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CHAPTER 1


The prosecution calls Lillian Pentecost to the stand.”


A wave of barely hushed whispers washed over the courtroom. Judge Harman, never one to shy away from a good gavel-banging, let it go unscolded for a change. He couldn’t really blame folks. They’d been packed shoulder to shoulder on the hard courtroom benches for three long days, watching the calendar flip from July to August 1946 while they slogged through the boring nuts and bolts of the prosecution’s case. Waiting for the real drama to start.


The air-conditioning had gone belly-up halfway through day one and the two hundred or so reporters, family members, and assorted lookie-loos were sweating through their stay-pressed as we approached the climax of the city’s murder trial of the moment.


My boss was the climax.


Every eye in the room was on Lillian Pentecost as she made her way to the witness stand, cane thumping out an even rhythm on the courtroom’s hardwood floor. She cut an impressive figure: tall, slender, on the far side of forty, impeccable posture— the better to show off the lines of her gray herringbone suit, white collared blouse, and favorite blood-red tie. Her long chestnut hair was tied up in a labyrinth of braids, her signature streak of gray weaving through like a vein of quicksilver.


I even got her to slap on some makeup. A little eye shadow to bring out the winter-gray of her eyes, blush to add drama to her hawkish profile, and the palest of pink lipsticks to make her mouth seem a tad less severe. The goal was no-nonsense but approachable. A woman you’d trust to tell you who murdered who.


The defense table was an island of stillness in the midst of the tittering. Forest Whitsun, attorney for the defense, turned in his seat to watch Ms. P’s approach, the look on his face steely confidence mixed with a dash of curiosity.


Sure, I’m interested in what she has to say, his expression told the jurors, but only so I can explain to you good people why she’s mistaken.


As for the defendant, you could have propped him outside a cigar shop, he was so wooden. Over the last few days, Barry Sendak had perfected the look of the unjustly accused, woeis-me. Now, his eyes were blank, lips pressed in a thin line.


I’ll give him this, though— he didn’t look like an arsonist.


Which was a problem.


Not that arsonists come ready-to-wear. But you’d expect someone who was responsible for burning seventeen people alive and leaving hundreds more homeless and grieving to show it on his face.


The Old Testament scribblers had it right. Murder should leave a mark.


But that was wishful thinking.


The jury had spent the last three days looking for a tell and coming up empty. All they saw was a soft pudge of a man who barely topped five feet. Who at thirty was sliding to bald and thought a brush mustache would make up the difference. He had the imposed-upon air of a civil servant, which is exactly what he was, having spent the last ten years as a safety inspector for the New York City Fire Department. He had the watery brown eyes of a doe in the forest, and in his one-size-too-big suit he looked more like prey than predator.


I knew different.


I’d been with him when my boss pointed the finger and Lieutenant Nathan Lazenby, one of the city’s top homicide cops, slapped on the cuffs. Nobody would have mistaken Sendak for prey then.


When I was little, my father made me help him drag a badger out of its burrow near our garden. It had been making waste of our lettuce and my father decided it was time for the thing to go. He stood behind me with a shotgun while I grabbed it by its legs and pulled. It came out spitting and clawing and if my Dad hadn’t been so quick on the trigger, that rodent would have torn my face off.


Sendak had the same look on him when Lazenby led him away. Like he wanted to sink his teeth into Ms. Pentecost’s cheek and give a good yank.


The problem was the jury wasn’t seeing the beast.


The other problem— and the DA had been clear that this was the larger of the two— was that the three tenement buildings Sendak had torched had been in Harlem. The seventeen dead were all Negroes. And if you could find a more lily-white jury, I’d have given you a medal.


The evidence against Sendak was circumstantial. Sure, there was a truckload of it, but if you were hunting hard for reasonable doubt, you could squint and convince yourself it was there and only have a little trouble sleeping at night.


It took some serious arm-pulling and a few scathing editorials in the papers to convince the DA to move forward with the case. Even then, he only pulled the trigger because of a specific thumb pressing down on the scales.


That thumb, along with its four friends, was at that moment laid out on a Bible, its owner swearing to tell the truth, whole and nothing but.


“Put me on the stand,” Ms. Pentecost had told the district attorney. “I promise you I will reveal to the jury just what kind of man Mr. Sendak is.”


Lillian Pentecost didn’t make promises lightly, and the DA knew it. So here we were. Last day, last witness, and the whole ballgame riding on my boss.


Someone once told me that ladies don’t sweat, but I guess I wasn’t much of a lady. I was schvitzing along with the rest of the audience.


From the back row of the courtroom, I watched as Howard Clark, the assistant DA who’d drawn the short straw, began to lead Ms. Pentecost through the whys and wherefores. None of it was news to me, so I took the opportunity to pull out the telegram that had been delivered to our door that morning by an out-of-breath Western Union boy and read it again.




RUBY FOUND MURDERED. CIRCUS CURRENTLY IN STOPPARD, VIRGINIA. REQUEST PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE. — BH





BH was Big Bob Halloway, owner and operator of Hart & Halloway’s Traveling Circus and Sideshow. The telegram included a phone number where he could be reached.


Ms. P had been upstairs putting herself together when it arrived. I hadn’t shown it to her yet. I didn’t want her mind on anything but the task in front of her.


I, on the other hand, had the luxury of letting my mind wander.


Ruby Donner. The Amazing Tattooed Woman.


An impossible landscape of roses and sailor girls, hearts and mermaids and pirate ships, and an emerald-green serpent spiraling up her left leg from toe to thigh and places beyond. The count had been north of three hundred when I’d last seen her.


Four years since then. I wondered what she would have thought of little Willowjean “Will” Parker, dolled up in her going-to-court jacket and skirt so she’d blend in with the rubes in the cheap seats.


The reporters I was sharing the row with had teased me about my outfit.


“You undercover as someone’s secretary?” one wit from the Times had asked. “You can sit on my lap and take dictation anytime, Parker.”


I showed him my favorite finger and quietly suggested he sit on that.


“Aw, don’t be like that, Red. I’m just playing.”


That’s what passes for flirting from the Fourth Estate.


I self-consciously ran my hand through my frizzy red curls. I’d spent the last eight months growing them out, and they were within spitting distance of shoulder-length for the first time since grade school. My fingers got caught in a tangle and I had to yank them free. I glanced around to see if anyone had noticed, but everyone’s eyes were on the witness stand.


Ruby.


I asked her once, “Why do you do it? It’s got to hurt like a bastard.”


She smiled that smile that always gave me shivers.


“Of course it hurts, honey. But no more than anything else.”


There was more to that conversation— one that ended with me making a fool of myself in her bed not long after. But I couldn’t afford to think about that now. Clark was wrapping up and it was time for the real show to begin.


Whitsun approached the witness stand, walking with an easy confidence that probably wasn’t a put-on. He had a reputation as the best defense lawyer in the city. A profile in The New Yorker had dubbed him “the real-life Perry Mason,” and people in the know didn’t disagree.


It didn’t hurt that he could have modeled for the book jackets. Whitsun was six feet of blue eyes, broad shoulders, and a face that was only a few degrees from Gary Cooper. Sure, there were no women on the jury— not that that meant anything— but he gave off that leader-of-the-posse aura. Basically, where he went people liked to follow. My boss’s job was to rip the reins out of his hands.


“Ms. Pentecost. You prefer ‘Ms.,’ is that right?” he asked.


“I do.”


He nodded and smiled, shooting a quick glance at the jury. I wasn’t at the angle to catch it, but I imagine the look translated as: “Too good for marriage or ‘Miss’? Hard to trust a woman like that.”


Out loud he asked, “Who hired you to investigate these fires?”


“No one hired me.”


“No one? You devoted two months of your life out of the kindness of your heart?”


“I decided to look into these incidents because people were dying,” my boss lobbed back.


“Is this the first time you’ve assisted the police without a paying client?”


“It is not.”


“Actually, you’ve made something of a reputation for inserting yourself into high-profile cases, haven’t you?”


“I don’t know if I would say I have a reputation for it.”


“I think you’re being modest. I don’t know if there’s anyone in this city who hasn’t heard your name,” the defense attorney said. “And working on high-profile crimes, that must go a long way toward bringing new clients to your doorstep. Isn’t that right?”


“I don’t quiz my clients on how they may have heard of me,” Ms. P said.


I cringed. Snideness wasn’t going to do her any favors.


“No, I don’t suppose you would,” Whitsun said with just the right amount of good-naturedness and a smile to the jury.


Isn’t she a pill, that smile whispered.


“Needless to say, you’ve made a lot of headlines in this city,” he continued. “The bigger the case, the bigger the headlines. And this case? Whoo-wheee. Pretty big.”


If Whitsun sounded a little too aw-shucks for a big-city lawyer, he meant to. It was part of his act. It got juries to like him. Witnesses did, too.


Until they didn’t.


“How many times did your name appear in print due to your participation in this case?” he asked.


“I can’t say. I did not count.”


“I did.” He ambled over to the defense table and held up a stack of newspapers with a flourish. “Your name appeared in thirty-two articles across fifteen papers and three globally syndicated magazines.”


He held up one paper after another, reading the headlines as he did.


“ ‘Pentecost Hunts Harlem Firebug.’ ‘Lillian Pentecost Combs Scene of Second Blaze.’ ‘Private Detective Pentecost Leads Police to Arsonist.’ ‘Pentecost Brings Firestarter to Justice.’ ”


Whitsun posed there with that last paper, letting the moment stretch out.


“Is there a question?” Ms. P asked with minimal politeness.


“Sure there is.” He tossed the newspapers back on the table. “Do you think you’d have gotten a lot of that press if you hadn’t handed the police a suspect?”


As he asked the question, my boss reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a silver lighter. She spun it around in her hand and flipped it open.


Judge Harman leaned over. “Ah . . . Ms. Pentecost? I don’t allow smoking in my courtroom.”


“I’m sorry, Your Honor. I don’t smoke,” she said. “As you know, I have multiple sclerosis. Keeping my hands occupied helps with the tremors.”


Not exactly a bald-faced lie but pretty damn close.


“I’ll put it away if it’s distracting,” she added with just the right amount of pleading.


“It’s quite all right, Your Honor,” Whitsun said with a sympathetic smile. “Ms. Pentecost isn’t well. Anything that helps settle her nerves.”


I called Whitsun an impolite name under my breath and the newshounds on either side of me chuckled. There was no opportunity to give the jury a primer on multiple sclerosis. How her body might give out on occasion, but not her brain.


Still, we’d gotten what we wanted.


Ms. P spun the lighter in her hand, flipped it open, flipped it closed. Did it again.


“Could you repeat your question, Mr. Whitsun?” she asked.


“Is it fair to say that, if you hadn’t given the police a suspect, you wouldn’t have gotten nearly so many headlines?”


“Yes, that’s fair to say.” Twist, flip open, flip shut. “And if I hadn’t caught Sendak, he’d have continued putting tenements to the torch.”


A late, weak jab, and Whitsun barreled through it.


“In your previous testimony, you talked a lot about this so-called evidence against Mr. Sendak, but I noticed that you neglected to mention— or Mr. Clark neglected to ask you about— the first time you met my client. When was that?”


“At the scene of the second fire several days after the crime,” Ms. P said. “Ostensibly, he was there to assist the firefighters in making the building safe.”


“ ‘Ostensibly’? Ms. Pentecost, what is my client’s profession?”


“He’s a safety inspector with the New York City Fire Department.”


“Yes!” Whitsun exclaimed. “So it’s not surprising to find my client there, is it? It was his job to be there.”


Whitsun was good. He was taking every opportunity to remind the jury that Ms. Pentecost was a civilian butting in where she didn’t belong.


“What did my client say to you when he saw you walking through the wreckage?” Whitsun asked.


“He asked me to leave.”


Whitsun chuckled. “Oh, I think he did a little more than ask. What were his exact words? And don’t be afraid to use colorful language. We’re all adults here.” He flashed another aw-shucks grin to the jury. They echoed it. My boss didn’t.


“His exact words were ‘Listen, you clumsy bitch. Get out or I’ll have you thrown out.’ ”


Twist, flip open, flip shut.


Whitsun threw his hands in the air in mock horror and turned to his client. From the back row I caught a sliver of Sendak’s abashed grin. I wondered how many times they’d rehearsed that. Bet you it wasn’t as long as I’d rehearsed the lighter trick with Ms. P.


“ ‘Clumsy bitch’? What prompted that?”


“I stumbled over a collapsed doorframe.”


Whitsun shook his head.


“My client probably didn’t make a very good first impression, did he?”


“To be honest, Sendak left little impression,” Ms. Pentecost declared. “At the time, I found him quite forgettable.”


Twist, flip open, flip shut.


Sendak shifted uncomfortably in his seat, uncrossing one leg and crossing the other.


“I find that hard to believe, Ms. Pentecost. Considering his language and attitude.”


“Oh, it’s a rare day when I’m not called a bitch,” she said, teasing a couple of chuckles from the jury box.


“Still, you could hardly blame him,” Whitsun said. “It was a crime scene. You were a civilian. Not even one with a paying client. Trudging around, kicking up evidence. I probably would have used some blue language as well.”


Clark stood up. “Your Honor, Mr. Whitsun is testifying in place of his client.”


“I’m sorry, Your Honor. I withdraw that statement,” Whitsun said. “Sometimes I just get a little worked up.”


I was really starting to hate that how-do-you-do smile.


The trick Ms. Pentecost was looking to pull would have been easier during the prosecution’s questioning. That way we could have scripted the thing ourselves. But she’d argued in favor of doing it during cross.


“Mr. Sendak’s guard will be down,” she’d said to me. “More importantly, his attorney will not be at his side. He will have sat and listened to accounts of his crimes. Crimes that he is proud of, that stem from deep-seated flaws in his character. A need for control. For power. His façade will be worn and fragile. I believe it just needs the right push to crumble.”


Theoretically, Sendak had been softened up. The prosecution witnesses had been instructed by the DA to refer to him only by his last name. No “Mr.” Like he was a thing, not a person. And they’d sprinkled in words like “cowardly” and “weak” wherever they could.


Chipping away.


The trick with the lighter was part of the package. It was identical to one he’d been carrying when he was arrested. It was meant to focus his attention. Keep his eyes and his mind on Ms. Pentecost, and not on playing to the jury. I’d spent the last two weeks drilling my boss so she didn’t fumble it.


These were all techniques we’d picked up working our last big case, which had involved a phony spiritualist who’d used similar tricks to pry secrets out of her clients.


Ms. P explained that this gambit of ours was a lot like a particular maneuver in fencing. She’d taken an interest in the sport after I presented her with a sword cane for Christmas. She labeled the maneuver with a French word I couldn’t pronounce then and can’t remember now.


“It’s where you leave your guard open, inviting an attack, all for the chance of running your opponent through.”


For those of you who aren’t sword-fighting aficionados, we were basically all in on a draw.


Even if the cards didn’t fall in our favor, there was still a chance the jury could find their way to a guilty verdict. A very slim one. I’d called around the night before. None of the number runners were leaning toward a straight-out acquittal. But it was five to two in favor of a hung jury. And it wasn’t likely the DA would go for a second bite at the apple.


So here we were. The last, best chance to put Sendak away for good. All Ms. P needed to do was outwit the best defense attorney in the city and get the accused to show just a hint of his true face to the jury, something he’d been rehearsing for the better part of a year not to do.


I’d have said “no sweat,” but the back of my blouse was already soaked, so why bother lying?


Whitsun wound up for his next pitch.


“As you testified earlier, the next time you saw Mr. Sendak was two weeks later, at the scene of the next fire. Is that so?”


“That’s correct. He was across the street watching the flames.”


“As were hundreds of other people, isn’t that so?”


“That’s correct.”


“And yet, you zeroed in on him. You directed your investigation at him. Not a shred of evidence, but you decided he looked like a good candidate. Is that so?”


“That’s correct,” Ms. P said.


“Was he the only person connected to the fire department there?”


“No.”


“No, there were a number of off-duty firefighters who heard the alarm and came. Because that’s their job. Even when they’re not on duty. To protect the good people of this city.”


I thought maybe Clark would object again, but he smartly kept mum. He was leaving things to my boss.


“Ms. Pentecost, isn’t the real reason you directed your ire at Mr. Sendak because your first interaction with him went so poorly? Because he had the temerity to say an amateur didn’t belong at a crime scene? Because he called you some nasty names? Weren’t you prejudiced against my client from the very beginning?”


Twist, flip open, flip closed.


“Yes.”


Every breath in the courtroom hitched, including Whitsun’s.


“You admit that you were prejudiced against my client?”


Whitsun could barely keep the joy out of his voice.


“Absolutely, I admit it,” Ms. P said matter-of-factly. “But not because he called me names. He simply looked like an arsonist.”


That set off a whole new wave of titters, and this time Judge Harman made liberal use of his gavel. Everyone in the room was giving one another looks that ranged from the mildly quizzical to the deeply confused. Everyone except Whitsun, who stood frozen. Like a guy who was walking through a field in France and heard a click under his feet.


The obvious question to ask would have been: “What do you mean he looked like an arsonist?”


But the first rule of trial law is you don’t ask a question you don’t know the answer to, and Whitsun had no clue what would come out of my boss’s mouth if he pressed her.


He basically had two choices. He could drop it, but the jury had heard the comment and would wonder what she meant. Besides, Clark would pick it up on redirect and then it wouldn’t be Whitsun’s ball anymore.


Or the real-life Perry Mason could craft his next questions carefully and hope he could manage the witness.


Twist, flip open, flip closed. Back at the defense table, Sendak was shifting from side to side like someone had slipped a tack under his seat.


After a second of thought, Whitsun squared up to the witness stand. I couldn’t help but smile. He was going to try to manage Lillian Pentecost.


God help him.


“You thought my client— a hardworking, law-abiding man with not a single offense, not even a parking violation, who has devoted his life to making the city safe— looked like an arsonist? That’s why you used your outsized influence with the police and the district attorney’s office to tear his life apart?”


My boss gave the tiniest of shrugs.


“As I understand it, his life was already in shambles,” she said. “His wife left him some months earlier, did she not?”


Another wave of murmurs and a full-on spasm from Sendak. I couldn’t see his face, but the jury could. Whatever they saw caught their attention.


Judge Harman leaned over again. “Ms. Pentecost? Are you well?”


It was a fair question. Lillian Pentecost wasn’t a demonstrative woman and people knew it. She’d sat on the witness stand more times than I had digits, and this is the first time she’d ever seasoned her testimony with attitude.


“Quite well,” she answered.


Twist, flip open, flip closed.


Whitsun must have known something was up. But the bait was just too delicious. Here was the prosecution’s star witness— the woman who had sized his client up for the electric chair— admitting she had been prejudiced against him from the start.


He must have smelled the trap. But I imagine he figured that, if all went to hell, he’d at least have grounds to file an appeal. He took the step forward, minefield be damned.


“Ms. Pentecost, what about my client in this first meeting with him made you think he was an arsonist?” he asked, infusing as much incredulity into the question as he could.


My boss took a breath and leaned forward a fraction of an inch. Everyone else in the room, whether they realized it or not, leaned with her.


“Arson is a coward’s crime,” she began. “One committed at a distance, enjoyed at a remove. The man who committed these crimes would be nervous, on edge, acting in an overly defensive manner. Because he knows himself to be less than those around him, he would take great pleasure in pushing down— or attempting to— those few people he had power over. Exactly as Sendak reacted to me.”


As she spoke, she continued to twist the lighter between her long fingers, flipping it open and closed with seeming ease. To the casual observer, she kept her eyes on Whitsun. In reality only her right eye— the glass one— was aimed at the defense attorney. Her good eye was looking over his shoulder right at Sendak.


Her fingers twisted the lighter, flipped it open, and then lit it. A half inch of flame wavered in her hand.


“The man who committed these crimes would be small and physically weak,” she said. “Arson is a man’s crime, but not a strong, healthy man. He likely wouldn’t have served in the war. No service would take him.”


“Your Honor, I withdraw the question,” Whitsun declared.


Ms. P ignored him.


“An arsonist isn’t a man. He’s a cockroach. Hiding in the crevices, emerging only at night.”


“Ms. Pentecost, the question is withdrawn,” Judge Harman said.


“I’m almost finished, Your Honor,” Ms. P said, barely breaking stride. As she spoke, her thumb passed through the flame, back and forth like a metronome. “That’s how I knew it was you. I should have known when I first laid eyes on you. You small, forgettable civil servant, the pale band around your finger where your wedding ring used to be, now gone because you couldn’t keep a woman happy, could you?”


“Ms. Pentecost!” The judge gave his gavel a rap, but my boss kept going.


“So you set fire to whole blocks of happy families. You wanted to see them burn. All these women and men who are so much happier than you, so much better than you, so much— ”


Sendak came up so quick, his chair went skidding across the floor and into the first row of spectators. For a moment it looked like he was about to leap over the table and make a run at my boss. I think he might have done it, too, if the bailiffs hadn’t started moving. It was only when Sendak saw the uniforms closing in that he froze, choking off an obscenity mid-syllable.


Judge Harman gaveled; Whitsun hurried to his client; the journalists beside me were too shocked to even scribble.


And the jury?


All twelve to a man were wearing identical expressions of disgust. They’d been given a glimpse of what we’d seen when Sendak had been arrested. The predator. The rabid animal lurking behind that placid exterior.


He wasn’t frothing at the mouth, but it was enough. I saw the scales tip.


I may not speak French, but I can read faces. And I know how to spell guilty.


I left to go get the car.









CHAPTER 2


It’s a mess, a real mess. Never had anything like this happen and I’ve been in the business twoscore and some. It’s an honest-to-God blowdown.”


My boss shot me a look.


I put my hand over the mouthpiece of my phone while Ms. P kept her ear pressed to her own. “A disaster,” I explained. “Usually weather-related, but it doesn’t have to be.”


Ms. P’s free hand— the one she’d been using to twirl the lighter— was resting in a bowl of ice water. The effort had left her digits sore and trembling. The ice water wasn’t so much a cure as a frigid distraction.


We were sitting at our respective desks talking on our respective phones at the office of Pentecost Investigations, which was nestled on the first floor of the cozy Brooklyn brownstone we both called home. We’d just driven back from the courthouse. I’d shown Ms. P the telegram in the car. She made some grumbling noises about how I should have shown it to her earlier, and I made some grumbling noises about how it wouldn’t have done any good and that we had priorities. At the time we left the courthouse, Whitsun had asked for a recess and he and Clark were having a sit-down in Judge Harman’s office.


By the time we got home, there was a message waiting. Mrs. Campbell, our housekeeper, relayed it to us in her Scottish brogue. Harman was saying no to a mistrial. Whitsun had asked the question, after all. Ms. Pentecost had just answered truthfully.


The defense attorney must have seen the same thing in the jury that I had because he was asking if a deal was still on the table. Knowing Clark, I doubted he would settle for less than twenty years.


Ms. P turned her attention back to the man on the other end of the line. Big Bob Halloway’s voice sounded like it was coming from a million miles away. Like he was calling from the moon, not from the outskirts of some one-horse town in Virginia.


“I’m very sorry for your loss, Mr. Halloway,” she said. “Exactly how did Ms. Donner die?”


“Stabbed. In the back.” His words might have crackled, but the anger came through crystal clear. “Right after the final allout on Tuesday.”


Another look. “All-out?” she mouthed.


“Just after the last show,” I whispered.


“Mysterio’s girl found her. Just lying there,” Big Bob said. “Saddest goddamn thing I ever saw, and I’ve seen some sad goddamn things.”


The crack in his voice wasn’t bad reception. It was bona fide grief— something I’d never heard in the tough circus man before. Something I could have gone without ever hearing.


But I understood.


Ruby had been one of the first circus employees I ran into when I arrived at H&H as a teenage runaway looking for sanctuary. I remembered her peeling off my dirt-caked cap and wrinkling her nose.


“I bet if we scrubbed hard enough we’d find a handsome young woman under all that.” The first time anyone had called me a woman, handsome or otherwise.


Everyone loved her. How could you not?


Except somebody had used her for a knife block.


“Is the circus still in Stoppard?” Ms. P asked.


“Still here, all right,” Big Bob said. “Tuesday was our first night. First night open, anyway. It’s a two-week stint, so we’re here through next Sunday. Then we break down and head to Charlotte. Can’t stay on longer. Contracts are signed, and signed contracts are scarce these days.”


It was Thursday. Which meant we had ten days before the crime scene and everything around it packed up and left town.


“The authorities will let you leave?” Ms. P asked. “I find it surprising that they’d allow so many”— she almost said “suspects” but thought better of it— “people close to the victim to leave before the matter is resolved.”


“The police chief made some noise about that when he first showed up. But he swung by this morning. Told me we’re free to leave.”


“What’s changed?” Ms. P asked.


Crackling silence from the other end of the line.


“Mr. Halloway?”


“Yeah, he’s got someone on the hook,” Big Bob said. “Will? You still on the line?”


“I’m here.”


“I hate to break it to you, but . . . they’ve arrested the Russian. They’ve had him in lockup since early yesterday. Just charged him official this morning.”


It took me a few heartbeats to digest the news.


“Kalishenko? They think he killed Ruby?”


“They do.”


“Why the hell do they think that?”


“It was his knife in her back.”


Crackling silence.


Valentin Kalishenko was one of H&H’s real old-timers: knife-thrower, sword-swallower, fire-eater, and one of my circus mentors. I wouldn’t go so far as to say the Mad Russian was like a father to me. More like the perpetually drunk uncle who let me play with sharp things at a tender age.


“That doesn’t mean anything,” I said, tugging at the knot in my hair. “He had a hundred of the things.”


“I know,” Big Bob said.


“He was always leaving them everywhere.”


“I know.”


“What about fingerprints?” I asked. “They find any on the knife?”


“I think just smudges. I heard the cops talking. Something about the wrapping around the hilt not taking prints well.”


“So it’s his knife and there are no prints. That’s nothing. What else do they have?”


“I don’t want to get into it over the phone,” Bob said. “You know small towns. Can’t be sure this isn’t a party line.”


Ms. Pentecost cleared her throat, took a sip from her glass of honey wine, then asked, “What are your intentions, Mr. Halloway?”


“My intentions?”


“Your telegram said you wanted assistance,” Ms. P said. “What kind of assistance?”


“I want you to dig out the truth on who killed Ruby!”


“You don’t believe Mr. Kalishenko is responsible?”


Not so much a silence, but a definite pause.


“I . . . uh . . . I don’t want to get into it right now, but there’s a lot of cold-decking going on down here. The cops are running an alibi store. I don’t think truth’s on the menu.”


A look to me.


“An unbeatable game,” I explained. “But not rigged, so technically it’s legal.”


“I’m not trying to bum a ride,” Big Bob said. “I can hire you legitimate.”


“Please stay on the line, Mr. Halloway.”


She covered the mouthpiece with her hand and instructed me to do the same.


“So.”


“So.”


“What are your thoughts?” my boss asked, leaning back in her chair.


“To paraphrase you, I don’t have nearly enough information to begin answering that question.”


“Fair enough,” she said. “Then let’s narrow it down. Is Mr. Kalishenko capable of murder?”


“Absolutely.”


She raised one eyebrow half an inch.


“Everyone’s capable of murder,” I reminded her. “I’m capable. You’re capable. Given the right circumstances, of course.”


“And the right circumstances for Mr. Kalishenko would be . . . what?”


I thought about it.


“Self-defense,” I offered.


“Obviously. What else?”


“Protecting someone,” I added. “Protecting his family.”


“His family?”


A memory rose up and tried to swallow me. A roadhouse somewhere on the other side of the Appalachians. Beer breath in my face, rough hands squeezing the breath out of me. Then Kalishenko and his knives and a lot of blood.


“The circus is his family,” I said, dragging myself back to the present. “He’d do anything for us. That includes Ruby. So I rescind my paraphrase. My thought is he didn’t do it. He’d never do it. Not to one of our own.”


Ms. Pentecost sat there for a moment studying me. Typing this out, I realize now what she probably did in the moment. I didn’t say “them” and “their.” It was “us” and “our.”


I included myself on that family tree. Knowing her even better now than I did then, I imagine that had some influence on her decision.


She removed her hand from the mouthpiece.


“Mr. Halloway, are you still there?”


“I am.”


“We will leave for Virginia first thing tomorrow.”


I sat back as they worked out the details. My eyes drifted up to the painting above Ms. P’s desk. It was a massive thing done in oils, a wide yellow tree in the middle of a prairie somewhere. In the shade of the tree was a woman in a blue dress, her face lost in shadow. I’d had close to four years to study the thing, but I still hadn’t decided whether she was lounging or if she had fallen.


Was she waiting for a lover?


Or waiting to die?


With half an ear I listened to Big Bob lay out the best travel route from New York to Stoppard, promising to have a room and a vehicle at our disposal.


I thought about Ruby lying in the dirt of some played-out cornfield in the middle of nowhere. Had she gone quick, or had she lingered? Had she seen it coming? Did she feel the darkness closing in and know what it meant?


I was still picturing her there when my boss told Big Bob we’d see him tomorrow afternoon and hung up the phone.


She took her hand out of the bowl of water and dried it off on the tea towel Mrs. Campbell had left for her. She flexed her fingers. They were raw and red and the pain showed on her face.


“According to Mr. Halloway, there is a train out of Penn Station at six-thirty tomorrow morning,” she said. “We can take it as far as Fredericksburg, where there will be a driver waiting.”


I didn’t say anything, just nodded.


“Though the circus will be departing in a little over a week, we should be prepared for an extended stay. I suggest we pack for three weeks,” she said.


Another distracted nod.


“Will?”


“Yeah?” I was surprised at the hoarseness in my voice.


Got to give her credit— she didn’t ask any pointless questions like “How are you feeling?” She just gave me the needed seconds to snap out of it.


“Yeah, three weeks is good. Better safe than sorry,” I said. “You want me to pack for trouble?”


“I think you should use your best judgment.”


“Right,” I said. “Trouble it is.”









CHAPTER 3


Our trip began at dawn’s first crack. Ms. Pentecost and I, along with Mrs. Campbell, pried our luggage out of the back of the Cadillac and onto a porter’s trolley outside Penn Station. I have a tendency to overpack, and our massive suitcases nearly toppled the trolley.


“Only one body in there this time,” I joked as I tipped the porter. He accepted the dollar with a smile that hadn’t quite woken up yet.


Mrs. Campbell gave us both rib-crushing hugs and for the fifth time that morning offered to come with us. For the fifth time we told her we needed someone to hold down the fort in Brooklyn and that we were more likely to have cream pies thrown our way than bullets.


“You best keep an eye on her,” she said, though I’m not sure which of us she was speaking to.


We waved goodbye. I cringed as she made a U-turn in the middle of Seventh Avenue, nearly cutting the fender off a mid-town bus.


Then the boss and I followed our luggage to a waiting train. The luggage went where luggage goes and we took seats facing each other in a passenger car.


Ms. Pentecost reached into her satchel and pulled out a thick file folder. The typed label on the front read OLIVIA WATERHOUSE. It was a carryover from our last big case, and one that Ms. P picked at whenever she had a spare minute. She was certain we’d come up against that particular character again.


I wasn’t so sure. The good professor had disappeared, and hadn’t been seen or heard from in months.


Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. Not long after Dr. Waterhouse pulled a Houdini, one of the city’s least reputable mortgage lenders sent out letters to his hundred poorest clients officially forgiving their loans and signing over the titles to their homes. Three days later he hanged himself from a ceiling fan.


There was no evidence Waterhouse was involved. But I thought it smelled like her, and my boss agreed.


I absentmindedly traced the scar running across my left cheek. Another carryover from that case. It had healed nicely, but my doctors told me I’d grow old seeing that faint crease in the mirror every morning.


While my boss read the same sheaf of pages for the hundredth time, I rummaged through the satchel that I used in place of a handbag for my copy of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter.


Ms. Pentecost had been on me about filling in the canyons in my formal education. I’d run away from home at fifteen and my schooling prior to that hadn’t exactly been first-rate. This was followed by five years of circus work and going on four years as Ms. Pentecost’s leg-woman. Hardly your standard education.


So my boss suggested I swap out my usual detective novels for some meatier fare. I opted for Carson McCullers’s story about a deaf-mute who becomes everybody’s confidant in a Georgia backwater. I picked it because McCullers was my age— twenty-three— when it was published. I figured us working girls needed to stick together.


The trip from Penn Station to Fredericksburg, Virginia, was five hours and change, and I intended to make a solid dent in the novel.


Somewhere between Newark and Philly I realized I’d read the same paragraph five times and called it quits. I pulled out the latest copy of Strange Crime, but even the article on poly-graphs and how to beat them failed to keep my focus.


Not used to being awake when the morning was still in the single digits, Ms. P had fallen asleep and was not-so-softly snoring. I took the file out of her limp hands and tucked it away.


I tried to settle into my own nap, but couldn’t get my nerves to agree.


I didn’t like trains.


Subways are different. On the subway, if you don’t like where you’re heading you’ve got a chance every two minutes to hop off, catch a cab, take it on the heels.


With trains, you’ve really only got the one option. There’s no changing course, no last-second turns. Somebody figured out your route a hundred years ago, and you’re on it until the end.


Like an iron coffin.


Ms. Pentecost told me once that it’s a product of my claustrophobia. I told her I wasn’t claustrophobic. I just didn’t like being somewhere I couldn’t get out of, and I think that’s reasonable enough you don’t need to invent a five-syllable word to cover it.


I decided to stretch my legs, so I quietly slipped out and made my way to the dining car. Once there, I bought a cup of coffee and a bagel and found an empty seat at the back of the car.


As I watched the landscape rush by, I let my mind wander over to Ruby and my five years with Hart & Halloway.


I’d arrived at H&H an exhausted, underfed, bruised, and battered girl desperate to escape a life I knew would lead nowhere good. The idea of living in a world full of color and excitement, never staying in one place for more than a couple of weeks— it sounded like heaven.


I learned quick that circus life was far from heaven, but it was a long walk from the hell I’d been living in. I started out on dung duty, mucking stalls and cages and being the go-to girl for picking up whatever the four-legged members of the circus put down.


Eventually I got promoted to the regular crew of roustabouts, did a stint selling sweets under the big top, then stumbled my way into being Kalishenko’s lovely assistant. His old one had gotten knocked up courtesy of some lucky lad and I was press-ganged into the role. Squeezed into a glorified bathing suit, I spent twelve hours a day sweating through my spangles as the man everyone in the crew called the Mad Russian flung knives at me.


Things got interesting when I started flinging them back.


Kalishenko thought I showed promise, so he started teaching me the tricks of the trade. That inspired other performers to take me under their wing, training me in the essentials of magic, acrobatics, horse-riding, snake-handling, sharpshooting, fortune-telling, and everything else along the midway, including a handful of burlesque lessons that I only field-tested once and the less said about that, the better.


In short, by the end of my time with the circus, I was a Jill-of-all-trades who could fill in for just about anybody’s assistant, as needed.


Then I crossed paths with Ms. Pentecost, saved her life by flinging a knife into the back of a man determined to kill her, and was hired as her assistant because she saw something in me.


But only because Kalishenko had seen it first.


I thought back to the early days of our training. Me missing the target five times out of five and Kalishenko screaming obscenities two feet from my ear.


“What is this bullshit? You are better than this. You know that. I know that. So be better!”


Be better. Like it was that easy.


“You want me to believe that first time was an accident? When you almost took my ear off? That was an accident?”


“I wasn’t thinking about it then,” I yelled back. “I was just pissed off and I threw.”


Kalishenko’s beard parted long enough for me to see the grin.


“Good! That is good! That is a place to start. Be angry,” he said. “Be angry and throw.”


“Keep yelling in my ear and being angry won’t be a problem.”


He put his hands on my shoulders and squared me up to the target.


“See the target. Feel the knife in your hand. The weight of it. Now think about the person who deserves that knife. The person you want to throw it at. The person who makes your blood boil. The person who has wronged you, hurt you. See them standing there. Do you see them, Willowjean?”


I told him I did.


“Now throw.”


I threw. The knife thudded into the wooden target, two inches off the bull’s-eye.


Kalishenko clapped his hands together.


“There!” he shouted. “Now that you’ve stopped thinking, we can start.”


Going on nine years later, I was a long way from that gawky teen girl desperate to prove she could hold her own.


Okay, I admitted, maybe not that far removed. But enough.


I owed Kalishenko my life. And in more ways than one.


I was on my third cup of coffee when Ms. P walked into the dining car, carefully using her cane to off set the slow rocking of the train. I waved her over to my table.


“Good morning again. Coffee? Grub?”


“Just coffee,” she said, wiping the sleep out of her eyes.


I waved to the porter and motioned for a second cup.


“Where are we?” Ms. P asked.


“Just went through Philly. That’s probably what woke you up. Shouldn’t be too long until Wilmington.”


The porter delivered her coffee and she thanked him. She looked out the window, sipped her cup of joe, and waited for the caffeine to take effect. Once her gears had been properly oiled, she turned back to me.


“Describe Ms. Donner.”


One thing about my boss— she doesn’t waste time.


“Oh, five foot eight or nine, a hundred and forty pounds, brown eyes, brown hair. As for distinguishing marks, about three hundred of them, from the collarbone down.”


“You’re very amusing.”


Her expression said I wasn’t.


“Pretty standard story for a cirky,” I said. “Small-town girl dreams of show-biz glamour and packs her bags for New York. She discovers she can’t act, can’t sing, can’t dance. Pretty enough for modeling, but there are ten thousand other pretty-enough girls shouldering for the same spots. One day she’s strolling Coney Island and passes a tattoo parlor. Goes in on a whim and gets her first. Something about it gets its teeth in her and won’t let go. Over the next year, they ink a hundred more on her. She meets a girl who knows a guy who’s on speaking terms with Big Bob Halloway. Next time the circus comes through she gets an introduction. Big Bob sees her potential and snatches her up for the sideshow.”


“You learned all this from Ms. Donner?” my boss asked.


“Sure. She told that story all the time. Audiences ate it up,” I said. “I mean, yeah, a lot of them probably treated it like a cautionary tale. Girls, stay close to home or you’ll end up peddling your flesh in front of a mob of sex-crazed gawkers. Conveniently forgetting that they were part of said mob.”


But Ruby was more than skin and ink and a smile. I’d recognized that from the start. Even when she was covered up, she was a standout. And this was among a group of people who were pretty striking in general.


I once caught a glimpse of Susan Hayward cutting her way through Times Square. As starlets went, she was far down my list of stunners. Still, she seemed to be alive in a way that the yokels surrounding her couldn’t match. That was Ruby.


A Technicolor girl in a black-and-white world.


“She’d only been there a couple years when I arrived,” I said. “Had just been made a full company member. But folks trusted her. She was one of the people you went to if you had something eating you. Not in a den-mother way. She was never an ‘Oh, poor dear’ kind of woman. She got things done.”


“Could you elaborate?”


“Like when Lulu— that’s Kalishenko’s old assistant— found herself in a family way. Ruby was the one who made the calls, got her an appointment to take care of it, set her up somewhere to recover,” I explained. “I’m not saying everyone liked her. She had a mouth on her, especially when she was drinking. But even the ones who weren’t asking for autographs respected her.”


“How did Mr. Kalishenko feel about her?” Ms. P asked.


I saw that question coming and I wasn’t thrilled to answer it.


“He wasn’t a fan. The feeling was mutual.”


“Any particular reason?


“I don’t know if it was one thing in particular,” I said. “He was always jabbing her because her act didn’t involve any particular skill. She just had to be willing to get poked a few thousand times then strip down and show off the results. She said it took a lot more guts to get tattooed than to get drunk and toss knives at little girls. She called him a lush; he called her a gimmick act; around and around it went. They were two people who just rubbed each other wrong. No getting past it.”


The train took that moment to pull into the station in Wilmington. We dog-eared the conversation to allow for a flurry of hurriedly paid checks and a scramble for luggage.


Through the window, I watched as four dozen fedoras were slipped on in unison and the flock of office workers streamed off the platform and in the direction of whoever was writing their paychecks. Probably one of the chemical companies or foundries, all still going strong even with the war over. Half the men on the platform had probably been overseas a year or two before, trying not to get blown up.


Now here they were, working a nine-to-five where the most dangerous part of their day was crossing the street. I figured that would be a relief.


But from the downturned mouths carbon-copied across nearly every man in sight, I might have figured wrong.


We left Wilmington behind, the train weaving through smoking factories and skirting the edge of a river so filthy it made the Gowanus look like a swimming hole.


“What about Mr. Kalishenko?” Ms. P asked.


“With the circus from before Big Bob took it over,” I said. “Came over from Russia right after the Revolution. So 1917, 1918. Something like that.”


“With family?” she asked.


I shook my head. “He never talked about his family. Unless you count the claim that he’s a descendent of Rasputin.”


I didn’t mention I’d taken that claim at face value for years on account of I didn’t know who Rasputin was.


“I think his family died,” I said. “Honestly, I know more about your background than his, and you keep your biography locked up tighter than Fort Knox.”


If she registered the critique, she didn’t let it show.


“Val was never one to get chummy. I was one of a handful that got along with him, and that took having him fail to stab me a few . . . thousand times.”


The word stab left a bad taste in my mouth. Half a minute ticked by before I got my tongue working again.


“Do you . . . um . . . do you want a tally of the rest of the H and H crew?”


Ms. Pentecost gave it a long think, then shook her head.


“Better to come at things with as few preconceptions as possible. I’ll be meeting them all soon enough.”


I tried to imagine that— my new life and my old sitting under the same tent together. But my imagination wasn’t up to snuff. I sat back and let the iron coffin rumble on.
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