, Hellman’s insightful, politically charged whodunit explores a fascinating period in American history.”
 —Publishers Weekly 

  “Superior standalone novel…Hellmann creates a fully-realized world…complete with everyday details, passions and enthusiasms on how they yearned for connection, debated about ideology and came to belief in taking risks to stand up for what they believed.”
 —Chicago Tribune

  “Haunting…Rarely have history, mystery, and political philosophy blended so beautifully…could easily end up on the required reading list in college-level American History classes.”
 —Mystery Scene Magazine

  
    Easy Innocence
  

  “Hellmann brings to life the reality of bullying among teenage girls with enough twists and turns to keep you reading. Highly recommended.”
 —Library Journal, Starred Review

  “Just what’s needed in a mystery… Depth of characterization sets this new entry by Hellmann apart from a crowded field.”
 —Kirkus Reviews

  “There’s a new no-nonsense female private detective in town: Georgia Davis, a former cop who is tough and smart enough to give even the legendary V.I. Warshawski a run for her money.”
 —Chicago Tribune
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The Ellie Foreman/Georgia Davis Stories









Foreword, Part 1





  
  By William Kent Krueger
 Short stories are the poetry of prose. Mistakes, in a novel, can be buried. In a short story, they stand out like roaches on a sugar cookie. Short stories are precise, cut to the bone, every word a necessity. A novel may go far afield, but a great short story requires unbelievable restraint. Not many authors develop that control. Libby Fischer Hellmann has the hand of a master.

  The stories that constitute this first volume of Nice Girl Does Noir have all been published previously in traditional venues. They’re unified by the presence of two remarkable women: Ellie Foreman and Georgia Davis. Anyone familiar with Libby’s novels knows these names. The two characters are different in history, family, appearance, and outlook, but they’re alike in the ways that matter. They care about justice. They’re fiercely protective of those they love. They can’t let a mystery go uninvestigated nor a crime unsolved. And they’re always struggling to be better than they fear they are.

  Take it from a guy who knows her well: Libby is a nice girl. But she writes noir with a savvy edge honed on the hard, dark knowledge of the evil possible in us all. With each story she opens a door to a room that holds a demon—bigotry and politics in her award-winning debut effort “The Day Miriam Hirsch Disappeared,” greed in “Common Scents,” deadly desire in “A Winter’s Tale”—and with prose too damn good to resist, she seduces us inside.

  So you should probably interpret this introduction not only as an invitation but also as a warning. If you choose to read on, I can guarantee that Libby’s stories will take you places nice people don’t often go.

  
    Kent Krueger is not only an Edgar-award-winning novelist but also a prolific short story writer. Find out more about him at his web site, williamkentkrueger.com.
  

  











The Day Miriam Hirsch Disappeared

An Ellie Foreman Story





  
  
    THE DAY MIRIAM HIRSCH DISAPPEARED was the first short story I wrote. My son had been given a book called “THE JEWS OF CHICAGO” for a Bar Mitzvah present, and when I thumbed through the photographs, they resonated—especially the ones taken in 1930’s Lawndale, at the time a prosperous Jewish community on Chicago’s near west side. Little did I know then that the story I wrote about those photos would become the “prequel” to my Ellie Foreman series. Or that the Ellie Foreman series would be the prequel to the Georgia Davis series.  The following story, which won the Bouchercon short story contest in 1999, was first published in the Bouchercon Program book. It was later published in ANTHOLOGY TODAY, where it also won a contest, and in the now defunct FUTURES MAGAZINE.
  

  The day Miriam Hirsch disappeared was so hot you could almost see the sidewalk blister and sweat. It was summer, 1938, and I’d been hanging around with Barney Teitelman in Lawndale, the Jewish neighborhood on Chicago’s west side.  Barney’s parents owned a restaurant and rooming house near Roosevelt and Kedzie. Miriam rented a room on the third floor. She was a looker, as my father would say, although if he knew his only son was spending that much time with Barney he’d have kittens.

  You see, we lived in Hyde Park, a few miles and a universe away from Lawndale. We were German Jews; the Teitelmans weren’t. They were from Russia, or Lithuania, or one of those other countries with “ia” at the end of them, and what separated us wasn’t just the Austro-Hungarian Empire. We were cultured, assimilated. They were rabble. We had come over before the Civil War; they poured in at the end of the last century. We were merchants, doctors, lawyers. They worked in factories, sweat shops, and, well, restaurants. In fact, when my father was being especially snooty, he’d ask which delicatessen their family owned. I, of course, disagreed with my parents.  The Teitelmans talked louder and laughed more, and Mrs. T made a hell of a Shabbos brisket.

  Barney and I had met by accident the previous May. We were waiting for the bus outside the College of Jewish Studies near the Loop, both of us in bowties and yarmulkes. My parents had sent me there to “enrich” my Jewish heritage. I guess Barney’s did too. We stared warily at each other for a few minutes, like dogs sniffing each other out. Then I offered him a piece of Bazooka. He took it.  We were best friends.

  He only came to my house once. The frosty reception my mother gave him, after he told her where he lived, was enough. There wasn’t much action in Hyde Park anyway. We tried to sucker the Weinstein girls into a game of strip poker behind the rocks at the Fifty-Seventh Street beach, but they gave us the brush off. We didn’t care. They were ugly.  By June I was taking the Cottage Grove streetcar to Roosevelt and transferring west to Lawndale as often as possible.

  The first time I saw Miriam, Barney and I were wolfing down brisket sandwiches in the restaurant; I could feel gravy dribbling past my chin. I heard a rustle, turned around. She was walking past our table. No, more like gliding. Dressed in a pearly gown that swept to her feet, she was perfectly proportioned, with a waist so tiny that my hands ached to encircle it, and such a generously endowed bosom that my hands ached—well, you get the idea. Her hair was gold, her lips red, and she had the most enormous gray eyes I’d ever seen. A guy could lose his way in them. Especially a fifteen year old. My mouth dropped to my chin; gravy stained my shirt.  She was even carrying a parasol.  I was in love.

  There weren’t many people in the restaurant that day,  but you could feel the collective hush as she passed through.  It was as if her presence had struck us dumb, and we were compelled to stare.  As her skirt brushed our table, she cast a dazzling smile on Barney. He turned crimson. Then she was gone. The voltage in the air ebbed, and I heard the clink of silverware as people started to live, breathe, and eat again.

  “So, who the hell was that?” I said, in my best tough guy tone.

  Barney looked me over, knew I was bluffing. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

  I leaned across the table and grabbed Barney’s collar. “You don’t tell me, Barney Teitelman, I’ll tell your parents what you were trying to do to Dina Preis behind the shul last Saturday.”

  “You wouldn’t.” He didn’t sound convinced.

  I clutched his shirt tighter. “You got five seconds.”

  Barney’s eyes narrowed. I guess he figured he’d better give me something.  “All’s I’ll say is she’s not for the likes of you, Jake Foreman.”

  I dropped my hold on Barney’s neck and jumped up from the table. “Mrs. T? I have something to tell you.” I headed toward the kitchen.

  “All right already,” Barney whined. “Don’t go up the wall. She’s Miriam Hirsch. She’s an actress with the Yiddish theater.”

  “When did she show up?”

  “Couple days ago.”

  Most of the actresses at the Yiddish theater were from Eastern Europe, but Hirsch was a German name. She and I had something in common already. Then I chastised myself for doing the same thing as my parents.

  “I’m gonna be an actor,” I said.

  Barney balled his napkin up and threw it at me.

  * * *

  Apparently, I wasn’t the only one Miriam impressed. The next afternoon, as we were hanging out the window trying to blow cigarette smoke into the street instead of the Teitelman’s living room, Miriam came out the front door. Sun-baked heat hung in the air like a blanket, and she opened her parasol to protect her head. Halfway up, it got stuck.  I was about to run down and offer my assistance when Skull cut in front of her.

  Ben Skulnick, or Skull, as we called him, hung out at Davy Miller’s gym and pool hall. The Miller brothers were the closest things Lawndale had to gangsters. They’d moved over from Maxwell Street a few years earlier and built a restaurant and gambling casino next to the gym. Covering all the bases, I guess. Except the type of people who frequented the place weren’t exactly high society.

  Not that the Miller Boys didn’t have their fans. It was Davy Miller’s gang who fought the Uptown goyim in the ‘Twenties so that Jews could use Clarendon Beach,  and it was his gang who kept all the Yeshivah-buchers, religious students,  safe from the Irish street gangs. The scuttlebutt these days was they were going after Nazi sympathizers on the north side. Whatever the truth, Davy Miller and his crew were proof that Jewish boys weren’t sissies, a myth we were all eager to dispel.

  “Look at that, Barney,” I said, my eyes riveted on the scene below.

  “I see.”

  Tall and dark, Skull cut a dashing figure. He was probably running numbers, greasing palms, and taking cuts off the locals in the area, but with his well-trimmed whiskers, neatly pressed shirt, and Italian suit, he looked like a successful businessman, not a thug. He wore a hat too, a snap-brimmed Fedora, and moved with a sinewy grace, like a cat stalking its prey. No one knew where he came from.

  “He’s gonna make a play for her.” I wasn’t sure if I was devastated or curious.

  “Do you blame him?”

  We watched as he struggled with Miriam’s parasol, opened it, and presented it back to her with a flourish. Before she disappeared underneath its shade, I saw the smile she gave him. And the lazy, appraising smile he gave back.

  “You see that, Jake?”

  I swallowed.

  “Give it up, pal. You’re way out of your league.”

  By the following week, Skull was dropping by the restaurant every afternoon. He’d order a glass of iced tea, which he tipped plenty for, but never drank.  Sometimes he’d grab a game of gin rummy in the back room, but mostly he checked his watch every few minutes. Around two, he’d make sure to bump into Miriam and walk her to rehearsal. And back home again later.

  One evening he walked her all the way up to the third floor. That was the last we saw of them all night. Of course, Barney and I snuck up to the third floor landing, but all we heard were strains of “Don’t Be That Way” wafting down the hall from her radio. Benny Goodman. Barney dragged me back downstairs.

  But I hadn’t lost all hope. When Miriam’s show opened, we started to hang around the stage door of Douglas Park Auditorium to catch a glimpse of her.  Skull did too. When she came out, sometimes with her stage make-up still on, he would offer her his arm and they’d saunter down the street together. Sometimes they stopped for ice cream or a sandwich at Carl’s Deli. On Sundays, they headed over to the roof of the Jewish People’s Institute to dance. Even at a distance, you could feel the sparks fly between them. When they smiled at each other or danced the two-step, it broke my heart. I was jealous. I was in love—with both of them. They were the epitome of glamour. They were swell. With bells on.

  One night, though, was different.

  “No, Skull, I won’t do it.” Miriam stared straight ahead as they stepped through the stage door. “Stop asking me.”

  There was a gleam in Skull’s eye.  “Oh come on, baby, it’s only for a little while.”

  “No.” Miriam walked three steps ahead of him.

  “But you’re the only one who can. You speak their language.”

  “I don’t care.”

  He stopped short. “How can you say that?”

  “You have some chutzpah. How can you ask me to—well, to do something like that?” She whipped around to face him, her eyes flashing.  Barney and I flattened ourselves against a building.

  Skull backed off. His voice grew as soft as cotton. Wheedling. “You love me, don’t you baby?”

  She looked at him. She kept her mouth shut, but her eyes, as luminous as waves on the moonlit lake, said it all.

  Skull moved in for the kill. He pushed a lock of hair off her forehead. “All I need is a little information. Then you can stop. Please. Do it for me.” He paused. “For us.”

  Miriam pursed her lips, and I thought she was going to cry. Then, she sagged against Skull, as if he had somehow managed to squeeze all the air out of her.

  Skull grinned and pulled her close, planted a victory kiss on her lips. “That’s my baby.”

  She buried her head in his shoulder. We didn’t hear her reply.

  * * *

  Whatever Miriam agreed to that night must not have lasted long, because we never saw them together again. Skull didn’t come around to Teitelmans any more, and he didn’t show up at the auditorium.  Miriam came and went by herself. Occasionally, she hailed a cab and never came home at all. It was strange, and I was confused and angry. What had Skull asked her to do? It had to be something so evil that her only recourse was to break up with him.

  A week later, on an afternoon so humid that nothing felt dry, Barney and I lugged groceries past the banks on the corner. Across the street we spotted Skull getting his shoes shined.  He was reading a newspaper and scowling. When he saw us he tipped his hat. Barney and I glanced at each other. Did he really mean us?

  As if to answer our question, he called over to us. “Hey, Teitelman.”

  Barney nodded tentatively.

  Skull dropped a buck in the shoeshine guy’s box, overtipping as usual, and crossed the street.

  “You guys been following me for a while, haven’t you?”

  I swallowed. Here it comes. Our first real conversation, and he’s gonna tell us to butt out.

  “I’m glad I run into youse. I’ve been meaning to call. Are youse—young gentlemen interested in a business proposition?”

  My jaw dropped to my chest.

  He squinted at us. “My business in other parts of the city has picked up recently and requires my—my  presence there. But I still need some—whadd’ya call it—some representation here. You guys interested?” He yanked his thumb toward our bags of groceries. “Pays better than that.”

  I looked at Barney, then at Skull, trying to mask my excitement with a shrug. It didn’t work. A soft yelp escaped my mouth.

  “Good. Come around to Miller’s at three.” Skull turned on his heel, dropping the paper in the trash on the corner.  I glanced at the headline—something about hooligans throwing rocks at a group of German-American Bund members on the north side.

  The long and the short of it was that Skull wanted us to do errands for him in the neighborhood. Nothing major, just running messages to Zookie the Bookie and picking up envelopes from some of the shops. At first he came with us to show us the ropes. Then we were on our own.

  It was a fair trade off. We didn’t have Miriam, but we did have Skull.  In some ways, it was better. We were important. Even the guys in the pool hall nodded to us after a while. And we were making great money. Almost ten bucks a day. Barney and I made up new names for each other. I was Jake the Snake; he was Barney Bow-Tie.

  On the days Skull was with us, I watched him operate. He was smooth. He’d flash one of his lazy smiles, and even the people he was bilking smiled back. Especially the ladies. The only time he lost his cool was the afternoon we passed Miriam. She was crossing the street to catch a cab. Their eyes met, and I thought I saw a look of infinite sadness, passion, and what-might-have-been pass between them. How could it be over, with looks like that?

  * * *

   I should have known it wouldn’t last. One morning in late July my mother and father woke me up. Poised for attack, they stood at the foot of my bed.

  “Jacob, you have some explaining to do.” My mother’s eyes were cold steel.

  I tried to play dumb. “What’s that, Ma?” I yawned. Slowly.

  “Just exactly what have you been doing in Lawndale?”

  “What do you mean?”

  “Jacob, don’t try to weasel your way out of this one.” My father glared. “Henry Solomon saw you outside Davy Miller’s the other day. How long have you been consorting with gangsters?”

  “Gangsters? What gangsters?”

  My father cut me off. “You want to play it that way? Fine. You’re forbidden to go there anymore.”

  “But Barney’s my best friend.”

  “He’s a bad influence. They all are.” My father wheeled around as if there was nothing more to say.

  “But I’ve got a job. I’m making good money.”

  “Good money?” My father whipped back around. His face was purple. “That kind of money you don’t need. You want a job, you work in Kahn’s bakery. It was good enough for me—it’ll do for you.”

  I wanted to ask him why he figured Henry Solomon, one of our most respectable Hyde Park neighbors, was over in Lawndale, but somehow I didn’t think the time was right.

  * * *

  If the boredom didn’t get me, the pretense did. Life in Hyde Park was intolerable. And hot. Not even a wisp of a breeze fluttered through the curtains of our wide-open windows. About a week later, it got so bad even my parents took off for the Michigan shore.  I pled a toothache. As soon as they left, not without suspicious glances at the icepack clamped to my cheek, I hopped the streetcar over to Lawndale. Mrs. Teitelman was washing the floor of the restaurant.

  “Where have you been, Jake? Barney’s at a concert in Douglas Park. You just missed him.”

  “I’ll wait.” I looked around. The place was empty. I snuck a glance at the door leading to the stairs.

  “How are things?”

  Mrs. Teitelman followed my gaze. She shrugged, a grim set to her mouth.

  “Did Skull come back?”

  Another shrug.

  I was just breaking out a bottle of seltzer when the door to the stairs opened, and a man crossed the restaurant. He had blond whiskers, a round red face, and an odd twitch in one eye. He didn’t look Jewish.  He hurried across the room, staring straight ahead, as if he knew he didn’t belong and wanted to get out fast.

  A few minutes later, Miriam skipped down the steps, her smile as bright as a box of new Shabbos candles. I froze. Who was this impostor? Where was Skull?  I felt betrayed. She waved at me before gliding out the door.

  Barney got back from the park around four.

  “What’s been going on around here?” I asked

  “I don’t know.” He hung his head as if he were responsible for the turn of events.

  “Didn’t they get back together?”

  “Nope. He hasn’t been here at all. In fact—”

  “What?” I was starting to feel panicky.

  “I dunno, Jake. Sometimes she doesn’t come home at night. And then one time, her eyes were all red rimmed like she’d been crying, and her dress was ripped. She didn’t even have her key. My father had to let her in.”

  “Jesus, Barney.”

  He nodded. “And when she’s here, she’s ‘entertaining’ in her room. But it isn’t Skull.”

  “The guy I saw earlier?”

  “Yeah. I think he’s goyim. Mother’s ready to kick her out.”

  I turned to Mrs. T in desperation. “You can’t do that. Where will she go?”

  Mrs. T just looked at me. “Jacob, there are some things you’re still too young to understand.”

  That afternoon we ran down to the pool hall and caught up with Skull at Miller’s. We were sweating like pigs, but he was cool and dapper.

  “Where ya bin, Snake?” He grinned.

  “I was grounded, Skull. My parents.” I rolled my eyes.

  He looked at me speculatively. “Your parents must be real Nervous Nellies.”

  “They’re German,” I admitted.

  “So are Miriam’s,” Skull said. “Crabbers. Stiff as sandpaper.”

  I took that as an opening and screwed up my courage. “How is Miriam these days?”

  He ignored my question. “You know, it’s a damn shame about you Yeccas.” That was slang for German Jews. “One of the best guys I ever heard of was Arnold Rothstein. Practically started the Mafia. His family was German, but he was tops. You know what he did?”

  I shook my head.

  “Hustled the most famous pool shark in the country. Beat his tuckus off. And he hardly even played pool.”

  “How’d he do that?”

  “Kept the guy up until he won. Forty hours with no sleep.” Skull winked at me. “Rothstein had style too. He ran a casino, moved a lot of booze, financed all sorts of capers. But he always wore a tux and he danced with the ladies every night.” Skull’s chin dipped. “He was—whadda’ya call it—a smooth operator.”

  I  wanted to ask him more about Miriam,  but I didn’t have the guts.

  * * *

  Mrs. T never had the chance to evict Miriam. She never came back. Three days later they found her body in an alley off  Lincoln Avenue. The German part of town. She’d been raped, beaten, strangled. The cops identified her by her purse.

  A tough-looking Irish detective, Patrick O’Meara, came around to question us.  Mrs. T told him everything she knew. About the theater. Skull. The man with the blond whiskers.

  O’Meara hustled over to Davy Miller’s to question Skull. We trailed behind.  It was the first time we’d seen him ourselves in a couple of days. He looked bad. His shirt was wrinkled, he hadn’t shaved, and his bloodshot eyes kept darting around the room.  His mood seemed to shift from arrogance to desolation, and his answers were clipped and curt.

  I began to think the worst. Miriam and Skull broke up. Miriam started up with other men. Skull must have been crazy with jealousy and he snapped. It looked that way to me. And to O’Meara. He wasn’t nice to Skull. Told him not to go anywhere for a while.

  Of course, the next morning Skull was gone, and no one knew where. Or they weren’t telling. That was the only proof I needed. He killed Miriam. Maybe my parents were right after all. Lawndale people were different.

  Barney and I were puzzling it over at the restaurant when O’Meara showed up. Mrs. T was upstairs getting dressed, so he nabbed Joey, the headwaiter.

  “Ever seen this guy?” He showed him a picture.

  Joey shook his head.

  “You sure?” You could tell O’Meara didn’t believe him. “Seen Skulnick recently?”

  Joey kept wiping glasses with his towel. “Nope.”

  O’Meara turned around, saw us sitting at a table. We froze. His eyes narrowed, then he came over. I tried to look nonchalant.

  “Your turn, boys. You ever seen this guy?”

  He threw the picture down on our table.

  I could hear Barney’s sharp intake of breath.  It was the man with the blond whiskers. I tried to be blasé.

  But O’Meara was patient.  Eventually, my eyes drifted back to the picture. O’Meara was waiting.

  “So what’s it gonna be, boys?”

  “Who is he?” I croaked.

  “You seen him?”

  I met O’Meara’s eyes and nodded.

  “Name’s Peter Schultz. They call him Twitch. Some kind of problem around his eye.” O’Meara stared at me. I looked at the floor. I knew the name. Peter Schultz was the head of the German-American Bund in Chicago. They were Nazis.

  “He was murdered last night,” O’Meara said. “We found him in the same alley they found the girl.”

  Barney made a mewling sound in his throat. I felt old.

  “He was stabbed about fifteen times, then strangled. They got him pretty good.”

  I didn’t move.

  O’Meara kept the pressure on. “You know, it’s interesting. With him gone, their whole organization is up for grabs, you know?”

  I didn’t say anything, but the pieces were finally coming together. I knew who killed Miriam, and I knew who killed Schultz. I wondered if O’Meara knew too.

  O’Meara went on.  “Someone—someone close to him—knew the Kraut’s habits so well they even knew what time he took a dump. They got him on his way to a Bund meeting. You have any idea who that might be?”

  I kept my mouth shut.

  He shook his head. “”Well, whoever it was, now there’s one less Nazi in the world.” O’Meara stood, put his hat on, threw us a world-weary glance. “They say all’s fair in love and war. What do you think?”

  What I thought was that I may have been wrong about Skull all along; that this was more about war than love. There may have been a reason why Miriam was dating Schultz; why Skull was pressuring Miriam to get information she didn’t want to get. Skull used Miriam, but he was also her avenger.

  “I’ll be seeing you boys around,” O’Meara said, then stepped through the door and left.

  * * *

  Skull never came back to Lawndale. At least we never heard from him again. I didn’t hang around much either.  School started, and I got busy with homework and sports. I met a girl at Hyde Park High, Barbara Steinberg. She was pretty nice. Barney called a couple of times, but neither of us pushed it. Other things were fast taking precedence. Hitler annexed Austria, and the news coming out of Europe was grim. No one seemed to remember the day Miriam Hirsch disappeared.

  











Common Scents

A Georgia Davis Story




  
  
    Georgia Davis made her first major appearance in my third novel, AN IMAGE OF DEATH which was published in 2004. However, she was also the protagonist in this story, which was written and published about the same time. In this story, Georgia, an officer on the Village police force, is anxious to move up to detective.
  

  Officer Georgia Davis twisted her head toward her lapel mike. “Got it.” She turned back to her partner. “Another Geezer call.”

  Robby Parker tossed his pop can in the trash. “Someone’s fixin’ to die?”

  “No. Possible abuse. At Palatine Nursing Home.” She balled up the wrapper her burger came in. “Just me, though. You’re supposed to head back in.”

  Parker threw her a knowing look. “Sorry.”

  She shrugged as she zipped up her jacket. Juvies, Seniors, once in a while, a double D—the perks of the female cop in the suburbs. But it would end one day. She’d make detective. She had to.

  Exiting the food court, they walked past the newest store in the mall, “Scensations”, a luxury perfume shop where people designed their own fragrances. After customers chose a blend from over fifty oils and scents,

  the store poured it into a bottle, slapped on a label, and charged a hefty price for the privilege. The founder had to be a baby-boomer, Georgia thought, as she skirted the door. Who else would push the envelope of narcissism that far?

  “Six months.” Parker yanked his thumb at the window.

  She shook her head. “It’s a fresh gimmick. I give it a year.”

  After dropping Parker at the station, she headed to Palatine Nursing Home. A small, red-bricked building unrelieved by trim or shutters, it crouched behind a large tree whose branches were coated with glassy ice. Patches of dirty snow hugged the ground around it. Driving into a side lot, she parked next to an old Mercedes. The unremitting landscape, in desolate shades of gray, seemed to presage an endless year of Februarys. She pulled her collar up against the cold.

  A cardboard sign on an empty desk inside directed visitors to the second floor. There hadn’t been a receptionist in a while, Georgia recalled, as she mounted the steps.

  She braced herself at the landing, but the smell, a combination of urine and old people, covered by antiseptic, thickened her throat. She peered down a hall with green-painted walls and a scuffed linoleum floor. A staffing station occupied the other end, and a head of brown hair occasionally bobbed up and down behind it.

  Half way down the hall, a nurse emerged from a small storeroom, wheeling a cart with a water pitcher, tongue depressors, a jar of applesauce, and tiny cups filled with pills. Locking the door, she slipped a ring of keys into her pocket. Georgia approached her, the chatter from a radio muffling her footsteps. The nurse looked up with a harried expression, as if she were struggling to keep chaos at bay.

  Georgia couldn’t tell if her pale eyes, yellow hair, and washed out skin were the result of fluorescent lighting or her natural color. She checked her nameplate. Vivian Muldoon: Manager/Head Nurse.

  “Officer.” Muldoon stood straight and quiet, as if she was used to hearing bad news. “Is there a problem?”

  Georgia cleared her throat. “I’m following up on an allegation of abuse.”

  The nurse stiffened. With her peripheral vision, Georgia saw the woman behind the counter look up, too.

  “There must be some mistake.”

  Georgia pulled out her notebook. “Do you have a patient named Patricia Hanson?”

  She dipped her head and led Georgia to a room at the end of the hall. The shades were drawn, and weak light spilled from a bedside lamp. Lying motionless on her side was a figure under a blanket. “Patricia, wake up, dear. You have a visitor.”

  Georgia recognized the cheery hospital voice most nurses used, somewhere between patronizing and irritating. Muldoon repeated herself. The figure stirred.

  “Good girl, Patricia,” the nurse said. “Can you roll over?”

  Like an obedient dog, the woman began to push herself up, but when she saw the two women, her blank expression turned to horror, and she threw the bed-sheet over her head. “Don’t hurt me.” She shrieked.

  Georgia and Muldoon exchanged glances.

  “No one’s going to hurt you,” the nurse said soothingly.

  “Where’s Brandy? I need Brandy.” The woman’s voice spiked.

  “Brandy’s her daughter,” Muldoon explained.

  Georgia stepped forward. “Mrs. Hanson, I’m Officer Georgia Davis.” She made her voice low and calm. “Brandy thinks you’ve been hurt. I’m here to investigate. But I promise not to touch you. I’ll just look. Would that be okay?”

  The woman didn’t move, but Georgia could see her body relax. “Can you show me your face, Mrs. Hanson?”

  The woman eased the sheet off her head, revealing sunken eyes, chapped lips, and a web of wrinkles on crepy skin. The woman lips began moving, but no sound came out.

  Georgia leaned forward. “What’s that?” Hanson’s lips kept moving. “What’s she trying to say?”

  Muldoon shrugged. “I don’t know. She has these—these moments.”

  Georgia nodded. “Mrs. Hanson, I’m going to come closer now.”

  The woman didn’t reply, but her lips stopped moving. Georgia took a step forward. “Can you sit up for me?”

  She pursed her lips as if considering the request, then drew back the covers and sat up. Georgia caught a glimpse of thin wasted legs freckled with brown age spots. But no bruising.

  She nodded. “Good. Now can you lift your gown so we can check your stomach?”

  She did. Georgia gasped. Several purple bruises were visible on her abdomen. The area around them was swollen and yellow.

  “Let’s see your back,” she said quietly. Hanson swung her legs over the bed, and taking Georgia’s hand, stood and turned around. There were more bruises on her buttocks. Georgia affected a calm she didn’t feel.  “You can get back to bed, Mrs. Hanson. Nurse Muldoon, let’s talk outside.”

  In the hall her voice was sharp. “What the hell is going on?”

  Muldoon spread her hands. “I don’t know.”

  “Could some medical condition have caused these?”

  “No. She’s actually in pretty good shape for ninety-two.”

  “I’m taking her to the ER.”

  The nurse nodded her agreement. “Better to be safe. But bear in mind that bruising is common in older people. They’re unsteady, and their skin is so thin. They bump into things, fall out of bed.” She fixed her eyes on Georgia. “I’m sure there’s an explanation. I’ve been head nurse and manager for sixteen years. We run a clean place.”

  “Where’s her daughter? Didn’t she call it in?”

  Muldoon’s eyes narrowed. “She was here this morning. But she left.”

  Georgia used the phone at the nurse’s station. According to her nameplate, the young woman absorbed in paperwork was Louise Rooney, Nurse Administrator. Next to her near a stack of forms was a bottle of perfume, its amber liquid sparkling even in the flat overhead light. Georgia made out the word “Scensations” scrawled in loopy letters on the bottle.

  “That yours?” She cradled the phone between her head and shoulder.

  Rooney looked up. Georgia pointed to the perfume. The nurse nodded.

  “The place sure hit the ground running.” Georgia smiled. “What’s yours called?”

  “Tiger’s Breath.” Rooney reached for the bottle, unscrewed the cap, and waved it under Georgia’s nose.

  She breathed in a sweet, fruity fragrance with a slightly metallic overlay.  “Not bad. Did you make it yourself?”

  The nurse smiled coyly. “No. It was a thank-you gift.”

  “How’s it smell when it’s on?” Sometimes there was a difference.

  “I haven’t tried it.” She looked longingly at the bottle. “I’m saving it for a special occasion.”

  With short brown hair, rimless glasses, and wide-spaced eyes that hardly blinked, Louise Rooney looked more like a field mouse than a tiger. But everyone deserved a special occasion. Even a field mouse.

  * * *

  A young doctor who reminded Georgia of the cocky resident on “ER” agreed the bruises were inconclusive. “Easy bruising, they call it. Very common. Happens from too much Heparin or Warfarin. Blood thinners.”

  At Georgia’s frown, he added, “The good news is that nothing’s broken.”

  “But what if they were inflicted by someone? What might cause them? Or who?”

  His faced emptied. “No way. I’m not going there.”

  She had the feeling that if she were a male cop, he’d be more forthcoming. “Come on, doc, help me out.”

  He looked at her, as if reading her mind. “Okay,” he relented. “You’ve heard of cases where some overworked, underpaid aide snaps and goes nuts on a patient, right?”

  Georgia nodded.

  “Well, if you wiped asses all day, listened to non-stop complaints, and never heard a thank you…” He shrugged. “Working the wrinkle ranch can get to you.”

  “Have there been problems at Palatine?”

  He hesitated. “Not that kind.”

  “What does that mean?”

  He lowered his voice. “From what I hear, they’re in a bad way. The owner can’t  sell the place—it’s too small. Meanwhile, Medicare’s down, there aren’t enough nurses to go around, and he can’t raise prices. It ain’t the Taj Mahal.” He glanced impatiently at his watch. “Look. Just count your blessings she’s not seriously injured.”

  After she brought Mrs. Hanson back, Georgia called her watch commander.

  “Should we get the States Attorneys’ office involved?” He asked after she filled him in.

  “I don’t think so, sir. At least not yet.” She fixed her eyes on Patricia’s door. “Commander Green, I’m gonna stay with this a little longer. Try to get some answers, if you don’t mind.”

  * * *

  If the Palatine Nursing Home was running on empty, you couldn’t tell from Gerald Decker’s office. Done up in a Southwestern motif of pinks, blues, and oranges, it was the only splash of color she’d seen at the place. Behind his desk was a photo of a plump, bejeweled woman sporting a Jackie Kennedy hairdo. Mrs. Decker, Georgia figured. Probably the interior decorator.

  A short man heading toward sixty with thinning hair and a thick mustache rose from his desk. Concern oozed from his eyes. “I was appalled to hear about Mrs. Hanson,” he began. “We’ve never had any trouble like this before. I’ve told the staff to cooperate fully. And if there’s anything I can do…” he offered a smile and sat down, his voice trailing off.

  Georgia sat in a chair with a nubby beige fabric and pulled out her notepad. “What can you tell me about the daughter?”

  “Mrs. Hanson’s daughter?” Decker folded his hands in front of him. “I hardly know the woman.” He paused. “No. That’s not entirely true. I do know there have been some problems with fees. And I gather that staff isn’t that fond of her.”

  She noted the reference to “staff.” “Is there bad blood between her and Muldoon?”

  “I can’t speak for Vivian, but apparently, the daughter’s very demanding. Quick to find fault. Insists on special treatment.” He rubbed a finger across his mustache. “When you’re already overworked and underpaid, that can be upsetting.”

  “Your staff is overworked?”

  “We’re going through tough times, Georgia. The industry is consolidating, and we’re one of the last independents. When my father-in-law built this place, it was a jewel, but now…” He stopped. “Sorry. You don’t want to hear about my problems.” His eyes roved her face. “Since when does the police force hire such attractive officers?”

  She ignored him. And the patronizing way he called her “Georgia.”

  “Tell me about Nurse Muldoon.”

  Decker leaned back. “Vivian? She’s the best thing that ever happened to this place. She runs everything.”

  “What about the rest of the staff?”

  “I barely know them. They all seem to disappear after a few months. Though with what we pay, you can’t really blame them.” He shrugged.  “Don’t get me wrong. None of my people would ever put a patient in jeopardy.” A pained expression slipped over his face. “Of course…”

  “What?”

  He laced his fingers again. “Well, I almost hate to bring this up.”

  “Bring what up?”

  “Well, in some cases, it turns out that the abusers are actually family members.”

  “Are you saying Brandy Hanson battered her own mother?”

  “I hope not.” The lines on his face deepened. “Why would anyone hurt a defenseless old woman?”

  She shifted. “I’d like to see her file.”

  He slid his tongue over his lips. “Patient files are confidential, but I think, under the circumstances, we can make an arrangement.” He got up, left the room, and returned a moment later. “Sorry. It’s not here. The girls must be working on it. Should I have it  brought up?”

  “No, that won’t be necessary.” She dug into her pocket for a card. “Why don’t you call me when you get it back?”

  He took the card, covering her outstretched hand with his. Georgia pulled back. “Now, Georgia, if there’s anything else I can do, please don’t hesitate to ask.” She couldn’t wait to take a shower.

  On her way out she peeked into his Mercedes. On the front seat was a silver box tied with a blue ribbon. The unmistakable logo of  “Scensations” was scrawled across the side. She straightened up. What the hell was going on? Was everyone on the North Shore trying to be Chanel?

  * * *

  “I’ve wanted my mother out ever since she moved in.”

  “Why is that?”

  With heavy make-up and bottle-blonde hair, Brandy Hanson looked like a woman from the wrong side of the tracks still desperate to cross over. Her living room was spare but clean, with a couch, TV, and two chairs. She slouched in one of them. Her foot kept up a fast tap on the floor. An edgy aura suffused the air.

  “The place is a hell hole. You’ve seen it. I don’t want my mother to die there.” She sniffed. “But what can I do? I’m just a waitress at Denny’s.”

  Georgia searched for the right words. “It’s got to be stressful.”

  “You don’t know the half of it.”

  “How did you discover the bruises?”

  “I saw them this morning, but no one would tell me a goddamn thing. And then that sanctimonious bitch—”

  “Muldoon?”

  She nodded. “She made it seem like I’d done it myself.”

  “How?”

  Brandy grunted. “Sidelong looks. Shitty comments about ungrateful people. Things like that. I tell you, if I wasn’t–”

  The chirp of the phone interrupted her. Brandy went to answer it. “Yeah.” Silence. Her features relaxed. “Good. That’s what I hoped you’d say.” She snuck a look at Georgia.

  “Hey, I can’t talk now. I’ll call you back.” She hung up the phone. Her foot had stopped tapping.

  * * *

  Two days later, a dense fog rose from the ground up. Swirls of mist hovered a few feet off the street, giving the sense of being lost in a bleak, mystical bog. Georgia chewed her lip as she drove to work. Her case was stalled.

  Maybe there had been no abuse. Just easy bruising. Maybe she should move on.

  The word came in after roll call. Brandy Hanson had been found dead in her apartment. “No lacerations, wounds, or visible signs of trauma,” dispatch said. “They’ll figure it out on the table downtown.”

  Suddenly everyone was interested in her case. She ran it down for Detective Mike O’Malley, whose red hair and freckles clashed with his world-weary face.

  “What’s going to happen to her mother?” Georgia asked.

  “Not our problem. Social services ‘ll sort it out. By the way, I need your help.”

  She tensed with anticipation. She had the background. Knew the people. Was he going to ask her to work the case with him?

  “The techs are pretty much done with the place, but Health wants more paperwork on Hanson’s mother. Someone’s gotta run interference at the daughter’s apartment. Help search the place.”

  She blew out her breath. “Sure.”

  * * *

  She found a thick file in Brandy’s kitchen, but when she checked the bedroom, she froze. Resting on Brandy’s bureau was a bottle of “Tiger’s Breath” perfume. She stared at the bottle. Three people from Palatine Nursing Home had perfume from the same store. Two had the same scent. She started to pick it up, then stopped.

  Did Decker give the same perfume to both women? He’d had a box of it in his car, and he’d come on like a randy goat.  Maybe he’d been getting it on with Brandy, and Louise Rooney found out. So to keep her quiet, he— No.

  Decker accused Brandy of attacking her own mother. There was no love lost there.  Georgia picked up the bottle. Maybe he was getting it on with Rooney and Brandy found out. No. Brandy wouldn’t settle for perfume. She’d be chasing the mother lode

  Maybe he was getting it on with both of them, and they found out about each other. Jealousy could lead to murder. She absently unscrewed the cap and breathed in the scent. Just like Rooney’s. But then, where did the abuse fit in? Had Rooney done it out of revenge? Or did Decker, in a sadistic attempt to show Brandy who was boss? Georgia screwed the top back on and pulled out her cell. It was time to find out.

  * * *

  O’Malley let them both go twelve hours later. Decker had been at a poker game until two in the morning. The other players backed him up.

  “What about the perfume in his car?” Georgia asked.

  “Claimed it was a present for his wife,” O’Malley said. “It was ‘Love Potion”, by the way. Not the same shit.”

  Georgia grimaced. “What about Rooney?”

  O’Malley hesitated. “The woman’s a dyke, Georgia. We talked to her companion. They went to dinner, then a movie. Plenty of witnesses.”

  Georgia slumped in the chair. “The autopsy?”

  “Inconclusive. Looks like a heart attack.” He flipped up his hands. “What can I tell you?”

  She trudged out of the detectives’ room, shoulders sagging. This had been her chance, and it turned out there wasn’t even a crime. She’d be wearing a uniform forever.

  * * *

  The next day Georgia realized she still had the thick file from Brandy’s apartment. Paging through it, she discovered it was filled with forms that authorized Medicare payments to the home. Explanation of benefit forms, they itemized scores of procedures performed on Patricia Hanson. Most were co-signed by a doctor and Louise Rooney. Georgia frowned; she hadn’t known Brandy’s mother was so ill.

  Then it hit her. Patricia Hanson wasn’t ill. Muldoon had said she was in pretty good shape for her age. She bent over the file.

  An hour later, she had it. Decker was running a Medicare scam, using Rooney to submit bogus expenses. She didn’t know all the details, but it seemed to involve doctors’ signatures, whether real or forged, and invoices prepared by Rooney. Georgia added it up: they’d raked in almost ten grand on Brandy’s mother in less than six months. Multiply that by fifty patients. Maybe Decker wasn’t so anxious to sell the place after all.

  She tapped her fist against her chin. Brandy must have seen her mother’s file, caught onto the scam, and decided she wanted in. Decker and Louise Rooney could have tried to scare her off by attacking her mother, but when that didn’t work, agreed to cut her in. That was the phone call Brandy got. Perhaps, they even sent over some “Tiger’s Breath” as a gift to seal the deal.

  And then she turned up dead.

  * * *

  A bitter wind raked across the parking lot as she pulled into the home. When she got upstairs, she learned Louise Rooney was gone.

  “Haven’t seen her in days.” Muldoon rolled her cart down the hall. “After all the trouble you caused, she probably left town.” She looked around. “You know, if Mr. Decker sees you here, after what you did, he’s liable to—”

  “What happened to Patricia?”

  Muldoon sighed. “Poor woman didn’t have two cents to rub together. They took her to down to Champaign.” Georgia blinked. Compared to the state institution, Palatine was a five-star hotel. “But two new patients came in this week. And we hired someone to replace Louise.”

  A fresh face peeked over the counter. “Vivian, could you check these charts? I want to make sure I’m doing them right. ”

  “Well, if there’s nothing else,” Muldoon smiled, “I need to get back to work.”

  Georgia was almost down the steps when O’Malley called.

  Nurse Rooney was dead. They found her on the floor of her bedroom. Wearing evening clothes.

  “That can’t be. Muldoon said…” Georgia stopped. “How did she die?”

  “Don’t know yet. There were no visible wounds or trauma.”

  A chill edged up her spine. Muldoon was training the new girl. Just like she’d trained Rooney. Muldoon practically ran the place, she remembered Decker saying. Georgia thought back to the perfume on Rooney’s desk.

  Maybe it wasn’t from Decker. An image of Brandy’s mother sprang into her mind; how terrified she was when Georgia first entered her room. Muldoon had been with her. Georgia’s hand moved to her holster.

  “Mike, was there a bottle of ‘Tiger’s Breath’ near the body?”

  “How the hell did you know?” She heard his exhalation. “It was on her dresser.”

  Evening clothes. Rooney had been saving it for a special occasion. Georgia pulled out her cuffs. “Don’t let anyone near it. I think I know what happened.”

  * * *

  The lab discovered both perfumes were laced with DMSO, a popular skin care  product with an interesting quality: by opening the pores, it transfers anything mixed with it—in this case a lethal dose of ricin—directly into the bloodstream. Georgia found a container of DMSO in the storeroom. Ricin, an untraceable poison derived from ordinary castor beans, is easily made and requires only a minute amount to kill. And though DMSO does have a distinctive smell, it can be masked by perfume.

  Muldoon’s bank records revealed she’d amassed a small fortune. And when they put out a trace on ex-Palatine employees, they learned that two aides preceding Rooney also suffered sudden, unexpected deaths.

  * * *

  Brandy and Muldoon were a matched pair, Georgia thought as she drove back after the arraignment. The petty opportunist and the seasoned pro. One’s death was the other’s undoing. And poor Rooney was caught in the middle. But she’d been wrong about Decker. He might be a bottom feeder, but he wasn’t part of the scam. He even bought his wife perfume.

  Still, when she saw the silver box on her desk, she handled it carefully. She checked for a card. There was none. She studied the box, then slipped on a pair of gloves to open it. The name of the perfume was “Chick Dick.”

  O’Malley said he heard her laugh from the other side of the building.
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