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‘Secrets Typed in Blood, the third book in this 1940s-set private eye series, is even smarter, spikier and more surprising than the first two . . .’


New York Times


New York City, 1947.


For years, Holly Quick has written gruesome tales of revenge for pulp detective magazines. Now someone is bringing her stories to life and leaving a trail of blood behind. With the threat of another murder looming, and reluctant to go to the police, Holly turns to the renowned detective duo Willowjean "Will" Parker and her boss Lillian Pentecost.


Soon they are diving into an underground world of people obsessed with murder. Can the killer be found in the Black Museum Club, run by a philanthropist whose collection of grim murder memorabilia may not be enough to satisfy him? Or is it Holly's pair of editors who aren't telling the full story?


With victims seemingly chosen at random and a murderer who thrives on spectacle, Pentecost and Parker need to act fast. For Holly Quick has her own secret and it's about to bring death to their door . . .









To Jessica,
the best co-conspirator I could ever ask for









I think everyone enjoys a nice murder . . . provided he is not the victim.


—ALFRED HITCHCOCK









CAST OF CHARACTERS


WILLOWJEAN “WILL” PARKER: Partner in crime-solving to Lillian Pentecost. She loves her job, but it doesn’t always love her back.


LILLIAN PENTECOST: Arguably the greatest detective in the five boroughs and beyond. On a two-woman crusade to make the world a better place, one captured criminal at a time.


HOLLY QUICK: Prolific crime-magazine writer. She’s killed a thousand people under a dozen pseudonyms. Now someone’s ripping her murders from the pulp pages and trying them out for real.


MICHAEL PERKINS: City health inspector and boozehound. Someone thought hanging wasn’t good enough for him, so they shot him for good measure.


CONNOR “CONNY” HAGGARD: Army veteran and unemployed machinist. He got caught napping and ended up with a blade in his belly.


FLAVIO CHECCHETTO: Art and antiques dealer. Was his sideline selling murder memorabilia the reason he was left gutted?


DARRYL KLINGHORN: Private investigator with a nose for philandering. He can sense when someone’s lying and he’s sure Pentecost and Parker aren’t playing him straight.


BRENT AND MARLO CHASE: Owners and co-editors of Strange Crime. Has their love of crime bled into the real world?


JESSUP QUINCANNON: Wealthy philanthropist and student of history’s bloodiest murderers. Does his patronage extend to killers who are still building their résumés?


DETECTIVE DONALD STAPLES: Up-and-comer in the NYPD. Smart, ambitious, and more than willing to toss a private detective or two behind bars if it gets him a collar.


LIEUTENANT NATHAN LAZENBY: The top homicide cop in the city, at least for now. He’ll let Pentecost and Parker bend the law, but won’t sit by while they break it.


ELEANOR CAMPBELL: Scottish émigrée and faithful housekeeper. Worth her weight in scones.


SAM LEE BUTCHER: Circus roustabout turned morgue orderly. Learning how to speak for the dead but willing to put his life on the line to help the living.


KEN SHIRLEY: Senior partner at Shirley & Wise. What does a middling tax lawyer have that Olivia Waterhouse wants?


OLIVIA WATERHOUSE: Shadowy mastermind with a grudge against the rich and powerful. Good intentions don’t give her a pass from Pentecost and Parker.









CHAPTER 1


The kidnapper was good, I’ll give him that.


He parked himself right next to the trash can, then pulled out a cigarette and a book of matches. He flubbed the first match and tossed it in the bin. That gave him the chance to eye the paper bag sitting on top of the lunchtime leftovers and discarded morning papers.


He flubbed the second match—not a hard thing to fake on a blustery January day. He tossed that second match in the bin, which gave him the opportunity to glance around and check out the people in his immediate vicinity.


There were plenty.


There might have been busier intersections in New York City than the corner of Forty-second Street and Madison Avenue, but you’d have to go hunting. Two dozen restaurants, bars, and greasy spoons were throwing their lunchtime crowds onto the sidewalk. Everyone was hustling to get out of the cold and back to work, warmed by overcoats, hats, and three-martini lunches.


It was a smart place and a smart play. It gave the kidnapper cover, and it made anyone standing still look mighty conspicuous.


People standing still included:


The newsstand owner hawking the latest copies of Life and Vogue and the Monday, January 20, 1947, edition of the


Times and its competitors. The kidnapper had probably scoped this spot out several days running, so he’d recognize the owner


for genuine.


The drunk panhandling at the mouth of the alley twenty yards down. Too old to have served in the Pacific, but that’s what his cardboard sign proclaimed. The line seemed to be working for him if the pile of coins in his hat was any indication. He was a regular, too.


The girl in the phone booth, the one in the private-school uniform arguing with her mother in that kind of why-me whine fifteen-year-old girls hold a patent on.


“I want to see the matinee and it’s closing this week and Billy invited me! . . . He is not. . . . He would never. He’s a gentleman. His dad is vice president at Mavis and Mulgrave.”


No one to set off the fine-tuned alarm bells wired into the kidnapper’s nerves.


The man in question was dressed in assorted grays—light-gray suit, charcoal overcoat, gunmetal-gray porkpie. He had the kind of easy-smiling face you’d hire to play second-fiddle in a Seagram’s ad.


Pleasant and forgettable.


That forgettable mug and careful planning were the reasons he hadn’t gotten caught. And we were pretty sure he hadn’t gotten caught a lot.


This was a sample of what was going through my head as I defended fictional Billy to a dead telephone line: “I’ll come home after the show, I promise. . . . But, Mom, we’ve already got our tickets.”


I was thinking he didn’t look much like a kidnapper. Then again, they never do.


To be fair, I didn’t look much like a fifteen-year-old girl playing hooky. Even with the wool skirt and the school jacket and my frizzy red curls pulled into place with plastic barrettes.


Up close, I looked every bit my twenty-four years. Maybe a couple more, once you factored in mileage. But through the smeared, breath-fogged glass of the telephone booth, I could pass.


Also, I had the whine down pat.


“No, Mom, I love Billy. I loooove him.”


The easy-smiling man tore off a third match, struck it, and lit his smoke. He shook the match out. Then he carefully placed it in the garbage can, dipping ever so slightly to scoop up the paper bag at the top.


He took a moment to feel what was inside—three stacks of tightly bound bills. Then he was off, moving as fast down Madison Avenue as the post-lunchtime crowd would let him. I was out of the phone booth a moment later, hurrying to keep up, slipping in between the cracks in the masses with ease. I top out at five-two in flats, with a narrow frame that makes dress-fitting a pain but helps when I need to tail a crook.


Twenty seconds in and I was only three people back. The hope was that I could ride the kidnapper’s slipstream all the way to Wyatt Miller.


Wyatt had been snatched from his pram in Central Park three days earlier. His mother had been distracted giving directions to a German tourist, and when she turned back she found her fourteen-month-old darling gone. In his place was a typewritten note.


WE HAVE WYATT.


DO NOT CALL THE POLICE.


WE HAVE PEOPLE ON THE FORCE.


WE WILL KNOW.


GO HOME AND AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS.


Gloria Miller ran back to her Upper West Side apartment and showed the note to her husband, who did the reasonable thing. He picked up the phone and asked the operator to connect him with the cops.


An overly gruff voice answered.


“Twentieth Precinct.”


“This is Simon Miller. My son’s been kidnapped. My wife was in Central Park and—”


The voice cut him off.


“What did we tell you, Mr. Miller? We told you not to call the police. We have people everywhere. This is your only warning if you want to see your son again.”


Then the voice instructed the Millers to gather ten thousand dollars in ransom money. The voice went so far as to instruct them on the best way to do it, naming bank accounts and telling them to cash in this or that stock.


The kidnapper really did seem to know everything.


What he didn’t know was that Mrs. Miller played a weekly bridge game with a group of wives, one of whose sister’s best friend had had something similar happen to her daughter a year before.


Back when it happened, it had made for juicy conversation between bids or rubbers or whatever the lingo is. I’m a poker girl, myself.


Naturally, the chatter had expanded to include what each card player would have done if such a thing happened to them. Someone had suggested that a private operator would be the best choice—someone who could work to bring the child back without the flash and show of the NYPD.


Gloria Miller raised the idea with her husband, who quickly nixed it. Private detectives were nothing but glorified grifters, he told her. While Mrs. Miller loved and cherished, she didn’t always obey. Which is why, with her husband tying up the house phone making calls to his bank, she walked down the street and made a call of her own. This one to the offices of Pentecost Investigations, Lillian Pentecost being known far and wide as the greatest private detective working in New York City in that year of our Lord 1947.


That reputation was kept fresh through the efforts of her loyal assistant, Willowjean “Will” Parker, who made sure her boss’s name appeared in the paper as often as legitimately possible, sometimes going so far as to flirt shamelessly with the editors. Which, if you’d met the editors in question, you’d know took a lot more acting chops than playing a whiny schoolgirl.


We took the case.


What followed was a whirlwind seventy-two hours. While the Millers got the ten grand together, Ms. Pentecost and I tracked down the friend of the sister of the bridge player—a Mrs. Diane Neary.


We couldn’t pick apart the Millers’ lives. There was a chance the kidnappers had them under surveillance, and we didn’t want to trip any alarm bells. So we dissected the Nearys’.


We talked to grocers and bankers and lawyers and landlords and housepainters and hairdressers and everyone listed in their address book. If we’d ever worked faster, I couldn’t remember it.


By the time the Millers got a call from Mr. Gruff giving them the details of the ransom drop, we had a theory and a plan and I was the first person on Mrs. Miller’s phone tree.


When the call came, I was camped out at a hotel two blocks from the Millers’ apartment. I’d spent the morning lounging in a robe, waiting as patiently as humanly possible. Laid out on the bed were a dozen choices. There was housewife, cabdriver, delivery girl, socialite, and barfly, among others.


As soon as Mrs. Miller told me the drop location, I hung up and placed a call of my own, relaying the information and confirming my own quick calculus that schoolgirl was the way to go.


I set a land-speed record for dressing, then ran downstairs and took a cab in the direction of the ransom drop. I got out five blocks short and walked the rest of the way in character, just in case the kidnappers had a lookout.


I got there about ten minutes before Simon Miller arrived, clutching the paper bag in both hands and looking terrified. I had already grabbed the phone booth, dropped in a nickel for show, and was deep into my one-sided conversation.


Ten minutes later, Mr. Pleasant-Face showed up.


Two minutes after that, I was riding his wake down Madison Avenue.


Now you’re all caught up.


I was two arm’s lengths away when Mr. Pleasant-Face made his move.


He put on a big show of looking at his watch, then took off running. I’d expected it. The fastest way of checking for a tail is to start sprinting and see who keeps pace.


Forewarned or not, he gained half a block on me before I got up to speed.


Luckily I’d added a pair of ten-inch military-style boots to my schoolgirl uniform. Not easy on the feet, but great for getting traction on the slush-slick sidewalk.


Early in the chase he glanced back and saw I was following. He picked up speed, then without warning dove into traffic. He slipped through unharmed, but I had to juke and dodge. A delivery truck screeched to a halt, its grille coming so close to my face I could feel the heat of its engine blast against my cheek.


At the end of the block he turned right on Thirty-ninth Street, sprinted the long block, turned left, sprinted another two blocks, then turned right again.


It seemed random, but I knew it wasn’t. This guy was a planner. He would have an escape route.


The best-case scenario had been trailing him unawares to wherever he was keeping Wyatt Miller. That was out.


The worst-case scenario was that he disappeared into one of the many office buildings we were passing. Then it’d become a snake hunt, and we didn’t know how much time Wyatt had.


I saw the move before he made it.


There was an alley halfway down the block. He sped up, glanced at the alley, then quickly looked away. I waved my arm in a circle over my head, sending a signal I hoped would be understood.


He darted into the mouth of the alley and I followed a second later.


Halfway down, he leapt over a broken crate. I opted for around rather than over, seeing too late the chain that had been stretched knee-length across the width of the alley.


I hit it full speed and went ass over teakettle, landing hard on concrete and filthy snow.


I wasted half a second making sure nothing was broken, then stumbled to my feet and started running again. By then he was nearly at the end of the alley. There was no hope of catching up.


A squeal of brakes and a chorus of car horns, and suddenly the mouth of the alley filled with the broadside of a yellow cab.


Pleasant-Face slammed against it and rebounded. He managed to stay on his feet and began a stumbling run back toward me. By that time I was up to full speed.


I brought my right leg up, kicking straight out and sending my size-seven boot deep into his gut.


He collapsed like someone had cut his strings.


I took the paper bag out of his limp hand and tucked it in my coat pocket. He groaned, and I saw him shoot a look past me and back to the end of the alley where we’d come in.


“Please don’t,” I said, unzipping my school jacket and giving him a peek at the holstered Browning Hi-Power. “My boss would like a word.”


The door of the taxi creaked open. I helped Pleasant-Face to his feet and led him over. He slid into the backseat of the cab and I followed.


Inside, he found himself sandwiched between me and a woman of about fifty, wearing a black overcoat and a three-piece suit tailored in heavy black wool. Her elaborate braids were hidden by a matching watch cap, her long-fingered hands kept warm inside tight leather gloves. Both were clasped on the silver-headed cane propped between her legs.


Lillian Pentecost was not a fan of the cold, thus the bundling and having the cab’s heater cranked up to sauna. The cold burrowed its way into her bones, she said, and turned the periodic ache from her multiple sclerosis into a consistent throb that lasted from Christmas through April.


All that is to say that she wasn’t in the best mood for a number of reasons, and you could see it on her face: lips pressed in a line so straight you could use it as a level, almost-hook of a nose looking sharp enough to cut. Her eyes—glass and good alike—might as well have been windows into the cold, blue-gray January sky.


I slammed the door and nodded to the driver to start moving. Then I tossed the paper bag into my boss’s lap.


“One kidnapper, complete with ransom, delivered as promised,” I said. “I’d have gift-wrapped him, but I forgot to bring a bow.”


“Look, I don’t know what’s going on here,” Pleasant-Face said. “This dame started chasing me and I was just trying to—”


My boss held up a hand.


“Please, Mr. Kelly. We don’t have the time for excuses or equivocations.”


If her tone didn’t put him on his heels, her use of his name certainly did. She pressed the advantage.


“You are Thomas Kelly, currently employed as a technician with the Bell Telephone Company. You have been arrested three times, twice for mail fraud and once for assault, though that was under the name Thomas Koon in Newark, New Jersey—a charge for which there is still an active warrant for your capture.”


She gave him time to process.


“Fine, my name’s Kelly and I did my time,” he said. “But I don’t know who this Koon guy is. That’s not me. You got it all wrong.”


“Would you like to see the mug shot?” Ms. Pentecost asked. “While you’ve dyed your hair and shaved your mustache, the resemblance is still unmistakable.”


Another pause.


“You wanna run me in, go ahead,” Kelly muttered. “But I ain’t talking.”


She shook her head.


“I am not the police, Mr. Kelly. This charge in New Jersey is not my concern. What is my concern is the health and well-being of Wyatt Miller.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I don’t know who that is.”


He cast a quick glance at the doors of the cab, doing the math on how fast he could leap across one of us, open the door, and dive. The cab was at that moment making its way along Eighth Avenue, managing to miss the lights and staying at a decent clip. If he dove, he’d be rolling the dice.


Maybe he was willing to chance snake eyes.


I slipped the nine-millimeter out of its holster and held it in my lap, barrel pointed casually at his gut.


“Get those thoughts out of your head,” I told him. “A bullet will hurt a lot worse than my boot.”


He eased back into the seat, unhappy but resigned.


My boss continued.


“Your methods were really quite ingenious,” she said. “By tapping the Millers’ phone lines you were able to glean information about their habits and their finances. You were also able to intercept their call to the police, pretending to be a corrupt officer and ensuring they would not go to the authorities until after the ransom was paid.”


I kept an eye on Kelly’s face, but I didn’t really need to. I’d helped with the homework and was confident we had him nailed.


“I am assuming that Wyatt Miller is currently in the care of Beatrice Little, your common-law wife and past collaborator. I’m also assuming she was the one who physically took him from his pram while you distracted Mrs. Miller by acting the part of a tourist and asking for directions during her walk in the park three days ago. Both of you deserve to be locked away for the rest of your natural lives.”


With each word I saw the hope in Kelly’s eyes die just a little more.


“But your imprisonment is not my goal,” she told him. “I was hired to deliver Wyatt Miller safely back into the hands of his parents. If I were to take you to the police now, you would be arrested, arraigned, interrogated—all of which takes time. Time during which Miss Little might panic. She might try to dispose of the evidence.”


The implication being that “the evidence” included a


fourteen-month-old boy. I’ll leave “dispose” to your imagination.


“I would like to propose a deal, Mr. Kelly. One that will give us both what we want.”


The light reignited in Kelly’s eyes.


“You will lead us to where Miss Little has Wyatt Miller. Once he is recovered, I will release you. You and Miss Little will leave this city and never return. I will even let you keep the contents of this bag. You may use it to start a life somewhere far away from here. One that does not include the abduction of small children.”


I waited as Kelly worked through his options. His face didn’t seem all that pleasant anymore. It was the hard, ruthless mug I’d seen on a hundred wanted posters and one New Jersey mug shot.


“How do I know you’re on the up-and-up?” he asked my boss.


“I’m afraid you will have to take it on faith, Mr. Kelly,” she said. “And on whatever knowledge you have of my reputation for keeping my word.”


Apparently he knew something about something, because after a thought or three, he nodded and told us the address. Ms. Pentecost repeated it to our driver, and a few minutes later we were pulling up to a run-down apartment building in Hell’s Kitchen.


I hopped out and went inside. Keeping the Browning down at my hip, I made my way up to a third-floor apartment and used the key Kelly had given me to unlock the door.


Inside, I found a bleached blonde, who might have been a looker twenty years and a hundred hard miles ago. She was lounging on a mattress on the floor, applying a fresh coat of Revlon to her toenails.


“Hiya, Bea.”


“Who the hell are you?” she sneered. “Get out of here!”


I showed her the gun and that put a quick end to her attitude. She shrank back, her bottle of polish tipping over and spilling crimson onto the floor.


“Where’s Wyatt Miller?” I asked.


Her mouth said, “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” Her eyes pointed to the bathroom.


I found Wyatt in the bathtub. A sheet of chicken wire had been laid on top and bent around the tub’s edges to create a makeshift cage.


The toddler was curled in a ball, naked and covered in his own filth. As I tore the chicken wire away, his eyes fluttered open. I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.


I grabbed a ratty towel that was lying on the floor, wrapped him as best I could while holding the gun, and walked back into the living room.


I’d half expected Bea to make a break for it, but she was still on the mattress, frozen and mute.


There were a lot of things I could have called her, but none of them seemed up to the task. I walked out and went back down to the cab. I opened the door and let Ms. P see the squirming bundle in my arms.


She nodded.


“See—the kid’s fine,” Kelly said. “Now give me the money and let me go.”


My boss gave him a smile, and not a friendly one.


“This money, Mr. Kelly?” She turned over the paper bag and three bundles tumbled out—the Sunday Times cut to size. “Mr. Miller wanted to use real currency, but I convinced him that would be unnecessary.”


“We had a deal,” Kelly growled.


“Perhaps you’d like to complain to the police,” she said. “Lieutenant, would you mind taking his statement?”


The cabdriver swiveled his bulk around. Granite eyes peered out over a salt-and-pepper beard.


“I’d love to have a chat with him,” said Lieutenant Nathan Lazenby. He honked the cab’s horn and half a dozen police cars came roaring from both ends of the block, discharging a battalion of blue.


Kelly made a move for my boss, but before he could get his hands on her, Lazenby grabbed him by the collar and yanked.


“You gave me your word!” Kelly sputtered.


Ms. Pentecost’s smile winked out.


“Yes, I did,” she said. “But I also gave my word to Diane Neary. Do you remember her? She was the mother of two-year-old Clara Neary. She paid the ransom, just as you instructed. But her daughter was never returned. The remains of the child’s body were discovered three months later in an abandoned lot not ten minutes walk from here.”


She leaned toward him so that they were nearly nose to nose.


“My word is very important to me, Mr. Kelly. It’s the currency I trade in. But I’d rather spend every cent of it than let the murderer of a child walk free.”


A couple of sergeants reached in and grabbed hold of Kelly, pulling him out of the cab and into the cold.


“Enjoy the fresh air, Mr. Kelly,” my boss said before he was marched off. “It will be the last you breathe for a very long time.”









CHAPTER 2


The wren was waiting across the street when we got home. Home being the three-story brownstone in a tucked-away section of Brooklyn that served as both office and residence to myself, Ms. Pentecost, and our Scottish-émigrée housekeeper and loyal watchdog, Eleanor Campbell.


I call her a wren because she was shortish and plumpish and wearing half a dozen shades of brown—chocolate-brown coat, sandy-colored skirt, chestnut boots, and a russet tam hat, under which I assumed was tucked a head of brown hair.


The only thing not brown was the giant black handbag she was clutching in her lap.


The resemblance to a bird didn’t stop with the color. She was cocking her head this way and that in tiny adjustments, her eyes darting around behind a pair of thick glasses with square black frames.


She was perched stiffly on a bench halfway down the block from our door when I eased the Caddy into a space in front of our office. She drew the last puff out of a cigarette, then dropped the butt on the pavement, where it joined a half dozen of its brothers. She looked at us, quickly looked away, cautiously looked back.


“I think that might be our five o’clock,” I said as I helped Ms. P out of the backseat.


She checked her watch.


“It’s only twenty minutes after four.”


“Yeah, but she’s got that look about her.”


I threw a wave to the bird on the bench. She got busy brushing some loose ash off her skirt.


“Or maybe not,” I muttered.


We went inside out of the cold.


We’d spent the last hours with an assistant district attorney unloading the lot we’d collected on the kidnapping scheme. Lazenby was there for the start, but then had to run.


“Home burglaries are up across the city, and the mayor wants something done,” he told us. “So we’re rousting the usuals and putting the fear of God into them.”


“I thought they only called you in when there was a body on the ground,” I said.


“The newspapers are making it a problem for the mayor. Some wordsmith at the Times called it ‘a pernicious crime spree targeting the workingman.’ ”


“That’s dramatic.”


“Yeah, maybe. But the mayor made it the commissioner’s problem, and the commissioner thinks the robbery boys dropped the ball, so he made it my problem.”


He squared a cap onto his granite block of a head and reluctantly turned toward the door.


“I’m working a dozen homicides, but I’ve got to spend the rest of my day rousting fences.”


I wished the lieutenant well and told him I hoped he’d shake out some squealers.


Meanwhile, we became the DA’s favorite people. The evidence against Kelly and Little was enough to put the two away for three lifetimes. Want to see a prosecutor salivate? Hand him a slam-dunk case that’ll generate good press for everyone who touches it.


To ensure that, I’d slipped out to use the facilities and, instead of powdering my nose, placed calls to the Times, the Associated Press, and the New York City office of Reuters. I decided to save Time magazine for the morning. They were a weekly, after all, and could wait.


I’d also had the pleasure of delivering a freshly scrubbed toddler into Gloria Miller’s grateful arms. Her “Thank you” was barely understandable between the sobs. I pocketed the bright little moment away for safekeeping.


Back at the office, Mrs. Campbell swapped hot mugs—coffee for me; water, honey, and lemon for my boss—in exchange for news of how things had gone. When we finished with the tale, she gave a single brusque nod.


“Good,” she said. “Too bad you weren’t able to shoot the bastard.”


She may look like the graying matron of an all-girls’ school, but Mrs. Campbell is one part midwife to two parts mastiff. When it comes to crimes against children, she shared my boss’s philosophy: Let ’em rot.


Three coffees later, the Swiss clock on the wall began to announce the hour. It was on its third of five chimes when the doorbell rang. I found the wren standing on the stoop.


“Hello, I’m Holly Quick. I have a five o’clock appointment with Lillian Pentecost for a consultation,” she said in clipped words that suggested she’d spent her hour on the bench rehearsing.


“Come on in,” I said.


I’d pegged our potential client as middle-aged when I’d glimpsed her outside. Once she was inside, her cheeks healthy and flushed, I re-evaluated to a few years over thirty. On her feet, she was an inch or two taller than me, depending on footwear.


I relieved her of coat and hat, though she kept hold of the giant handbag. I’d also been wrong about the hair. It was thick and black, parted left in a big Lauren Bacall wave that was about six months overdue for a trim.


Not that I could judge. My own hair hadn’t seen shears in over a year, and my wiry red curls were starting to creep down my back. Every morning when I looked in the bathroom mirror I got a fraction of an inch closer to mistaking my reflection for my mother.


Her eyes matched the ensemble, though—chocolate brown and about twice as big as her face required, though that might have been the specs. The eyes, combined with her complexion—about three shades too dark for January—gave her a very Lupe Vélez look. If the smoldering Mexican actress had ever decided to play a nervous schoolteacher.


“You could have knocked earlier,” I told her as I led her into the office. “You didn’t have to sit out in the cold.”


“No, no, that’s all right. I don’t mind the cold.” The shiver in her voice said she minded it at least a little.


In the office, I maneuvered her in front of the choicest of the armchairs facing Ms. P’s half-ton oak monstrosity before moving to my own, much more modest, desk. My boss rose long enough to extend a hand.


Our guest took to the handshake like she was diving out of a foxhole.


I offered refreshments, she declined, then we all sat on cue. I grabbed a notebook and prepped my Pitman.


“A pleasure to meet you,” my boss said. “Do you go by ‘Miss,’ ‘Mrs.,’ or something other?”


Our client treated the question like it was an episode of Quiz Kids and a new Zenith was on the line.


“Well, I’m not married, so— Wait. What do you mean by ‘other’? Oh, that’s right—you go by ‘Ms.,’ don’t you? I’ve heard of it—seen it written out somewhere, I suppose—but I’ve never known anyone to actually use it. Until now. By you, I mean. It’s very interesting. No, that’s not the right word. I mean, it is interesting. But also off-putting. It calls attention, doesn’t it? Anyway, I think if I tried to use it, people would think it was a typo. So ‘Miss.’ I think I’ll stick with ‘Miss.’ ”


However this meeting was going to go, I didn’t think it would be brief.


My boss and her off-putting title took it in stride.


“How can I be of assistance, Miss Quick?”


No answer. Instead Holly Quick did the bird impression again, hands twitching, head darting this way and that to take in the bookshelves and their rows of well-thumbed tomes, the modest drinks trolley, the clock ticking away, me at my desk, the massive oil painting hanging on the wall above Ms. P’s head. The tree, wide and yellow and gnarled, standing alone in the middle of some parched prairie. The woman nearly lost in its shadow.


She lingered there a moment, possibly wondering the same things I did every time I looked at it.


“Miss Quick?”


Our guest snapped back into focus.


“Yes, I’m sorry. This is difficult,” she said. “I knew it would be. I prepared for it to be difficult. But—”


“I assure you, Miss Parker and I are experienced dealing with problems of the most personal nature.”


“Oh, it’s not personal. Not really,” she declared. “No, I take that back. It is personal. Very personal. Do you mind if I smoke? No, no, never mind. There’s no ashtrays. Context clues. Have to remember context clues. Anyway, where was I? Right. Personal. Yes, very personal. Somebody is stealing my murders.”


I paused my shorthand.


“Stealing your murders?” I assumed I’d misheard.


“Yes,” she said, looking my way but not quite meeting my eyes. “It’s really . . . I don’t know the proper word. Infuriating. Insulting. Violating. Yes—a violation! It’s a violation of the most profound sort.”


“That someone is stealing your murders.”


“Exactly!”


I shrugged an apology at Ms. Pentecost. Usually I did a quick background on a potential client. But Holly Quick had made the appointment about ten minutes before we got the call from Gloria Miller. I’d been too busy running hell for leather to even look her up in the phone book.


No harm, I figured. In every life a few nuts must fall. Though I shot a nervous glance at the giant handbag she’d stashed beside her chair. It was big enough to conceal a sawed-off. I tried to remember how heavy it had seemed when she’d carried it in, and came to the conclusion that a shotgun was pretty unlikely, but a handgun wasn’t out of the question.


I started calculating how I could eject Miss Quick with the least fuss, preferably in time for an early dinner and without getting shot. Mrs. Campbell was making fresh bread and tomato soup, and the smell was starting to waft in.


“Perhaps,” my boss said, “you could clarify. What murders are you referring to? And who is stealing them?”


“I don’t know who’s stealing them. That’s the problem. If I knew, I wouldn’t have come here. I didn’t want to come here. I was hoping it was a coincidence. The first two could have been. Or maybe I was hoping they were. But the last one—he used ‘The Curse of the Red Claw.’ That one was really impossible to miss.”


Somewhere in my head a very faint bell rang.


“No, after that one I couldn’t sit back and do nothing. But I didn’t want to go to the police, because . . . I didn’t want to, that’s all. I knew about you from your work, of course. I’ve followed it for some time. I’ve even used some of your cases as inspiration for my stories. Just inspiration, mind you. I would never directly reference real events. It would be a . . . well, I don’t like using the same word twice in this way, but a violation.”


Ms. Pentecost waited a breath to see if there was more to the monologue. Then: “You’re a writer?”


Miss Quick fluttered.


“Yes, of course,” she said. “I’m sorry. I should have led with that. My editors are always chiding me for not including enough exposition. I like to throw my readers into the middle of the action and let them put the pieces together as they go. But Marlo’s always telling me, ‘No, Holly, people don’t like to be confused. They like to know what’s happening.’ ”


“How about you spoon-feed us?” I suggested. “Just this once.”


She did some more head-cocking and hand-wringing and then settled in.


“I’m a writer,” she began. “Crime stories, mostly. Sometimes horror or science fiction. I’ve had a few pieces in Weird Tales. They only pay three-quarters of a cent per word, but those pieces have more words. It’s all the exposition, you see? But most of my work has been through detective magazines, and my best work—I think it’s my best, anyway—and the stories that are relevant in this instance, have been published in Strange Crime.”


Ms. P tossed me a look.


“I know it,” I said. “Mostly short stories and novellas, but with some true crime stuff thrown in. I’ve got a few issues under my bed. Don’t remember seeing Holly Quick as a byline.”


Miss Quick let out a bark that took me a second to realize was a laugh.


“Oh, I don’t publish under my own name!” she exclaimed. “I use a pseudonym. Several, actually, depending on subject and style. And I frequently have multiple pieces in the same issue, and editors don’t like repeating bylines. It makes the magazine look cheap. Also, I’m a woman.”


“Is it difficult for women in your industry?” Ms. P asked.


Miss Quick froze, like a windup toy whose spring had locked. Abruptly she started up again.


“Difficult isn’t quite the right word,” she said. “But I don’t know if I have a better one. At the very least, using a male pseudonym cuts out a lot of silliness. The stories in question were all published under the pseudonym Horace Bellow.”


That was the bell I’d heard ringing. “The Curse of the Red Claw”: It was a novella by Horace Bellow. I’d read it not too long ago. I’d actually read a lot of his work.


Her work.


“You’re Horace Bellow?”


“Yes. More accurately, Horace Bellow is me.”


I turned to my boss. “She wrote that story I tried to press on you last summer. The one about the widow who kept a poison garden on the roof.”


Our maybe-client perked up. “ ‘The Garden of Earthly Destruction’!”


“That’s the one,” I said. “I thought Ms. Pentecost would appreciate the horticultural details.”


The detective in question shifted her weight from starboard to port and back again. A sign she was getting impatient.


“Let’s return to this belief that someone is stealing your murders,” she said. “If this is an issue of plagiarism, I recommend you consult an attorney.”


“Oh, it’s not plagiarism,” the writer assured us. “Certainly not in the traditional sense.”


She went spelunking in her handbag and pulled out an inch-thick folder. She passed it across the desk to my boss.


I got up and walked around Ms. P’s desk so I could play backseat detective.


Inside the folder were issues of Strange Crime, each with pages bookmarked, along with several newspaper clippings pasted to heavy bond typing paper.


There were clippings on three murders: a hanging in Stuyvesant Square in August, a stabbing in Sunnyside in November, and a third death at an antiques shop on the southernmost edge of the Upper East Side four days prior. In the latter, the cause of death was omitted but a quote from the police saying the death was “originally suspected to be a wild-animal attack” suggested it wasn’t pretty.


All of the murders were familiar to me and my boss. We had identical clippings in the file boxes on the third floor. Every day I scanned the city’s major rags for interesting crimes, as well as bits and bobs about notable figures. All three had qualified as interesting.


“How closely do these crimes adhere to the details of your stories?” Ms. P asked.


“Very closely,” she said. “Or at least I think very closely. Reporters only provide so many details. It’s quite frustrating. For example, the hanging—a Mr. Michael Perkins. The paper mentions that he was also shot, but they don’t say where. On his body, I mean. I have my character shot in the head. And the stabbing incident mentions that the victim was found with a piece of horn projecting from his stomach, but they don’t mention what kind of animal. In my story, it’s a deer antler.”


More head-cocking and hand-wringing. I had the sense that despite the volume of words tumbling out of her mouth, she wasn’t used to talking so much.


“However, in ‘The Curse of the Red Claw,’ the murderer uses a glove to which he’s attached a set of panther claws. The victims were partners of his in a jewel heist. The killer was the only one who was caught, and he went to prison. Now he’s exacting revenge. His first victim operated a jewelry store.”


Ms. P and I quickly scanned the clipped articles on the third murder. There had been several over the last few days, not just because of the sensational nature of the crime, but because of some of the characters the victim spent his off-hours with.


The body of Flavio Checchetto was discovered around noon on Friday in the office of his store, Checchetto Curios and Consignment, located in the shadow of the 59th Street Bridge on First Avenue. Police originally believed it had been some kind of wild-animal attack because of the “horrible wounds on his body.”


Halfway down the article, Miss Quick had circled a sentence noting that the body had been found lying atop a desk.


“I assume this detail about Mr. Checchetto being discovered on his desk has an echo in your story?” Ms. P asked.


“Yes. In my story the victim—a Mr. McKray—struggles with the killer, falls back onto his desk, and then is . . . well . . . killed.”


The articles that had come in the Sunday editions were skeptical about the animal attack theory, humans being easier to find in New York than wandering tigers. There were also the inevitable parallels to the Black Dahlia thing that was eating up the headlines in Los Angeles. However, they didn’t spend too many column inches on it.


What they did spill a lot of ink on was the fact that Flavio Checchetto had been a member of the Black Museum Club, the famed murder salon run by noted philanthropist Jessup Quincannon.


The group’s name came from the fact that Quincannon was rumored to have the largest collection of crime memorabilia outside of Scotland Yard’s Black Museum.


His salon, which met monthly, was very exclusive. Its membership was a loose secret, but it was rumored to be made up of a number of respected scholars, socialites, politicians, and other wealthy so-and-sos who got their jollies chatting homicide.


It was also rumored that guest speakers included people with more firsthand experience on the topic—killers and crime fighters, alike.


Ms. Pentecost received an invitation from Quincannon at least twice a year, and at least twice a year I typed out her polite but firm refusal. After the third or fourth time, I’d dived into the third-floor files and found a thick folder on Quincannon and his salon and made a point of learning who I was wasting two stamps a year on.


I went back to my desk and took up my notebook again. If Miss Quick was on the up-and-up, and the other killings shared a similar number of details with her stories, then I had to agree with her assessment. The first two murders could be chalked up to coincidence. Enough people get offed in New York City, it would stand to reason that a few would resemble fiction.


But three murders in a six-month span? All echoing the same writer? That wasn’t coincidence. Someone was making a point.


What the point was, I had no idea.


“Assuming the content of your work is as you say, then there is the possibility that someone is utilizing your stories in the most disturbing way,” Ms. Pentecost said. “The best course for you would be to contact the police.”


Our guest started shaking her head. My boss barreled on.


“These murders happened in different jurisdictions. There will be different officers investigating each one. If they are connected, the authorities need to know so they can—”


“No, no, no. No police,” Holly said. “That’s why I came to you. No police.”


Ms. Pentecost took a breath, then rearranged her pitch.


“It is not merely about solving these crimes, but the prevention of future ones. If someone is copying your stories, then—”


“I know how the police work, Ms. Pentecost. Crime is as much my vocation as yours. They peer into every crack and crevice of a person’s life.”


“Do you think Miss Parker and I will not do the same?” Ms. P countered.


“I think that you will do so discreetly,” Holly said. “I do not think you will leak information like a sieve. I do not think you will sell details to the press.”


She shifted in her seat. Actually, I’m not sure she ever quite stopped shifting.


“I’m a very private person. If I go to the police, then eventually I will be paraded out into the spotlight. That is something I adamantly do not want.”


I jumped in.


“Look, we have relationships with a lot of cops. Some with bars on their shoulders. They can be discreet when they want to,” I assured her. “They put out the word to their officers to keep mum about you, then—”


“Do you think I’m stupid?” she snarled, managing to hold her eyes on mine for the first time that evening. “I know what makes a good story. This is a good story. It will get out. A reporter will bribe a policeman—maybe not your friends, but others—and it will get out. My name will be splashed across the papers. I don’t want that. I don’t—”


She twisted her head away, snapping off the end of the sentence. Any resemblance to a fluffy bird had disappeared.


She turned back to my boss.


“Will you take my case or won’t you?”


Ms. Pentecost leaned forward half an inch. “You wish us to discover whether these murders are linked, whether they are indeed inspired by your work, and I assume catch the person responsible. But without involving the authorities in the attempt.”


Miss Quick nodded.


“And if we succeed? What then?” my boss asked. “If we catch this murderer and bring him or her to justice. There will be a trial. Evidence will be presented. It’s very possible that your connection to these crimes will become part of the public record. Have you . . .”


My boss trailed off, her good eye going unfocused. One second. Two seconds. Three. Holly’s fidgeting increased. I started to get concerned.


We got to seven seconds before the needle dropped and my boss came back to herself.


“Have you considered that?” she continued, as if no time had elapsed. “The inevitability of your involvement if we are successful?”


No answer from our guest. She just sat there, eyes on her lap, fingers plucking at her skirt, the pulse in her throat thrumming to beat the band.


“Miss Quick?”


“Yes,” she said, her voice small and fragile. “I’ve thought of it.”


“And?”


She looked up.


“If it comes to that—and I don’t believe it is inevitable—


I will deal with the consequences,” she said. “In the meantime, if you take the case, I insist on anonymity. For that to be achieved, I believe you cannot contact the police.”


The three of us sat in silence for a moment. Outside, the wind was picking up, rattling the windows in their frames. The last of the January sunlight had vanished, and the office was lit in the warm glow of the room’s lamps.


Eventually, Holly Quick asked her question again.


“Will you take my case?”


“I will need to consider it,” Ms. P told her. “And to confer with Miss Parker.”


Our maybe-client opened her mouth to object, but my boss stopped her.


“You ask a great deal, Miss Quick. It would be unfair of me to agree to take the case and then find I am unable to operate within your parameters.”


Our guest thought about that for a moment, then nodded.


“How long?” she asked.


“Twenty-four hours. Miss Parker will call you with my decision.”


Another thought and a nod. A couple of awkward handshakes later, I fetched her hat and coat and showed her out.


I watched the curious woman disappear into the night.









CHAPTER 3


Back in the office, Ms. Pentecost and I settled into the familiar argument: Do we or don’t we? If we disagreed, the tie went to the boss. It was her name on the business cards, after all.


“What is your sense of Miss Quick?”


“I honestly don’t know.”


She gave me a dubious look.


“Really,” I said. “I couldn’t read her. I mean, if she is who she says she is, then she makes up stories for a living. Any or all of what she told us could be fiction. And if she’s got a tell, I couldn’t find it in that haystack of tics and twitches. I’ll say this, though—she refused to meet my eyes. That screams someone with something to hide.”


My boss shook her head.


“I don’t think that was intentional,” she said. “I believe she is merely someone who finds eye contact uncomfortable.”


“Well, I find her lack of it uncomfortable.”


“A reaction I’m sure she’s familiar with.”


My boss was being argumentative. That meant she was interested. Which was the first step to her taking the case.


“Surely her peculiarities are not the real reason you don’t care for her,” Ms. P said. “We have trucked with far more peculiar people.”


She had a point. Our address book was chock-full of oddballs.


“You’re right,” I said. “It’s not just her mannerisms. It’s what she’s asking. No police involvement? It’s begging for trouble down the road.”


“We’ve crossed such lines with the authorities before.”


“Sure, but it’s always been our call, not the client’s,” I reminded her. “Three murders, no cops, and I’m about to be out of pocket for three weeks in case you’ve forgotten.”


“I have not.”


I was about to push the issue, but was interrupted by a shout from the kitchen.


“Dinner’s up!”


The scent of tomato and basil and hot bread was filling the entire house now, and my stomach rumbled. I’d skipped lunch, being too busy preparing for my starring role as Billy’s devoted girlfriend. It was a nasty habit I’d picked up from my boss—skipping meals when we were hot on a case.


We’d been hot for the better part of six months, taking on one job after another, sometimes two or three at the same time, not to mention our pet projects. It wasn’t that Ms. Pentecost was running herself ragged. I was the pressure valve that was meant to keep that from happening. It was more like she was testing her limits.


Following our adventure in Virginia the previous August—one that left her with a twisted ankle and me with a battered everything else—she paid a visit to her longtime doctor.


All she wanted was a cursory check on her hoof to make sure no lasting damage had been done. But while he had her on his table, the doc put her through the series of tests that she was supposed to have on a regular basis and that she’d been avoiding for the better part of a year.


The tests that tracked how her multiple sclerosis was progressing.


I didn’t know how things went. Our relationship did not extend to having access to her medical records. Whatever the results, she came out wanting to take on every case that walked in the door.


Make of that what you will.


At that moment I was making what I would of Ms. P’s seven-second silence during our interview with Holly Quick. Maybe she’d just been gathering her thoughts. She had a lot of them, after all.


On the other hand, I’d done more than my share of reading on multiple sclerosis and I knew that it could eventually start throwing a whole bucket of monkey wrenches into Ms. P’s mental machinery.


I could have just asked her about that seven-second pause, but I was afraid. Afraid the answer would be “What pause?”


We had no hard-and-fast rule about working during meals, so we spread out the contents of Holly’s folder between the plates of grilled cheese and bowls of soup.


For the thousandth time, we invited Mrs. Campbell to join us, and for the thousandth time, she opted to take her dinner in the renovated carriage house that she called home.


Already familiar with the news articles, we started with Holly’s stories, reading them in the order of the murders they resembled. My boss was a slower reader than me, at least over the long run. Her disease let her have about fifteen minutes of good reading before she had to give her eyes a couple minutes’ rest. To accommodate, I gave her a two-story head start before I started running.


“The Last Drop,” published in the March 1942 issue of Strange Crime, was about a mutt named Chester, an alcoholic crippled by guilt. Driving home from a bar one night, he hits a mother and child crossing the street, then speeds off. The story opens with the boozehound in his fleabag apartment, tying his own noose.


As he’s setting up his low-rent gallows, he reminisces about the cascade of bad decisions that got him to this point. Just as he’s about to step off his stool and take that final drop, he has second thoughts. What if he could change? What if he devoted his life to helping people?


He’s about to take the noose off when a voice speaks from the doorway.


“Looks like I got here just in time.”


It’s the man whose wife and child the boozehound left dead by the side of the road. He’s come to shoot the old alkie dead. He gives him a choice—the gun or the noose.


Chester decides that he doesn’t want his death on anyone’s conscience but his own, so he takes the drop. But as coroners—and also, apparently, Holly Quick—know all too well, unless it’s a long drop, you don’t break your neck. You strangle to death. And strangling is a slow way to go.


The man is hanging there, dying by degrees. The grieving husband and father can’t stand to watch it.


“You don’t deserve mercy. But here it is.”


He shoots him square between the eyes.


March 1942: Not too long before I crossed paths with Lillian Pentecost and she turned me from a circus Jill-of-all-trades to her—handler? Co-conspirator? I had a hazy memory of reading the story when it was first published, sitting at a chow-tent table, killing time between acts while the circus rumbled around me.


The second story was titled “Five-Minute Head Start” and had been published in May 1944. It followed a woman, a grifter who sets her sights on a millionaire. Her plan is to seduce him, get access to his bank accounts, then drain him dry.


He takes her on a weekend getaway to his hunting cabin, where he reveals that she’s the prey, not the predator. His plan is to hunt her through the woods like an animal and kill her. He shoots her and leaves her for dead, but she ends up surviving, then comes back to the cabin and stabs him in the gut with a broken piece of deer antler.


It was a gruesome little take on “The Most Dangerous Game,” which Holly made messier by making the prey a woman.


The cover of that issue depicted the lady grifter lying helpless on the forest floor, her paper-thin negligee torn in every spot the censors would allow. The hunter loomed over her, leveling his rifle.


It didn’t take Freud.


The third story, “The Curse of the Red Claw,” had been published only a month prior, in the December 1946 issue of Strange Crime, and went as Holly described, ending with the first victim sprawled across his desk, gutted from stem to stern. Though it had less to do with the revenge plot and more about how the drive for vengeance ate away at the protagonist over time.


Holly Quick might be annoying and demanding and an assortment of other adjectives, but she wasn’t a bad writer.


She also wasn’t wrong. The resemblance between her stories and the crimes in question was clear.


As she put it, someone was stealing her murders. Now all that was left was to decide if we were going to take the job of finding out who.


Ms. P was leaning back in her seat, plate and bowl empty, fingers twisting at the corners of the tomato-stained napkin in her lap. I didn’t mistake the posture for a nap. That was her thinking pose. She was going through the same mental checklist I was.


The list contained three boxes that could be checked off, each one adding to the likelihood of us taking the case.


First question: Could we do a better job than the police?


I gave that half a check. Without knowing about Holly Quick and her stories, it was doubtful New York’s finest would ever link the three murders. But their not knowing was on our client, not on their incompetence.


Second question: Was the case deserving of our time? In other words, was there some aspect of the case that plucked our heartstrings? No check in that box. At least not for me.


And finally, in the absence of a check in box two: Could the client pay enough to make it worth our while? My boss frequently skipped over this box. I did not.


In addition to being Ms. P’s leg-woman, sounding board, note taker, occasional browbeater, and sometimes translator, I was also the office manager. Which meant I knew the cost of a loaf of bread.


I also knew the cost of running an office and a household that included two full-time staff and an owner who needed to sock away for a rainy day.
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