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If there was one part of his work that Rocksburg Chief of Police Mario Balzic loathed doing, it was preparing the budget for submission to the city council. If he needed another reason to procrastinate further on it, it was hot. The temperature on Memorial Day had tied a record set in 1910. In the five days since, the forecasts were notable only for their sameness: the temperature was far above the average. There was nothing in the upper air flow, nothing in the ground level patterns out of Canada, no highs to collide with lows coming out of the Gulf of Mexico or South Atlantic to bring rain.

Balzic’s mind reeled from the heat and the numbers. He forced himself to check all his calculations twice over, morosely certain that he was making mistakes correcting earlier mistakes. All he could hope was that the council would listen to him for once and allow him to hire an accountant for a couple of weeks the next time a budget was due.

Balzic heard an odd humming about the same time he smelled something burning. He glanced around his tiny office twice before he saw that the oscillating fan atop his file cabinets had quit and was giving off a lazy rope of smoke.

“That caps it,” he grumbled, jumping up to shut off the fan. He stood glowering at the fan for nearly a minute, lamenting silently that on this of all nights, when the temperature was locked in the eighties, his fan had to break. He leaned back across his desk and made a note of it, adding that one to a pile of other notes jumbled in a basket on the corner of his desk marked “Essential.” He straightened up with a sigh, took one last glance at the heap of papers on his desk, and went out into the squad room where he saw Desk Sergeant Vic Stramsky nodding off at the radio console.

The hair above Stramsky’s ears was slick with perspiration, and Balzic observed with some small malice that the fan near Stramsky’s head was still working, though all it seemed to do when its breeze passed over Stramsky was cause his collar points to flutter.

“Vic. Hey Vic!”

Stramsky roused himself. “What’s up?”

“I’m going to Muscotti’s to get a couple beers. You want me to bring you back one?”

“Nah. It’d just make me sleepier than I am.”

The dull chatter of the switchboard sounded, and Stramsky rolled his chair over to plug in the line. He listened for a long moment and then motioned for Balzic to pick up an extension phone.

Balzic heard Stramsky saying, “Yes, ma’am. Would you mind repeating that so I can write it down?”

“All right,” the voice said, a voice full of years. “My name is Miss Cynthia Summer. I live at 226 North Hagen Avenue.”

“And what’s the trouble again, Miss Summer?”

“Well, I hope there isn’t any, but something’s very odd. You see, I rent rooms to students, ones who attend the community college, don’t you see.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And there is one I haven’t seen for about two days.”

“Maybe he went home for the summer.”

“No. That couldn’t be. In the first place, it’s a she. Janet—oh my, I have to look it up. I have to write everything down. I had a stroke, don’t you see, and I just can’t remember things the way I used to.” There was a pause. “Here it is. Janet Pisula. And she didn’t go home for the summer because her classes weren’t over until Friday, the twenty-eighth of May. That’s today. And then she has final examinations to take, don’t you see. All next week.”

“Uh, Miss Summer,” Stramsky said, “today is the fourth of June.”

“It is? Oh my.”

“That would mean her classes were over a week ago today, ma’am.”

“Well, that makes it even worse, don’t you see.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t.”

“Well, young man, if her classes were over last Friday, then she would have had her examinations by now and she would be preparing to move out for the summer, don’t you see.”

“Uh, Miss Summer, are you sure she didn’t leave already?”

“Young man, I do not want to seem impertinent, but I know when my students come and when they go. She didn’t leave her key. If she had moved out and I’d forgotten it or didn’t notice it, her key would still be here, don’t you see. I keep all the keys on a board, right here by the telephone.”

“How many students do you have there, Miss Summer?”

“Seven. But I only let six rooms. Two boys are sharing.”

“And how many keys do you have there?”

“I have all the keys here.”

“What I mean, ma’am, is are we talking about duplicate keys or are we talking about the keys the students themselves had?”

“Why, I have only duplicate keys here, don’t you see.”

“Then that would mean that none of your students left for the summer.”

“Oh my, I’m afraid I don’t understand that. But—but that couldn’t be, don’t you see? Because I have seen all the others.”

“Well, ma’am, if you have only the duplicate keys there on your board—”

Balzic interrupted. “Miss Summer, this is Mario Balzic. I’m chief of police here. I’ve been listening on another phone. Let’s just forget about the keys for a minute. Why do you think something’s wrong?”

“How do you do,” she said. “I’ve heard a good deal about you.”

    “Yes, ma’am. Now about this student of yours?”

“Oh. Yes. Well, I haven’t seen that girl for, oh my, I thought it was just two days, but if this is the fourth of June, then I haven’t seen her for more than a week. And that’s just not like her. What I mean to say is that I used to see her every day. We used to chat often. She was a very nice young person. Very lonely, don’t you see. But she made a point to stop and chat every day.”

“Miss Summer, is it possible you could have seen her and, uh, not remembered? I mean, you said yourself you were having a little trouble remembering things.”

The old woman took a moment to reply. When she did, her voice was quivering. “Young man, I did indeed have a stroke, and I do indeed have difficulty remembering things, but I’m not a complete fool.”

“Yes, ma’am. I didn’t mean for a second you were. But I just thought—never mind. I’ll be up to your place in a couple minutes and we’ll get this thing straightened out, how’s that?”

“Do you think it’s necessary for you to come?”

“Well, Miss Summer, we won’t know whether it’s necessary until we check, now will we?”

“All right. I’ll leave the porch light on for you. Oh, what am I saying—I always leave the porch light on. You’ll have to excuse me.”

Balzic said good-bye and hung up, looking questioningly at Stramsky.

“Why don’t you send somebody else up there?” Stramsky said. “What are you going for?”

“If you think a minute, you’ll remember who that old lady is.”

“Oh yeah. From the coal family. Summer coal. Yeah, how could I forget that? She gave all that land for the community college.”

“That’s her. I think she rates a chief. Besides, if I don’t go there, I go to Muscotti’s, get half drunked up, and then I come back here and make like a bookkeeper—and I can’t do that sober.”

Balzic headed for the door and went out, letting the screen door bounce against its spring.

Lightning flashed vaguely on the horizon as Balzic got into his cruiser. The lightning was a long way off, and he doubted that a storm would reach Rocksburg—if it ever did—before morning. He turned the cruiser around in the lot and then headed north on Main, thinking it was going to be another miserable night for sleeping.

At the last intersection on Main Street serviced by traffic lights, Balzic turned onto North Hagen Avenue, recollecting the gossip and local lore about the Summer family.

As Rocksburg went, the Summers were as near to aristocracy as the town had ever known. Anybody else who had made money in town, either from the mills or from coal or natural gas, had moved out at the first opportunity. The Summers, for reasons no one bothered to speculate about anymore, had chosen to live where they’d made their fortune.

Clarence Summer had risen from timekeeper through college and law school at night to become attorney for a half-dozen small mines working north of town. Sometime during the three decades from 1890 to 1920, when the steel and coal strikes were at their bloodiest, the mines Summer represented went out of production and into receivership, and when they reopened, by some paper shuffling perhaps only Summer himself understood, they were owned by Clarence Summer.

Sometime in that same period, Summer married. The rumors had been various: he married a Jewess, a Welsh chargirl, a Canadian prostitute. Whatever she had been, she became an alcoholic hermit. Her tastes were odd—gin and beer—and her consumption legendary. The empty bottles that were carted away by garbage collectors were the subject of bets. No one in Rocksburg could say with certainty he had ever heard her first name.

Summer and his wife produced four daughters, and the general opinion was that if Summer was trying to build a dynasty he couldn’t have made a worse start. The daughters couldn’t wait to escape. Whether they fled from him or from their alcoholic mother or from Rocksburg itself, no one knew. The only one who stayed was the one everyone—including herself—called Miss Cynthia, the first born, the only one who never married.

For years, well into the late 1950s, Miss Cynthia sustained her wealth and her remoteness. Then, bit by piece, things began to slip away. The mines veined out. Where once there had been four main shafts, each bearing the name of a daughter and the number of the order of her birth—Cynthia Number One, Edna Number Two, Elaine Number Three, and Roseann Number Four—each employing nearly a hundred miners, by 1960 all four shafts had been sealed on orders of the state bureau of mines to prevent the possibility of surface air feeding a fire that had begun in a shaft owned by another company but which came very near Elaine Number Three.

Clarence’s wife died in the last great diphtheria epidemic in the thirties. Clarence himself lost to cancer in the early forties. The other daughters, Edna, Elaine, and Roseann, appeared only as names and faces on the society pages of the Pittsburgh newspapers and then, one by one, on the obituary pages. Miss Cynthia clung to the house and life.

The chauffeur went first. Then the gardener, the maids, and the cook. The Lincoln Continental went soon after the chauffeur. The rock gardens, the rose gardens, the hedge gardens with the fountains and the sundials began to look like parodies of themselves.

Miss Cynthia shopped for herself; she could not even command a taxi to wait until she finished. When she entered the supermarkets, she clutched a sheaf of coupons Cut from The Rocksburg Gazette offering discounts on certain products, and when she left and waited for another taxi to pick her up, she tried not to lean on a shopping cart in which a solitary bag was filled mostly with frozen dinners.

Sometime in the mid-sixties, she made an arrangement with the Conemaugh County commissioners for the land behind the house. The commissioners had been planning for some time to begin a community college, but were stymied by the price of land at a time when they’d been advised the bond market was unfavorable. Miss Cynthia, it was said around city hall and in the county court house, offered the forty acres behind her house in return for an exemption from real estate and school taxes on the house in which she insisted she was going to live until she died. It was also said that the house would at her death automatically become county property with the provision that it become part of the community college and be named Clarence Summer Hall.

In 1968, when the first college building was completed on her land—a combination of classrooms, library, and student union—Miss Cynthia’s financial desperation became clear: she placed an ad in The Rocksburg Gazette welcoming students to lease rooms from her at the incredible rate of twelve dollars a month; this, when a single room with bath in Rocksburg was going for a minimum of fifty dollars a month.

Balzic approached the house now, once an imposing and impeccable two-story red brick structure said to have six bathrooms, over a pitted asphalt drive leading to the front portico. Two faded white columns supported a weather roof over the drive. As Miss Cynthia had said, the portico light was on, but only one light of the two still burned. When Balzic knocked, he saw that the other lamp no longer had a bulb in it.

Miss Cynthia answered the door herself. Her left eye was half closed and her left cheek sagged, drawing down the corner of her mouth. She was disconcertingly thin, and her left arm dangled lifelessly.

“Miss Summer,” Balzic said, holding out his ID case. “I’m Mario Balzic.”

“Please come in, Chief Balzic.” She tried to smile. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am to have to meet you like this.” It was an effort for her to close the door. “You’ll want the key, won’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Balzic said, following her across the foyer, noticing with a vague remorse the difficulty with which she walked, her left shoe never leaving the floor but sliding along. She led him to a telephone under a stairway. Balzic was not surprised to see that it was a pay phone.

Miss Cynthia took a key off a square board by the phone and handed it to Balzic. “Her room is the last one on the right upstairs. I’m sorry I can’t take you up. Those stairs are just impossible for me these days. I really hope …”

“We’ll see, Miss Summer. But first we have to look.”

He took the stairs slowly, observing the house as he went. It was more generally deteriorated than he’d expected, and he had the feeling of being in a house just a signature away from a sheriff’s sale.

At the top of the stairs he oriented himself. There were two halls: one led straight ahead of the stairs, the other began about ten feet back from the stairs and led to the left. Balzic went straight ahead to the last door on the right.

He could hear voices in the room opposite, young male voices involved in what sounded like a mild argument over a problem in mathematics.

Balzic had trouble with the lock. It seemed a fairly new lock and the edges of the key were still sharp. It took Balzic a moment to realize that rather than opening the door he had done the opposite. He repeated his motions with the key and was certain when he finally pushed open the door that it had been unlocked when he first inserted the key.

Inside the room, a gooseneck lamp was burning on a tiny desk against the far wall. Balzic noticed that first. Then the smell hit him and he saw the rest and nearly gagged.

She was on her back on the floor beside the bed and naked except for her panties. Twisted around her neck was another undergarment, a slip or a brassiere perhaps, but Balzic did not want to get close enough to look. Her features were horribly distorted from the swelling, and her flesh from her neck to her hairline was the color of a week-old bruise. On her stomach was a plain white sheet of paper. As far as Balzic could tell there was nothing written on it, but he couldn’t bring himself to reach down and pick it up.

Something kept wanting to come up in Balzic’s throat. He had to force himself to look at her. Her body was slender, boyish almost, with small breasts, and she did not appear to Balzic to be much taller than his eldest daughter. He swept his gaze around the room long enough to notice that there was no particular disarray, then he backed out, locked the door, and hurried down the stairs to the phone,

As he was dialing, he heard Miss Cynthia ask him if everything was all right.

“No, ma’am, it isn’t.”

“Oh my,” she said.

“Rocksburg Police, Sergeant Stramsky speaking.”

“Vic. Mario. Get the D.A., the coroner, and the state boys. We got a homicide at 226 North Hagen Avenue. I’ll be waiting out front for them.”

“Got it,” Stramsky replied, and the phone went dead. Balzic hung up and saw Miss Cynthia. He reached out and touched her on the shoulder.

“Oh my,” she said. “Oh my …”

The state police Criminal Investigation Division squad, under the temporary command of Lt. Walker Johnson, arrived first. Much to Balzic’s spiteful pleasure Johnson had been transferred from Erie to replace Lt. Harry Minyon while Minyon rode out about with his ulcers in Conemaugh General Hospital. Any replacement for Minyon would have pleased Balzic, but Johnson was especially welcome to him as their friendship went back to days when Balzic had first made chief and Johnson was a sergeant on the narcotics squad. Two nights ago, on Johnson’s first night back in Rocksburg, the two of them had gotten pleasantly drunk on Balzic’s back porch, regaling each other with decade-old anecdotes….

Johnson came downstairs after he’d put his squad to work and waited for Balzic to introduce Miss Cynthia. A moment after the introduction, Johnson nodded to Balzic and led the way out to the foyer near the front door.

“This is a hell of a way to start,” Johnson said.

“Well, at least it won’t be dull.”

“Yeah. It won’t be that. So, old buddy, what do you have?”

“Next to nothing. The lady had a stroke—which you noticed—and I don’t know what we’re going to get out of her. She thought today was the twenty-eighth of May.”

“How about the two kids in the room across the hall—you talk to them yet?”

“I’ll tell you what, Walk. I damn near got sick up there. That girl’s not much bigger than my Marie. Older, I’m sure, but not any bigger. It just got to, me, so I just locked up and came down and called you.”

“Say nothing. I couldn’t stand it myself. By now every one of those poor bastards up there’ll have a hanky in his mouth.” Johnson thought for a moment. “Is Grimes still coroner here?”

“Yeah. He should’ve been here by now. The D.A., too.”

Johnson shrugged. “You want to stay with the lady? Or you want the two kids upstairs?”

“I better stick with her. She’s supposed to have four or five more roomers in here, you know.”

“Wonder where they are. They live here, they can’t be locals. This is a hell of a time. School year’s damn near over. They’re all students, aren’t they?”

Balzic nodded.

“I hope to hell they haven’t left for home,” Johnson said. “If they have, we’ll be chasing all over hell.” He shrugged again and went back upstairs.

Balzic went back into what had once been the living room where he found Miss Cynthia sitting listlessly on the corner of a worn and faded maroon velvet couch.

He sat beside her. “Miss Summer, I’m going to have to ask you some questions, so is there anything I can get you before we get started?”

“No, thank you. You’re kind to think of it, but no. I’m just worried that I won’t be able to help, and …”

“And what?”

“Well, all these police. Is it really, I mean—”

“I’m afraid so, Miss Summer. The girl—well, didn’t you hear me when I was talking on the phone?”

“Yes,” Miss Cynthia said slowly. “Yes, I heard you. I suppose I didn’t want to believe it.” Her mottled hand went to her papery lips. “She was such a lovely person. But so lonely.”

“How so?”

“She was an orphan. She was raised by an aunt and uncle. That much I remember, but for the life of me, I can’t think where. I have it written down. I can get the address for you.”

“Not right now. Later on you’ll have to give me the names and addresses of all your roomers. But for now, let’s just talk about what you remember about her.”

“What I remember—oh my. I don’t even remember very clearly when I last talked to her. I thought it was three days ago. Now, I’m just not sure.”

“Well tell me what you are sure of.”

“I’m sure that she had no parents or brothers or sisters. I’m sure she was kind. Practically the first thing she said after she said hello was to ask if there was anything she could get me. Why, that first week I was home from the hospital after my stroke, she stayed down here with me all night, don’t you see. I never asked her to, but when I’d wake during the night, she’d be asleep in a chair near my bed. We had even discussed the possibility of her living down here with me next year as a sort of, oh you know, a sort of companion to me.”

“She must have had friends,” Balzic said.

“I really can’t say. I don’t know how she got along with my other students. She never discussed them with me—or if she did I just don’t remember.”

“Do you remember anyone visiting her?”

“No. I can’t say for certain. She may have. The students are always coming and going. I can’t say if anyone was coming to see her. I just have this impression that no one did. I can’t say why.”

“Did she have dates?”

“I don’t think so. We talked about that occasionally. I used to tell her that youth was not to be squandered, things like that. Things old people try to tell young people. But it struck me that she really wasn’t aware that she was a woman. She could have been very attractive, but she seemed not to know how to make herself attractive. She had a rather plain face, and it seemed she didn’t know anything about cosmetics. She had a lovely, slim figure, but she didn’t think about clothes at all.”

Balzic nodded. “Do you remember hearing anything unusual?”

“No. I’m sorry. I just missed seeing her. That’s why I called you. But I don’t recall any noises, anything out of the ordinary. But you must understand, chief, this stroke has also left me deaf in my left ear. You have a very powerful voice. Very resonant. It’s easy enough to hear you. But much goes on that I don’t hear. I suppose for that reason I make a very accommodating landlady for my students. Their music—well, all I hear is a rhythmic thumping. I would dearly like to hear it, but …”

“Did she ever speak to you about any trouble?”

“No. She wasn’t rich, heaven knows. But she had been cared for, some sort of trust fund. She told me about it once, but I don’t remember any details. I don’t think she was having any difficulty with the relatives who raised her. At least I don’t recall her speaking about anything like that.”

“Didn’t she ever talk about anything that was bothering her? There must have been something.”

“The only thing I remember like that was something about a course she was having problems with. A composition course I believe it was. For a time she was bewildered by it all. I recall her saying once that she didn’t know what that man wants, something like that. But that was some time ago. In the winter. December or January, I think. Of course, you must consider my sense of time these days.”

“That was the only thing?”

“I’m sorry, chief. You must understand. That’s all I can remember.”

Balzic stood. “Miss Summer, I’ll have to see your records now. The students’ names, home addresses, how they stood with the rent.”

“I’ll get that for you. I keep it all locked in my desk in the kitchen. I can tell you now that all of my students were very prompt about the rent.”

Balzic helped her up and then followed her into the kitchen. He had just finished copying the names and addresses from her ledger when Dr. Wallace Grimes, the county coroner, appeared in the foyer. He was still wearing his suit coat and his tie was knotted tightly. He wiped his forehead with a folded hanky and replaced it carefully in his breast pocket, nodding to Balzic and saying, “Mario,” by way of greeting and asking at the same time where he was to find his work.

“Upstairs, doc,” Balzic said.

Grimes went up without a word, and a moment or two later Johnson came down. Balzic met him at the foot of the stairs.

“What did you get, Mario?”

“Not much. Names and addresses of the other students. Nobody owed. The lady’s hearing is bad and her memory’s about the same. The only thing she could say for sure was that the girl was an orphan. No brothers, no sisters. Raised by an aunt and uncle. The only thing she thought might have been bothering the girl was some trouble in her classwork. A composition course. But she thought that was around last December or January. She couldn’t remember hearing anything more about it since. What did you get?”

“The two kids are a blank,” Johnson said. “All they remember is seeing her once in a while. They didn’t even miss her. One of them thought he heard something funny about a week ago, but he didn’t think anything more about it. The other one thought he saw a guy standing in front of her door a couple of weeks ago, but then when he thought about it he couldn’t say whether the guy was standing in front of her door or was just standing in the hall. He says he never saw the guy before or since. Couldn’t give me the vaguest make. Had no idea whether the guy was old or young, tall, short, nothing. All he said for sure was the guy was white. And then he started to think about that.”

“Your people come up with anything?”

“Well, who knows what was there? But there’s plenty of money still around. For a college kid, I mean. Twenty-five-something in bills and change in her desk drawer, another couple bucks in bills and change in her wallet. Nothing was knocked over. The rest of her clothes were on the foot of the bed, laid out neat, like she was just undressing and hadn’t thought to hang anything on hangers.

“Just as a first guess,” Johnson went on, “I’d say somebody either talked her into getting undressed and when she got that far he just slipped the brassiere around her neck and strangled her with it. Either that or else he walked in on her when she had got down to just those two pieces of clothing. Either she knew him or else he caught her completely by surprise because the two across the hall definitely did not hear anything resembling a scream or a yell for help. And they also claim they’ve both been in their room every day and night for the past two weeks except to go to classes and to eat. They both say they’re too broke to do anything else.”

“You don’t think them?”

“Who knows? But right now, they just look too goddamn goggle-eyed. You know the look. Couple of squares. They got all this information to volunteer, they want to say all this stuff to help, but it all comes out a lot of words.”

“What do you make of the paper?”

Johnson gave a barely audible snort. “That’s the goddamndest thing I’ve ever seen. The guy that did it had to put it there, but why?”

“Nothing on it?”

“Not a damn thing. Unless you count the smudge of a print. Just a piece of white typing paper.”

“More like it in the room?” Balzic said.

“Yeah. About half a ream by the typewriter on the desk. Same stuff.”

“Anything else?”

“I looked at her fingernails. I got a man scraping them, but I have the feeling he’s not going to find a thing. I couldn’t see anything myself. Not even a crack in one of them. Like she didn’t put up any resistance at all.”

“Maybe she was surprised.”

“Sure, there’s that possibility. But you’d think she’d have made some attempt to save her life. I mean, what the hell, Mario? Even if she was grabbed from behind, caught completely unaware, you’d think she would’ve dug her nails into something. Her own throat, something, just trying to get that thing off her neck. Nobody loses consciousness that fast. But nothing—unless it’s something that has to go under a scope. But that paper. Wow …”

Dr. Grimes came down the steps then, buttoning his collar and running up his tie.

“What’s the word, doc?” Balzic said.

“That should have been obvious,” Grimes said evenly. “Suffocation caused by strangulation. Six, seven, maybe eight days ago. Give me some time and I’ll get it down to the day. What’s keeping the ambulance people—or did somebody not think to call?”

“They should have been here long ago,” Balzic said. “I’ll get on them.”

“Tell them to go right to the hospital morgue,” Grimes said, going for the door. “I’ll be waiting for them. Good night.”

Balzic called Stramsky to hurry the ambulance and learned that every available one was on a call. “Couple heart attacks and a four-car pile-up coming out of Conemaugh Shopping Center. Nothing serious, but every car had a family in it,” Stramsky said. Balzic grunted and then hung up. He went back to tell Johnson and saw him talking to a plump, barefoot girl who kept peeking around Johnson’s shoulders, darting glances at the officers coming and going on the stairs.

Johnson introduced the girl—Evelyn Embry—to Balzic.
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