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Babe in the Woods


The deputy turned without warning into an uncut thicket. Felix and I stumbled after him, following his bobbing flashlight as best we could, the suckers from the bushes and trees snapping back to whip our faces. When I called to him to slow down, he merely picked up his pace.


The meager light from my phone wasn’t much use; I skidded on a pile of wet leaves and tumbled into a thorny bush. Mud squelched over the tops of my shoes, down into my socks. Felix tried to free me, but he ended up tangling his own scarf in the brambles.


The deputy was well ahead of us by the time we extricated ourselves, but we could still see slices of his light through the trees and beyond those, finally, the glow of arc lamps. I pushed toward them through the undergrowth.


The deputy was standing behind one of the lamps. He looked around in annoyance when we arrived and said, “About time,” then called to someone beyond the light: “Got the kid, boss. He brought someone with him. Claims she’s a lawyer.”


“That’s because I am a lawyer,” I said, my voice bright—I’m here to help, not obstruct.


“Bring them over here.” The boss had a gravelly voice, hoarse.


After twenty minutes in the dark woods, the high-wattage lights were blinding. I blinked, looked aside, and then tried to make out details of the site. Crime scene tape marked off an area of trees and tangled bushes. A number of officers were searching beyond that perimeter, while techs collected their discoveries—cigarette butts, condoms, beer and cognac bottles—bagging them and marking the locations with yellow evidence flags.


Felix shoved his hands deep into his pockets and stumbled after me into the clearing. He tripped on a branch and nearly fell, but brushed aside my arm when I tried to steady him.


Felix was usually a lively young man, as easy with my generation as with his peers, but he’d barely spoken since I’d picked him up an hour earlier. Nerves: understandable, but when I’d tried probing—why did the sheriff’s police think Felix could ID a dead person? was one of his friends missing?—Felix snapped at me to be quiet.


The deputy pushed us toward a man of about fifty, jowly, heavy through the waist but not fat. Lieutenant bars were on the shoulders of his uniform jacket.


“Felix Herschel?” the lieutenant grunted, adding to me, “You’re the lawyer?”


“V.I. Warshawski,” I said.


The lieutenant ignored my offered hand. “Why’d the kid need to lawyer up? You got something to hide, son? Innocent people don’t need lawyers.”


“Innocent people need lawyers more than the guilty, Lieutenant”—I squinted at his name badge—“McGivney. They don’t understand the criminal justice system and forceful interrogators can intimidate them into bogus confessions. So let’s talk about what Mr. Herschel can do for you here.”


McGivney studied me, decided not to fight that battle, and jerked his head toward the center of the arc lamps. “Bring your client over, Warshawski. Make sure you both walk in my footsteps: we want to minimize contamination of the crime scene.”


I had to stretch my hamstrings to match his stride, but I pulled up next to him, near a log, where the arc lamps were concentrated. Felix stopped behind me but a deputy prodded him forward.


The log was over three feet high at the base, the remnant of some old oak or ash that had crashed in the woods. The bark had rotted to a rusty brown. A black tarp covered its base and a lump beyond it.


McGivney nodded at a crime scene tech. She pulled the tarp back to display the bruised and swollen body of a man. He’d been stuffed headfirst into the hollow bottom of the log. The body’s original position was outlined in white—only his feet and part of his legs had been visible, but the deputies had pulled him out.


He was dressed in blue jeans and a dirt-crusted hoodie, unzipped to show a badly bruised torso. He’d been beaten so savagely that his head was a pulpy mess. His hair might once have been brown but was too caked now with mud and blood to be sure.


My muscles clenched. Violent death, nauseating death. Next to me, Felix made a feral gurgling sound. His face was pale, glassy, and he was swaying. I put one hand on the small of his back and pulled his head down roughly with the other, pressing his face as close to his knees as I could.


“You have water, Lieutenant?” I asked.


“No, and I’m not carrying smelling salts, either.” McGivney gave a sharklike smile. “Do you recognize the vic—the body, the victim, son?”


“Why do you think Mr. Herschel knows him?” I said before Felix could speak. I had warned him in the car to consult me before he answered questions, but in the shock of death he wouldn’t remember.


McGivney’s mouth bunched in annoyance. “We have a good reason.”


“Perhaps you do, but aside from being pretty sure this is a man, I don’t know how anyone could identify him without DNA or dental records. And if you just found him, you couldn’t have any of that information already.”


“Do you recognize him, Mr. Herschel?” McGivney was keeping control of his temper, but it showed in his clenched jaw muscles.


Felix was looking away from the clearing, away from the body. His color had improved, but his expression was still glassy.


McGivney grabbed his shoulder. “Do you know this man?”


Felix blinked. “Who is it?”


“That’s why we asked you out here. We figured you knew.”


Felix shook his head slowly. “I don’t know him. Where is he from?”


“What difference does that make?” McGivney pounced on the odd question. “Is there a missing person in your life?”


I removed the sheriff’s hand from Felix’s arm. “He’s said he doesn’t know the dead man, which means we’re done here, Lieutenant.”


“We’re done when I say we’re done,” McGivney snapped.


“Oh, please. You’ve given us zero reason for hauling Mr. Herschel out here at two in the morning. We’ve looked at a murdered man and felt the horror of his death, which you no doubt intended. Neither of us has seen him before. We can’t help you. Good night, Lieutenant.”


I took Felix’s arm and turned him around, telling him to step in the footprints we’d followed in.


“Why did the guy have Herschel’s name and phone number in his jeans?” McGivney demanded.


Felix looked at me, his dark eyes wide with fear.


I muttered to him, “Don’t say anything,” before calling over my shoulder to McGivney, “I’m not a medium, so unfortunately I can’t answer any questions about this poor dead man’s acts or motives.”


“You’re at a murder site, not Comedy Central, Warshawski,” McGivney snapped. “Your client needs to explain his connection to the dead man.”


I turned around. “My client has told you he has no connection. If your search of the body turned up a phone with Mr. Herschel’s name in it, then you can learn his identity without any help from us.”


“It was on a scrap of paper,” McGivney said.


“If we can look at it, we might be able to help you,” I said, using the soothing voice of a kindergarten teacher.


McGivney frowned, but he was a reasonable cop, just one I’d pushed on harder than he liked. He beckoned one of the techs, who produced a labeled evidence envelope: removed from left front jeans pocket, 1:17 a.m. Inside was a scrap of paper with Felix’s cell phone number, handwritten with such care that the numbers looked like artwork.


“What do you know about this, Herschel?” McGivney demanded.


Felix looked at me, his face alight with fear. I felt sure he recognized the writing.


“It’s been torn from a bigger sheet of paper,” I said quickly, before he could give himself away. “Good quality, too. Not just a Post-it or notebook.”


“You are Sherlock Holmes,” McGivney growled.


“No monographs on paper stock, Lieutenant, just observation and experience.”


“And how do your observation and experience explain why your client’s number is in the vic’s pocket?”


“Still no crystal ball, Lieutenant.” I moved from the scene, my hand locked on Felix’s forearm.


McGivney followed us. He was phoning orders to underlings, but stopped when we reached the edge of the thicket we’d struggled through on our way in.


“One last question, son,” he said to Felix. “Who were you expecting to see back there?”


“I—no one,” Felix stammered.


“You asked where he was from,” McGivney said. “Where did you think that would be?”


“I don’t know,” Felix said, shifting unhappily from foot to foot.


Before McGivney could pressure him further, I said, “Who found the body? It was shoved into that log, right? And there’s no direct path into that clearing.”


McGivney sighed. “High school kids out smoking and drinking. Weed, beer, vodka, cigarettes. Be a while before they do that again.”


“You don’t think they killed him themselves? Some Lord of the Flies fantasy that ran out of control?”


“What, and came back to get stoned at the scene and celebrate the murder? They were scared shitless.”


“Whoever killed him didn’t want him found,” I said.


“You think?” McGivney’s upper lip curled in derision. “Let me know if you have any other insights, Sherlock.”
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L Stop


On our way back to the city, I stopped at a gas station to buy Felix a bottle of water. “You shouldn’t buy bottled water,” he muttered.


“I agree, but you need to hydrate yourself. You’ll feel better all the way around.”


“I’m not a baby,” he said, but he drank part of the bottle.


He began to shake, his teeth chattering, his arms wrapped around himself in an effort to stay warm. I turned the heat on high, and gradually, as we got back onto the expressway, he calmed down and drank the rest of the water.


“Thank you for driving with me, Vic,” he muttered, staring out the window. “It was . . . quite horrible.”


“Yes, that body—the face—were terrible to look at,” I agreed. “Do you really not know him?”


“Do you think I’m lying?” he cried, jerking around to look at me.


“I don’t think anything. I’m here to help you in any way I can, but I need facts before I can go forward.”


“I don’t know how anyone could recognize him,” Felix said, his voice hovering on the edge of tears. “I never saw him before. Only when they said he had my phone number in his pocket, I couldn’t help being afraid. It seemed like that lieutenant wanted to nail me and I probably wasn’t very smart.”


“Where did you think he was from?” I asked. “Is someone from your EFS group missing?”


“I can’t take any more questions right now, Vic, please!”


EFS—Engineers in a Free State—was a group Felix had joined this past winter. Right before Christmas, he and a dozen or so other foreign students had been picked up in an Immigration and Customs Enforcement dragnet. He’d been held in a windowless room in a building whose location he’d never learned. He wasn’t allowed water or a bathroom or permission to phone for help.


Felix was Canadian; he’d come to Chicago to do graduate work in mechanical engineering at the Illinois Institute of Technology. His grandfather was Lotty Herschel’s brother, Hugo, who’d escaped with her from Vienna to London ten days before the start of World War II. After the war, when Lotty came to Chicago for her obstetrics fellowship, Hugo moved to Montreal, where he married and started a family. Hugo and Lotty remained close, with family visits to Chicago each summer. For Felix, choosing a Chicago university had seemed like a natural decision.


That was before his detention. Afterward, Felix told us that while ICE claimed to be checking the immigration status of all foreign students, only those from Middle Eastern or South American countries were actually detained. As was Felix, whose walnut-colored skin and dark curly hair made him look like Omar Sharif’s grandson.


“They held me for five hours. Every now and then someone would come in and ask me the same questions the previous person did, like they were trying to trick me. When I got out, I learned the Europeans and Chinese—and white-looking Canadians—only had to show their passports—no questions asked of them.


“Even when they finally looked me up in their system and saw I was Canadian, they kept demanding my visa. They didn’t seem to know that Canadians don’t need visas to go to school in the States. Bullies and stupid with it.”


Two of his fellow students, a man from Paraguay and a woman born in Sudan, were detained, pending deportation. They’d been DACA kids, the so-called Dreamers, who had come to the States as children but didn’t have citizenship or green cards. Like many other Dreamers, they were having trouble raising the five hundred dollars to apply for authorization extensions.


The woman’s deportation made Felix even angrier. I wondered if they’d dated, but he said they were just lab partners. “Kitoko’s life’s in danger in Sudan. Her brother was murdered, her mother was raped. She grew up in the U.S. and everything she knows is here. But that counts for nothing!”


He’d gone to the Canadian consulate and tried to get them to offer Kitoko asylum, but by the time the consul responded, the United States had deported her.


Felix had talked about staying in Montreal after the Christmas break. He’d also talked about some alarmingly radical actions. Over New Year’s a group of his fellow IIT students had formed Engineers in a Free State. When Felix learned about the group, he’d returned to Chicago to join them. He’d continued his studies, but he’d also started going to community meetings with students from Latin American and Middle Eastern countries.


He used to come to Lotty’s for dinner on Sundays, but he now spent most of his spare time working with his friends. “Peace initiatives. We’re following the example of Engineers Without Borders,” he said when Lotty asked why he visited infrequently.


Lotty was uneasy. “Yes, it’s good that he’s standing up for what is right, but I don’t want him in his rage to do something irreversible.”


When Felix called me at two this morning, panicking because sheriff’s deputies were pounding on his apartment door, I was frightened that he had crossed that line.


I’d been heavily asleep after a long day, but when he said “cops at the door” I’d jolted wide awake.


“What do they want?”


I was pulling on jeans, sweater, shoes while telling him to let the police know his lawyer was en route; he’d talk to them as soon as I arrived, but until then he wasn’t opening the door.


I am a lawyer, at least on paper: I keep up my membership in the Illinois Bar Association so that I can claim privilege if I’m interrogated about my clients. Or so I can put a thin barrier between them and the law until I find them a heavier legal hitter.


I’d phoned Lotty on my way to Felix’s place. I hated to alarm her, but she wouldn’t forgive me if Felix were arrested and she found out only after the fact. She’d agreed that it would be best if I handled the situation myself, but to call if he needed the Canadian consul or my own criminal defense lawyer.


It took some doing when I reached Felix’s building, but I’d persuaded the sheriff’s deputies to reveal their mission: Felix wasn’t a suspect in a crime—they wanted to see if he could identify a dead body. They didn’t know anything else, or they wouldn’t say anything else, except to fight me over driving Felix myself instead of letting them stuff him into the back of a squad car. They lost that argument, too, which probably explained why the deputy left us to flounder through the bracken unassisted.


The body had been dumped in the Cap Sauers Holding, part of a chain of woods, sloughs, and small lakes that make up a large set of forest preserves southwest of the city. Suburbs and gated communities had grown up to encroach on the woods, but Cap Sauers remained as close as you can get to true wilderness in the metro area. It’s a minimally manicured remainder of the glaciers that covered the region twenty-five thousand years ago, and the trails are a challenge even in daylight.


As Felix and I drove home, I wondered about the kids who’d found the body. I wouldn’t write them off as quickly as the sheriff had. Probably white, possibly from influential families, given the wealth in the immediate area. McGivney would go lightly, but for my money, the youths could have had something more secretive in mind than getting high when they crashed through the woods.


After I left the expressway for the narrow one-way streets near the engineering school campus, Felix began texting. Tension radiated from his shoulders—he was aware of me, but treating me like an outsider.


“I’ll let Lotty know what happened,” I said. “Do you want to stay with her or with me tonight?”


“No, just take me to my own place.”


He didn’t speak again, but hunched over his phone, which kept pinging. I wondered if he was checking on members from his Free State group, all up in the middle of the night, none of them knowing anything about a dead man but knowing they had to be on the alert.


I broke the silence when I pulled up in front of his building. “The sheriff’s police are likely to get a warrant to inspect your computer. You don’t have anything on your server that suggests violence against the government, do you?”


“We’re not building bombs! How many times do I have to tell you and Aunt Lotty that EFS is building projects for life, not death.” His voice quivered. “Please, no more questions tonight. Okay?”


“Okay.” I held up my hands, truce sign. “I don’t have friends in the sheriff’s department the way I do with the Chicago police and so I don’t have any way of getting information about what they’re doing. That makes the situation even more worrying as far as I’m concerned and it’s why I want to make sure we don’t cross any lines.”


The sheriff’s department handles deaths in the forest preserves. Their police force used to be a byword for corruption of all kinds, including working for the Mob. They’ve become a professional force these days, but it still made me uneasy, having no one I could talk to on the inside about McGivney, or how his investigation was going.


“I’ll talk to my own lawyer,” I told Felix. “Freeman Carter has added an immigration specialist to his practice, a woman named Martha Simone. You should see if your mother or grandfather can pay her fees, because they won’t be cheap, but you need someone with her skills on your team. Meanwhile, please don’t shut me or Lotty out. We may be hidebound reactionaries, but your well-being is important to Lotty, and her well-being is essential to me, okay?”


He nodded mutely, squeezed my hand convulsively, and left the car. It was four o’clock now, a good hour for muggers. I watched him up the sidewalk until he was inside the apartment building before retracing my route to the expressway. The White Sox ballpark loomed on the far side of the Dan Ryan Expressway. In between Felix’s apartment and the Ryan were the aged girders to the State Street L. Lotty phoned just as a train was rattling overhead.


I pulled over, waiting for the train to pass so I could hear her. “We just got done with the sheriff’s police—I dropped Felix off five minutes ago. It was a strange and tiring outing, but Felix couldn’t identify the body.”


I told her about the scrap of paper with his phone number, but not my worries about Felix expecting to see a particular body. Lotty is my closest friend, my mentor, my conscience; it felt wrong to keep secrets from her, but I didn’t want to worry her when I had only a phantom impression, not evidence.


“You’re certain Felix isn’t involved in this stranger’s death?” She couldn’t hide a quaver in her voice.


“I’m sure,” I said steadily.


I was sure Felix couldn’t have administered those blows. Other things I was less confident of—not just whether one of his team was missing, but also what kind of language his e-mails might contain. I didn’t know if I could trust his constant assurance that they weren’t building weapons. I didn’t know how he and his friends might speak about the United States, forgetting it’s prudent to keep your opinions out of the ether these days.


“I have surgery this morning,” Lotty said. “I leave in half an hour to scrub. Could you come to dinner this evening?”


I squeezed my eyes shut. My own day was due to start in a few hours, with appointments I couldn’t reschedule.


“I’ll call you,” I said. “I don’t think it’s going to be possible, but I’ll see how things shake out by the afternoon.”


As I put the car into gear, I saw a man heading up the stairs to the L platform. Felix’s thick curls and the long scarf, which he wore dangling like Tom Baker’s Dr. Who, were unmistakable.


During the day, when the streets are so crowded that the L outruns automobiles, I couldn’t have followed, but at this hour, it was easy. I waited at each stop, looking for Felix’s silhouette among the handful of exiting passengers.


The tricky part came where the tracks ran underground. I had to watch both sides of the street at each L stop until a late traveler or two emerged. I continued north, following what I hoped was his train. And at the Granville stop, eight miles north of the Loop, he climbed down the stairs.


I tracked him to an apartment building near Western Avenue, where a young woman opened the outer door. All I could tell from her profile was that she was slender, with a braid that hung below the scarf wrapped loosely around her face.


She clutched Felix tightly. He clung to her, smoothing her head. The door shut behind them, blocking them from view, but I stared at it for a long moment. Surely this wasn’t the person Felix feared he’d see dead in the woods.
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Sister Act


I overslept, which meant I spent the day in one of those frenzied routines that Olympic medalists can’t handle: a run around the block with the dogs; in and out of the shower; dressing while collecting files and checking messages; eating while driving to my office; combing my hair and putting on makeup as the L jounced me into the Loop.


I was still five minutes late for my first meeting—not so good, since it was with my most important client. Darraugh Graham is the CEO of a firm that had started in transportation and ended up with holdings across so many industries that they were hard to categorize. There are days when I think a truly moral person wouldn’t work with CALLIE Enterprises, because it was hard to know what damage its subsidiaries do. There are other days when I look at the outstanding balance on my line of credit and think how lucky I am that Darraugh trusts me to take on some of his private work. Today was one of those grateful days.


During a break from the meeting, I went out to the hall to call the chief deputy medical examiner to see if they’d identified the body in the woods. Nick Vishnikov answers my questions not because of our relationship—which hovers in that gray area between friend and work acquaintance—but because the chronic fraud and mismanagement in Cook County angers him so much that he makes his own rules.


“Caucasian male about thirty, in reasonable health, seemed to have a healthy diet, judging by his arteries and liver and so on, but he was a smoker. The one thing I can tell you is that he didn’t die where he was found.”


“Was the bludgeoning masking something else?”


“No. Someone with a taste for sadism kicked him in the head until he died of brain trauma. He’d been punched in the gut hard enough to double him over, as I reconstruct it. When he’d gone down, the kicking began. They might not have meant to kill him—impossible to tell.”


A brutal, mindless murder. I shivered.


“Did he have any tattoos or moles or anything that would help a close friend ID him?” I asked.


“Nothing unusual. We’re prettying up his face—we’ll give it to the media when we can make him look like someone a girl- or boyfriend might recognize. Probably on the evening news. You have any thoughts?”


“None. When the kid I took out to view the body saw it, he blurted, Where’s he from? Is there anything to indicate he isn’t American?”


“Did someone issue an edict while I was at breakfast? We can only do autopsies on native-born Americans?” Vishnikov demanded.


“I’m surprised you missed the memo,” I said. “That makes it all the more urgent to know where the mystery man was born.”


“Can’t tell you. If he has signs of cholera or dengue fever, that means he was recently in one of thirty or forty countries, but not that he was born there.”


“Does he have signs of cholera or dengue?” I asked.


“I’ll check the blood for pathogens. We don’t usually, but—just in case. When you ask, there’s almost always a reason.”


He hung up before I could think of a zippy comeback. I looked up dengue fever on my way back to the meeting. It sounded like a good reason to stay out of the tropics.


From Darraugh’s, I went to another bread-and-butter client, a small law firm that uses me from time to time. At the end of the afternoon, bloated with meetings, I picked up my car and drove to the building Felix had visited the night before. I’d tried phoning him during my lunch break, to see if he’d had any further visits from the Cook County sheriff, but he let me roll over to voice mail.


The building was in a part of town that typically has a lot of traffic, both foot and car: Pakistani and Indian immigrants have clustered here, and Devon is a South Asian restaurant and shopping hub. This afternoon, the area seemed quiet—too quiet, as immigrants stayed away from any place where ICE agents might be lurking.


It was a neighborhood of bungalows and tidy gardens, with a sprinkling of apartment buildings. These tended to be small, six to ten units, but Felix’s friend lived in one of the few larger blocks, with perhaps sixty or seventy units. I sat for a minute, watching adults return from work or shopping, children from school, some in soccer gear, others hoisting younger siblings on backs or hips. I saw men wearing kufis or Sikh turbans, women in hijab, bareheaded women with long braids or short curls, thin women, heavyset women. When people saw me watching the building, they moved fast: only an immigration officer would be staring at them so intently.


I felt a flush of shame, shame that I was inspecting people as if they were specimens, shame that my government could create such fear in people. I drove off. Even if I could bring myself to conduct more subtle surveillance, I would never identify Felix’s friend in this throng.


None of your business anyway, I snarled at myself on the road home. It took almost forty minutes to cover the four miles to my apartment on Racine: a just punishment for wasting time on voyeurism. Except for that nagging worry that Felix had been expecting to see a foreigner buried in the tree trunk.


Around half of IIT’s student body was international. Ever since Felix had become involved with Engineers in a Free State, he’d gone out of his way to be part of the lives of the African and Middle Eastern contingents. I was sure he was worried about a missing friend, but until he felt like confiding in me, there was little I could do.


I changed into jeans and drove the dogs to the lakefront. A bitter winter had lingered through late March, but today was unexpectedly warm. While the dogs swam, I rolled up my cuffs and waded into the water, but jumped out—the cold froze my bones almost instantly.


The day had been too long: I texted Lotty, saying I couldn’t manage dinner; we’d catch up tomorrow.


Mr. Contreras, the first-floor neighbor with whom I share the dogs, came out to collect them. When he started to talk about a visitor, I sketched a wave. “Later, please.”


“Ain’t no ‘later,’ doll; she’s waiting for you in here.” He jerked his head toward his front room. “Says she’s your niece. I didn’t know you had any, but she don’t seem like a con artist.”


“I don’t have any nieces,” I said. If a woman was young and pretty, she could con my neighbor out of his undershorts.


“Auntie Vic?”


A woman, young, with hair the texture and color of corn silk, appeared behind Mr. Contreras. She looked at me doubtfully: Was I going to throw an orphan out into the howling gale? It was a good act—Mitch trotted to her and rubbed his head against her thigh, while Mr. Contreras patted her shoulder. Peppy stayed next to me—the two of us aloof, untrusting.


“Auntie Vic, I—I know it’s been forever since I’ve seen you, but Uncle Dick—”


“Reno?” I stared at her doubtfully.


“I’m Harmony, Auntie Vic. Reno has disappeared.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said politely.


“Doll, that ain’t no way to talk. Miss Harmony needs your help looking for her sis.” Mr. Contreras glared at me, arms akimbo. Even Peppy looked at me mournfully.


“Can we talk about this in the morning? I was up all night looking at a murder victim in the western suburbs.”


“But, Auntie Vic—” Tears sparkled on the ends of Harmony’s lashes. “This is serious. I flew here from Portland because I knew Reno was in trouble, but when I got to her apartment, she was gone.”


All I wanted was my bed, three flights above me, as remote as the top of Everest. My brain had all the thinking power of a bowl of stale oatmeal. I collapsed on the bottom stair, leaning against the stairwell wall.


“You live in Portland?”


Harmony nodded.


“And Reno is here in Chicago? Visiting?”


“Doll, you ain’t listening,” Mr. Contreras said. “She told you Reno has an apartment.”


“If she’s living here, how come I haven’t heard from her? The last I heard, Becky—the girls’ mom,” I added to Mr. Contreras, “took them out west to a commune. Wyoming, was it?”


“Montana. We only lived there six months, waiting for the guy who supposedly was our father, but he never showed. Then we went on west and stayed out in Oakland. Reno came here by herself over a year ago.”


“Why didn’t she call me?” I asked.


“She didn’t know you and Uncle Dick were divorced until she called out to his house and talked to his second wife. Reno called her ‘Auntie Vic’ and the lady blew up at her, like we were supposed to know Uncle Dick and you had split up. And then, it wasn’t until later she found out what your last name was. We didn’t know Grandpa Tony’s last name. Anyway, Uncle Dick sort of helped Reno find a job, but he told her that was it, not to come around bothering him again.”


Becky Seale was my brief husband’s younger sister. When Richard Yarborough and I divorced, the girls were five and six. Linda Yarborough, Dick and Becky’s mother, couldn’t conceal her delight at the divorce. Both her children had married disastrously: Becky to Fulton Seale, a heroin-using drifter, while her beloved Richard had been seduced (in her mind) by the daughter of a Chicago cop and an Italian refugee.


And then a miracle, at least for my mother-in-law: Dick left me for a petite, femmie woman with a rich father. Teri didn’t want a career—she was happy to work in the local hospital’s charity store two days a week and to shop or golf with her friends the rest of the time.


I was happy, too: the fights between Becky and her mother had ruined two Thanksgivings and one Christmas for me. My second Christmas with Dick, unable to bear another Yarborough family brawl, I took Reno and Harmony to South Chicago to spend Christmas with my dad. To his mother’s delight, Dick stayed at her side in Lake Forest.


The girls and I played hide-and-seek in Bessemer Park, we went to a Blackhawks game—my cousin Boom Boom was still alive, leading the NHL in goals—we roasted marshmallows over the stovetop in my childhood home’s minute kitchen. At night I tucked them into the pullout bed in the front room, crooning the Italian lullabies my own mother used to sing to me.


When I returned them to their grandmother’s North Shore home, they’d clinched her dislike of me by begging me to take them back to Grandpa Tony. And then I’d forgotten them.


“Anyway, Reno was doing fine,” Harmony said. “The finance company where Uncle Dick helped her find work liked her, she got a promotion, and they sent her to the Caribbean for some kind of Mardi Gras party. But when she got back to Chicago, she was upset by the things that went on at the resort they sent her to. All she’d say was she should have known better, but she seemed to get more and more, I don’t know, agitated maybe. Depressed.


“I decided to fly out to see her. We were always each other’s closest friend, we’d been through so much together that no one else knew about. This was the first time in our lives we’d been apart for more than a day.


“My boss, he agreed: ‘Don’t let your sis suffer alone,’ he said. ‘We’ll be fine here without you for a few days.’ Only when I got here—the janitor, he let me into her apartment, and she wasn’t there. I texted her, just said, big surprise waiting for you when you get home! and didn’t hear back from her. I couldn’t sleep: I kept waiting for her to come in.”


“Traveling for her firm,” I suggested. “Staying at her boyfriend’s place.”


“She doesn’t have a boyfriend and she’d tell me if she was going out of town. We always tell each other everything.”


I don’t know how many times I’ve heard that sentence, usually from someone whose partner is cheating on them. This might have been the first time I’d heard it from a sibling.


“Did you call her office?”


“I did, but they gave me this huge runaround. They have a ton of branches in Chicago and they never did tell me which one she was working at.”


I sat up straight. “Who does she work for?”


“Rest EZ, they’re part of a—”


“I know Rest EZ,” I said.


They’re a payday loan company, one of the bigger fish in a scummy pond. A payday loan is supposed to be a bridge, to carry you to that next paycheck, but in Illinois, interest runs as high as 400 percent a year. Even the Mob would blush at that—go to Don Pasquale, one of the few godfathers not in federal custody, and he’d bail you out for 300.


“You’re sure,” I said to Harmony. “You didn’t get the name wrong? There are mattress companies called that.”


Harmony flushed. “Are you like everyone else? You think because I’m blond I’m stupid? Reno said she was in financial services. She said she worked for Rest EZ. Does that sound like a mattress to you?”


“No,” I agreed meekly. “It sounds like she worked for Rest EZ. Have you filed a missing persons report?” I asked instead.


“With the police? No, I can’t go to the police!”


“They have resources way beyond what I can do,” I said.


“You think they care about people like me or Reno?” Harmony cried, eyes bright. “They only care about one thing when they see us.”


“Grandpa Tony was a cop,” I said. “If he were still alive—”


“But he’s not, and I won’t talk to any cop, not even if he’s Grandpa Tony’s twin brother!”


I said we could insist we talk to a woman officer, but Harmony was beyond reason.


No police, not now, not ever. “I know you’re a detective, I looked you up online. You’ve solved big cases.”


My mouth twisted. “It can be easier to sort out a big fraud than to find a missing person.”


“But still, please, can you try to find her?”


“In the morning, I can start a serious search, but right now, I’m too tired to think straight.”


Mr. Contreras weighed in now on my behalf. “That’s right, Harmony. I’m going to cook you a nice steak, you and me are going to watch the races, and then you can sleep in my grandsons’ room. We’re going to leave your aunt here in peace.”


It was a kind offer for us both, but Harmony fought it.


“I have to go back to Reno’s place. What if she comes home in the night? I need to be there for her!”


We couldn’t budge her. I promised I would drive her back to her sister’s apartment. After my bath. After supper.
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Queens Dressed in Silk


While I relaxed in the tub, I checked in with Lotty. She hadn’t heard anything from Felix today, and he hadn’t answered her phone calls, either. I told her about trailing him up to Edgewater early this morning and my speculations about the young woman, but Lotty had no more idea what he might be doing there than I did.


I started to tell her about Harmony Seale’s unexpected arrival, but lacked the energy to convey my own news. Instead, I promised to be in touch and dozed off.


Harmony woke me half an hour later, gently rubbing my shoulder: Mr. Contreras had sent her up to fetch me; dinner was ready. She lingered in my short hallway while I went into the bedroom to dress.


A poster-size photo of my mother hangs there, Gabriella on the brink of a concert comeback before ovarian cancer ravaged her. In the photo, she looks dazzling, her concert gown with its burnt velvet bodice and soft silk skirt making her more glamorous than Callas.


Harmony asked a few polite questions about her. “You’re lucky, having a mom you can be proud of,” she said. “Although Reno and I got lucky with our foster mom, Clarisse, only now she has Alzheimer’s and doesn’t know who I am.”


“That’s very tough,” I agreed.


I touched the glass over my mother’s face as I passed. It’s been thirty years and still Harmony’s chance comment could send a spasm of grief through me. There are no balance scales to loss: my mother’s too-young death, Clarisse vanishing in the present—there, but not there. All these losses are an opening into an abyss. When we start falling in, it’s hard to climb back up.


After dinner, Mr. Contreras tried once again to urge Harmony into spending the night in his spare room. “Vic don’t need to be out driving this late.”


“I can call a car,” Harmony said.


I drove, partly to establish a relationship—I was reliable, I wouldn’t leave her on her own in a strange city. I also wanted to see her sister’s place: Fairfield and North, the gentrifying northeast corner of Humboldt Park. We brought Mitch with us—the hundred-pound black dog commands respect wherever he goes.


In the ride over I asked Harmony what had brought her sister back to Chicago.


Harmony hunched a shoulder. “Mom went on to Oakland after our so-called father stood her up. She got some kind of job, but everything disintegrated like it always did with her. Mom was begging on the streets, anything she got went for drugs. She tried to get Grandmother Yarborough to take us, or Uncle Dick, but they both said no.


“We slept under viaducts or sometimes in church basements. We ate out of dumpsters. Reno and me—Reno was so pretty, Mom would—she would kind of use her—get men to come around and give her drugs. And me, even though I wasn’t as pretty, they—”


She turned her head away. My stomach muscles tightened in outrage, at Becky Seale for putting her daughters through this, at Dick and his mother for turning a cold shoulder, at myself for ignoring them. I didn’t say anything—outrage at this point in Harmony’s life would be cheap.


“When I was ten and Reno was eleven, we decided to run away, to hitchhike back to Chicago, to see if anyone in the family would take us in. We thought maybe Grandpa Tony . . . but we never made it out of Oakland: a lady picked us up at the freeway entrance.


“We got put in this state home for runaways and discards; we were working on a plan for running away from there when Clarisse and Henry showed up. Clarisse and Henry Yu. They were a mixed-race couple, see, who couldn’t have any kids of their own, so the authorities figured two fucked-up white girls could be dumped on them. We were street kids. We weren’t users, but you couldn’t tell us anything about drugs. And we knew—a whole lot—about sex.”


Harmony’s hands went involuntarily to her stomach. I risked a touch on her shoulder. She didn’t push me away, but she held herself rigid: she’d been touched too many times without permission.


We’d reached Reno’s building. I busied myself parking, both hands on the steering wheel.


“It sounds as though you landed in a good place,” I ventured.


“Oh, we did. It took us a long time to trust them, but in the end, it all came together. Clarisse was strict. Not in a mean way, but we weren’t used to rules—go to school every day, home after school, do homework and chores before sports or choir or anything, and no excuses.” Harmony smiled at some private memory.


“Henry was easier going—if we got a B or a C, he’d tell Clarisse to relax, no one expected us to be Marie Curie. His real name was Heng, Yu Heng in Chinese, but in America he called himself Henry. Clarisse and Henry, when they wanted to be private, they’d speak Chinese, so of course we learned it some, at least to understand. Reno was always better at that than me—I could say ‘good morning’ or ‘how’s your arthritis,’ but she got so she could really speak in Chinese.


“Clarisse and Henry ran a flower shop in Oakland, but Henry raised fruits and vegetables for the family. That was my favorite thing, digging in the dirt with Henry. Reno didn’t like that, but she loved working in the shop, especially when Clarisse let her put together bouquets. Reno’s specialty was funerals.”


A macabre pleasure, but maybe Reno worked out some complicated emotional puzzle, vicariously taking part in other people’s sorrows.


“We went to community college in Oakland, and Clarisse and Henry, when we graduated, you would have thought we were number one at Stanford.”


“It sounds as though Reno would have told Clarisse or Henry what was troubling her, if she didn’t tell you,” I said.


Harmony’s lips quivered. “Henry had a heart attack and died five years ago. That was why we moved to Portland. There wasn’t any money, or not much, anyway, after his funeral, and we could afford Portland better. Clarisse came with us, but she’d already started with Alzheimer’s. We tried to look after her ourselves—we owed her and Henry everything—but she needs so much care, we couldn’t do it.”


Harmony rubbed her nose with a tissue. “We had to put her into a home. That’s what made Reno come out east—it made her feel angry and—and damaged, like every person in our lives leaves us. First Fulton—our dad, assuming he even was our dad, with Mom how could we be sure?—then Mom and all those Yarboroughs, then Henry and now Clarisse—she doesn’t even know me when I go to visit. Reno wanted to be in a new place where she could forget all that, but she chose Chicago. I guess she thought Uncle Dick or even our tight-ass grandmother might want to see her now that we’re adults. But guess again on that one.”


“You said Reno and you didn’t know my name. How did you find me?”


“I called Uncle Dick’s office. Some snot of a PA wouldn’t let me talk to him, but she told me you were a detective who likes stray dogs. I didn’t know any of that, but she gave me your address.”


“How very kind of her, to both of us,” I said.


We’d reached Reno’s stretch of North Avenue. Cars honked their way through the park just west of us, and, despite the cold, girls in minis and thick jackets teetered down the street in high-heeled boots, arm in arm with each other or with slim-hipped boys. Skateboarders swerved around us, hooting at “the blond chick” as I followed Harmony to the building entrance. When Mitch curled his lip at one kid who rode too close, the rest of them backed off.


“How did you get keys?” I asked as Harmony undid the outer locks.


“The janitor, he let me in. I was waiting out here”—she gestured to the sidewalk—“when he was leaving for the day. I look a lot like Reno even if I’m not as pretty, so he guessed right away I was her sister and he let me in.”


“He gave you keys?”


“No. Reno hadn’t taken hers, which makes me even more worried. How could she leave and not take her keys with her? But hers were where we always put them, in the bowl by the door. When you have a system, you don’t waste time hunting for things.”


Missing person, possible abduction. Janitor with keys. I opened and shut my mouth. I wasn’t up to another battle with Harmony over the police: I’d make my own report in the morning.


Mitch and I followed Harmony up the stairs to the third floor. Just inside the doorway was a small stand with a blue porcelain bowl on it. Harmony put the key ring into it, on top of a few pieces of mail.


I took a quick look around the apartment, checking for signs of disturbance, also whether the security seemed adequate. The apartment would have been easy to search, since Reno had been neat to the point of bareness. The drawers to a desk in the front room held nothing but essentials—the few bills that still come in the mail instead of online, an invitation to a fund-raiser for a youth program, some old letters, including one in Chinese characters. There were also two Chinese prints on the walls of the main room.


In Reno’s bedroom, her minimal wardrobe was neatly arranged on hangers and in baskets. She had three handbags, all empty. No computer, no phone.


She had framed family photos on her nightstand and on the wall near her bed. An African-American woman and a Chinese man featured in most of them: Clarisse and Henry. A formal portrait of them with the two sisters stood on the nightstand.


The picture that brought Harmony to life showed her grinning with Henry, both of them wearing dirt-crusted overalls, holding a basket of vegetables so that the camera caught the perfectly shaped eggplant, surrounded by tomatoes and summer squashes.


In another, the woman stood in profile in the flower shop, putting a rose into a wreath. The ghost of a smile was on her lips—she knew she was being photographed and was laughing at the pretense that she didn’t. There were several of the girls at their different graduations, the two adults behind them, all four grinning widely with pride.


In one, they were showing off matching gold chains with old-fashioned locket hearts. “Clarisse gave them to us when we graduated from junior college. We never take them off. At least, I never do. I don’t know what Reno does these days.”


She pulled the chain out from under her sweater. It was of real gold, not plate, an intricate set of links holding a gold locket. Harmony opened it to show me the faces of Clarisse and Henry on one side and her sister on the other.


When I admired the craft in the chain, Harmony said, “It’s called Singapore style. Henry had an aunt in Shanghai who used to send him things like jewelry or fancy silks to give to us. One year for Christmas he gave Clarisse and me and Reno silk bathrobes. We used to sit on the back porch in them, pretending we were queens, eating breakfast in our silk clothes.”


I looked at all the windows to make sure they had working locks, checked the rear exit, which opened not to the outside, but to the utility stairwell and elevator.


“Keep your doors locked when you’re inside,” I said.


“I grew up in Oakland,” Harmony said scornfully. “I’m not afraid of this neighborhood.”


“Something happened to your sister,” I said. “She’s not answering her phone, she left her keys here. If someone got inside this place once, they can do it again. If you want to come back with me, I’m happy to take you, but if you’re staying here, stay smart, okay?”


“Yeah, okay. That’s what Clarisse would say, too: stay smart. Do you think you can find Reno?” Her voice broke on the last sentence.


“I don’t know, sweetheart. I’ll try, but there’s a lot of ground to cover. I’ll check with Rest EZ tomorrow and let you know what they say. Did she ever mention a co-worker or a boss that she got on with?”


“Her new boss, after her promotion, Reno seemed to like her. She had a name like ‘Lute.’ Something like that.”


“Okay. I’ll find Ms. Lute. You have my number, you have Mr. Contreras’s; call if you need us.”
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Team Player


Mitch and I rode the utility elevator to the basement. I followed the sound of washing machines to a laundry room. A middle-aged woman who was folding clothes gave a little scream when she saw the dog.


“Who are you? What do you want?”


I held up Mitch’s leash so she could see he was under control. “I’m looking for the janitor’s room.”


“Vern doesn’t live here—it’s a nine-to-five job.”


“That’s fine. I still want to find his room. Someone gave something of mine to him; he was supposed to leave it out for me.”


She studied me and the dog for a moment, then shrugged—maybe we were robbers, but she wasn’t going to get involved. “Down the hall, other side of the furnace room.”


I switched on the lights in the hall, low-hanging single bulbs swinging from a wire. The janitor’s door was locked, but it wasn’t much of a lock. I looked back up the hall; the woman doing laundry wasn’t interested in us. I took my PI license, sturdy laminate, and wedged it between the lock-lip and the jamb, jiggled the knob, and we were inside.


Vern had an overstuffed easy chair where he relaxed when his work duties became onerous. The cushion had a deep indentation—the duties must often be overwhelming.


A twenty-four-inch flat-screen TV faced the chair. On the floor next to the chair, a stack of magazines, some about boating and fishing, some a collection of standard porn. A small refrigerator with a salami and seven bottles of Pabst. A sink with a plate crusted with mustard. He should have taken cleaning lessons from Reno.


In the back of the room was his worktable. His tools, at least, he treated with care. Files, screwdrivers, electrical supplies, all in drawers labeled in the round clumsy letters of someone who doesn’t often write. Emergency plumbing equipment in racks on a facing wall. Saws.


I didn’t touch the tools but looked closely for anything that might suggest blood or hair. I peered behind all the boxes and shelves. I took Mitch next door to the furnace room. We didn’t see any signs that a woman had been brought down here and assaulted. I guess that was a comfort.


There was a warren of small rooms and strange bins beyond the boiler room, but searching them would have been an all-night job. It was already past midnight and I hadn’t gotten to bed until five yesterday morning.


Mr. Contreras had waited up for me, which was touching, if tiring, since we had to rehash Harmony’s story. I assured him that I would help her, although I was beginning to feel as though there were a flashing light on my head that read give me your troubled relatives, exhausting labor. no charge.


When I finally made it up to my own apartment, I checked the news to see if any word had come in on the body in the woods. The ME must not have prettied up the face enough yet for the media. Before going to bed, I tried Felix, but had no more luck than Lotty.


I left a text, asking him to check in with his aunt so that she wouldn’t worry, turned my phone off, and was, for once, granted the sleep of the righteous. In the morning I had time for my own exercises, a chance to run the dogs, and an actual breakfast at my own table. I made it downtown in good time for my first meeting.


I love having Darraugh Graham paying some of my bills, but it’s my small clients who keep me going. The partners in the firm for whom I’d investigated a potential client were so pleased with my work they had invited me to lunch. I declined with regret—they were both witty women, and they enjoyed good food.


Instead of quenelles of pike at the Potawatomi Club, I sat at a counter in a crowded coffee bar, eating a cheese sandwich while I finished responding to a client query. Over my second cortado, I looked up the Seale sisters: trust everyone but cut the cards. I wanted to make sure I was really looking at Harmony Seale. I wanted to make sure she wasn’t dragging me into some financial feud with her sister.


It took the better part of two hours to track down Clarisse and Heng “Henry” Yu, to double-check that they had, indeed, fostered Harmony and Reno, that Henry had died five years earlier, and that the modest estate he’d left was invested for the sole benefit of Clarisse Yu’s care. Whether the sisters loved or hated each other didn’t show up in any tax or probate reports, but they weren’t suing each other and neither had much of a bank balance.


Their father wasn’t part of their story at all, at least as far as I could see. In fact, Fulton Seale was so far below the radar that he hadn’t left any trace of himself. No death certificate had been issued in any of the fifty states, but he could have died as a John Doe or be alive in a cardboard box under the Bay Bridge.


I looked at my to-do list. I hadn’t yet called my lawyer, to tell him about Felix’s woes. That could go into a text more economically than a phone call—talking to Freeman Carter, however briefly, would automatically add $120 to my outstanding balance, more if we spoke for over ten minutes. “Let me know if your immigration lawyer will talk to him; if not, can you give me some other names?” I finished.


Time to tackle Rest EZ. Their national headquarters were less than a mile from where I was eating—the walk would do me good. The wind cut through my coat as I crossed the bridge over the Chicago River. I pulled the collar up to my ears and huddled down into the coat as deep as I could. I still felt miserable.


Rest EZ’s corporate offices were in the junk-filled streets west of Union Station. A bored lobby guard directed me to the seventh floor, where I was greeted by a locked door with a security camera overhead. A disembodied voice asked me to state my business into the grille to the left of the door.


“Human Resources,” I said. “I’m a detective, looking for one of your employees who’s gone missing.”


We dickered back and forth through the grille. Finally the voice reluctantly told me to take the elevator to nine; someone would meet me there.


On nine, as on seven, no one was in the hallway. I walked the corridor on both sides of the elevator lobby, but saw only locked, unsignposted doors. Whatever the owners of Rest EZ spent that 400 percent interest on, it wasn’t their offices—the gray-green drugget on the hallway floor was worn out in front of the doors. I felt as though I were in one of those sci-fi movies where everyone else in the spaceship had died and I was trying to find my way to the control deck without being eaten by an alien.


Back by the elevators, I started work on my vocal exercises. Singing made the empty space seem less suffocating, and the sound might rouse activity in whoever was monitoring me. In fact, after only three scales on “i,” a heavyset woman appeared from the corridor on my left. She was wearing a shapeless beige sweater over shiny black trousers. A crucifix on a gold chain was partly hidden by a company ID on a lanyard.


“Who did you say has gone missing?” she said, with the nasal accent of the South Side.


“I didn’t, but it’s Reno Seale. She’s disappeared, her family is worried, and I’d like to talk to her co-workers, to find out when they last saw her.”


“You got some ID on you?”


I showed her my Illinois bar membership and my detective license.


“Hmmph. One of those things you can send away for, like a minister’s license.”


“One of those things you get after a three-year internship with a licensed operative,” I said. “Let’s find a place to sit down where you can tell me about Ms. Seale.”


“You’re the one who came to talk about her,” the woman said.


“You’re absolutely right. Do you have a name? Are you the HR manager?”


She grudgingly admitted to being Audrey Yonkers from Human Resources. She seemed embarrassed to admit she wasn’t a manager or a team leader, but she finally revealed she was the HR receptionist.


Audrey led me down the dreary, underlit hall. When she’d opened the door with a swipe from her ID, the space on the other side wasn’t much cheerier.


Audrey’s desk, a gunmetal affair with a computer monitor, a drooping plant, and a bowl of candies, was just inside the door. She motioned me to a hard chair on the other side and plunked herself down in a metal mesh desk chair.


Three cubicles faced her desk, two containing white women, the third an African-American man around thirty, all working at their computers. They paused to stare at me, a detective on the premises, not an employee with an HR issue they had to circumvent.


Beyond them was an office, door open, where the manager sat. She was a younger woman, with shoulder-length blond hair and careful makeup. She was on the phone. Like the cubiclers, she took note of my arrival, staring at me and nodding a few times to herself, as if something about me confirmed what she’d expected—a middle-aged private eye, nothing to worry about.


“Reno Seale,” I repeated. “I’d like the address where she’s working. I’d like to know if she’s been coming to work the last week.”


Audrey double-checked the spelling and typed quickly. “Yeah, here she is. She started a year ago last summer. Did her training, performed well at the For— at her first assignment, so they moved her in September to a tougher location. She was top performer there. They picked her out to go on a trip to St. Matthieu.” Audrey’s face creased in lines of envy. “She’s missing, you say? That explains why they got her marked ‘probable grounds for termination’—second day you don’t call in is probation, fourth is termination. Maybe she fell in love and flew back to St. Matthieu,” she added with a sneer.


“Always a possibility,” I agreed politely. “I thought her supervisor thought well of her. Ms. Lute, wasn’t it?”


Audrey peered at the screen. “Not Lute, but—”


“Audrey, why are we discussing musicians on the job?” The unit manager had finished her call and came over to join us, smoothing her jacket over her narrow hips.


“I’m V.I. Warshawski.” I got up. “And you are?”


“Eliza Trosse. Why are you asking about one of our team members?”


Team members. We’re all team members now, not employees, as if being on the team of a multinational will make us overlook our low salaries and miserable benefits.


“She’s disappeared,” I said. “I need to talk to her supervisor. Ms. Yonkers here has been a most helpful team player; we were just getting to the point where she was going to put me in touch with Reno Seale’s most recent boss, whose name isn’t ‘Lute.’ Apparently the company labeled Ms. Seale as ready for termination—is she still part of the team?”


“Discussing internal employment issues is against company policy. Our clientele entrust us with their private financial records; we can’t let every stranger off the street talk to our staff.”


“Ms. Trosse, Scout’s honor I will not ask about a single client, not how they got in debt to you nor if any of them thinks they will ever stop being indentured. I’m trying to find out what was troubling Ms. Seale since her return from St. Matthieu. She might have talked to her co-workers or her supervisor.”


Trosse gave me a cool appraising stare. “If you leave me your phone number, I’ll contact the people in Reno’s office and let you know if she confided in any of them. Audrey, I don’t have all the January reports yet. Have you finished entering them?”


“I’m almost done, Eliza.” Audrey’s cheeks flooded with color; she closed the screen where she’d been looking at Reno’s employment history and opened multiple spreadsheets.


“I’ll walk you to the elevator,” Trosse said to me.
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Crank Call?


My lease mate at the warehouse where I have my office is a significant sculptor. Tessa Reynolds was in Argentina for the winter, working on a large installation to commemorate the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo; she’d turned the heat down on her side before she left, which made the whole building feel cold. I turned on all the lights on my side of the floor and flipped on space heaters to create an illusion of a cheery parlor in a room with fourteen-foot-high ceilings and cinder block walls.


My mother’s etching of the Uffizi faced an outsize acrylic by the Italian painter Antonella Mason—I’d bought it on my trip to Italy a few years back. With a cup of ginger tea in my cold hands, I sat for a minute, pretending I was in a plaza in Pitigliano under the Umbrian sun.


I’m not good at fantasy. I put the tea down and brought up Rest EZ’s Chicagoland locations on my big monitor.


The woman in HR had started to say that Reno worked in the branch on “For—” Rest EZ had seven offices on streets between Fortieth and Forty-Ninth, spread between Wabash and Harlem, along with one at Fourteenth and California.


I began calling them, asking for Reno Seale. I had a backstory ready if anyone asked, but a surprising number of people will answer questions without demanding a reason for them. At the third outlet, on Forty-Third and Aberdeen, the woman who answered the phone said that Reno had left that location months and months ago.


“They moved her to the West Side, I think, but that was a while ago. I heard they sent her to some big gala in the Caribbean. Sure helps to be skinny and blond. Is there a problem? Is she in trouble?” She seemed eager to think that a skinny blonde could be in trouble.


“Did she strike you as someone who might get into difficulties when she worked with you on Aberdeen?” I asked.


“She always seemed like she had some secret she wasn’t going to tell, like she thought she was better than us, or smarter or something,” my informant grumbled. “And her language—like, she said she moved here from out west someplace, but when she dealt with troublemakers in the office, she sounded like she grew up on West Madison.”


Reno and her sister probably picked up a spectacular vocabulary under those Oakland viaducts. They’d seen drug deals, they’d been violated themselves; that leaves a lot behind linguistically, as well as in mind and body.


I probed for examples of lying or stealing. The woman couldn’t come up with a specific complaint.


“She looked liked butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, those prim little outfits, that sweet face, but she had a temper on her.”


“She ever hit anyone that you saw?”


“No, but she could make big guys back down, way she looked at them. I guess that made the home office excited, so they moved her to one of the high-volume locations where there’s sometimes trouble.”


“Did she ever have trouble with anyone stalking her?”


“How would I know?” the woman said huffily. “Someone that pretty, you can bet they’re beating guys off with a stick. And she had a stick big enough to keep out of trouble, you ask me.”


Before hanging up, I asked the woman if she knew anyone in the company with a name like “Lute.” I wasn’t surprised when she said no—Rest EZ employed more than five hundred people in the six counties.


It was dark outside by the time we finished. My ginger infusion was cold, but I drank it anyway—they say ginger is good for the stomach or the brain or ingrown toenails. The day was catching up with me, but I started calling the West Side branches.


A woman at the second location giggled. “You mean Donna Lutas? She’s the manager here. Who should I say is calling?”


She put me on hold; after a wait that went on for close to five minutes, a woman with a deeper voice, one raspy from smoke, announced herself as Donna Lutas.


I introduced myself as Reno Seale’s aunt, but before I could say anything else, Lutas interrupted. “Do you know where she is? If she doesn’t show tomorrow, I will start termination proceedings.”


“I thought she was doing a great job,” I said.


“She was, but policy is policy: four unexplained absences. Unless there’s a legitimate reason, you are done.”


“She’s disappeared,” I said. “I was hoping someone at work might know where she’s gone, like out of town for training or something.”


“We haven’t heard word one from her. She’s a top employee and all, but she can’t go wandering off into space like she owns the company.”


“When did you last see her?” I asked.


“Monday. End of the workday. Today is day three, Friday will be the fourth day. I can hold off over the weekend, but if she doesn’t show on Monday, that’s it.”


“Could I talk to you, in person I mean? I’ve heard conflicting reports about Reno. Some people tell me she was such a great asset that she earned a trip to the Caribbean. Others think she traded on her looks. I also heard she’s had something on her mind since getting back from her trip. She trusted you; I’m hoping she let something drop that would give me a hint to go on.”


Lutas didn’t seem to find the questions odd ones, coming from an aunt. “Traded on her looks? Who did you hear that from? If it was Lily Garton, I’ll have her stapling forms in the Stickney warehouse for the next decade—she carried on like Reno was a bigger threat than an ISIS bomber. Reno had only been with the company not even a year, but she was one of our top performers out here in Austin. Some people were jealous, and, of course, she’s drop-dead gorgeous.”


“That’s why I’d like to see you in person, Ms. Lutas, to find out more about what had been troubling her this last month.”


“Not tonight, you can’t. We’re closing in forty minutes and I got reports to generate after that. We open at eight tomorrow, though—you come by around eight-thirty, after we get things in shape for the day. I’ll tell you what I can, but it isn’t much.”


After hanging up, I called Harmony.


“What are you doing to find her?” Harmony demanded.


“I’m talking to the people she worked with. You have any other ideas? Did she go to church or sing or anything out of work hours?”


“Not really,” Harmony said. “We never went to church. Reno really liked scuba diving, but where would she do it here? . . . I hate to go back to Portland with Reno still missing, but I’m not doing anything and it’s getting lonely without her.”


“I don’t think there’s much you can do in Chicago,” I said, “but Mr. Contreras and I are still happy to put you up if you’re not ready to go home yet.”


Harmony brightened. She said she’d think about it and let me know in the morning. I shut down my office and drove home. I took the dogs to a nearby park to chase tennis balls before curling up in front of the television with a bowl of soup.


At nine, I turned on Global Entertainment’s Nightly News Update. Murray Ryerson, who used to cover crime and corruption for the Herald-Star, had been trundled out to present the story of the dead man I’d seen in Cap Sauers Holding.


When Global bought the Herald-Star, Murray had been sidelined. He did a Sunday cable show on Chicago personalities but no longer had a regular reporting assignment. For tonight’s story, he made the most of the mystery man, describing his beating death in dramatic detail. He included a shot of the crime scene and the toppled tree where the body had been hidden.


“This is where our dead man lay and where his body would have disintegrated if not for the enterprising acts of some Palos Hills teens.”


Murray had managed to interview one of the kids who’d found the body, a gap-toothed youth who looked too wholesome to be smoking weed and getting drunk in the woods. The boy’s parents were stationed behind him; from the way his mother’s hands moved, I thought she was wishing she could throttle her child.

OEBPS/OPF/embim1.jpg
SARA PARETSKY

SHELL GAME

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg





