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  Something In Common




  When a lonely widow finds the severed head of an unknown young woman on her front porch in rural Swatara Creek, Pennsylvania, Police Chief Aaron Brubaker is baffled. Anxious to conceal his ineptitude from municipal officials, Brubaker (whose experience has been largely limited to policing weekend drunks and speeders) strikes a deal for former chief Daniel "Sticks" Hetrick to come in as consultant.




  Hetrick, bored in an enforced early retirement, has a broader background, including a stint as a State Police criminal investigator and is eager to prove his ability to one particular supervisor.




  In tracing the ID of the victim, Hetrick discovers a link to a major theft of rare ornithological books and a trail that leads from Philadelphia to his hometown where he is forced to confront danger and the darker side of his community and its residents.




  Cruel Cuts




  A rash of animal mutilations and a vicious poison pen campaign directed against an ambitious young lawyer lead to murder in a rural Pennsylvania community. Dan ‘Sticks’ Hetrick, retired police chief, and Flora Vastine, a novice officer, team up and encounter false leads, a series of dangerous episodes and another murder before the case is resolved.




  For my sister, Jerry, for her love and encouragement




  Chapter 1




  Three things sixteen-year-old Kevin Drumheiser always wanted to see—a naked woman, a big wad of money and a crime scene.




  On the morning of Saturday, January 14, as he crossed the elementary school playground in Swatara Creek, shards of sleet stinging his face as he walked, absorbed with his Gameboy and not watching his step, the boy got his wish for all three. The woman lay sprawled on her back in a field of fresh snow and Kevin stumbled over her. Looking down and seeing what had tripped him, the boy lost his breakfast. Stumbling back with his mouth gaping open, he spied the bank bag, bills spilling out of it across the snow. Twenties and fifties. More money than Kevin had seen in his life.




  If he’d paid her more attention, Kevin would have noticed the woman was young with long, lustrous red hair; big blue eyes that were open and staring vacantly up at a sky bleached of color by the weather. She had pert, pink-tipped breasts, a caesarian scar on her flat stomach and a Coke bottle was shoved into her vagina.




  But Kevin wasn’t looking at any of it now. He was bent over, eyes squeezed shut, hands on his knees, retching dry heaves, wishing he’d come another route to his friend’s house.




  It was a bitterly cold morning, the air stinging his ears and nose. A crow cawed back in the woods and Kevin jumped. His breath came out of his mouth in wispy plumes and steam rose from his vomit in the snow. His footsteps squeaked in the dry snow as he moved back from the corpse.




  Kevin’s father was a cop and he’d told the boy he’d only seen one crime scene dead body in his career. “It’s not something you want to see,” Fred Drumheiser had said, “believe me, son. It isn’t.” Kevin thought that pathetic at the time. Now he understood.




  He wished to hell he’d gone another way to Tommy’s house.




  Chapter 2




  Aaron Brubaker threw his feet up on the desk and sipped at his second cup of coffee of the morning. He sighed contentedly, glad he’d convinced his wife, Helen, to go to the mall with their daughter, Lydia, while he spent some quiet time getting caught up with paperwork. He had to admit, though, the paperwork was an excuse to put off the other matter on his mind. He was in no hurry to get to that. Despite how much he despised doing it, paperwork would do fine for now. Just as he reached for the nearest stack there was a knock at the office door.




  “C’mon in,” he barked.




  The door opened just enough for Amos Funk to poke his head in. “Chief Hetrick around?” he asked.




  “Sticks haint chief no more,” Brubaker said, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice. “I am.” When will the people in this town realize who is in charge? Brubaker had been chief for nearly three years now.




  “Yeah. Well, I guess you could help me,” Funk said, stepping into the room.




  Brubaker nodded to the folding metal visitor’s chair in front of the desk. “Have a seat.”




  Amos Funk was a former Mennonite who’d left the church but kept to the sect’s austere manner of dress and certain other practices that met with his approval. Though he spoke perfect English, he had a tendency to address others with a strong Pennsylvania German accent which some thought picturesque. There was no trace of that accent this morning.




  “The Amish have a problem,” he said. “They asked me to talk to the police for them.”




  “What kind of problem?”




  Amos swallowed, rolled his eyes and rubbed his palms on his pant legs. “There’s been some robberies.”




  Brubaker sat up. “Yeah? How come we haint heard about it?”




  “You know—they like to handle things themselves.”




  “There are some things they’re not equipped to handle on their own.” Brubaker leaned forward, giving Amos a penetrating look.




  Amos nodded, almost apologetically. “I know. That’s why I’m coming to you now.”




  “You want a cup of coffee, Amos? Let me get you one. Then you can start at the beginning.”




  Funk relaxed a little after he had his coffee. He shifted around on the uncomfortable seat, leaned forward with his elbows on Brubaker’s desk. “You know, despite the differences with my own church, the Amish trust me. Some of us—me and them—is kin. That’s why they asked me to come here for them. They don’t go to the English unless they have to.” ‘English’ was the term the Amish employed in regard to people, even others of German descent, outside of their sect.




  Funk had the small button eyes of a weasel and they glittered in the reflected overhead light. He rubbed the back of one hand across his fringe of gray beard and grunted.




  Across the desk, Aaron smelled the barnyard on the man’s clothing. “Right,” he said. “I grew up around them. I know how they are.”




  “Anyway, there’s been four or five robberies…”




  “Four or five!”




  “Yeah. I know. You shoulda heard about it before. Anyway. It happens while they’re at services. You know. They rotate around to one another’s barns. After services, they have food together. A social time. So it can go on for a while.”




  “Get to the point.”




  “Well, the thieves go to the houses where nobody’s home and they take things.”




  “Like what? I mean—what do they steal?”




  Funk grinned and shook his head. “You think they got nothing worth taking? Think again. They don’t trust banks. So, there’s money squirreled away. More important—and mostly what’s been taken—they have stuff you English value. Antiques. What the Amish use in their homes everyday—dishes and quilts and furniture and such—you people covet and coo over like it was some kind of…I don’t know?”




  “Okay, okay. I get your point.”




  “Yeah. Well, that haint the worst of it.”




  “It’s not?”




  “On Wednesday, there was a weekday service. Old Teddy Funk—you know him? He’s a cousin to me. Anyway, he wasn’t feeling good. So, he stayed home. Those son-of-a-guns, they came and they hurt that old man. He must be nigh onto eighty. And those bastards, they hit him over the head.”




  Brubaker gaped in shock. “That poor old guy. Is he…”




  “He’s in a coma. They had the doctor out and he couldn’t say whether Teddy’s gonna make it or not. After that happened, that’s when they come for me. The stuff they could live without. But when people are getting hurt...”




  “You done right, Amos. They should have contacted us before, but…”




  The office door flew open then and Fred Drumheiser barged in, his face white, breathing heavy.




  “Fred? What the blazes? Don’t you knock? I got somebody…”




  “Sorry, chief. It’s an emergency. My kid found a dead body.”




  Chapter 3




  Sticks Hetrick was eating a piece of toast with peanut butter and honey and listening to Weekend Edition on his NPR station. He thought he heard a car pull up out front and, in a moment, his doorbell rang.




  Hetrick went forward and opened the door.




  “Flora. How nice. Come on in.”




  Flora Vastine gave him a broad smile and stepped past him into the hall. She was a pretty girl with flashing brown eyes and a cute dimple on one cheek. The girl was one of Hetrick’s protégées on the Swatara Creek Police Force. But she wasn’t in uniform now. She wore a claret-colored parka, jeans and duck boots.




  “You off today?” he asked.




  “Yeah. Not that it’s going to do me any good. Harry and I were going to go to Harrisburg, but that’s off now.” She brushed snow from her hair with a gloved hand.




  Harry Minnich was Hetrick’s other protégé and he and Flora were now a couple. As long as it didn’t interfere with their work, Hetrick thought that was just great. “Why? What’s up?”




  “Fred’s boy—Kevin—he found a body and…”




  “A body? Nobody told me…” Hetrick experienced an adrenalin rush. It wasn’t that he relished murder and was insensitive to human loss. More so, it was the result of the boredom imposed by his state of enforced semi-retirement and the ennui of the winter blues.




  “Chief Brubaker, Fred and Harry are there. Chief asked me to…”




  “I’ll get my coat.”




  “No. Chief needs you to do something else.”




  “Sure.” There was a certain element of disappointment, but that was supplanted by his innate sense of duty. “Whatever’s needed. Come on back to the kitchen. Let me turn off my radio.”




  Flora followed him back to the kitchen. “You want something to drink?”




  “No thanks,” she said, unzipping her parka.




  “Sit down. Fill me in on what’s going down.”




  Flora pulled out a chair and sat down at the kitchen table. Hetrick switched off the radio and sat opposite her. “The body…someone local?”




  “Don’t know. Chief didn’t say.”




  “What is it he wants me to do?”




  “He said Amos Funk came in this morning.” She told him about the robberies. “Chief told Amos he’d have you go with him out to see the Amish. Can you do it? You’re not doing anything else.”




  “No problem,” Hetrick said, rising. “I’ll go on up to Amos’ place.”




  “Want me to come along?”




  Hetrick smiled at her. “Any other time I’d say sure. These people, you know how they are. Might not like a woman getting involved.”




  “I could drive. My car’s already warmed up and I have four-wheel drive. You don’t have it on your truck, do you? I’d stay in the vehicle while you talked to them. Please. I gotta have something to do today.”




  Hetrick smiled again. “Sure. Okay. That could work.”




  * * * *




  Amos Funk wasn’t too thrilled about having the girl along but, he had to admit, she sure could drive. The gravel road out to where the Amish farmed was up and down hills and around treacherous curves and, though he farmed with machines, Amos stuck to a horse and buggy for ordinary transportation, so he admired any person who could navigate a car here in a situation made worse by weather conditions. He had to admit, the girl was a good driver. A pale sun glittered on fields of snow along the road and Amos had to squint against that glare. But the girl never slowed down a mite as she drove them out into the country.




  “You’re a right good driver,” he told her now.




  “Thank you, sir.”




  “Goin’ faster than I’m used to, but I’m confident you’ll get us there in one piece.”




  Hetrick smiled back at him from the front passenger seat. “You’re safe with Flora. She had good driving instructors. Her brother Steve’s a trucker and races stock cars. Couple other brothers are cops.”




  “Uh-huh,” Amos said, his stubby fingers gripping the seat as they rounded another treacherous curve and he felt the wheels slide a bit before Flora brought the vehicle back on course. “If you’ll slow down just a little now, Missy. We’re comin’ up on the turn to my cousin’s place.”




  “Just tell me where, sir.”




  Amos looked out the front window between the girl and Hetrick. Off to the right he saw Teddy’s silo rising above the snow banks. “There. Just ahead. See the road going off to the right? That’s it.”




  “Do they know we’re coming?” Hetrick asked as Flora smoothly made the turn and coasted down the lane toward the house they could now see between the trees.




  Amos swiveled his head toward Hetrick. “Teddy’s unconscious.”




  “I know. I meant his family.”




  “How could they?”




  “Didn’t you call them?” the girl asked.




  “They don’t have phones, Missy. How would I let them know?”




  Flora pulled to a halt in front of the house. Hetrick opened his door. “I don’t know how long we’ll be. Run the motor if it gets cold. The township will reimburse you for the gas.”




  Flora nodded. “Don’t worry about me, sir. I’ll be all right.”




  Amos got out and joined Hetrick who was already headed toward the house. Glancing back in her direction, Amos said, “Don’t know how they’d take it, but mebbe we should bring her along. Awful cold out here.”




  Hetrick hesitated. “Should I…”




  “Mebbe we better see what kind of reception we get first.”




  * * * *




  A number of men and women Hetrick took to be relatives stood around the bed where the old man lay. A woman moved up on one side and Sticks and Amos crowded in beside her. Teddy’s face was nearly as white as the hair of the beard encircling it. His eyes were closed, though his eyelids fluttered now and again. That and the barely perceptible rise and fall of his chest showed he was still breathing.




  Amos looked at his cousin and shook his head. “People complain about those poor Mexicans coming across the border,” he said. “All they want is a job so they can support their families. Why don’t people get so riled about the kind of scum who do something like this? These filthy cowards who would beat an old man just to get money to buy themselves toys or maybe drugs that make them just more crazy.”




  Sticks nodded. “People do get upset about this kind of thing, Amos. You know they do. And we do our best to punish them.”




  “Yah,” he said, sneering. “You give them a slap on the wrist and let them go so they can come back and do these things all over again.”




  “We do what the law allows. What would you have us do?”




  “I know what I would. I’d shoot the sonsabitches dead. Or, better yet—instead of wasting the blood of good kids over there, I’d put them on the front line in Iraq. We’d see how brave they are then, you betcha.”




  “Not a bad idea,” Sticks said with a chuckle. “Too bad we can’t do something like that.”




  “Why not? When somebody steals once, you can maybe forgive it. Chalk it up to a mistake or stupidity. But when they keep doing it time after time, then there’s no excuse for it and they’re no damn good to anybody. So, why not just get rid of the vermin?”




  Sticks didn’t say anything, but he had to admit to himself he didn’t entirely disagree.




  One of the men coughed and gestured toward the door. Sticks turned and saw a portly, dour-faced man in a black Amish hat and suit. “Bishop Stoltsfus,” Amos whispered.




  The Amish greeted him in dialect and an elderly woman Hetrick suspected must be Teddy’s wife surrendered her chair at his bedside to the bishop. Stoltsfus laid a hand on Teddy’s shoulder, bowed his head and muttered a prayer in German. The others bowed their heads and said “amen” in unison when he finished. The bishop put on a pair of wire-rimmed glasses and looked up at Sticks.




  “Guttag, Bishop,” Amos said. “This here’s Chief Hetrick.”




  “He’s not chief no more,” the bishop said.




  “No, sir, I’m not. Chief Brubaker asked me to come out on his behalf. We’re sorry about what happened to Mr. Funk. About all that’s been happening out here.”




  “Thank you for your concern.”




  “We weren’t aware of what was going on. If we had…”




  The bishop nodded. “We prefer to handle things ourselves. This,” and he gestured at Teddy’s languid form, “is beyond our capability. We appreciate your willingness to help.”




  “We’ll do what we can.”




  Bishop Stoltsfus nodded again, though his expression indicated he had doubts about what could be done. “It’s in God’s hands,” he said.




  * * * *




  Flora switched on the motor and put on a CD. It was one of Harry’s. Linda Draper. One Two Three Four. Not one she was familiar with. But, soon, she was humming, then singing along with a song called “Big Blue Sky”, all about giving all your love, living and dying for another person. Exactly what she felt about Harry.




  While Flora tuned into iTunes for her music, Harry was more prone to use Pandora, the online radio service and listen, rather than download indiscriminately. She had to admit, he’d introduced her to some good music she might otherwise have missed. While she was listening to “American Idiot”, he’d come up with winners like “Thrill” and “Wishbone” by Eleni Mandell.




  A movement off to one side caught her eye and Flora turned her head. The car was surrounded by children. Flora smiled and waved at them. She turned down the CD. Ducking their heads shyly, they backed away as though one body. Rolling down the window, Flora leaned her head out, smiling and waving again. “Hi, guys. It’s okay. I won’t bite.”




  Flora had lived around the Amish all her life. There weren’t as many here as down in Lancaster County, but enough that she didn’t give it a second thought when she got behind one of their slow-moving buggies on a township road or saw them selling produce at the street market in town. These though, were children and they brought out in her the same maternal instinct aroused by any child.




  One boy, slightly older and braver than the others, lifted his head and gave her a little smile. He had just started moving a bit closer when a female voice from behind Flora’s car shouted, “Geh weg!”




  The boy stopped in his tracks, ducked his head and started backing away. “Raus! Deheem geh. Gschwind!” The children scattered like chickens before a hawk. Though she’d picked up a few common phrases over the years, Flora didn’t speak Pennsylvania German, or Dutch as the locals called it. But she didn’t need to understand the language to realize the intent of the words.




  A girl wearing a bonnet and with a black coat over a purple dress stepped up to the window and, with her hands on her hips, stared down at Flora. “What are you doing here?”




  “Hi,” Flora said, extending a hand, “I’m Flora Vastine. I’m with the police. I brought Mr. Funk and Mr. Hetrick to see the man who was hurt.”




  “The kids shouldn’t have bothered you,” the girl said, ignoring Flora’s hand.




  “No problem. They weren’t bothering me.”




  “Is this your car?”




  “Yes.”




  “It’s not very sporty.”




  “I like it.”




  The girl shivered and Flora saw her cheeks and hands were red from the cold. “Would you like to get in?”




  The girl, who had big blue eyes and braided brown hair, looked around her, then shook her head. “Not here. I can’t.”




  “It’s all right. It’s cold out there.”




  The girl leaned with her hands against the car and peered in. “Does it go fast?”




  Flora laughed. “Depends on the driver and conditions.”




  “I like to go fast. Can you make fast?”




  “Yeah. Fast enough. I’d be glad to give you a ride sometime.”




  “Now?”




  “Uh, not just now. I have to wait for…”




  “Yeah. I just wondered.” After a quick glance around her, she asked, “Can I sit in?”




  “Sure.” Flora leaned over and opened the door. The girl slid in beside her, smiling. She ran her hands along the dash, long fingers splayed. Her hands were large and work-hardened.




  Flora examined her and felt a tinge of envy. The girl was beautiful by any standard. Her complexion was flawless. Make up could provide no evident benefit. Then, as the girl turned her head, Flora saw a tiny crescent shaped scar on the lower left side of her shapely chin. The blue eyes flashed at her and the girl’s full red lips parted in a smile that revealed perfect white teeth.




  “You was playing music before. What was it?”




  “My boyfriend’s CD. I never heard it before.”




  “You got Pharcyde?”




  “You know them?”




  The girl scowled. “Just because I live this way don’t mean I don’t know nothing.”




  “Right. I wasn’t…”




  The front door of the house opened then and Hetrick and Amos Funk stepped out on the porch followed by a big Amish man with a thick gray beard.




  “I gotta go,” the girl said, opening the car door.




  “Wait. What’s your name? Maybe I can give you that ride sometime.”




  “I’m Katie. See you around.” She darted around the car and disappeared behind an outbuilding.




  Chapter 4




  “Shit,” Brubaker said. “Kevin tromped all over and puked besides.”




  “Yeah, and he wasn’t the only one,” Fred Drumheiser said. “There’s more vomit over here.”




  Brubaker and Harry Minnich walked around Arnold Templin, the local mortician who also served as county coroner, to join Drumheiser at the crest of the hill. “Better get a sample of it for forensics,” Brubaker said.




  “Shit,” Fred said, kneeling and producing a plastic baggy from his coat pocket. “Hate this kind of stuff.” Harry knelt beside him and took the baggy. “I better do it, Fred. Your kid found the body. You might want to stay on the sidelines.”




  Drumheiser glanced at him. “You don’t think Kev…”




  “No. Of course not. I’m just thinkin’ associations. You know how it can get when the lawyers get involved.”




  Brubaker walked back and now hovered over Templin and his assistant Dean Flynn who were attempting to shift the corpse into a body bag. “Don’t know why, but this girl looks kinda familiar,” he said.




  “Should,” Fred said, joining him. “She served you often enough.”




  “Huh?”




  “Lily Hollenbach. Harry and I recognized her right away. Worked down at Lena’s.”




  “Oh, Christ!”




  “Yeah. Always seemed like a nice girl.”




  “Somebody didn’t like her,” Templin said, joints cracking as he stood.




  “What’s it look like, Arnie?”




  Templin was a tall, lanky man with wispy blond hair and sad blue eyes that seemed to reflect his profession. He pulled off his latex gloves, deposited them in his coat pocket and rubbed the palms of his hands along his pant legs. “Won’t know everything till we get her back home, but, aside from the bottle shoved in her pussy, there’s trauma around her neck. Probably strangled.”




  “Christ.”




  Harry came up, peered between them at the body bag and shook his head. “She was a year ahead of me in high school. A pretty girl, one of those who always seemed to have a boyfriend and not much ambition beyond that.”




  Brubaker lit a cigar, puffed out a wreath of smoke. “You guys know much about her recent life?” he asked, looking from one to the other.




  Fred shook his head. “I only knew her from going in Lena’s. Was she married, Harry?”




  “I think she might have been at one time. She left here after high school. Came back a year or two ago and got the job at the restaurant. I don’t know if she was seeing anyone or not. Probably easy to find out.”




  “Yeah,” Brubaker said, nodding. He clapped his gloved hands together and stomped his feet. “Why don’t you take a run down to Lena’s and see what you can find out about her. Fred, how about you bring Kev down to the station and we’ll talk to him together. Arnie, give us a call when you’re done with your thing.”




  * * * *




  Harry Minnich accepted a cup of coffee and sat down in a booth at the rear of the restaurant with Lena Stroble, the proprietress. “So, Harry, what’s so important you gotta have a private conversation with me?” she asked, her stubby-fingered hands flat on the table before her. Lena was a stout, pleasant-faced woman who had worn her white hair in the same bouffant style since the fifties but was totally up to date when it came to business. She didn’t take lightly interruptions in her routine, even from the police.




  “It’s about Lily Hollenbach. When was the last you saw her?”




  Despite the cold outside, the twin grills behind the counter made it sweltering in the diner and the fans whirring overhead did little to dispel the heat. The place was nearly empty of customers now save for a trucker nursing a cup of coffee at the far end of the counter. Approaching noon, Harry knew that would change soon. The little diner was popular with locals and, thanks to the billboards Lena strategically placed out on the highway, drew its fair share of truckers and travelers.




  Lena screwed up her mouth, drummed the fingers of one hand on the table top. “I don’t know. Must be a couple weeks.”




  Harry leaned forward. “Weeks? Didn’t she work here?” Mingled with the usual mix of food aroma Harry detected Lena’s liberal dousing of some sweet perfume that brought him close to a sneeze.




  “She done something?” Lena asked, her small brown eyes squinting behind thick gold-rimmed glasses.




  “I’m afraid she’s dead.”




  “Good God!” Lena’s mouth popped open and her eyes went larger. “What happened?”




  Harry shook his head. “Still under investigation. Looks like murder. Her body was found this morning out by the playground. So, wasn’t she working here anymore?” The sneeze finally broke loose. “’Scuse me,” he mumbled, wiping his nose with his handkerchief.




  “Bless you.” Lena looked down at the table as though it held the answer to the question. “Jeez, I never wished the girl any harm.” She picked up a napkin and shredded it in her fingers.




  “Lena. Did she quit?” He shoved the handkerchief back in his pocket.




  “I…uh, I guess I fired her.”




  “When?”




  Doris, one of the waitresses, stepped up to the booth then. “Excuse me, Harry,” she said. “Lena, cook needs to know about the…”




  Lena raised a hand, waved her off. “Not now! Can’t you see we’re busy?”




  “Sorry,” the girl said, stepping back. Then, noticing Lena’s expression, she asked, “What’s wrong? Is something the matter?”




  Lena turned to her, fingers plucking at what remained of the napkin. “Lily. She’s been killed. Go on now. I’ll talk to you all later. Go!”




  Doris’s hand went up to her mouth. She started to ask another question, thought better of it and moved quickly away, sneakers squeaking on the linoleum. The girl went behind the counter and stood leaning against it, looking off into space. The trucker called out to her. “Miss. Kin I get ’nother cup of java?” She ignored him.




  “Were they close?” Harry asked.




  “All my girls are close. They’re like sisters. Oh, Christ, I never should have fired her.”




  Harry reached out and patted her arm. “What happened—it wasn’t your fault. What did she do that you fired her?”




  Lena glanced at him, her eyes moist behind her glasses. She gave him a weak little smile.




  “How long ago?”




  Lena shrugged. “Like I said—couple weeks.”




  “Miss!” the trucker repeated, irritably. With an audible sigh, Doris moved down the counter to him.




  “What happened?” Harry asked.




  “Drugs.”




  “Using or selling?”




  Lena shrugged again. “I’m not sure. Maybe both.”




  “Uh-huh.”




  Lena shook her head. “Maybe I should have been more tolerant.” She glanced at him. “You know, I’m a pretty hard-headed woman. I’ve been makin’ my own way in this tough old world for a long time. Sometimes these girls…” She indicated the waitresses with a nod of her head. “Sometimes they think I’m a real bitch. But, I love ’em, you know. I try to do what’s best for them.




  “Most of ’em they ain’t got no more education than me and they come from families that ain’t the best. They’re just tryin’ to make their way as best they can. Oh, I know. I hear the rumors that some of them do some extra-curricular things for money.” She smiled. “I know you heard it. Well, it ain’t true. I wouldn’t tolerate it. If I found out any of ’em was doin’ things…”




  “You’d fire them.”




  “Right.” She nodded, firmly.




  “And that’s what happened with Lily?”




  “She’d been actin’ funny. Comin’ in late. Her eyes lookin’… I figured she must be using. I tried talkin’ to her and she flew off the handle at me. I let that pass. Then, a customer told me she tried to sell him some pot. That was it. I fired her on the spot.”




  “Was it true?”




  “I don’t know,” Lena said with a shrug. “She didn’t deny it. Just picked up her stuff and left. Didn’t see her again after that. Maybe I shoulda…”




  Harry patted her hand again. “Like I said, what happened wasn’t your fault. Who was the customer?”




  “Don’t know. Never saw him before. Young fellow. Cheap suit. Kinda looked like a preacher.”




  “Would you know him if you saw him again?” The trucker had taken his coffee to go and Doris was easing down closer to them, trying to eavesdrop.




  “Maybe. Maybe not. Only saw him that once.”




  “What about the other girls? Might any of them know him?”




  “You could ask.”




  “I will. I’ll need to talk to all of them. Were any of them particularly close to Lily?”




  Lena rose. “I’ll let you ask. We’ll soon be getting busy in here. Let me get everybody together.”




  She assembled the two waitresses on duty, Doris Klein and Sally Rickards; Annie Fausnacht, the short-order cook, and Dallas Sheetz, the dish-washer, and they all stood in a row in front of Harry looking anxious and reluctant to say anything bad about the deceased. Especially to the police; especially to a policeman who knew them all so well. All knew Lily had been fired, but Sally Rickards was the only one willing to say anything about it.




  Standing with her weight on one foot and a hip shot out in his direction, Sally chomped on a wad of gum. “Lily didn’t do drugs,” she said. “We was real close, and I can say that for a fact.” She primped her frizzy red hair. “We was like sisters, you know. Some people even thought we looked alike—even though she was a couple years older than me. So, if she was usin’ I’da known.”




  “What about the man who told Lena she was dealing?” Harry asked.




  Sally giggled. “Man? He was as queer as they come.”




  “Whadya mean, Sally?” Lena asked. “I thought he was right nice lookin’.”
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