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      If you’re interested in reading more early 20th century mysteries, my free offer at the end of this book is for you! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      No one in Gyver County could deny the Grave sisters were aptly named. The Grave family had been blacksmiths for fifty years before the 1873 Panic ruined their business, like many others in Gyver. Grandfather Elijah Grave, always a pragmatic man, surveyed Gyver’s bustling main street and said to his wife, “Ain’t nobody going to deny the business of death will always keep the gold coins jingling in our pockets during tough times.”

      Gyver citizens were good-natured people and did not object, mainly because the town had no funeral home then and people had to bury their dead on their own. They were a little surprised when the eldest granddaughter, Evelyn, took over the family business after her parents died. Eve, everyone agreed, was hardly the steel magnolia needed to be a funeral director. She was more a bashful mimosa with her placid features and sweet voice.

      Helena Grave, the middle sister, was a different story. Helena, like her grandfather, was born with a practicality that sometimes skirted the edge of cold-bloodedness, though in her case, it was more scientific than enterprising. She was a strikingly beautiful girl whose wheat-colored hair and blue-violet eyes contrasted with her older sister’s dark brown features. Gyver townspeople had waited with bated breath for Helena to make her choice from the men who courted her, some coming all the way from Sacramento and Carson City. But Helena hardly gave them a glance. Her interests turned to the scientific and medical journals with easily mispronounced titles. These fine young men returned to their hometowns complaining of Helena’s plans to attend medical school and her experiments in the shed in back of the house she and her sisters now occupied which she had converted into a laboratory.

      No one was surprised when Helena took the position of the mortician of Grave Funeral Home. Nor were they surprised when she and her husband decided to remain in the family home along with Eve and Violet, the youngest Grave sister. Helena was a practical sort, always had been. True, she had made one impractical decision in her life — she had married Felix Wright. Most people agreed Felix wasn’t much good. He came from a family fallen from wealth, and his position as the night watchman of the Gyver Bank and Trust didn’t exactly recommend him. But Helena had enough strong will and single-mindedness for both of them. It would be just like her to have convinced the indolent Felix they could save for a house if they lived with her sisters, and it was convenient to her work.

      Nor were they surprised when Violet bobbed her hair in spite of her sisters’ protests and took to wearing skirts just below the knee. The community women assured everyone Violet wasn’t as wild as she seemed. She even helped sometimes with arranging the effects lovingly near the body. But there was no question she spent a little too much time at the Rooty Toot Drugstore, ran around town with her best friend Kitty Markie, and always seemed to have a beau or two in tow. They predicted the girl would come to no good if Eve didn’t keep a sharp eye on her.

      One night in February, after a heavy rainfall, the Grave sisters sat with their after-dinner coffee in the living room. Eve was stretched out on the chaise with the Gyver Bee in her lap. Helena, after having seen her husband off to his job at the bank, was poring over one of her scientific journals. Violet, waiting for Kitty and a few friends to take her out for what she called “a little hurrah,” sat in the rocking chair creaking back and forth as if she had an itch in her stockings. She kept scurrying to the hall mirror, taking a pot of rouge out of her pocket, dabbing at her already apple-red cheeks.

      “Vi, must you look like a painted doll?” Eve called out.

      “I’d rather look like a doll than one of the stiffs,” her sister retorted.

      “That’s only when rigor mortis sets in,” Helena said without looking up.

      “There’s a fine line between looking like a stiff and a —” Eve stopped.

      “Floozy?” Violet shot out.

      “Heavens, no!”

      “That’s what Felix called me before he left,” her sister said.

      “Felix shouldn’t have said that,” mumbled Helena.

      “It’s not the first time.” Violet slipped the rouge in her pocketbook and took out a tube of lipstick, applying it on her lips.

      “Vi!” Eve stared. “Rouge is one thing, but —”

      “Oh, dry up, Eve,” the younger woman threw out. “You ought to try some. You look like a stiff yourself.”

      “I don’t like those jokes, Vi.”

      “My, but you’re in a nasty mood tonight.” Helena eyed her younger sister.

      Violet snappiness melted into affection as she planted a kiss on her eldest sister’s cheek. “Oh, don’t mind me, darling, I’m just bored and impatient.”

      “Well, then, I’ll read to you from the paper,” Eve said.

      “What could the Shark brothers have to write about in this dead town?” Violet snorted.

      “Shane brothers,” Helena said absently. “We make our living on the dead in this town, so don’t you forget it.”

      Her younger sister glared at her.

      “There’s a story about the Rotunda,” Eve said.

      “The what?” Violet asked.

      “The statue they unveiled in the Rotunda Room at the White House.”

      “Oh, politics.” Violet yawned. “How dull.”

      “You didn’t think it dull when we raised a glass to the Susan B. Anthony amendment last year,” Helena reminded her.

      “That was different,” said Violet. “I’ll have plenty to say when election time comes around. Plenty!”

      “That won’t be until three years from now,” Eve reminded her.

      “I’ll still have plenty to say!”

      “The Rotunda isn’t politics,” Eve insisted. “It’s history.”

      Her youngest sister wrinkled her nose. “Even duller.”

      “Not to me.” Helena put down her journal. “What about the statue?”

      “‘These three formidable ladies in marble,’” Eve read, “‘brought the delicate woman’s voice to the podium like an albatross around the current administration’s neck. Mrs. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Miss Susan B. Anthony, and Mrs. Lucretia Mott stare out —’”

      “Oh, those biddies.” Violet glanced at the silver clock above the fireplace.

      “Biddies!” Eve let the paper drop in her lap. “You wouldn’t be going to the polls if it weren’t for them!”

      Violet eyed her. “If you’re so keen on the old suffragists, why did you insist Agnes teach me cooking, cleaning, and sewing so I wouldn’t ‘lack in the domestic arts’ when I ‘grew up’?”

      “You’re not grown up yet,” Helena said.

      “Oh, applesauce!” Her sister stuck out her tongue.

      “One doesn’t exclude the other,” Eve argued. “Women can still vote with a mop in their hands.”

      “All right, all right.” Violet sighed. “Kitty and I will wave the purple banner all the way down Oak Street shouting, ‘Hail to the delicate woman’s voice!’”

      “Heaven forbid!” Eve rolled her eyes and all three of them laughed.

      The doorbell echoed through the hallway but before Eve could get up to answer it, Agnes Bishop, their housekeeper, toddled out of the kitchen. She let in Oliver Clarke, Gyver’s newly appointed district attorney. Eve’s heart skipped as she watched him remove his hat and coat in the doorway so as not to get the last of the raindrops falling from the heavy oak trees outside on the dry floor.

      “What could he want?” Violet whispered but Eve hushed her.

      “Good evening,” he said as he came in. Even Violet admitted that, though he was in his late thirties, Oliver had a dashing smile and dark eyes that made one’s gaze linger. His figure was square but pleasant with broad shoulders and large, warm hands and his voice was deep and rich enough to sooth even the most hysterical child.

      “Good evening, Oliver,” Eve returned. Helena echoed her greeting.

      “You didn’t happen to see a Ford out there, did you?” Violet threw her gaze at the window.

      “You could say hello first, Vi,” Eve growled. “We taught you better than that.”

      “Good evening, kind sir.” Violet made an exaggerated bow. “Now, about the Ford —”

      “You mean Joe Reid’s flivver?” The district attorney flashed a smile that was half serious and half mischievous.

      “It is not a flivver,” Violet protested. “His father bought it for him last year.”

      “And you’re all going to tear up the country roads with it, eh?” His eyes sparkled.

      “What are you going to do, arrest us?” Violet lowered her eyelids a little, showing the dark eyeshadow.

      “You know I have no authority to do that and the sheriff won’t unless you’re breaking the law,” Oliver said. “But I might take a handkerchief to that face of yours. In fact, I think I will.” And with quick, swooping hands, he slid out his handkerchief and gave her cheeks and eyes a quick wipe.

      Violet screeched, “How dare you!”

      Oliver’s laughter was deep and moist. Helena’s usually serious expression was broken as she stared at her sister with a grin.

      “Are you going to let him get fresh, Eve?” Violet demanded.

      “I’m only sorry I didn’t think of it myself,” Eve answered.

      Her youngest sister glared at Oliver. “I wish we’d never voted you into office after Zak Walton died.”

      “You didn’t vote for anybody, remember?” Helena asked dryly.

      This only annoyed her younger sister more. Violet picked up a china bull sitting on the table and raised her hand as if she were going to hurl it at him. But just then, the sound of a horn seeped into the quiet house. She threw the china bull on the couch and ran out the door.

      Oliver picked up the bull, brushed it off with the clean side of the handkerchief still in his hand, and set it gently on the table. “Saved by the horn.”

      “I don’t know what to do with her,” Eve lamented, her face hot with shame.

      “She’ll turn into one of those flappers if we don’t watch her,” Helena agreed.

      “She already is,” Eve said. “All the young people are going wild these days.”

      Oliver sat down next to her. “They’re harmless enough, Eve. Even the sheriff admits it.”

      “That only means he hasn’t found cause to arrest one of them yet,” Helena said. “Sheriff Warner considers anyone he hasn’t arrested to be an angel.”

      “They need to find out about the world,” Oliver said. “They’ll reel themselves in when they realize their actions have consequences, even if those consequences aren’t about the law.”

      “How long before they reel themselves in?” Eve sighed.

      “Not as long as you think.” His tone, though deep and strong, was almost muted. “Worrying won’t keep her home, you know.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Eve smiled at him.

      “Would you like some coffee, Oliver?” Helena rose. “I’m sure Agnes still has the pot going.”

      “That’s mighty nice of you,” he said. “But this isn’t exactly a social call.”

      She glanced at her sister. “Don’t tell me you need our services at this time of night.”

      “Death, like birth, waits for no one.” Eve brushed the last cake crumbs from dessert off her lap. “A good thing we filled the hearse with gas this afternoon.”

      “It’s not quite that kind of service.” Oliver’s dark eyes grew serious. “I need a different kind of help. A woman was found dead, and we don’t know who she is.”

      “Who’s ‘we’?” Helena asked.

      “Me and the sheriff, of course,” he said. “And the county coroner. We’ve sent for Dr. Myers, but he’s a little difficult to locate at the moment.”

      “All county men,” Eve murmured. “That means —”

      “The woman did not die of natural causes,” Helena finished.

      “We don’t know that yet,” he said. “We just got down there.”

      “Down where?” Eve asked.

      “The river.” He paused a moment. “Her body was washed up in the grass.”

      “How horrible!” She shuddered.

      “No more horrible than what we see,” her sister argued.

      “You both know everybody in town,” Oliver said.

      “We ought to,” Eve said. “Graves have been here since the town was built.”

      “I thought you might know who she is.”

      “You want us to look at the dead body?” Eve pressed her hands together.

      Helena glanced at her. “It’s our business, isn’t it?”

      “I’d like you to do more than that,” said Oliver. “You’re a doctor, aren’t you, Helena?” He glanced at her.

      “I studied medicine, but they wouldn’t let me get a license.” A note of bitterness lingered in her voice.

      “You have the knowledge and the training,” he insisted. “It looks as if it’s going to take a while before Dr. Myers gets there for the official ruling.”

      “It’s that serious?” Eve asked.

      “It is for me,” he said softly.

      “Your first murder case in Gyver,” Helena remarked.

      “Murder, like birth and death, waits for no one,” he said with a little irony.

      Eve rose. “We’d better get our coats, then.”

      “It won’t be pleasant, I’m afraid.” He helped Eve with hers. “She’s been in the water for some time. That much we do know.”

      “As Helena said, Oliver, death is our business,” Eve assured him.

      “Agnes!” Helena called. “We’re going out with the district attorney.”

      The housekeeper came out of the kitchen, a dish towel in one hand and the cake platter, washed and dripping, in the other. “What’re you wanting to do that for?”

      “Because he asked us to,” Eve snapped.

      “I think we ought to take the hearse,” Helena said. “We might need it.”

      “You can follow me in my car.” Oliver put on his hat.

      “What’re you bothering these girls for?” Agnes glared at the man. “Ain’t you got the whole police station and courthouse at your beck and call? Zak never bothered anybody in town at this time of night.”

      “I won’t keep them out long, Mrs. Bishop,” he promised.

      “Shouldn’t be keeping them out at all,” the woman grumbled. “They need their beauty sleep.”

      “You must excuse Agnes,” Helena said. “She still thinks of us as her little goslings.”

      “Ain’t these girls got enough on their minds without being bothered by district attorneys?”

      “Don’t be inhospitable, Agnes,” Eve said.

      “I swear to have them back before ten, ma’am.” Oliver bowed.

      “If Vi comes home before we do, make sure she gets to bed,” Eve instructed.

      “She won’t be back before midnight, that wild kitten,” the woman snorted.

      “I’ll tell the sheriff to send a deputy after her if she’s not back by the time we are,” Oliver said.

      “Thank you.” Eve’s breath eased.
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      They followed Oliver’s Dodge, driving along the river walk which had ample lights and was not entirely deserted of lovers. They reached the edge of town where the river walk ended and the road grew rougher.

      “Quite a distance from downtown.” Eve shivered as they drove along the part of the river that bent like an arm with no walk, no lights, and an overgrowth of grass and shrubs.

      “You don’t expect a dead woman to be found washed up near the city center do you?” Helena asked.

      Eve was relieved to see the police car shining its headlights as Oliver came to a stop.

      “What are Mr. And Mrs. Whitman doing here?” Helena asked as they joined Oliver.

      The two small gray-haired figures stood near the police car. Mr. Whitman’s shoulders was wrapped around his wife’s, and they both looked pale even under the dim glare.

      “They discovered the body,” said the district attorney. “Sheriff! Can’t we get these people a cup of coffee?”

      “Where from?” came the brusque response.

      “From the diner up the road,” Helena snapped back.

      “And send someone to get Dot,” Eve added. “She’ll want to be with her parents.”

      Sheriff Warner appeared under the headlights. He was a sandy-haired man with a large frame and a belly that always seemed to strain against the buttons of his coat. His face was missing a clean shave.

      “What’s going on, Mr. Clarke?” He glanced at Eve and Helena.

      “Give Mr. and Mrs. Whitman a seat in the car with the blanket,” Oliver said. “You do have a blanket, don’t you?”

      “I got a blanket,” the sheriff grunted.

      “And send one of your men to get the coffee,” Oliver added. “And Dot too.”

      “I ain’t got enough men,” Sheriff Warner grumbled. “Now, if the county would —”

      “I told you I would deal with the county,” Oliver said. “Right now, we have a dead girl on our hands.”

      The sheriff glared at him. “I know my job just well as you do, Mr. Clarke.”

      “I never thought otherwise, Sheriff.” Oliver’s tone softened. “Send one of your men for the coffee and the daughter, if you please. We want the Whitmans calm when they give us their evidence, don’t we?”

      “All right, all right.” Sheriff Warner waved at him. “What’s going on?” he repeated, glaring at the two women now.

      “I thought Eve and Helena might be able to shed some light as to who the woman is since none of us could identify her,” said Oliver. “And as Helena has medical knowledge, I thought she could tell us something about the body while we wait for Dr. Myers.”

      The sheriff’s cigar almost fell out of his mouth. “This ain’t no place for women!”

      “We’re not just women,” Helena said. “We’re professionals when it comes to the dead.”

      “But not this kind of dead!”

      “You forget, Sheriff, we’re no strangers to corpses,” Eve said.

      “We know them better than you do,” her sister added.

      “I got the coroner breathing down my neck, and Parks with his damn Kodak blinding everybody and now women!” the man grumbled.

      “Parks is here because I called him,” Oliver said in a gruff tone. “Maybe you haven’t heard, Sheriff, but the police take photographs of the crime scene these days.”

      “Maybe they do in the city where you was, but not here.”

      “As long as I’m district attorney, we’ll have photographs,” Oliver said.

      “And fingerprinting?” The sheriff eyed him. “I don’t see no fingerprint man here.”

      “That’s to come,” Oliver promised. “I’ll get the whole thing down here. Measurements, fingerprinting, everything.”

      “A real specialist, eh?” Sheriff Warner grumbled. “Seems to me Zak got along pretty well without all this newfangled stuff.”

      “Well, I’m district attorney now. And tell your men this isn’t a peep show! Get out of there!” The roar made the men scatter like deer fleeing a hungry tiger. “Did you talk to Peterson?”

      Sheriff Warner nodded. “He’ll be down soon.”

      “Good.”

      “He thinks we ought to get Dan Frazer and Grover Mathis here.” The sheriff led them carefully down the slippery incline that separated the road from the river. “Might turn out to be a Moody County case.”

      “The girl’s on our side of the river,” Oliver insisted.

      “That don’t mean she didn’t get killed in Nevada,” Sheriff Warner said. “If she did, it’s their case, not ours.”

      “Until we find out who she is, we’re going on the assumption she’s our case.”

      Sheriff Warner’s eyes narrowed a bit. “It’s your decision, Mr. Clarke.”

      Oliver helped Helena down the last muddy piece of the incline. Eve could see the overgrowth had been stripped away, probably by the police. Now that the officers had cleared the way, the figure of a girl was in view.

      “Poor thing,” she murmured.

      “I told you this ain’t no place for women,” the sheriff growled.

      “Better our sympathy than your men’s gawking.” Helena took her sister’s arm. “Come on, Eve.”

      They walked carefully along to the edge of the river, as the chalky dirt had turned into mud. Oliver followed, holding his flashlight to illuminate the way.

      “Evening, George.” He nodded at the wiry young man with the camera as he crouched at the feet of the body lying on the ground “Getting much?”

      “How can I when the sheriff won’t keep the flashlight here?” he grumbled. “I’m trying my best, Mr. Clarke, but there’s only so much I can do with the flash lamp.”

      “Well, get as many photographs as you can,” said Oliver. “Don’t worry about the cost. I’ll see to it the county pays you back.” He glanced around. “I don’t see Frances here yet.”

      “Franki Decker?” Eve stared.

      George grinned. “She’s been appointed police sketch artist just as I’ve been appointed police photographer.”

      “Is that really necessary?” she asked, fidgeting a little as she thought of another woman subjected to the crime scene.

      “It’s how they do things now, Eve,” her sister explained. “Photographs and sketches of the crime scene.”

      “And suspects, if there are any,” Oliver threw in.

      “I agree with Miss Grace,” the sheriff said. “There ain’t no need for all this, Mr. Clarke. We want as few people here as possible.”

      “We don’t know what we’re going to find yet,” Oliver argued. “I’d just as soon err on the side of caution and have too much information rather than too little.”

      A young woman of about Helena’s age appeared, her owl-like face encased with a frame of wild short hair as she saluted Oliver. “Sorry I’m late, Mr. Clarke. I had a time getting down that hill.” She glanced behind her with reproach.

      “You ever done this sort of thing before, Miss Decker?”

      She gave him a cool stare. “I think I can handle it, Sheriff.”

      “Just get what you can in this pitch black and give it to George,” Oliver instructed. “I don’t want to keep you here longer than I have to.”

      “Franki can stand it as much as we can,” Helena insisted, pressing the girls’ shoulder. “She was making drawings of the deceased for families when she was a teenager.”

      “Well, there’s one over there now.” Oliver jerked his head toward the river. Franki nodded and disappeared into the darkness.

      “Golly.” George gulped. “Wait until the Shane brothers hear about this!”

      “You’re not to give them any photographs or sketches without my release,” Oliver commanded. “There may be things we don’t want the public to know yet.”

      “Of course, Mr. Clarke,” George promised. He grinned at the sisters. “Giving the corpse the full treatment, eh?”

      “Eve and Helena are here is see if they know who the girl is,” said Oliver.

      He nodded with approval. “They know the new additions even before they’re born.”

      “I assume that’s a compliment?” Helena eyed him. He tipped his hat in response.

      “With all due respect, Mr. Clarke, I can’t see why Miss Grave and Mrs. Wright would know the girl if I don’t,” said the sheriff. “Warners have been around here at least as long as Graves have.”

      “People don’t slink away from them like they do you, Sheriff,” George said with a chuckle. “Not to mention Eve has a way of getting people to talk to her for hours and hours.”

      “Yes, I noticed that.” Oliver smiled.

      “Talking ain’t knowing,” the sheriff mumbled.

      A whistle sounded through the darkness. “Peterson’s here.”

      Mr. Peterson, the county coroner, was a man with an impressive crown of red hair and an outdated red beard. “Evening, all. What do we have here?”

      “A dead body, obviously,” Helena said.

      “I realize that, Mrs. Wright.” He glanced at the district attorney as if waiting for an explanation. “You sure she’s ours?”

      “She’s lying here, isn’t she?” Oliver asked.

      “That doesn’t mean she’s ours,” Mr. Peterson said. “If we got Frazer and Mathis to come down —”

      “And if they did?” Oliver challenged. “They would say the same thing I am. Even if we find out she was from Nevada, she ended up in California. It’s our case, not theirs.”

      “I’m just saying —”

      Oliver squared his shoulders. “I was elected to do a job and I’m doing it.”

      The man backed down. “I’m not questioning your judgment, Mr. Clarke.”

      “Somebody give me a flashlight!” Oliver shouted. “Give the ladies one too.”

      A cold metal tube was placed in Eve’s hand. She held it close to her side, staring down at the body.

      “Oh, for pity’s sake,” grumbled her younger sister as she took the light and aimed it at the girl’s face.

      Eve felt a wave of sickness. It was like she was a child again seeing her first corpse in the mortuary. Her father had prepared the bodies then, and she remembered his soothing words: It’s only the shell of the spirit, honey. Nothing to fear from a spirit shell.

      She chided herself for being so childish and knelt down beside her sister, looking carefully at the face.

      “What do you think Eve?” her sister asked.

      Eve studied the milky skin under the beacon. The eyes were closed and the lips were a thin line. The girl had a simple, solid kind of prettiness.

      “I don’t think I know her,” Eve said softly.

      “It’s what I said,” Sheriff Warner mumbled. “Miss Grave don’t know everyone.”

      “I don’t recognize her either,” Helena admitted.

      “Maybe she just arrived in town,” Oliver said.

      “Not many who ‘just arrive’ in Gyver, Mr. Clarke,” Sheriff Warner said. “And when they do, we make sure to know about it.”

      “You’re a regular watchdog,” Helena snapped.

      Eve brushed mud off her Oxford shoes. “Maybe when we see the poor child’s face in daylight, we’ll know who she is.”

      “I don’t think she’s much of a child,” Helena said. “I’d guess her to be older than Vi.”

      “And not much tamer, by the looks of her,” Sheriff Warner said with a snort.

      Eve’s anger rose. “There’s nothing wrong with our sister!”

      “That’s enough, Sheriff,” Oliver said.

      “You think suicide, Mr. Clarke?” Mr. Peterson rubbed his long beard.

      “That’d be my guess,” the sheriff said. “It’s that damned amendment. Women’s rights!” He spit out the last words.

      “What has that got to do with it?” Helena asked sharply.

      “It’s obvious, ain’t it?” he asked. “She’s young. She’s not ugly. Young girls think they got the right now to run around raising hell, smoking, drinking, putting on more lipstick than is good for them, and messing around with boys.”

      Eve’s rage rose again. “Are you insinuating —”

      “Now, now, Miss Grave, I wasn’t talking about anyone in particular.”

      “You’d better not be,” Helena said. “There is such a thing as defamation of character, Sheriff.” She then added, “Not to mention Vi knows just where to kick a man so it hurts, and she’s not afraid to use those high heels of hers.”

      Oliver roared with laughter. “You’d better watch yourself, Sheriff.”

      The man sniffed. “As I was saying, girls nowadays get a taste of freedom and get themselves in trouble. Only way out for them is suicide.”

      “I’m not convinced we have a suicide on our hands,” Oliver said. “If the girl really was in trouble, as you say, and wanted to do herself in, there are easier ways.”

      “Not to mention more permanent ones,” Mr. Peterson remarked. “Drowning oneself is a mighty risky thing.”

      “It worked, didn’t it?” Sheriff Warner growled.

      “Please!” Eve felt the nausea return.

      “I’m sorry, Eve,” Oliver said. “I guess we shouldn’t be talking like this, knowing what you do.”

      “It’s because of what we do that we have strong stomachs, Oliver,” Helena said.

      Eve sighed. “I just wish we could have been more helpful.”

      “It was a long shot anyway,” he said with a sigh.

      “I’m sure we’ll know her in daylight.” With more resolve, she added, “I’m sure of it.”

      “She ought to come with us,” said Helena. “To the morgue, I mean. It’s where she belongs.”

      “Nobody’s taking this body anywhere until the medical examiner gets here,” Mr. Peterson insisted. “Where is that damn doctor?”

      “He’s been called,” said Sheriff Warner. “You know Doc. He ain’t one to interrupt his evening pipe even for a corpse.”

      “Well, he’s going to,” Oliver said in a vicious tone. “It’s time we got some brains into that small-town mind of ours.”

      “Yourself included?” The sheriff eyed him.

      The district attorney gave him a hard stare. “Myself included. I asked Helena to do a preliminary examination in the meantime.”

      “She ain’t no doctor,” the sheriff protested.

      “I have to agree, Mr. Clarke.” Mr. Peterson gave Helena an uneasy glance. “I respect Mrs. Wright’s profession but the county medical examiner is the one who ought to do that.”

      “We’ve established Eve and Helena know more about dead bodies than any of us here,” Oliver said. “As the medical examiner doesn’t see fit to hurry with his pipe, I don’t want any more delays in getting this case underway.”

      “She might tamper with evidence and not realize it,” Sheriff Warner grumbled.

      “I know all about evidence,” Helena snapped. “I have some intelligence, Sheriff.”

      “No disrespect, ma’am —”

      “Helena also studied with Mrs. Zadie Hummer in Pasadena,” Eve said. “She knows more about criminal investigations than you think.”

      “Ain’t that the eccentric millionaire’s daughter who toys with the police?” Sheriff Warner narrowed his eyes.

      “Mrs. Hummer has helped lawmen on more than one occasion,” Helena said stiffly.

      “And she taught you everything she knows, eh?”

      “I trust Helena’s knowledge and expertise,” Oliver said. “What do you say, Mr. Peterson?”

      The coroner shrugged. “I guess it’s better than standing around here just looking at it while we wait.”

      “Looking at her,” Eve said in a hollow tone. “She’s a person, Mr. Peterson.”

      “Yes, miss,” he mumbled.

      Helena inspected the woman from head to foot. Eve noted she was very gentle and slow with her examination.

      “She’s a well-dressed corpse,” Eve remarked.

      “Not so well-dressed,” her sister said. “The fabric is rayon.”

      “We’ll search for labels later,” Oliver said. “That might tell us something.”

      Helena glanced at him. “May I turn the body over?”

      “Is that wise?” Mr. Peterson looked uncomfortable.

      “Do anything you think is necessary,” Oliver said.

      With the help of two policemen, they got the body turned over without disturbing much of the ground underneath. As they moved the dead woman to her side, Eve gasped. “My God, her head is almost to her chest!”

      “Her neck’s broken,” Helena confirmed.

      “There ain’t nothing but skin holding it up,” Warner said.

      “There’s no need to be vulgar, Sheriff,” Helena snapped. “Eve and I both know what a broken neck looks like.”

      “It could have broken in the current if the body came from down the river,” Mr. Peterson suggested. “Lots of rocks and debris at that end.”

      Helena shook her head. “This was something different. Something more brutal and deliberate.”

      “That settles the question of suicide at least,” Oliver said. “She could hardly have broken her own neck.”

      “It settles nothing,” Sheriff Warner insisted. “Not until Doc gets here and does his official examination. He’s the expert, after all.”

      Helena glared at him.

      “The autopsy should tell us more,” Mr. Peterson agreed.

      “It won’t tell you whether she died from the broken neck,” Helena argued. “It will only tell you whether she’s been in the water. Drowning is a tricky death.”

      Eve pulled her coat closer to her. “Why would someone try to drown her if he already broke her neck?”

      “Maybe he didn’t mean to break it,” Oliver said. “It could have been an accident. He was holding her head down in the water, like this.” He grabbed the back of a policeman’s neck and pushed his head forward, making the young man gasp. “He just held too hard, and the neck broke.”

      “Mr. Clarke, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t use one of my men to entertain the ladies.” Sheriff Warner’s face was slick with anger.

      “Murder is not entertaining for us, Sheriff,” Eve said in a hard voice. “My sister and I take death very seriously.”

      “I think you’d better apologize, Sheriff.” Oliver’s tone was uncompromising.

      The sheriff removed his hat and bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Miss Grave. I had the deepest respect for your father.”

      Eve turned away, as the mention of her father always made a lump form in her chest.
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      A little while later, Dr. Myers, the medical examiner, joined them. He was a small man with a bald head and glasses who carried his medical bag like a shield.

      “Shame.” He shook his head at the young woman lying on the ground. “Why they take their own lives like this is beyond me.”

      “Mrs. Wright doesn’t think it’s suicide,” said Sheriff Warner.

      “Is that right?” He looked at Helena.

      “You do remember she has medical training, don’t you, Dr. Myers?” Eve asked in a tight voice.

      “I asked Helena to examine the body so we could get an idea of what happened,” Oliver said.

      “You took your sweet time getting here,” Sheriff Warner growled.

      “Yes, well, that couldn’t be helped.” The doctor bent down, opening his bag.

      Helena turned to the district attorney. “There’s something else I think you should know, Oliver.”

      “Any light you can shed,” he said kindly.

      “Her ankles were tied together at some point.”

      “Tied together!” Sheriff Warner stared at her. “That don’t make any sense.”

      “I know what rope burns look like, Sheriff,” she said with a sniff. “There are grooves around her ankles. One place in particular has an indentation where the killer must have tied some kind of knot.”

      “A sailor’s knot, maybe,” Oliver said.

      Eve shivered. “Wouldn’t she stay down in the water once she —”

      “Not once the stomach filled with gas,” said her sister. “She would have bobbed right up like a balloon.”

      “Nice imagination you have,” Sheriff Warner said sourly.

      “Not imagination, Sheriff,” Helena snapped. “Medical fact.”

      “The killer wanted to make the body stay down even with the current,” Oliver said. He glanced at the coroner. “Any more doubts, Mr. Peterson?”

      The man shook his head and adjusted his hat. “I think we can rule this a murder and proceed.”

      “I haven’t done an autopsy yet,” Dr. Myers protested.

      “We’ll wait for the official report, naturally,” Mr. Peterson assured him. “But I’m satisfied we can look at this as a crime of murder by person or persons unknown.” He took out his handkerchief and wiped the back of his neck. “Awful damp here. Mr. Clarke, you get me the official report by tomorrow morning.”

      The district attorney nodded. Mr. Peterson saluted the sheriff and made his way back to the road.

      “If she was tied down in the river, why did they find her here?” Eve asked.

      “Someone ain’t good with knots,” Sheriff Warner said with a chuckle.

      Oliver glared at him. “I told you before, Sheriff, I don’t tolerate vulgarity in front of ladies.”

      “This ain’t no tea party, Mr. Clarke,” the lawman said with equal force. “If we got a murder on our hands — and I personally prefer to wait for the medical examiner’s report — that broken neck means the person or persons unknown meant business.”

      “As the sheriff insists on an official report,” Oliver bent down toward the doctor, “what do you say, Dr. Myers?”

      The man lowered his stethoscope. “Well, I don’t think she was in the water for very long. Probably bobbed right up.” Eve covered her mouth. “That makes me think she’s been in this mud probably about twenty-four hours, maybe thirty-six.”

      Oliver glanced up at Helena. “Do you concur, Helena?”

      “I’m the official doctor here,” Dr. Myers said.

      “Helena knows more about it than you think, Doctor,” Eve said. “She’s been estimating time of death in the mortuary since her days at Fieldstone.”

      “Bah!” The doctor sniffed.

      “It just so happens I agree with Dr. Myers,” Helena said in a quiet voice.

      “Why, thank you, Mrs. Wright.” Dr. Myers made a mocking gesture. “And I happen to agree with you that the neck’s been broken.” He motioned toward the dead woman. “Probably thrown in the water to try and hide the crime. That’s my guess, anyway.”

      “Your guess is wrong.” All the men stared at Helena. “The killer broke her neck while drowning her.”

      “And just how did he do that?” Sheriff Warner demanded.

      “We keep referring to the killer as ‘he,’” Oliver said. “But this could have been done by a woman, couldn’t it?” He glanced at Dr. Myers for confirmation and the man nodded, his glasses bobbing up and down his nose.

      “You would know that more than we would, Sheriff,” Eve said. “We only care for the bodies once they’re dead. We rarely have knowledge of how they got that way.”

      “I think I know how,” her sister said. “The killer — he or she —held the poor girl’s head down into the water by forcing it forward from the back of her head and neck.”

      “I think it unlikely,” the doctor insisted.

      “Criminals often do the most unlikely things,” Oliver said.

      “Unlikely, maybe, but not downright far-fetched,” the sheriff growled. “I would appreciate it, Mrs. Wright, if you and your sister left the investigating to us.”

      “We’re not investigating anything,” Eve insisted.

      “I think you’ll find water in her lungs, Dr. Myers,” Helena said. “Enough to have drowned her.”

      “We’ll see with the autopsy.” The doctor closed his bag and rose, shaking the dirt off his coat sleeves. “I’ll send the ambulance out here right away.”

      “We brought the hearse,” Helena said.

      “Such cases require an ambulance, Mrs. Wright, not a hearse,” Dr. Myers said. “Not until the autopsy is complete, that is.” To the district attorney, he said, “We’ll get the orderlies to help carry the girl up that hill.”

      “My men can do it,” Sheriff Warner offered.

      “I trust your men even less than I trust the orderlies,” said the doctor. “They’re liable to rough her up. Unintentionally, of course.”

      “It’s all right, Sheriff,” Oliver said. “We still need to examine her and the crime scene.”

      “I trust you won’t mind if we store the body in your mortuary?” The doctor glanced at Helena. “Not that I expect you to have the sort of equipment necessary for this kind of examination.”

      Helena gave him a sly look. “I think you’ll find our mortuary more equipped than your office for an autopsy.”

      “That might be,” he admitted. “And it might be Gyver Hospital is more equipped than your mortuary.”

      “I prefer you use the Grave Funeral Home,” Oliver said. “We want to keep this under wraps for the time being.”

      “Whatever you say, Mr. Clarke.” The doctor shrugged. “I assume I may return to my fire and brandy now? It’s gotten rather chilly.” He sniffed at the damp air with distaste. “Wouldn’t want to catch pneumonia.”

      “Pneumonia!” Helena snorted as the man made his way back to the road. “He’s afraid to take his own medicines!”

      Oliver chuckled. “I don’t doubt it.” He turned to the sheriff. “At least we know what we’re looking for. Someone killed the girl yesterday night.”

      Eve glanced at the road and was relieved to see her friend Dot had arrived. Towering above both her fragile parents, she had an arm wrapped around each of their shoulders. Dr. Myers was talking to them, clearly eager to spill the details, as his hands waved around. Mrs. Whitman covered her mouth with her handkerchief and Mr. Whitman pressed his lips together.

      “Oliver, can’t we send the Whitmans home?” she asked.

      “We don’t even know who she is yet,” the sheriff said.

      “We’re not going to find out standing around here.” Oliver made a gesture of annoyance. “Eve’s right. We need to get the Whitmans out of here.”

      “This ain’t the place for them,” the sheriff agreed. “Nice people, even if their daughter’s a little bookish.”

      “You mean intelligent, don’t you, Sheriff?” Eve snapped. “I know how much intelligent women bother you.” He glared at her in response.

      The party made their way back up to the road. Mrs. Whitman was sobbing while her husband offered kind words.

      “Eve, what in the world are you doing here?” Dot took her arm. “And what’s all this about a drowned woman?”

      “That doctor had no business upsetting your mother.” Helena bent down. “It’ll be all right, Myrtle.” With a stern look toward the sheriff, she added, “You ought to have told him to keep his mouth shut.”

      “It’s my fault,” Oliver said. “I’ll have a word with him.”

      “Town’s going to know soon anyway,” Sheriff Warner said. “Don’t make no difference if it’s now or later.”

      “Then the girl is dead?” Mr. Whitman asked in a trembling voice.

      Eve nodded. “We couldn’t identify her.” She looked at Dot. “That’s why we’re here.”

      Oliver touched Mrs. Whitman’s arm. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      “We thought the doctor would —” the woman could barely speak. “Oh, the poor dear!”

      “Horrible to think she drowned in that river,” Mr. Whitman said. “Suicide, is it?”

      Eve saw Oliver give Sheriff Warner a look. “We’re still trying to get the facts,” he said. “Could you tell us how you discovered her?”

      “It’s hard to tell.” The man blinked.

      “Just tell it like you saw it, Papa,” Dot said with affection.

      “We were taking an evening stroll,” he began.

      “Kind of late for a stroll, isn’t it?” Sheriff Warner interrupted.

      “It’s not a crime to walk by the river,” Helena snapped.

      “Oh, I’m sure we didn’t break the law.” Mrs. Whitman looked up, alarmed.

      “It’s all right, Mama,” Dot said. “The sheriff didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just his way.”

      “I got a job to do, ma’am,” the sheriff mumbled.

      “You don’t have to do it so boorishly,” Eve snarled.

      “I’ll ask the questions, Sheriff.” Oliver gave him a fierce look. “Why don’t you gather your men together and wait for me down by the river?” He flicked his head toward the place where the body had been found. “We still have some work to do.”

      Sheriff Warner nodded. Eve breathed a sigh of relief when he was gone.

      “Now, sir.” Oliver turned back to Mr. Whitman. “You were walking along the river —”

      “Myrtle and I like to take a walk here when we can’t sleep,” Mr. Whitman said. “Nice and quiet-like. We’ve been doing it since we first got married.” His tone sounded almost defensive.

      “A nice sentiment.” Oliver smiled. “Go on.”

      “We saw some of the brush down there disturbed,” he said. “We thought it was a ball or something the kids left lying around. Kids sometimes play out here after dinner.”

      “So I’ve been told,” said Oliver. “We’re trying to get the county to approve a fence.”

      “Oh, you must, Mr. Clarke!” Mrs. Whitman said. “I couldn’t bear to think of a child ending up like that poor girl.” Her eyes filled with tears. “But then, she was a child herself, wasn’t she?”

      “She was very young,” Eve echoed.

      “We didn’t want someone stumbling over the ball and falling into the river,” Mr. Whitman continued. “We’re not the only ones who go walking here at night and then there’s men coming off the boats who don’t have the money to spend the night at the hotel and just sort of settle here.”

      “They do no harm,” Dot said quickly as the district attorney’s face darkened. “Mama and Papa give them some food from the store.”

      “I’ll see to it they have a place to sleep from now on,” Oliver said quietly.

      “Oh, we’re so glad you’re district attorney now, Mr. Clarke.” Mrs. Whitman smiled for the first time that night. “Zak always said you were as good as gold and you’d do a lot for this town someday.”

      “I do my best, ma’am.” Oliver promised clearly humbled.

      “Tell Mr. Clarke the rest of the story, Papa,” Dot said.

      “Well, there isn’t much to tell,” he said. “We thought it was a ball so we came to see and we found the girl lying there.”

      “We thought she fainted,” Mrs. Whitman said. “Had we known —”

      “You did the right thing, Myrtle,” Helena said gently. “If she had fainted, she would have needed medical attention right away.”

      “I wish it had been that!” Mrs. Whitman sobbed.

      “We all share that sentiment, ma’am,” said Oliver. “You didn’t touch anything?” He glanced at Mr. Whitman.

      “Certainly not, Mr. Clarke,” said the man. “We don’t know anything about this, of course, but we’ve seen enough moving pictures to know not to touch anything.”

      “Heaven help us, the moving pictures,” Oliver said with rolling eyes and Eve suppressed a giggle. “Did you recognize the girl?”

      “Never seen her before.” Mr. Whitman shook his head.

      Eve saw his wife looked hesitant. “Did you know her, Myrtle?”

      “Well, I —”

      “We didn’t find anything to identify her,” Oliver said. “It would help us a great deal to know something.”

      “Mother said she thinks she’s seen her around the school,” Dot supplied.

      “What school?” asked Oliver.

      “Well, I don’t really know,” mused the woman. “You see, we deliver produce to all the schools in town here for their school lunches.”

      “That’s where you think you saw her?” Eve asked. “At one of the schools while delivering your produce?”

      “I think so,” she said. “Of course, I can’t be sure, but somehow when I saw her, I thought of schools.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Whitman, Mr. Whitman.” Oliver patted the elderly woman’s hand. “You can go home now.”

      “I can’t imagine what her mother will think,” Mrs. Whitman mumbled as Dot led them to her car.

      “First we have to find her mother,” Eve remarked.

      “First we have to find her name,” Oliver said with a sigh.
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      “I think we ought to go down there too,” Helena said as she watched the district attorney turn toward the group of lawmen down the hill.

      “What good would it do?” Eve asked.

      “We’re taking the body to the mortuary, aren’t we?” Helena asked.

      “But Dr. Myers is sending the ambulance for that,” her sister pointed out.

      “Ambulance!” Helena scoffed. “By the time he finishes telling every doctor and nurse at the hospital everything that happened, we’ll have the girl properly stored.”

      “There might be a lot of blood,” Eve said with a shiver.

      Helena took her arm. “She was drowned, Eve. There’s no blood.”

      “It’s all so gruesome,” Eve said.

      Her sister laughed. “That’s a funny thing for a funeral director to say.”

      “That’s different,” Eve said. “We guide the soul to heaven. We don’t look into the cause of death.”

      “You don’t, but I do,” Helena said. “I saw bodies dead from bullet wounds and knife cuts in Pasadena. You can’t guide the soul until you know the state of the body.”

      “I don’t want to disturb Oliver,” Eve said.

      Helena gave her a sly smile. “I somehow think Oliver would much rather have you there than Sheriff Warner.”

      Eve glanced at her watch, a delicate thing with a gold band that had belonged to their mother. “Vi ought to be home by now.”

      Helena pulled at her arm. “Vi won’t be home for hours yet and you know it.”

      Eve sighed. “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

      “Let’s go down there,” Helena said. “It’s a hell of a lot more interesting.”

      “Helena!” Her sister stared at her.

      “Medical students used that kind of language and no one turned a hair,” her sister protested.

      “They were all men,” Eve pointed out.

      “I thought you believed in women’s emancipation.” Helena led her to the hill.

      “Vulgarity does not emancipate anybody,” Eve protested. However, she said no more and let her sister lead her to the bank of the river.

      Eve thought the policemen looked like large water beetles, crouched down and spread along the river, their heads bent. Sheriff Warner threw them a wary glance but Oliver came to meet them.

      “You’ve both been a great help,” he said in an almost absent-minded way.

      “You don’t mind us staying for a bit?” Helena asked. “We’ll be taking the body away anyway.”

      George ambled up to them, the Kodak lens fully unfolded. “Do you want me to stay, Mr. Clarke?”

      “Where’s your partner?” the district attorney asked.

      “Franki? She went home but said she’d send over the sketches to your office tomorrow.”

      “I was hoping to get them tonight,” Oliver growled.

      “Franki does things her own way,” Helena said. “If she says she’ll get them to you tomorrow, they’ll be on your desk the first thing tomorrow morning.”

      Oliver nodded. “You still got film in that camera?”

      “Got one roll left,” George said.

      “Then you stay,” said the district attorney. “We’ve still got the crime scene to work over and there’s no telling what we’ll find. We might need you.”

      “I don’t think the sheriff is very appreciative of me,” George said.

      “Sheriff Warner has his faults,” Oliver said, “but he and his men are determined when it comes to solving crimes, and he knows he’s got to accept all the help he can get.”

      “You’ve never seen them on a big crime like this,” Eve said. “I don’t think I remember there ever being a murder quite like this in Gyver.”

      “I hope I haven’t brought bad luck with me,” Oliver said with a sheepish grin. “My wife accuses me of carrying a streak of morose. She thinks it’s because I’m part Irish.”

      The mention of Oliver’s wife made Eve look down.

      Sheriff Warner motioned toward them. “I was right, Mr. Clarke. Josh Kepler’s got his shack just up the river buried in those trees over there.”

      “Josh Kepler, eh?” Oliver repeated. “I heard something about him when I first came here. Never met the man, of course.”

      “He’s one of our local legends,” Eve said with a laugh.

      “Tells lots of stories, most of them untrue, I dare say,” Helena added. “Vi used to love listening to his tales when she was a child.”

      “What’s his business?” Oliver asked.

      “Does some fishing and takes people out on the river in his boat,” Sheriff Warner said. “And it’s his shack?” Oliver eyed the cluster of trees. “Fishing, eh? He must have some rope there.”

      “He’s up and down this river all the time,” George added. “Maybe he saw something.”

      “Then we’ll definitely need to talk to him,” Oliver said.

      “That won’t be easy,” Sheriff Warner snorted. “He’s not that eager to talk to the police. Had some run-ins with the law in Southern California a while back.”

      “We’ll have to tread lightly, then.” Oliver turned to the sisters, speaking in a softer tone. “I’m afraid I have another job for you.”

      “Anything we can do,” Eve said.

      “It’s rather embarrassing.” He laughed a little.

      “Don’t be wishy-washy, Oliver,” Helena said in an irritated tone.

      “We need someone to examine the girl’s clothes for identification,” he said. “Examine them thoroughly.”

      “You want us to strip the body?” Eve asked.

      “We’ve done it before,” Helena reminded her.

      “Well, yes, but never a girl murdered like that!”

      “We’ve stripped women soaking in their own blood,” Helena said, taking her sister’s arm. “Remember that girl a few years back in that motor accident —”

      “I remember,” Eve said quickly. “All right. If it will help you, Oliver.”

      “I don’t want his men to do it.” Oliver jerked his head at the crouching beetles. “You know how young men are.”

      “We know how young men are,” Helena said dryly. “And the girl’s not bad-looking.”

      Oliver hung the blanket that the sheriff had given the Whitmans between some of the shrubs to act as a shield. Under the light of the lanterns sitting near the woman’s head and feet, Eve examined the dress closely. It was indeed rayon, as Helena had said, with a rose print against a light pink background.

      “Not exactly the cat’s pajamas, as Vi would say, is it?” Helena remarked.

      “But not what you would expect a schoolteacher to wear either,” Eve said. “Mrs. Hanes once told me she had to wear long dresses with high collars and lace-up boots everywhere. If someone caught her in a dress above her calf, she risked getting fired.”

      “Then maybe Mrs. Whitman was wrong about her being a schoolteacher,” Helena said. “Even Vi would approve of those shoes.”

      They examined the clothes, including unzipping the girl’s dress and unbuttoning her jacket.

      “Anything?” Oliver called from behind the blanket shield.

      “You wouldn’t call her fashionable, though it’s clear she tried to be,” Helena said. “And not exactly the uniform of a schoolteacher, though I imagine schoolteachers didn’t always wear their petticoats outside of class.”

      “They ought to,” the sheriff mumbled.

      “No labels on the clothes either,” Eve said.

      “Laundry marks?” Sheriff Warner asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “That’s strange,” Oliver said. “There should at least be something.”

      “Maybe the killer ripped the labels off before he did his deed,” the sheriff offered. “And, well, I suppose there are people who do their laundry at home.”

      “There are indeed,” Eve said in a rueful tone, thinking of the laundry hanging in their backyard, which was almost certainly still damp from yesterday’s rain.

      “These don’t have any thread marks,” said Helena. “It wasn’t the labels he was interested in ripping.”

      “What do you mean by that?” her sister inquired.

      “Look at her jacket, Eve.”

      Eve lowered her eyes. “You mean the lapel!” She removed it from the dead girl with care and held it out to Oliver.

      He glanced at the sheriff. “It’s been ripped all right.”

      “I knew it!” Sheriff Warner whistled. “A crime of unlawful carnal knowledge.”

      “It was not a rape,” Helena said in a forceful tone.

      “I would refrain from using such strong language in the presence of a lady like your sister.” Sheriff Warner sniffed.

      “Helena is a lady too,” Eve insisted. “And neither of us are innocent young things, Sheriff. Your assistant deputies are more squeamish than we are.” She noticed two young men flinch when Helena said the word “rape.”

      “How do you know it wasn’t?” the sheriff asked.

      “Because I saw no bruising when I examined the body earlier,” Helena said.

      “Well, ma’am.” The sheriff shifted from one foot to the other. “There are places —”

      “I examined those too.” Helena eyed him with a half-smile. “I was very thorough.”

      Oliver chuckled. “Helena knows what she’s saying, Sheriff.”

      “Well, I guess if she had been —” He glanced back at the two young men who had blushed. “— the doctor would have told us.”

      “She might have been wearing a pin or a brooch,” Eve offered.

      Helena nodded. “The killer didn’t have time to unpin it properly.”

      “Robbery seems unlikely, given this woman isn’t exactly wearing the latest fashion,” Oliver said.

      “It may have been a valuable heirloom,” Sheriff Warner said.

      “Steal a pin and not steal this?” Helena held up the woman’s limp wrist weighed down with a heavy gold bracelet.

      “He might not have seen it in the dark, Helena,” her sister said.

      “I agree with Helena.” Oliver bent down to the dead girl. “I don’t think robbery was the motive.”

      “That means the pin or whatever it was on her lapel was taken for a reason,” said Sheriff Warner. “And a very personal reason for someone to have ripped a hole through her clothes like that.”

      “Which makes this a very personal crime,” Oliver remarked.

      “Mr. Clarke!” The call came from George Parks.

      “What is it, son?” Oliver asked.

      “I found this, sir.” The young man handed him a square handbag with a chain handle. The bag was smeared with mud.

      “How do we know it’s hers?” Helena asked.

      “It’s the same color as the dress,” Eve said.

      Oliver laid the bag on the ground and turned it over. Nothing came out. He glanced at the sheriff. “You ever know a woman to take a purse without putting something in it?”

      “All at the bottom of the river, I’ll bet,” Sheriff Warner growled.

      “Why not the bag too?” Eve asked.

      “Maybe the killer thought it wouldn’t sink to the bottom,” Oliver said. “We’re certainly not dealing with a professional.” He rose. “So we know she had a purse. We can search the river in the morning.”

      “Whatever for?” The sheriff stared at him.

      “If the killer threw the contents in the river, they might still be around,” Oliver argued. “We might find something to help identify her.”

      “But that’s crazy, Mr. Clarke,” the sheriff said.

      “The chances of finding something might not be as bad as you think, Sheriff,” Oliver said. “We’ll look around here too.”

      “Maybe the killer dropped something in his haste,” George agreed, taking hold of his camera.

      The men wandered off. Eve helped Helena straighten the woman’s clothes. As she lifted the lifeless arm to straighten the sleeve, she noticed a pearly thing half-buried in the mud. She absently dug it out and put it in her pocket.

      The lawmen were now farther away, and Eve could see a flicker of flashlights. Sheriff Warner called, “Nothing here, Mr. Clarke.”

      Oliver sighed. “Well, I think we’ve gotten all we can.”

      “Alright, men, that’s enough for tonight!” the sheriff yelled.

      “What about me, Mr. Clarke?” George asked.

      Oliver patted him on the shoulder. “You did good work, son. Get those photographs to me as soon as you can.”

      George grinned. “Wish Zak had asked me to take photographs like you do. Golly!” He went off, grasping his camera with both hands.

      “Well, Mr. Clarke, what next?” The sheriff looked at him expectedly with his hands on his hips.

      “Here’s what I want you to do, Sheriff.” Oliver ticked off on his fingers. “First, get a description circulating with a photo of the girl. You can get that from George once he gets the pictures developed. Get those to all the police stations in the area. We’ve got to find out who this girl is.”

      “Ain’t much good trying to solve a murder when you don’t know who the murder victim is,” Sheriff Warner agreed.

      “Then, check the local shops about those clothes,” Oliver said. “They might know who bought them.”

      “Homemade, most likely, Oliver,” Helena said. “Otherwise, they would have had labels.”

      “Possibly,” he admitted. “But we have to check everything.”

      “The shoes have labels,” Sheriff Warner pointed out.

      “Not any I’ve seen in the shops around here,” Eve said.

      “Well, if you’ll beg my pardon, miss, you can’t know all of them.” He stared down at her plain Oxfords.

      “That’s enough of that, Sheriff,” Oliver commanded. “Third, check all the jewelry shops in the area. If there was some kind of pin or brooch on her, they might remember the young lady buying it.”

      “Unless it was a gift from a beau,” Sheriff Warner said.

      “Then we have another possibility for this case,” Oliver said. “If she had a beau, we want to know that too.”

      “You don’t really think —” Eve shuddered.

      “Things like that do happen, Eve,” her sister said.

      “Anything else?” The sheriff looked at the district attorney.

      “Yes,” he said. “Check with all the schools.”

      “What for?” The sheriff sniffed.

      “Mrs. Whitman told us she thought she saw her at a school,” Eve said.

      Oliver nodded. “She might be a teacher. It’s a start, at least.”

      “A wild goose chase, if you ask me,” Sheriff Warner snorted.

      “Well, nobody asked you,” Helena snapped.

      “Whatever you say, Mr. Clarke.” The sheriff tipped his hat as he left to gather up the rest of his men.

      “What about us, Oliver?” Eve asked.

      He glanced up the hill. “I see the ambulance is here.”

      “You mean we can take the body to the mortuary?” Helena asked. “It’s about time!”

      “Will they help us carry her to the hearse?” Eve glanced at the two young men cautiously making their way down the hill.

      “They’ll help,” Oliver said firmly.

      Helena grinned and moved toward the young men who greeted her with approving glances because of her beauty.

      “Oliver,” Eve ventured, “don’t you think it’s strange someone would go to all the trouble to tie something down in the river but neglect to tie it securely enough?”

      “You mean the rope tied to the woman’s ankles, don’t you?” asked Oliver.

      She nodded. “I noticed the burns just now when we were looking for the labels.”

      “It is indeed very strange,” he agreed.

      “The mark of the knot,” Eve continued. “You said before it might be a sailor’s knot.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Wouldn’t someone who knows how to tie a sailor’s knot make sure it was secure?”

      “What are you getting at, Eve?” Oliver eyed her.

      “Whoever killed the girl wasn’t a professional killer, just as the sheriff said,” Eve pointed out. “And yet, they knew how to tie that kind of knot.”

      “It could be the current last night was so strong that it undid the rope,” Oliver offered. “The rain was mighty bad yesterday.”

      “I suppose that could be,” Eve murmured.

      “But you don’t think so?”

      “I don’t know about these things, naturally,” said Eve.

      “But you make a good point,” he said. “We’ll certainly consider it.”

      “Where d’you want the dead girl, Mrs. Wright?” one of the orderlies called out.

      “In our car,” Eve said.

      The boy stared at her. “A hearse?”

      “You know a better place for a dead body?” Helena asked sharply.

      “Who said she can go with you?” Sheriff Warner appeared with the rest of his men.

      “I’m glad to hear you’re referring to the body as ‘she’ and not ‘it,’” Helena said dryly. “That shows some humanity at least.”

      He snorted but said nothing.

      “They have my permission to store it overnight,” Oliver said.

      “We intend to keep her more than overnight,” Eve said.

      “Murdered or not, she still deserves a decent burial,” Helena added. “And we’ll give it to her.”

      “Suppose the family don’t want that?” Sheriff Warner challenged.

      “We have to find the family first,” said Oliver. “Then we can worry about what they want or don’t want.”

      “Women in a murder case!” the sheriff grumbled, pushing the hair out of his eyes. But he shouted orders to a few more of his men to help move the young woman to the back of the hearse.
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      It was well past eleven when Helena pulled the hearse into the garage that connected to the mortuary. The house was quiet and still, and Eve had seen no light from any of the windows.

      “I suppose Vi’s gone to bed,” she lamented as she and her sister wheeled the gurney they used to transport bodies into the morgue.

      “Don’t fool yourself, Eve,” said Helena. “She and those friends of hers have probably barely gotten started at the drugstore.”

      Eve nodded reluctantly. “I’ll speak to Oliver about getting Sudie to send them home by ten in the future.”

      “You know you can’t do that,” Helena said as they maneuvered the gurney carefully into the examining room. “She has a right to run her business as she pleases.”

      “She does not have the right to serve children like Vi bootleg beer!” Eve growled. “I think we ought to put her on the cooling board table right away. There should be enough ice in the ice box.”

      “We’re going to put her right here.” Helena nodded toward the examining table.

      “We can’t leave her there all night, honey,” Eve said.

      “I don’t intend to,” she said. “Now, are you going to help me or not?”

      They managed to get the woman on the table without too much trouble, as she was of medium height and not very heavy. Eve watched as her sister put on the crisp linen coat she used when preparing the corpses.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get a more thorough look at her before the doctor does,” said her sister.

      “Helena!” She stared at her. “You can’t do that.”

      “Who says I can’t?” Helena snapped. “She’s our property until tomorrow morning. We can do what we like.”

      “But Dr. Myers —”

      “Dr. Myers is an ignorant pig,” Helena grumbled. “He’ll put a few slices in her, say she drowned, and that’s all.”

      “But you said yourself she drowned.”

      “I want to take a closer look.” Helena’s light tone grew stubborn. “There’s something about her that’s bothering me, and I couldn’t see anything with all those men hovering around her.”

      “What do you mean, something not right?” Eve eyed her.

      “I won’t know until I look her over, will I?” Helena took her sister’s hands. “I’m not going to do anything to her, Eve. I’m just going to look her over.”

      Eve took off her coat. “You’ll need help undressing her.”

      “I knew you would stay.” Her sister smiled. “You’re as intrigued as I am.”

      “But don’t treat her like one of your experiments,” Eve warned. “She’s not that white squirrel you caught that one time.”

      “I wanted to see what made him white,” Helena protested.

      “But you didn’t, did you?” Eve asked.

      “If I would have had that microscope, I might have.” Helena made a face and they both laughed.

      “You want me to call Charlie Eaton?” Eve asked. Charlie was Helena’s assistant.

      Her sister shook her head. “Let him sleep. He’d turn as red as a tomato anyway if he saw the girl naked.”

      “He’s seen naked corpses before,” Eve reminded her.

      “Not like this one,” her sister said. “I’ve a feeling about her.”

      They undressed the dead woman again, this time stripping her of her undergarments. “Get all the lights on, Eve,” Helena instructed. The woman’s clothes were even brighter than Eve had first thought, and she noticed the stockings for the first time. The face had a high reddish tone and showed the peacefulness of death.

      “I still don’t recognize her. Do you?” Helena turned to her sister.

      “She isn’t familiar,” Eve agreed. “But something about the way her brows are set and the roundness of her chin remind me of someone.”

      “Oh, don’t be silly,” Helena said. “Didn’t Dad once say all corpses begin to look like family?”

      “Yes, he did,” Eve said softly. “All the same —”

      Helena lifted the head very gently and peered underneath. “I was right. Look.”

      Though they were very faint, the back of the girl’s neck showed some oval shapes.

      “Those are fingerprints?” Eve gasped.

      “He held her head down in the water,” Helena confirmed.

      Eve held on to the edge of the table. “But if someone wanted to drown a person, wouldn’t they hold down the back of the person’s head?”

      “I think he did both,” said Helena. “See how her hair is gathered in batches at the roots? He grabbed her by the hair and the neck and held her down.”

      “God help us,” Eve murmured.

      “God can only help her now,” Helena agreed in a sad voice.

      “Her face is so gray!” Eve said.

      “What’s the matter with you?” her sister asked sharply. “You’ve seen hundreds of dead bodies on this table. You were Dad’s special helper since you were fourteen.”

      “This one is different,” Eve insisted. “She didn’t die because of God’s will. She died because of someone else’s will.”

      “Someone who had no business exercising his will on her,” Helena agreed.

      “We keep saying ‘he,’ but Oliver said it could have easily been a woman,” Eve reminded her.

      “I doubt it was,” said her sister. “It takes a persevering strength to hold someone’s head down in water. They’re fighting every inch of the way.”

      “Do you think that’s why she’s bruised under the eyes?” Eve asked. “She was fighting and the killer punched her?”

      Helena touched the contours of the woman’s face with her gloved hand. “I don’t think these are bruises,” she said as she held up her finger. “They look like stains of some kind.”

      “Did someone mention stains? A stain on my reputation, perhaps?” Violet appeared in the doorway leading from the house, holding her coat to her chin.

      “Do you know what time it is?” Eve snapped.

      “Do you?” Violet challenged.

      Helena laughed. “You know better than to ask her a question, Eve. She always answers with a question.”

      “It’s eleven-forty-three,” Violet said. “I’m only forty-three minutes late.”

      “Much too late,” Eve said.

      “I’m not a baby,” her sister sulked. “Plenty of girls like me are already middle-aisled. And with a kid or two even.”

      “Heaven help us if that were you.” Helena rolled her eyes.

      “Is that the murdered girl?” Violet’s eyes widened as she neared the table.

      “That’s not for you to see.” Eve threw a sheet over the woman.

      “Oh, rats!” Violet sneered. “I’ve seen the dead ones ever since I was a kid, remember?”

      “This is different,” Eve said. “She might have been you.”

      “Fat chance you’d catch me drowning myself in the river.” Violet smirked.

      “Who told you she drowned herself?” Helena asked.

      “Joe Savage,” Violet said. “Or, rather, Assistant Deputy Savage.” She swept down with a bow, her coat dragging the floor. “He keeps bragging about how it was him who found her purse even though George Parks is taking the credit.”

      “He shouldn’t be shooting his mouth off,” Helena growled. “We don’t even know what happened yet.”

      “He’s sweet on me.” Violet grinned. “I think it would be nice to have a police officer for a fellow. Much better than a district attorney for a brother-in-law.” She eyed her eldest sister.

      “Don’t insinuate, Vi,” Helena snapped. “Besides, the man is married.”

      “To a high-hatter,” Violet snorted, setting her silver-plated purse on the edge of the table. “Can’t I see her?”

      “Absolutely not!” Eve grabbed the sheet.

      “Oh, let her see the girl,” Helena said. “Maybe Vi knows who she is.”

      “You mean nobody knows?” Violet’s eyes widened.

      “Didn’t Big Mouth Joe tell you that?” Helena asked.

      “No. He didn’t.” Violet studied the woman. “I think I’ve seen her!”

      “Where?” Helena asked.

      “Down by the school.”

      “The high school?”

      Violet sniffed. “You two keep forgetting I’ve graduated.”

      “This is important, Vi,” Eve said. “We’ve got to find out who she is.”

      “The elementary school,” said her younger sister.

      “You mean Brookline Elementary?” Eve glanced at Helena.

      “I saw her there with the kids a few times,” said Violet. “Not in those clothes, of course. Gads, what an awful pleat to that skirt.”

      “In what clothes did you see her?” Helena asked.

      “Some plain ugly dress that hung on her like a sack with lots of pockets.” Violet yawned.

      “Was she a teacher, then?” Helena asked.

      “How should I know?” Violet continued to stare down at the girl. “She looks so peaceful.”

      “She didn’t die peacefully,” Helena said. “Not with those bruises on the back of her neck.”

      “And her hair disheveled,” Eve added with a shudder.

      “You mean nearly torn at the roots.” Violet pointed to a clump of hair on the left side that, when Helena lifted it with a gloved finger, was indeed hiding a small bald patch where the hair had been torn.

      “Oh, Lord!” Eve covered her face.

      “She must have been sobbing like the devil,” Violet said softly. “Begging for her life.”

      “Aren’t you being a little melodramatic?” Helena asked, amused.

      “What do you think those patches under her eyes are?” Violet demanded.

      “What do you think they are?” her sister countered.

      “Mascara, of course.”

      “Impossible,” said Eve. “Makeup would have washed off in the river.”

      “The exclusive stores sell waterproof mascara that doesn’t wash off so easily,” Violet insisted. “Not that either of you would know about that.” She looked at both her plain-faced sisters with amusement.

      “It doesn’t add up,” Eve said. “If she was a schoolteacher, she wouldn’t be wearing high heels and makeup, would she?”

      “Unless she no longer was a schoolteacher or was going to resign,” Helena pointed out.

      “Even so, where would someone who sewed her own clothes get the money to buy makeup from an exclusive boutique?”

      “Maybe she had a rich sheik,” Violet offered.

      “And what, pray, is a sheik?” Eve asked.

      “A boyfriend, of course.” Violet grinned. “She’s not bad-looking.”

      “I’m sure she would be thrilled to know you think so,” Helena said dryly.

      Violet wrinkled her nose at her “We ought to at least clean her up.”

      “Not yet!” Helena said. “Dr. Myers has to do the autopsy.”

      “Aren’t you doing that?”

      “Not officially,” said her sister.

      Violet shook her finger at her. “Naughty, naughty. You know how Dr. Myers feels about women and medicine.”

      “Which is why you’re not going to say anything,” Helena snapped.

      Violet fluttered her eyelashes. “I wouldn’t breathe a word. It’s worth it to have one up on that toad.” Her face grew solemn. “Can’t we at least dress her?”

      “Helena and I will do that.” Eve reached for her clothes.

      “I want to help.” Violet’s face lost its whimsical look and became serious. “I don’t like to see her this way. Let me help.”

      Eve was touched by the deep lines in her younger sister’s face. She gave her shoulders a squeeze. “All right, honey.”

      The sisters arranged the clothes in order, starting with the undergarments and down to the jacket.

      “Not bad for a schoolteacher, I suppose,” Violet remarked. “At least the skirt is just below the knee like it ought to be.”

      “I think you were right, Eve,” said Helena. “These look like they were sewn by hand.”

      Eve nodded. “If she was a teacher, she wouldn’t have much money for the latest fashions, even if she was allowed to wear them.”

      “The shoes are nice all the same,” Violet said.

      “I’m sure she would have been flattered you thought so,” Helena said dryly.

      “These might have been her best clothes,” Eve added.

      “If she were meeting a man by the river, she would have come in her best,” Helena said.

      “Do the police think that’s who killed her?” Violet asked.

      “The police don’t think anything at the moment,” Eve said.

      “The police don’t think at all,” Helena snorted. “Not with that bull sheriff.”

      Violet unfolded the jacket. “Oh, the beast!”

      “It’s not what you think.” Eve put her arm around her.

      “I wasn’t thinking anything!” Violet glared at her. “I know more about hanky-panky than you do, Eve.”

      “I don’t want to hear it!” Eve’s voice shook.

      “I’m sure you don’t,” said Helena in a soft tone.

      “I only meant it was a ghastly thing to do.” Violet laid the jacket on the counter so the arms didn’t touch the sides. “Look at that big rip!”

      “It’s a strangely shaped rip,” Helena said. “It looks almost like a tree.”

      “Perhaps the pin was of a tree,” Eve suggested.

      “That might help the police narrow down where it was bought,” her sister said.

      “I wonder where her rouge and powder are,” Violet said. “There was nothing in the bag, was there?”

      “Didn’t Big Mouth Joe tell you that too?” Helena eyed her.

      “He said it was empty and they couldn’t find anything.”

      Eve put her hand in her pocket and felt for the pearl-smooth object she had rescued from the river bed. “I may have found something.” She took it out and put it on the table. All three sisters stared at the tube of lipstick in its shiny silver case against the severe white tabletop.
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