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“Nothing,” Max said disgustedly, peeling away from the window. Her palms had left prints on the glass. “Not a single stupid visitor.”


Pippa groaned. “It’s too hot for a show,” she said. She was sprawled out on the cool linoleum floor, fanning herself with one of the brochures from the information table, which advertised the museum’s newest exhibit: a pair of ancient scissors said to be the ones used by Delilah to cut off Samson’s hair.


It was only eleven o’clock in the morning and already topping ninety degrees in New York City. The street outside of Dumfrey’s Dime Museum of Freaks, Oddities, and Wonders was as still as a painting. Max, Sam, Thomas, and Pippa had camped out in the lobby overnight, since the attic where they slept with the other performers felt like a steam bath.


“Pip’s right,” Sam said, glancing up temporarily from the steel pipe in his hands, which he was twisting and bending into a circle. “Anyone with a brain is at home in front of a fan.”


“Or swimming in an ice bath,” Pippa said. “Or moving to the North Pole.”


Max sighed. What was the point of perfecting her knife act—what was the point of doing anything?—if there was never an audience to applaud her? Nonetheless, she removed an apple from the basket at her feet and balanced it carefully on the mounted head of a grizzly bear. Then she backed up a dozen feet, wrestled a blindfold over her eyes, lifted the knife, and threw.


She imagined, as she did, that the apple was the face of Professor Nicholas Rattigan: scientist, madman, fugitive.


Maker.


There was a loud thunk.


“Yikes,” Pippa said. “Remind me not to volunteer for your act.”


Max whipped off the blindfold and saw the knife buried deep in the fur between the bear’s glass eyes. She scowled. “There must be a draft in here,” she said.


“I wish.” Pippa began fanning more vigorously.


“What do you think?” Sam held out the metal pipe he had been shaping, which was now a complicated pattern of loops and twists. “Does this look like a rabbit to you?”


“Is it upside down?” Pippa said, squinting.


“It looks like a rabbit that got run over by a garbage truck,” Max said. The heat made her very moody.


Sam sighed and began straightening out the pipe again. “If Mr. Dumfrey would only let me have a real rabbit to model from …”


Pippa reached over to pat his foot consolingly. Sam was absolutely desperate for a pet, and was always pushing crackers through the bars of Mr. Dumfrey’s pet cockatoo’s cage and trying to make friends with the mice that lived in the walls. But Mr. Dumfrey wouldn’t let him have an animal of his own, for fear that Sam would accidentally crush, squeeze, or pulverize it, as he often did to doorknobs, railings, and chairbacks. It wasn’t Sam’s fault. As Mr. Dumfrey was fond of reminding him, he was the strongest twelve-and-three-quarters-year-old in the country—possibly in the whole world.


“Listen to this,” Thomas said, smoothing down his hair, which as usual was coated with plaster and dust and refused to lie down flat. Thomas used the stairs only when he couldn’t help it. He mostly preferred to travel the museum’s walls, squeezing himself into the pipes and air ducts, shimmying through narrow spaces hardly wider than a flowerpot, and popping out of metal grates when you least expected it. “What do you call a woman who doesn’t have all her fingers on one hand?”


Pippa groaned again. “Come on, Thomas. Lay off. It’s too hot for riddles.”


“Just try,” he urged. Thomas always had his nose stuck in a book. Lately, it was Brain Puzzles & Teasers. He read even when he was eating; the pages were splattered with tomato sauce and bacon grease.


“Unlucky,” Max said.


“I’d call her normal.” The new janitor, William “Lash” Langtry, sauntered into the lobby, carrying a bucket and a mop. He wiggled the fingers of his left hand. “I’d hate to have all ten fingers on one hand.”


Thomas grinned and shut the book. “Lash wins.”


Max rebalanced the apple on the grizzly’s head, backed up, and took aim again. This time the knife went straight through the core, and the apple, now sliced neatly in two, thudded to the floor.


“Now there’s a pretty trick.” Lash leaned on his broom. “Reminds me of my old bullwhip routine. ’Course I was particular to strawberries … Make a nice kind of mess when they explode.”


“Show us,” Max said.


“Yeah, show us,” Pippa said, munching on one of the apple halves.


“Just one trick,” Sam said.


Lash colored a deep red. He turned his attention to the floor and began furiously sweeping the same six-inch patch of linoleum. “I reckon those days are behind me,” he said. “My hands ain’t what they used to be. Eyes, neither.”


The kids exchanged a look. William “Lash” Langtry had known Mr. Dumfrey years and years earlier, when Lash was a world-famous circus performer. He was an ace with a whip: he could snuff out a candle from a distance of forty yards, and knock a stick of gum off the tongue of a volunteer.


But the years had taken their toll. He was as thin as a fence pole and his skin was red and deeply wrinkled, like a sun-dried tomato. And nobody could miss the flask tucked in his waistband, the redness of his eyes, or the way his hands shook, especially in the morning. When he had turned up at the museum only a few weeks earlier, Mr. Dumfrey had given him the only available position.


The once world-famous Lash Langtry was the museum’s new janitor, replacing the late—and not especially lamented—Potts.


Miss Fitch bustled in from the Hall of Worldwide Wonders. “There you are,” she said to Lash in a curiously high-pitched voice. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”


Max swallowed back a snort. Sam rapidly transformed a laugh into a cough. And Thomas opened his book and once again plastered his nose to the page.


Typically, Miss Fitch wore a variation of the same shapeless black dress, black stockings, and black shoes, as if she were always prepared to attend someone’s funeral. But today, she had on a dress in a hideous yellow that made her look like an overgrown banana. Her cheeks were streaked with rouge, applied so recklessly it looked as though a child had been finger painting on her face. Her lashes were thickly clumped with mascara, and her lips were the color of a fire truck.


“Are … you all right?” Pippa asked.


“Why wouldn’t I be?” Miss Fitch snapped in her usual voice. She smoothed her hair down anxiously. “The twins insisted on making me up … I daresay it’s very silly.” She batted her eyelashes furiously at Lash. Flakes of mascara swirled to the floor.


Sam’s coughing fit got even louder.


Lash tipped his hat. “I think you look mighty pretty, Miss Fitch,” he said.


“Oh, Lash!” Miss Fitch turned nearly as red as her lipstick. “You’re too much.” She let out a series of tittering squeaks. Max felt like she had swallowed a balloon. Was Miss Fitch giggling? “I need your help in the, erm, Hall of Wax. We’re rearranging the French Revolution exhibit and I’m simply not strong enough to move the guillotine by myself.”


“Anything for you, lil lady,” Lash said, offering his arm to Miss Fitch. She squeaked with pleasure again. She was fluttering her eyelashes so fast, it was a miracle she didn’t begin to levitate.


Sam was now coughing so much, his face had turned purple.


“For heaven’s sake, drink some water, Sam,” Miss Fitch hissed, before turning back to Lash and plastering a smile on her face.


As Lash and Miss Fitch proceeded up the stairs to the second floor, Lash’s voice floated back to them.


“Did I ever tell you about the time a lion busted out of its cage and my bullwhip saved a whole passel of people from getting chewed to splinters? No? Why, it must have been twenty years ago now …”


Max sighed. She was all out of apples, and she doubted whether Danny, the dwarf, who was doing the cooking today, would spare her any more. Time seemed to be moving at a crawl. She returned to the window, hoping the view might have changed. But Forty-Third Street was as empty as ever. Sergio was trudging slowly down the street from Ninth Avenue, pushing his pretzel cart. Henry, the day porter at the St. Edna Hotel, was sleeping, chin-to-chest, on his stool. Little Jack McDonnell, who lived across the street, was playing jacks on his stoop.


She looked the other way and saw a large red blob carrying a vast handkerchief barreling toward the museum. Then she realized it was not a blob carrying a handkerchief, but Mr. Dumfrey carrying a newspaper. He was red in the face and wearing a typically outlandish outfit: this time, a red silken kimono and matching slippers.


“Mr. Dumfrey’s—” she began. Before she could say back, the front door flew open and Mr. Dumfrey burst into the lobby, waving the paper triumphantly above his head. Max recognized it as The Daily Screamer, the tabloid that had only a few months ago featured several articles, most of them insulting, about the children and their abilities.


“I’ve got it!” he cried. “A guaranteed crowd-pleaser! A surefire showstopper! A bona fide blockbuster! They’ll come running like bees to a flame, like moths to honey!”


“I think you mean like moths to a flame and bees to honey,” Pippa said.


Mr. Dumfrey evidently didn’t hear her. “We’ll be rich!” he said, beaming. “Nothing to drum up business like an execution.”


And he shook out the newspaper so that the headline was visible:


RICHSTONE TO FRY FOR WIFE’S MURDER!
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“I don’t get it,” Max said. “What’s so special about this Richbone—Witchstone—whatever his name is?”


“My dear child.” Mr. Dumfrey snatched off his glasses and peered at Max as if to verify that she wasn’t an impostor. “The murder of Mrs. Richstone is an absolute sensation! It’s the crime of the century!”


Six months earlier, heiress Rachel Richstone had been found dead in the bedroom of her Park Avenue apartment, killed by a blow to her head from a golf club belonging to her husband. Rumor was that she had recently become involved with a young Australian fortune hunter, Mr. Edmund Snyder, and that Manfred Richstone was mad with jealousy. Though Manfred protested his innocence, he was arrested and quickly found guilty of murder.


“I think what Max means, Mr. Dumfrey,” Pippa interjected softly, “is what’s Mrs. Richstone’s murder got to do with us?”


“Everything!” he answered gaily. “People are clamoring for every last detail about the case—and we’ll give it to them. Oh, yes. We’ll show them! Just imagine: A new wax installation. A diorama of the whole grisly, gruesome scene, from the bed frame down to the bloodstains. It has the makings of a classic piece: the beautiful heiress, Rachel, clubbed to death by her dashing husband! We’ll be flooded with business! We’ll be drowning in it!”


Thomas had at last abandoned his book and was reading the paper instead. “Mr. Richstone says he’s innocent,” he said, looking up from the article.


Dumfrey waved a hand. “You can’t expect him to say anything else, can you?” he said dismissively. “He’s facing the chair.”


“I don’t know.” Pippa had never liked the Hall of Wax, and Murderers’ Row was her least favorite place in the museum. The small and dusty room on the second floor contained a vast selection of life-sized wax figures and dummy models, depicting famous crime scenes and grisly murders. She avoided Murderers’ Row whenever she could; when she couldn’t, she walked as quickly as possible past the exhibits, holding her breath, as she did when she passed a graveyard. “It seems kind of … wrong.”


Dumfrey patted her shoulder affectionately. “Dear, sweet Pippa,” he said, as if she were five years old and not twelve. “Nothing could be more right. We’ll be preserving dear Mrs. Richstone’s memory. We’ll be keeping her spirit alive!”


Pippa shivered. That’s exactly what she was worried about: that somewhere, trapped in those wax bodies, was a live spirit.


“Now let me see. …” Mr. Dumfrey tapped a finger on his chin, as he often did when he was thinking. “We’ll take two dummies from the costume room—I’m sure Miss Fitch can spare them. We’ll need new heads, of course. …”


Thomas groaned. “I thought we agreed. No more heads.”


In the spring, Mr. Dumfrey’s Dime Museum had suffered a series of misfortunes, beginning with the theft of a prized shrunken head, supposedly a relic from an ancient Amazonian tribe. The Curse of the Shrunken Head had become a citywide sensation, especially when several people turned up dead. The children had been forced to try to clear Mr. Dumfrey’s name when he was accused of murder.


Mr. Dumfrey had been released. But the search for the real murderer had led the children directly into the arms of Professor Rattigan. Brilliant, ruthless, and recently a fugitive from prison, Professor Rattigan had stolen the kids when they were young for his twisted experiments. Now he wanted to use the children to help rebuild his empire. They had barely escaped him, and for two months had lived in fear of his return. But it had been more than sixty days and still no sign of him, so they were at last starting to relax.


“No more shrunken heads,” Mr. Dumfrey corrected him, wagging a finger in Thomas’s face. “This is altogether different. I’ll need to pay a visit to our old friend Eckleberger right away.”


“Freckles!” Pippa exclaimed. She had known Herr Eckleberger since she was little more than a toddler and had invented his nickname then, when she was unable to string together the long series of syllables that made up his name and had instead shortened them into a word her tongue could find its way around. “We haven’t seen him in ages.”


“I never thanked him for the present he sent me,” Sam said. For Christmas, Herr Eckleberger had sent him an impressively realistic bust of Sam’s head, crafted entirely out of candy. Much of the head had been cannibalized by now, so that only one half of Sam’s candy face remained, along with a single jelly bean where his left ear had once been.


“And I never returned the book he lent me,” Thomas said. “The Hidden World of Mathematical Proportions.”


“Please, Mr. Dumfrey,” Pippa said, “can we come?”


Mr. Dumfrey consulted his pocket watch. “All right, then,” he said. “Run along and get your shoes on. Our dear old Freckles is a very busy man.”


Siegfried Eckleberger, nicknamed Freckles, was the closest thing to a grandparent Thomas, Pippa, and Sam had ever known, and Pippa found that even the thought of visiting him lifted her spirits enormously. 


For weeks she had been dogged by a nasty, lingering feeling of unease, a feeling kind of like turning a corner and realizing you were lost. More than ever she found herself thinking of the parents she had never known, obsessing about them, wondering whether they were still out there and still looking for her.


She knew why, of course. Until a few months ago she’d always believed that her parents had abandoned her because she was different. But she knew the truth now. She’d been taken from her parents, stolen as a child by Nicholas Rattigan, deranged scientist, to be the guinea pig in one of his terrible experiments. She hadn’t been born different; she’d been made different. Her parents hadn’t gotten rid of her.


Which maybe, just maybe, meant they might want her back.


As they walked, Mr. Dumfrey told Max all about Eckleberger as they left the museum and ventured into the heat, which was as wet and heavy as the slap of a dog’s tongue. A famous sculptor, Eckleberger had once traveled the whole world, molding portraits of queens and dictators, business tycoons and baseball players, out of plaster and wax. He had shaken hands with Al Capone and once, famously, lost a game of bridge to Winston Churchill. He also did work for the police department, creating sculpted busts of wanted men based on the descriptions of their victims; one such model had been used to capture the notorious “Necktie Strangler of Staten Island,” Sergio Voss.


One of Pippa’s favorite stories involved Freckles’s involvement in a government plot in Belgium. Freckles had saved the day by smuggling a critical document from one person to another inside the wax head of Thomas Jefferson, thus saving the country from ruin. To this day, Monsieur Cabillaud, the children’s pinhead tutor and a Belgian, could not see Herr Eckleberger without saluting.


But now he was nearly eighty-five years old, and though he was as smart as ever, and as capable with his hands, he hardly ever left his studio anymore.


“You’ll see, Max,” Sam said reassuringly as they made their way with Dumfrey through the bustle of Times Square. “You’re going to love him.”


“He sounds like a dingbat to me,” Max said.


“Now, now, Max.” Using his large stomach to clear a path for himself, Mr. Dumfrey pushed his way through a knot of people gathered outside of the Metropole Radio Store. “It isn’t fair to judge. Some of my very best friends are dingbats! Smalls the giant was once declared insane in the state of Florida … all a terrible misunderstanding … apparently a newspaper mistook one of his poems for a bomb threat … really it was about the lily flower but, well, with a title like ‘The Explosion,’ I suppose you can understand—”


“Mr. Dumfrey, wait.” Pippa seized Mr. Dumfrey’s arm. Despite the heat, she suddenly felt very cold.


A newscaster’s voice was blaring from one of the radios on display in the window of the Metropole.


“… reliable reports say that Professor Nicholas Rattigan, the FBI’s public enemy number one, has been spotted in the Chicago area …”


Just the name, Nicholas Rattigan, was like something unpleasant snaking down one’s back. Pippa shivered.


“Oh, dear,” Mr. Dumfrey murmured. His lips tightened to a fine white line. For the thousandth time since Pippa and the others had first confronted Nicholas Rattigan—and then learned, to their utter shock, that Rattigan and Dumfrey were actually related—she searched Mr. Dumfrey’s face for some resemblance to his half brother. But she could find none. Mr. Dumfrey was round everywhere that Rattigan was angular. His face was pink where Rattigan’s face was the sallow color of a dirty yellow waistband. The only similarity was in their eyes, which were blue. But where Mr. Dumfrey’s eyes reminded Pippa of a summer sky, Rattigan’s eyes were the pale blue color of an ice-covered lake. Sometimes now, when the old nightmare visited of long, dim hallways and cage bars and the sound of crying, she thought she heard also the echo of his laugh, cold and mirthless, like the howl of wind across snow.


“Rattigan!” Thomas cried. “What’s he doing all the way out in Chicago?”


“Good riddance,” Max said. “I hope he keeps going all the way to China.”


“I hope he gets caught and thrown into a cage, where he belongs,” Sam said with uncharacteristic anger.


Mr. Dumfrey patted Sam’s shoulder. “I’m sure the police will close in on him soon,” he said. But Pippa saw his left eyelid give a little flutter, as it did whenever he was telling a lie: declaring that a shriveled mermaid was absolutely authentic, when it was actually made of plaster, assorted doll parts, and a dried fishtail; or claiming that an old turkey feather was the actual quill used by Thomas Jefferson to sign the Declaration of Independence.


The newscaster on the radio had passed on to another story. A tiger had escaped from the Bronx Zoo and had been spotted prowling down Pelham Parkway. The crowd around the Metropole store began to disperse.


“Sam’s right,” Thomas said. “I won’t feel safe until Rattigan’s behind bars again.”


“Don’t worry, Thomas,” Mr. Dumfrey said as they continued on their way. “I won’t let him get to you again. You can count on me.”


That time, Pippa was sure his eyelid fluttered.
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Freckles lived in a narrow three-story brownstone with a dingy facade and a half dozen brown plants withering on the front stoop. The shades were drawn in every window, but Max yelped when she thought she saw a terrible face leering out at her from the second floor: straggly black hair, crooked yellow teeth, mouth open as though in an animal roar. 


Mr. Dumfrey followed her gaze.


“Don’t be afraid, Max,” he said. “That’s just one of Herr Eckleberger’s little jokes. It’s a statue, you see? Designed to keep the children away on Halloween, I daresay.”


Max blinked. Mr. Dumfrey was right, of course. When she looked a little longer, she saw that the man in the window didn’t move or blink. “Nuttier than an almond factory,” she muttered. Embarrassed to have been so easily fooled, she hung back while the others gathered in front of the door. On it, a small brass plaque read: Go Away. 


The words were repeated when Mr. Dumfrey raised his fist to knock. “Go away!” cried a gravelly and heavily accented voice, so it sounded like Go avay. 


“My dear Siegfried,” said Mr. Dumfrey, raising his voice to be heard through the door. “It’s Horatio Dumfrey. I’ve brought the children, too.”


A rectangular peephole slid open. A pair of dark eyes appeared, surrounded by so many wrinkles and folds they looked like raisins set in the middle of a collapsing soufflé.


“Hello, Freckles,” Sam said cheerfully. Other than Dumfrey, he was the only one tall enough to be visible to the man behind the door.


“Dumfrey, eh?” the man croaked out, his eyes ticking from Dumfrey to Sam and back again.


“The very same,” Dumfrey said pleasantly.


“Prove it!” he trumpeted. “What’s the secret password?” It sounded like: Vat iss der zeegret passvort? 


Mr. Dumfrey frowned. “Surely, Siegfried. After all these years …”


“Der passvort!”


“For heaven’s sake.” Mr. Dumfrey began patting his checkered vest front. “I always mean to write it down …”


“Try the date book in your left pants pocket,” Pippa suggested.


“What have I told you, Pippa, about reading the contents of people’s pockets without their permission? Although I suppose in this case …” Mr. Dumfrey withdrew a small leather-bound book from his tailcoat pocket, so stuffed with extra papers, crumpled receipts, and miscellaneous scribbled notes, it looked as though the leather binding had tried to swallow the contents of a paper factory. No sooner had he cracked open the cover than dozens of scraps of paper swirled onto the stoop. “Oh, dear, oh, dear,” Mr. Dumfrey said, flipping forward a few pages, and shedding more notes and business cards as he went. “Let me think. I’m sure I did write it down somewhere. Is it ‘A quart of milk, two cans of tuna, and a dozen eggs’? No, wait. That’s a grocery list for Miss Fitch. What about ‘notice of overdrawn account’? No. That can’t be right. That’s a letter from my bank. How about”—he squinted at the slip of the paper in his hand—“‘two-headed mongoose?’”


“Not even close!” howled Herr Eckleberger.


Mr. Dumfrey scratched his head, frowning. “Hmm. That must have been part of my Christmas wish list. Now let me think …”


“I’m losing patience,” said Herr Eckleberger. His eyebrows—huge and knitted as fleece socks—were drawn tightly over his glittering dark eyes.


“A moment, my friend, a moment,” Mr. Dumfrey said, still flipping through his date book. “It isn’t ‘Mexican python’ or ‘Chinese funeral urn’ or ‘stuffed cabbage’ …?”


“No, no, and no.”


“Here, Mr. Dumfrey.” Pippa had kneeled to sweep up the mass of fallen papers on the stoop. Dumfrey shoved them carelessly into his pocket.


“You missed one,” Max said, and plucked a small printed receipt from the straggly arms of a dying azalea bush.


“Thank you, Mackenzie,” Mr. Dumfrey said, glancing absentmindedly at the receipt. Then he let out a triumphant cry. “Aha! I knew I had marked it down somewhere.” He held out the receipt so that Max could see the letters scribbled across the top. “The password is … Schokoladeveinetzmann!” The eyes vanished from the peephole. Max counted the sound of four locks opening, one after the other.


“Schokoladewhat?” Thomas whispered to Dumfrey.


“It’s a kind of Christmas chocolate,” Dumfrey responded, also in a whisper. “German, of course. One of his harder passwords to remember. Dear old Siegfried has an absolute passion for chocolate. Ah, but here he is. Siegfried, my fine fellow!”


The door swung open. Max didn’t know what to expect after their rude treatment. Even Herr Eckleberger’s bushy gray eyebrows had looked threatening through the peephole, as if they might jump off his face and tickle a person to death. Dumfrey said Eckleberger hardly left the house anymore. Maybe he’d finally cracked, like an egg, and all his brains had been scrambled.


But the man standing before them, arms open, was smiling widely, so that all his wrinkles melted toward his ears and he suddenly looked much younger.


“Horatio, mein old friend!” he said warmly, stepping forward to pump Mr. Dumfrey’s hand vigorously. “Thomas! Pippa! Samson! Come in, come in. It has been too long.” He turned his twinkling black eyes on Max. “And who is this?”


“That’s Mackenzie,” Mr. Dumfrey said. “Say hello, Max.”


Something in Eckleberger’s kind expression made Max feel shy. “Hullo,” she muttered.


“Mackenzie’s incredible with a knife,” Sam piped up, and then blushed.


“Is she? How wonderful!” It came out: Hovunderful. “Now come in, come in! You’re just in time. I vas just making some Plätzchen.”


“Some what?” Max said as they all shuffled forward into the darkness of the hall.


“Cookies, child!” Eckleberger said, beaming, and closed the door behind them, carefully locking all four locks.


Eckleberger’s studio was large, high-ceilinged, and full of light. Every possible surface was cluttered with statues in varying degrees of completion: a plaster head sat next to several clay noses, drying on a tray; an enormous wax torso shouldered up next to a wire frame, roughly human-shaped, covered with papier-mâché and strips of newspaper. The bed—the only indication Max could see that Eckleberger used the space for living as well as for work—was strewn with sketchbooks, cardboard boxes, and colored pencils. Sketches were tacked to every wall, and when the breeze came in through one of the open windows, they rustled like autumn leaves. The air smelled equally of paper and clay, cinnamon and butter. 


While Thomas peppered Eckleberger with various riddles from his new book, Max wandered the room, careful not to knock into anything. She was immediately drawn to a beautiful silver scalpel, with a teardrop-shaped blade, which was sitting out next to a lump of unformed clay. Unconsciously, she reached out to touch it, but Eckleberger stopped her.


“Careful, fräulein,” he said. He waggled a finger—which was as knotted as an old piece of oak—in her direction. “It’s very sharp.”


“It’d be perfect for my act,” Max said wistfully.


“Watch out, Freckles. She might steal it,” Pippa said. Pippa had obviously not forgiven Max for her habit of pocketing whatever items happened to be conveniently lying around.


Max glared. “I never stole nothing.”


“For heaven’s sake, Max,” cried Pippa, exhaling so hard that her long, straight bangs lifted off her forehead. “It’s ‘I never stole anything.’ How many times do I have to tell you?”


Eckleberger just laughed. “Perhaps I vill leaf you ze little knife in my vill, if you are a very goot girl, Max.”


Thomas grinned. “Fat chance of that.” Max stuck her tongue out at him when Eckleberger wasn’t looking.


“Now, my dear friends,” Eckleberger said as he bustled over to a worktable, shoving aside a wax head bearing an uncanny resemblance to the King of England, and gestured for the children and Dumfrey to sit, “to vat do I owe the pleasure?”
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“I have a job for you, old friend,” Mr. Dumfrey said as Eckleberger bent over an oven in the corner, almost entirely obscured from view by a large coatrack filled with hanging wigs, and produced a large tray filled with lacy, golden-brown cookies. That must be where the smell of butter came from, Max realized.


“It’ll be your best—your most astounding—your most momentous work yet!” Mr. Dumfrey kept talking, even as he fed a large cookie into his mouth. “Surely you’ve been following the case of poor Mrs. Richstone and her husband, Manfred?”


“I have seen it mentioned, yes,” Eckleberger said. Then: “Be careful, children. Zey are very hot.”


It was too late: Max had already burned her tongue. It was worth it. The cookie tasted like hot cocoa and spiced milk and snuggling under a blanket by a warm fire.


“Seen it mentioned?” Mr. Dumfrey repeated. His eyes went wide behind his glasses. “My dear Freckles”—agitatedly, he brushed the crumbs off his shirtfront, leaving buttery streaks in their place—“it’s the crime of the century. Seen it mentioned? It’s been everywhere! People can talk of nothing else!”


“Manfred Richstone will get the chair for it,” Thomas said in between mouthfuls of cookie.


Eckleberger looked at him sharply. “Vill he now?” He stroked the half dozen gray whiskers sprouting from the end of his chin, which reminded Max very much of the straggly plants outside on his doorstep. After a moment, he roused himself. “Let me guess, Horatio. You vant me to re-create the scene—the beautiful young woman in her bedroom—the jealous husband—the last horrible moment!”


“So you do know all about it,” Pippa said reproachfully.


“I know all about everything,” Eckleberger said with a wave of his hand. “You see, children, inspiration is everywhere. It is in everything! Even in zese awful modern newspapers.” He stubbed a crooked finger down onto a stack of folded-up papers, which Max recognized as The Daily Screamer.


“Does that mean you’ll do it?” Sam was crouching several feet away, attempting to coax an enormous fluffy white cat, which Max had originally mistaken for a giant ball of yarn, from underneath a bureau. Eckleberger, Mr. Dumfrey had told her, was always taking in stray cats and dogs. He treated them like artistic projects, nursing them back to health before placing them in families that could care for them.


“Come on, Freckles,” Thomas said. “The museum needs you.”


Max would have added that so far that week they had had only three visitors, one of whom merely wanted to use the toilets, but she was already on her third cookie and her mouth was full.


Just then, a tremendous yowl split the air. Sam had at last succeeded in luring the cat out into the open. But no sooner had he made his first tentative attempt to pet it than the cat streaked away, shooting Sam an injured look.


“It’s no use.” Sam seemed to be on the verge of tears. Even when he was trying to be gentle, he ended up smashing or squeezing things to splinters. Max had once seen him accidentally topple a stone pillar when he had done nothing more than lean against it. “Animals never like me.”


“Maybe you should get an armadillo,” Pippa suggested. “They have lots of natural armor.”


Eckleberger was still lost in thought. “I see … perhaps … zer might be a vay … But it vill be difficult … very difficult.”


“Come on, Freckles,” Thomas said. “Be a sport.”


Eckleberger slammed his gnarled fist down on the worktable. “I’ll do it!” he said, and everyone cheered. Pippa had obviously forgotten that she had been initially against the idea; she applauded louder than anyone. But Eckleberger quickly silenced them. “But first, I vill need photographs. Photographs of everyone and everything—the wife, the jealous husband, the bedroom ver she vas killed. I can do nothing without photographs.”


“That’s easy enough,” Dumfrey said. “Mr. and Mrs. Richstone have been on the front page every day for the last week.”


“Bah.” When Eckleberger frowned, he resembled a very old and very wise turtle. “Useless! Zese photos zat everyone has seen … Printed and stamped and sent halfvay around der vorlt … zese are photos with nothing to say. I need photos zat speak in whispers, zat hum, zat sing of life!”


Max had no idea what Eckleberger was talking about, but she was mesmerized by the way he spoke. He leaned forward and dropped his voice, as if he were sharing a delicious secret.


“A sculptor does more than sculpt the nose, the eyes, the ears, and cheekbones.” He placed a hand on his chest over his heart. “Vee must sculpt the soul!”


“Spoken like a true artist,” Mr. Dumfrey said, dabbing his eyes with his ever-present handkerchief. He coughed delicately. “But as to the, erm, photographs you require, I’m afraid that may present certain difficulties. Perhaps, just this once, you might stick to sculpting the nose and ears and cheekbones?”


Eckleberger’s eyes gleamed. “Do not vorry,” he said. “I vill see to that. An old dog has his tricks.” And he winked at Max.




[image: Chapter Image Missing]


Mr. Dumfrey announced that he had an urgent appointment back at the museum, and after waving to Herr Eckleberger and promising to visit again soon, Thomas, Pippa, Max, and Sam followed him out onto the street, their pockets filled with chocolate-studded sugar cookies wrapped in wax paper. 


But it was too hot to move quickly, and Pippa rebelled at the idea of taking the subway, which was as wet and smelly as the inside of a mouth, so the children said good-bye to Mr. Dumfrey at the entrance to the subway and instead made their way leisurely toward Eleventh Avenue and from there turned north. Thomas estimated that they were moving at roughly the same pace as ketchup oozing out of a bottle. But at least there was a slight breeze coming off the Hudson River.


A man in a tall hat and ragged pants was dozing on a bench. A thin woman was dragging a red-faced child behind her. Two fruit merchants were arguing about the position of their pushcarts. And Thomas realized that for the past couple of months, without knowing it, he had been carrying around a weight in his stomach, a squeeze of fear that kept him glancing suspiciously at strangers and searching every crowd for Rattigan’s face.


But now he felt a breaking relief: Rattigan was a thousand miles away. They were safe.


“What are you smiling about?” Pippa asked.


“Nothing,” he said. Instinctively, he threw an arm around her shoulders. Everything was going to be okay. Even knowing that Thomas’s real family might be out there somewhere couldn’t destroy his happiness. For Thomas, the museum was the only home that mattered.


Pippa swatted him off. “Get off me. You’re making my hair sweat.”


Definitely back to normal.


As they approached the corner of Eighth Avenue and Thirty-Fourth Street, Thomas spotted a familiar figure: his friend Chubby, a newspaper boy who’d staked every corner from Herald Square to Forty-Second Street as his own. Chubby was somewhere between fifteen and sixteen years old. Chubby didn’t know, exactly, and he often celebrated a birthday several times a year. He had no parents, a fact of which he was very proud, as if he had deliberately ensured they would get rid of him.


“Chubby is as chubby does,” he had said, somewhat confusingly, the one time Thomas had ventured to ask him about his name, which did not exactly suit. Chubby resembled nothing so much as a string bean, with a few features not normally found on the vegetable: a great knob of a nose, sharp elbows and knees, bright green eyes, and patchy straw-colored hair that poked out from beneath the filthy cap he always wore. He looked like a stiff wind might knock him backward.


But he had a voice like a foghorn. Even from three blocks away, they could hear him bellowing: “Extra! Extra! Read all about it!”


“Heya, Chub,” Thomas said, waving.


Chubby raised a paper to his hat in recognition, but kept on squawking: “Extra! Extra! Read all about it!”


“Does he ever breathe?” Pippa muttered. Pippa disliked Chubby, largely because he was always mispronouncing her name.


As if he’d heard her, Chubby at last turned and sucked in a deep and wheezy breath. “Heya, Tom. Heya, Sam. Heya, Max. Heya, Philippa.”


“It’s Pippa.” Pippa squeezed her hands into fists. Thomas knew she hated it when people called her by her full name.


“Like you say.” Chubby grinned, showing off the huge gap in his long front teeth, which made his face look endearingly like a rabbit’s. He nudged Thomas. “She looks more like a pip-squeak though, don’t she?”


Pippa looked as if she wanted to punch Chubby in his sunburned nose. Thomas changed the subject quickly before she could decide to do it. He was not altogether certain that Max wasn’t rubbing off on her. “What’s the latest, Chub?”


“You heard the news?” Chubby asked. He pronounced “heard” as “hoid.” Pippa rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything. “This wacko Rattigan’s running loose in Chicago. Building an army on the sly. That’s what they say.” Even as he spoke, he managed to fob a newspaper onto a passing businessman, flipping the dime that was given to him from his palm to his pocket. “The coppers are offering one hundred dollars for a reward. Just my luck, huh? One hundred big ones on the table, and not a chance we get even a scratch.”


“Oh? And if he was in New York, you think you’d be the one to bring him in?” Pippa said scornfully.


Chubby’s expression shifted. He smiled slyly. “Why not? I hear lotsa things. See lotsa things, too. I got my nose to the street.”


“You’ve got your ear to the street, you moron,” Pippa said.


Chubby shrugged. “Yeah, sure, ears too.” He rocked back on his heels. “All’s I’m saying is, Rattigan better not show his mug around here or else.”


Thomas couldn’t agree with Chubby more. Rattigan better stay far away, or else Thomas, Pippa, Max, and Sam were in serious danger. Just thinking about Rattigan—his long white fingers, like something dead you find floating in the water; his strange, twisted smile—made his stomach give an uncomfortable lurch, like he’d just eaten too many hot dogs. He decided to change the subject.
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