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When Vera Bodine, an elderly recluse with an exceptional memory, goes missing, detective duo Lillian Pentecost and her assistant Willowjean "Will" Parker are hired to track her down. But New York City in 1947 is a dangerous place, and there’s no shortage of people who want to bury the secrets that Bodine has been keeping.


As the clock is ticking to find Bodine alive, circumstances conspire to pull both investigators off the case. Will is hot on the trail of a stick-up team who are using her name – and maybe her gun – for their own ends. While Lillian finds herself up against murder-obsessed millionaire Jessup Quincannon, who has discovered a secret from her past that threatens to destroy her.


To solve this mystery, and defeat their own personal demons, the pair must go nose-to-nose with murderous gangsters, make deals with conniving federal agents, confront Nazi spies, and bend their own ethical rules to the point of breaking – before time runs out for everyone.
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Remorse is memory awake,


Her companies astir,


A presence of departed acts


At window and at door


—Emily Dickinson
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WILLOWJEAN “WILL” PARKER: Second in command to famed detective Lillian Pentecost. She might stumble, but she always comes up swinging.


LILLIAN PENTECOST: The finest mind in New York City. She’s made a lots of enemies over the years, and one of them is finally closing in.


PERSEVERANCE BODICE: A retired recluse with a Kodak memory. What did she know that made someone want her to disappear?


FOREST WHITSUN: Headline-grabbing defense attorney and Ms. Pentecost’s newest client. Though not for long if he can’t lay off the back-seat detective work.


THE RESIDENTS OF THE BAXTER ARMS: A collection of mothers, mechanics, and malcontents. Do they count a murderer among their number?


AGENT T. S. FARADAY: One of J. Edgar’s shadowy minions. He’d frisk his own mother if he had one.


JOHN BOEKBINDER, CLARK GIMBAL, AND KEN DEVINE: The heads of the high-priced law firm where Bodine used to work. She knows all their secrets. Was one of them worth killing for?


LEONARD TEETERING: The humble owner of a small town give & dime. Is that all-American mask hiding a Nazi spy?


DONNIE DINARDO: A vicious member of mob middle management. He’s got a big collection of knives and he’d like to stick one into Will Parker.


LIEUTENANT NATHAN LAZENBY: Pentecost and Parker’s favorite homicide cop. But their association has come back to him.


ELEANOR CAMPBELL: Highlands housekeeper to Pentecost and Parker. Not afraid to browbeat a world famous detective or two.


HIRAM LEVY: Holding down the night shift at the medical examiner’s office. Dignified caretaker of the dead.


MAEVE BAILEY: The former Madame Fortuna – speaker to ghosts, seer of the future. Never met a mark she couldn’t fleece.









CHAPTER 1


I thought I knew what pain was.


I was wrong.


I’ve been punched, kicked, stabbed, strangled, bitten, and burned. I even got electrocuted that one time.


Nothing compared to this.


I was shaking, covered in cold sweat. There were screams in the distance. My torturer had his back to me, fiddling with something on his table of abominable devices. He turned toward me, a mouthful of yellow teeth peering out through that terrible rictus of a grin.


“Only a little ways to go now.”


“You said that three little ways ago,” I snapped.


“Every time you move, I have to stop,” he said around the stub of a cigar. “You’re lucky the line work is as smooth as it is.”


“You’re lucky I haven’t kneed you in the teeth.”


That was no joke, considering where he’d had his face planted for the last twenty minutes.


“I told you. The inner thigh is a sensitive area.”


“I don’t need you to tell me that, Bernie.”


“All’s I’m saying is if you wanted less pain, you could have put it on your bicep or your behind,” Bernie said. “But you didn’t and now here we are. I’ve got customers waiting and all I gots left is the red of the rose. You think you can grit your teeth and play statue for ten minutes more?”


I was lining up a comeback, but I bit it off. The tattooist didn’t deserve my abuse. He was doing the job I was paying him for. Gifting me a permanent reminder of an old friend and a closed case.


“All right,” I said. “If I can sit through Maid in the Ozarks I can sit through this. Fire up your engines.”


Bernie propped his smoke on the table next to his inks, then flipped a switch. The needle in his hand began to buzz—a wingless hornet with a metal stinger. He leaned over me and the needle touched down high on the inside of my left thigh.


I tried breathing, I tried grinding my molars, I tried mentally reciting poetry.




I felt a Funeral, in my Brain,


And Mourners to and fro


Kept treading—treading—till it seemed


That . . . something something . . . Ah, shit.





No good. Even Dickinson won’t stick when you let a metal wasp tread where only lovers usually linger. The needle was piercing me at a rate of four dozen pricks a second, the red ink of the rose mixing with the red of my blood so I didn’t know which was trickling down my thigh.


Then I remembered what Ms. Pentecost said about her more painful multiple sclerosis flare-ups.


“Ignoring it is impossible. I can’t make it go away, so I won’t try. I give it exactly the attention it deserves, and not an ounce more.”


Since she was a woman of exceptional sense, as well as the most sought-after private detective in New York City, I figured she must know a thing or three. The least her faithful assistant, Willowjean “Will” Parker, could do was take a shot at emulating her.


I stopped trying to ignore the pain. I let it wash over me. Just let it be. And while that didn’t make it much better, at least I stopped twitching.


I took my eyes off Bernie and his needle and looked through the propped-open door to the boardwalk, the sand, and the bluest ocean you could ask for. At least on that Tuesday afternoon in early September 1947. A breeze shouldered its way through, and for a brief moment the smell of ink and sweat and Bernie’s rancid cigar was pushed aside to make way for salty Atlantic crispness.


I needed to find a thermometer and take a note. This was the perfect temperature. At least for New York City.


Because I’ve never been one to sit and jaw about the weather, my mind quickly wandered elsewhere. I thought about Miss Holly Quick, with whom I wouldn’t have minded spending a Coney Island afternoon. The season had just ended, so the crowd had thinned out. Not so vacant that we could have canoodled together on the sand, but at least we wouldn’t have had to stand in line for the Cyclone.


But Holly wasn’t a roller-coaster girl, and besides, she’d left town for a monthlong vacation at a cabin in the Catskills.


I corrected myself. Not a vacation, a writing refuge.


She was struggling to find an ending for her book, which was scheduled to be published in the spring, and thought a month away from the city would do her good.


She’d ridden up with Marlo and Brent Chase on Saturday. The married couple were her friends, lovers, and editors, in that order. The cabin belonged to Marlo’s family, which is how a pulp-magazine writer could afford a month away.


I hadn’t been thrilled that Holly was out of pocket for all of September. Even less thrilled to learn she’d have to walk the better part of an hour to a general store to drop a nickel if she wanted to call me. Then there was the fact that Marlo and Brent were staying with her until Thursday. To settle her in.


“Not a bad euphemism,” I’d told her when she laid out the plan. “I settled in two or three times last night; I’m exhausted.”


Holly dropped her chin and gave me that look from over the top of her glasses—the one I was starting to know a little too well.


“Is this going to be a problem?” she asked. “Because I thought we’d been through this. Jealousy is not an attractive outfit on you.”


“I’m not jealous,” I said. “I’m envious. I just wish I was the one settling you in.”


“I asked you.”


“I know.”


“You can still come.”


But I couldn’t.


Even if I could tear myself away from the office, I had the feeling that the arrangement the four of us had figured out would start to show its cracks if we were all bunking in the same cabin.


Holly suggested I come up later in the month after Marlo and Brent had gone, but I’d nixed that, too. Again saying that there was too much to do at the office. Backed-up paperwork and filing and this and that—thinking back on how I had prattled on, she must have known I was stitching up an excuse.


Lying on my back, listening to the buzz of the needle and the roar of the ocean, I wondered why I’d said no. A few weeks away sounded great. A few weeks away with Holly even better. Why had I begged off?


I took my mind by the chin and forced its gaze elsewhere.


Pentecost Investigations was between cases at the moment. There was the Tillman affair and the Vaughan murder. But both of those were in various states of getting wrapped. I’d deposited our outstanding checks that morning, bringing the business bank account up to mid-five figures. That should easily get us through the spring, even after taxes.


I also deposited my own paycheck, which would allow me to take a stroll through the fall fashions at Macy’s without worrying about pinching pennies.


But not all our active cases were on the books.


There was Olivia Waterhouse, who had more or less taken up permanent residence in our life. However, after surfacing dramatically last spring, the fraudulent anthropology professor, blackmailer, and almost certainly killer had disappeared beneath the waves, leaving nary a ripple.


Not that we weren’t searching the seas.


We were still trying to track down anyone who had been taken advantage of by Sunshine Services, Waterhouse’s mockup temp secretary company, which had offered dictation but provided extortion. Understandably, those victims—those who were still breathing—were hesitant to speak up.


No luck in luring any of the women who’d worked there to come forward, either. Even though we’d published notices in the papers offering cold cash.


Waterhouse engendered either fear or loyalty. Having been nose to nose with the woman, I was guessing a little of both.


And she wasn’t the only thorn in my boss’s side. There was also Jessup Quincannon, philanthropist and murder aficionado. Some people collect stamps. He collected murder memorabilia, along with the occasional murderer.


During a case last winter we discovered that he’d withheld information that might have gotten a killer caught sooner and prevented at least one body from hitting the ground. Since the body in question was employed by Ms. Pentecost at the time, she was taking it personally.


Which meant digging into Quincannon’s life in the hopes of finding enough dirt to bury him. That wasn’t easy. The man had money, and money bought you a lot of leeway. Especially when it was distributed in the form of bribes and campaign contributions to the city’s high-and-mightiest.


But Ms. P was employing leverage of her own and managing to find some toeholds. There was the evidence-room sergeant who had been slipping Quincannon baubles from the city’s bloodiest crimes. A letter from my boss to his got him canned. Then there was the councilman who—


“Done!”


“Already?” I asked.


Bernie snorted, then he took a cloth and wiped away the last of the loose ink and blood to reveal the finished tattoo: a rose wrapped around a dagger.


“So what do you think?” he asked.


I had scars and freckles aplenty but this was the first permanent mark I’d chosen for myself. That dagger was here for the duration. I’d be buried with it.


“The colors will even out as it heals,” Bernie explained, taking my silence for displeasure. “Everything’s swollen and pink right now. That’s why the green leaves look kind of muddy.”


I smiled.


“It’s perfect,” I said.


I don’t know if it really was perfect. But it was just right. I pulled down my skirt, freshened up, paid up, got a quick speech from Bernie on how not to get my new tattoo infected, and strolled out onto the boardwalk. Dressed in a sweater-and-skirt combination, purse slung over my shoulder, I looked like a cookie-cutter coed taking advantage of the perfect September weather to air out her legs.


Ms. P didn’t expect me back that afternoon, so there was no hurry. I slipped off my shoes and strolled down onto the beach, giving my toes a taste of warm sand.


A gust lashed in from the Atlantic. I had to choose between keeping my hair out of my eyes or keeping the handful of beachgoers from getting a view of my new tattoo. I chose the latter.


When the temperature hit triple digits in July I’d caved and visited my favorite barber. He’d lopped eight inches off my mane, so ponytails were out of the question for at least another couple of months. While my neck felt nice and cool, I now had to put up with frizzy red curls falling into my eyes.


I wasn’t the only one taking advantage of the weather and the mostly empty beach. I passed a few other beachgoers, some walking solo, some in pairs. Up ahead, I saw one couple slip into the shadows under the boardwalk. I smiled and silently wished them a good time.


Seeing the pair of lovers, I found my thoughts returning to Holly.


We weren’t exclusive, but that didn’t mean we weren’t serious. I’d spent more time with her than any five previous flings combined, and I wasn’t bored yet.


So why’d I go digging for an excuse not to spend some time alone with her up in the Catskills? What was I afraid of?


Nothing, I told myself. I just didn’t feel like going.


Really?


Really.


Back and forth like this for another twenty yards when a voice broke through my reverie.


“Get off me. No. I said no!”


The woman’s cry was coming from under the boardwalk, where the pair of lovers had disappeared.


Over my five years working as Ms. Pentecost’s leg-woman, I’d developed the terrible habit of running toward trouble instead of away, so I dropped my shoes and was kicking up sand before she got out the second “no!”


As I approached the shadows under the boardwalk, I slowed and reached into my handbag. My fingers slipped into the hidden pouch I’d had my tailor sew into the lining and found the grip of my brand-new Beretta. When you might be stepping into danger, it’s always better to err on the side of armed.


But I didn’t draw it.


Back in February, I had shot and killed a man. A righteous killing, at least so far as the City of New York was concerned. But there were a few officials who suspected the events that had led up to the killing weren’t so righteous.


I hesitated at the thought of shooting two people in a calendar year, so I let my hand move from the grip of the .32 to a little treasure I’d recently ordered out of a specialty catalog—an eight-inch-long leather sap. The short blackjack was packed with sand and iron filings, making it incredibly dense. The flat beavertail end meant that, should it strike a skull, it was less likely to kill.


It still hurt like a demon.


More cries.


“No! Please, let go of me!”


On its heels, a man’s voice. “Come on. Stop squirming. Why’d you come under here if you didn’t want it?”


Sap firmly in hand, I eased around one of the massive wooden pilings and found the situation as advertised.


The woman—short, busty, with blond ringlets—was on her back in the sand. Her blouse had been torn open in a way that suggested it hadn’t been voluntary. I could see only the back of the man—dark hair, jeans, work boots, and a leather jacket. He was on top of her, pinning her two hands with one of his while he used the other to fumble with his belt.


I set my bag down and snuck up behind them. With bare feet on sand, and the roar of the waves, stealth wasn’t a problem.


In the movies, the hero would yell something like “Get your filthy hands off her!” I leave it to fiction to give bad guys a fighting chance.


I raised the sap over my head, cocking my elbow to get the right angle. It was then the woman saw me. Her eyes went wide and she started to say something. But not before I swung down, letting the flat of the sap connect with the back of the would-be-rapist’s skull.


He collapsed, boneless, on top of his victim, who let out a groan and a muttered “Holy shit.”


I rolled him off and helped her to her feet.


“Are you all right?” I asked.


“I think so,” she said, doing up her blouse, which had remarkably retained all its buttons. As she did, I couldn’t help but notice that she wasn’t busty so much as well padded. Not that I’m one to judge.


“You know this mook?” I asked.


“No, he . . . he came out of nowhere.”


Which was an odd answer because I’d seen the two go under the boardwalk together. I began to wonder if she was a professional. The blond ringlets didn’t quite match her skin tone, suggesting a wig. And her makeup—all pinup lips and smoky eyes—was paired with some heavy pancake. Some of it had smeared, revealing the yellow of an old bruise.


It’s bad etiquette to ask if someone’s a prostitute, so instead I suggested, “Look, while he’s out, let’s get topside and see if we can track down a cop.”


“No,” she said, quick and firm. “I don’t want any more trouble.”


That nailed it. The mook was a john who decided he was owed a freebie.


“Okay, so no cop,” I said. “How about we get out of here and—”


Before I could get the rest of the sentence out, the man lurched to his feet and charged. He must have been playing possum. Not entirely, though. His charge was slow and wobbly, and he dropped to a knee in the sand right before he reached me.


I sidestepped and let him fall. I raised the sap again, ready to put him out, but the girl grabbed hold of my arm before I could bring it down.


“No, don’t!” she yelled. “Don’t kill him!”


I tried to yank my arm away, but she was latched on tight.


Before I could explain that I wasn’t planning on killing him, just gifting him with a serious goose egg, the man was on his feet and moving again. No chance to sidestep this time, and his shoulder hit me solidly in the gut, slamming me back into one of the wooden pylons. The impact drove the air from my lungs and the sap went flying.


The impact didn’t do him any favors, either. He gave an explosive grunt and his feet slipped in the sand. He would have gone to his knees if he didn’t have his shoulder wedged into my solar plexus.


I didn’t give him the chance to recover. With his shoulder in my gut, his head was under my right armpit. I slipped my arm down the side of his neck, jackknifed at the elbow, and shot it up the other side. I brought my left arm over, grabbed my own bicep, and began twisting the noose.


The thug’s excuse for a brain was suddenly starved of blood. By the time he realized what was happening, he was already going limp in my arms.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the girl pick up my blackjack.


“We won’t need that,” I told her. “But if you can slip his belt off, I can use it to tie his hands.”


“Sure,” she said. “I can do that.”


She stepped toward us and reached in to grab his belt. Then she kept stepping, raised her arm, and brought the sap down on the back of my head. I had just enough time to appreciate her technique before I hit the sand.


The strike didn’t put me entirely out. I was conscious enough to hear, though too stunned to do much else.


“Get up, you idiot.” The girl’s voice.


“Wha’ happened?” The man’s voice. Not as gruff now and a little slurred.


“I was gonna get rid of her and then you jumped up and went all gorilla on me.”


“The bitch clobbered me.”


“That’s why I wrote a script for this. If you get surprised, you play dead and let me handle it, you dummy.”


There was the crack of an open hand meeting flesh. Then a second of silence before “I’m sorry I had to do that. But don’t call me dummy, all right?”


A pause here. At least I think so. Time was mushy around the edges.


“Here’s her bag,” the girl said. “Let’s grab it and go.”


Shuffling, the sound of lipstick and change purse and assorted detritus colliding with one another. Then . . .


“Holy shit,” the man said. “The broad has a heater.”


Darkness.









CHAPTER 2


It took me a good two hours to get back to the Brooklyn brownstone that I call my office and home.


Very little of that time was spent unconscious. In fact, since I was able to track the sound of my muggers’ feet crunching sand into the distance, I figured I was only dazed. Which is what I would tell my doctor the next time I saw him, since he had expressly warned me against any more “serious blows to the cranium.”


I spent a couple of minutes waiting for the world to stop spinning and another doing an inventory of the situation. What had the thieves gotten?


My favorite purse. A single tear shed.


About ten bucks in assorted bills and coins. Bully for them.


My driver’s license and my private investigator’s license, issued by the State of New York. The latter I had a copy of, the former easily replaceable. Likely those would end up in the garbage.


The leather sap was gone. I’d have to dig out that catalog again.


Worst of all, they got my Beretta. I’d bought it to replace the Colt that had been confiscated as evidence by the NYPD last February. That one had never been returned and likely never would be.


I stumbled out from under the boardwalk and went to retrieve my shoes from where I’d dropped them. Then I started peering around for a cop. I saw a boy in blue at the far end by the rides and took five steps in that direction. I stopped before the sixth.


You really want to do that? a voice in the back of my head asked. Do you really want to bring the police into it?


I thought about that question. Why wouldn’t I?


Well, first was the embarrassment of it. I hadn’t only gotten jumped—I’d run straight into it like the world’s bravest asshole.


Then there was the gun. But that was one of the firearms that I’d bothered to register, so that shouldn’t be a problem.


Except it would. Registered meant it could be traced back to me. When, say, it was found in the hands of a pair of boardwalk muggers after they used it to rob a diner and shoot a waitress on their way out or something equally boneheaded and bloody.


I played out that little courtroom scenario in my head.


“Miss Parker, how did your gun come to be in the hands of a pair of cut-rate criminals?”


“Well, see, your honor, I was strolling along the boardwalk and I heard a yell and, well, long story short, they got the drop on me.”


“They got the drop on you? On Lillian Pentecost’s right-hand woman? On someone who has spent her albeit-brief career as a private detective trying to convince the world that she is every bit as tough as the next Tom, Dick, or Harriet, no matter the cut of her skirt? You were mugged? Like a civilian? A patsy?”


Cue the sound of reporters scribbling in the gallery.


Okay, so maybe the conversation wouldn’t go quite like that. But I knew cops and I knew journalists. The former would love to take me, and by extension Lillian Pentecost, down a peg. The latter would be happy to print it.


I turned away from the flatfoot and began walking in the direction of where I’d parked the Cadillac. I was halfway there when I realized that the tally of losses had been one item short: my keys.


I ran the rest of the way and was relieved to find the black sedan present and accounted for. I could have hotwired the thing, but that would have required getting inside, and the doors were locked. My set of picks were in a leather wallet under a false bottom in the trunk. Also locked.


I considered breaking a window, but someone might see and call a cop. Also, I’d have to pay to get the window fixed—out of my own pocket, of course—and while I liked to splurge on nice clothes and the occasional tattoo, I’d grown up tarpaper poor and didn’t like to spend a nickel if it was neither necessary nor fun.


So I let the air out of all four tires just in case my assailants decided to go around the neighborhood matchmaking keys with car doors. Then, because New York cabbies aren’t known to operate on the honor system, I went back to the boardwalk and scoured the ground for loose change. Bus fare.


Two changeovers and a ten-block walk later, I was trudging up the steps of the three-story brownstone that Ms. Pentecost and I shared as home and office. The sun was starting to disappear behind the buildings and the office lights were on. Through a gap in the curtains, I saw my boss at her desk, a look of consternation etched on her face.


Maybe I could sneak in, I thought. No use soiling her mood further. My hand was on the doorknob when I realized that, along with the car keys, the thieves had run off with my house keys as well. Given the number of enemies Ms. P had racked up over the years, I insisted on the door being locked when I was out.


So much for sneaking.


I rapped. I was sorting through witty remarks (“Remember that article about crime in the city being on its way down. Well, let me tell you . . .”) when the door opened and I was faced not with my boss nor with Mrs. Campbell, our watchdog and housekeeper, but with a tall man in a well-cut navy pinstriped suit.


With his blond hair, blue eyes, and leading-man jawline, you’d probably call Forest Whitsun handsome. If you didn’t know he was one of the city’s leading criminal-defense attorneys and, by definition, a lying snake.


“Forget your keys, Miss Parker?” he asked.


“And my gun,” I said. “But I didn’t know you’d be answering the door.”


He stepped aside to let me in.


“What sleazeball has you on the payroll this time? Don’t tell me it’s Don Milner,” I said, referring to an embezzler we helped get locked up back in July. “I’ve seen his bank records and he can’t afford you. Not anymore, anyway.”


Whitsun chuckled, following me into the office. As I passed him, I caught an odd scent, something distinctly feminine, but I couldn’t place it.


“I wouldn’t take him on even if he could,” he said. “I’ve seen the case file. This time I’m here as a client.”


“Potential client, Mr. Whitsun,” Ms. Pentecost clarified.


Whitsun must not have called ahead. My boss was sans tie and jacket; her shirt collar was unbuttoned and her sleeves rolled up; and her fingers were stained up to the second knuckle with newsprint. She must have been going through clippings in the third-floor archives when she’d been interrupted.


Her hair was still up, though, in its usual labyrinth of auburn braids punctuated by that single streak of silver.


“As I was explaining, I rarely do criminal-defense work,” she was telling Whitsun. “And only then when I am sure, or at least reasonably sure, of the innocence of the accused.”


“Yes, ma’am, you said. But this is a different kind of problem.”


He took the chair opposite my boss while I settled in at my own desk—far more modest than Ms. P’s oak slab but big enough to hold the essentials, including notebook and pencil, which I picked up, shorthand ready to go.


I crossed my legs and winced. I’d forgotten about the tattoo. I crossed my legs the other direction, winced again, and settled for two feet flat on the ground. Ms. P watched this, and me, with curiosity.


“Were there any difficulties on your errand?” Ms. P asked.


I tried a smile but got a grimace instead.


“Oh, just the usual,” I said, leg throbbing to beat the band. Head pounding in counterpoint.


I wanted Whitsun to get on with it so we could turn him down and kick him out, and I could relate my boardwalk misadventure.


“Now, Mr. Whitsun,” Ms. Pentecost said, settling back into the soft leather of her chair and folding her arms in her lap, “tell us about your problem.”


Whitsun opened his mouth and stopped. The man had spun yarns in front of every hard-nosed judge in New York City. He could stand in front of a box of twelve men, each with a hanging rope in mind, and talk them into tears without sweating a drop.


But he’d never sat in front of Lillian Pentecost. Not like this. The word intimidating doesn’t do it justice.


I’m not saying my boss makes a habit of frightening potential clients. I’ve seen washwomen and debutantes bare their souls and their secrets while sitting in that chair, trusting Ms. Pentecost to handle their goods with kid gloves.


But that was when she came into the conversation with sympathy. Replace sympathy with skepticism or, God forbid, dislike, and people sitting in that chair saw her differently.


Suddenly her wide mouth, lips pressed into a firm line, looked like it hid fangs; that not-quite-hawk nose grew into a beak; her cheekbones turned sharp; and the blue-gray of her eyes, glass and real alike, came to resemble the kind of sky people held firing squads under.


Did I forget to mention that the last time Whitsun and my boss had been in a room together she’d been in the witness box and he’d been explaining to a jury how she was an incompetent, disease-ridden, publicity-hungry shamus who wouldn’t know a hoodlum from a handsaw?


“I think I should maybe start by way of an apology,” Whitsun began, once he got his tongue working. “About some of the things I said during the Sendak trial.”


I double-underlined the shorthand dot and strokes that meant “apology.” I wanted to be able to find it quickly so I could savor it later.


“I don’t think an apology is necessary, Mr. Whitsun. We were both doing our respective jobs, after all.”


Translation: Yes, you do owe an apology. Better make it good.


Whitsun nodded. “I suppose you’re right,” he said.


I sighed. I was guessing the attorney was single.


“Although,” my boss began, “I do wonder if your job extended to telling The New York Times that my multiple sclerosis had worsened to the point of cognitive impairment.”


Whitsun’s spine got a little stiffer in the chair.


“Now, I don’t believe I said that.”


“You heavily implied it,” Ms. P snapped. “My disease was—how did you put it—turning suspicion into obsession?”


While her symptoms might add a couple decades on bad days—though I’d never seen her birth certificate, I was pretty sure Ms. P was only around the half-century mark—it had yet to impact her mental faculties, something I knew she lived in constant fear of. This made Whitsun’s treatment of her during the trial particularly loathsome.


I never like to see a fight break out in our office. But I was in a foul mood, and I thought watching Whitsun called on the carpet would be a good antidote.


The attorney, to my surprise, took a deep breath, counted to three, and said, “You’re right. I was playing some dirty pool there. I’m sorry that I went down that road and I sincerely apologize.”


Ms. P gave him a considering look, then passed one to me.


I shrugged.


“He seems sincere, but he gets paid big money to fake it.”


Whitsun didn’t exactly roll his eyes, but I could tell he wanted to.


“How about I tell you why I’m here? Then you can decide whether or not me being a no-good, dirty snake who provides his clients with the vigorous defense our Constitution requires should take precedence over a woman in trouble.”


Those were the magic words. I’m not saying that all our clients were of the female variety, but they were more often than not. The world just seems to put its boot down a little more firmly on the fairer sex.


“Tell us about this woman,” my boss said.


“Her name is Perseverance Bodine. Miss Vera Bodine,” he said. “She used to be a secretary at Boekbinder and Gimbal. That’s the firm I started with. I didn’t leave under the best circumstances, but Vera and I stayed in touch. A while back, I started visiting her at her apartment about once a week. Well, every other week, at least.”


Great, I thought. Whitsun was here to sic us on one of his girlfriends.


Ms. Pentecost must have thought the same thing.


“Miss Bodine is a lover?” she asked.


The look on Whitsun’s face. Like he’d bit into a lemon.


“Jesus Christ, no! The woman is nearly eighty years old. She’s a friend. I bring her groceries.”


Whitsun glanced over at the drinks trolley.


“You mind?”


“Serve yourself,” I said.


He got up and sorted through the bottles.


“Here’s the heart of it,” he said as he browsed. “Vera’s a shut-in. She doesn’t leave her apartment. Every other Monday I bring her two weeks’ worth of groceries. I knock, she opens. She usually won’t let me in, so we stand at the door and chat. I stay a couple minutes to catch her up on my week. Then I leave. It’s been that way for a while now. Except yesterday I got there and knocked and there wasn’t any answer.”


He finally settled on a Scottish whisky sent to us from one of Mrs. Campbell’s kin. He poured three fingers, sipped off one, then poured two more. Properly fortified, he sat back down.


“I’ve been afraid of the day that was going to happen. I mean, Vera’s older than my grandparents when they passed. I was the only person she ever saw, so it was likely gonna be me that found her. She’d given me a spare key. For emergencies, she said. I guess she figured I’d be the one finding her, too. So I let myself in.”


The snake paused, taking a sip.


“What did you find?” Ms. P prompted.


“Nothing. The apartment was empty. She wasn’t there.”


He said that last bit like it was a grand reveal, and I don’t think we gave him the reaction he was hoping for.


“Look—I can’t impress enough how Vera never goes anywhere.”


“Was she physically impaired?” Ms. P asked.


“It wasn’t physical. It had just gotten too much for her. The city, the people. The world. The farthest I ever saw her go was the lobby of her building to get her mail.”


“Were there signs of a disturbance in her apartment?”


“Not that I saw. But . . . it’s hard to tell. You’ll understand when you see her place.”


“Did she have a telephone?”


“She did.”


“Perhaps she did have a medical emergency of some sort and called a physician.”


Whitsun was shaking his head before she finished.


“I thought of that. Her doctor’s office was closed for Labor Day, but I managed to get him at home. He hasn’t talked to her since he stopped by for her yearly checkup in March. He told me she was healthier than a woman half her age. I phoned up half the hospitals in the city to make sure. Nothing. Even called John Boekbinder to see if he’d heard from her. No dice. That’s when I started knocking on doors asking if there’d been any kind of commotion. The ones who answered said they didn’t see anything. I called the police, but they wouldn’t take it seriously. Useless!”


He drained his glass and glanced back to the trolley. He wavered for a moment, then set his glass firmly on the end table.


“I stayed there last night. In case she came back or there was a phone call or . . . I don’t know . . . whoever took her brought her back. Dawn came and still nothing, so then I started sorting through my options.”


“How’d we end up first on your list?” I asked.


He laughed, but there wasn’t a lot of humor in the sound.


“Don’t flatter yourself, Parker. You didn’t even make the top ten,” he said. “There are plenty of detectives I’ve used who I thought about calling. It’s only . . . The men I’ve worked with are competent enough to confirm an alibi or get enough facts to crack a witness, but . . . this could get complicated.”


As loquacious as he’d gotten, it still felt like Whitsun was skirting around something. Ms. P was of the same mind.


“Mr. Whitsun, you seem convinced that there has been some sort of foul play. You talk about ‘whoever took her.’ Yet there are any number of likelier possibilities. What makes you think that Miss Bodine is in trouble?”


The defense attorney turned his eyes up, like the answer could be found in the painting hanging on the wall behind my boss’s desk: in the yellow of the field, the gray branches of the massive tree, or in the blue of the dress worn by the woman sprawled beneath it.


I thought maybe he had seen something in the painting, because when he brought his eyes back down, there was the smallest smile on his face.


“Because she knows things,” Whitsun said. “Things that a lot of people would like to get their mitts on.”


“People such as whom?”


“Well, there’s a few auto executives, a steel magnate, half of Wall Street. Oh, and Nazis. I shouldn’t forget the Nazis.”


That’s what the smile was for. Because he figured he had us hooked.


He was right.









CHAPTER 3


“I wasn’t always in criminal defense,” Whitsun began. “It’s messy and ugly. Worst of all, it doesn’t pay very well. At least that’s what the brass at Boekbinder and Gimbal always impressed on me.


“I’d managed to wangle a spot there right out of law school. There wasn’t a student in my graduating class who wouldn’t have stabbed me in the back for that job. Their client list includes some of the richest men in the country. Big businesses—real household names. If you did well there, showed them you had what it took, you were set for life.”


As he continued, his voice took on a little bit of a drawl, something he employed purposefully in court. Jurors gobbled up that good ol’ boy act, and he either came by it honestly or just couldn’t help himself.


“I don’t mean to toot my own horn, but I did pretty well. I wanted the partners to notice me, and they did. John, especially. He’s the managing partner. He brought me in as one of his assistants. There were two of us. Me and Ken Devine. We’d sit in on meetings, take notes, write briefs. The yeoman’s work.


“That’s where I met Vera. She was John’s personal secretary. Practically glued to his arm. There for every meeting; listening in on every phone call. Except she never took notes. There would always be another girl on hand for that. At first I thought she and Boekbinder were—well, were lovers. He was married and she was in her late sixties, he in his fifties. But I’d heard he was capable of fooling around, and I didn’t see what else he was keeping her on for.”


Whitsun laughed, then got up and refilled his glass. Only two fingers this time.


“I feel ridiculous thinking about it now. That the only explanation I could come up with was that they were jumping in the sack. I told Vera that—this was after she retired—and she laughed her head off.”


He sat back down and sipped his whisky.


“It was her memory,” he explained. “She has the most remarkable memory.”


“How remarkable?” Ms. Pentecost asked.


“First time I saw it in action, we were in a meeting with a crew of lawyers from a big company. You wouldn’t recognize the name, but if you own a radio, they probably made the transistors. They were buying a controlling interest in— You know what? It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that at some point one of the lawyers on their side cites this point in finance law. Real obscure. But he says it with confidence, so I took it as truth. So did everyone else. A couple seconds later, Vera taps on Boekbinder’s shoulder, whispers to him.


“Then he looks at the other lawyer and says, ‘I think you’re wrong. The law actually states’ . . . and so forth. The other lawyer says, ‘No, I think you’re mistaken.’ Boekbinder gives Vera a nod and she recites it verbatim. Like she had the book open in front of her. The other side caves on that point, and it results in a couple million dollars in the plus column for our clients.


“That’s when I discovered what Boekbinder actually kept Vera around for. She remembered every word said in every meeting. And she hadn’t read every lawbook in the office, but she’d read enough. Didn’t matter if she read it last week or last decade. Perseverance Bodine never forgets anything. Ever.”


Whitsun inserted a dramatic pause here, like he was expecting this revelation to awe us. He was out of luck. I’d spent five years working with a traveling circus and sideshow. I’d met memory wizards before. Apparently, Ms. Pentecost was familiar as well.


“Was she a trained mnemonist, or did this ability come naturally?” she asked.


“I’ve never heard that word out loud before, but I know what it means,” Whitsun said. “As far as I know, Vera never had any training. She didn’t use tricks. She said she was born with it. Noticed it when she was a little girl. Everything since she was about two years old is still up there.”


I tried to imagine it. Having every single thing that ever happened to me rattling around in my skull, even the bits I wanted to toss. Not to get dramatic, but it sounded like a little corner of hell.


“I can see how such an ability would be very useful,” Ms. P said admiringly.


One person’s hell is another person’s useful. The third floor of the brownstone was given over entirely to notes, clippings, and case files. If my boss had Vera Bodine’s memory, we could clear all that out and put in a conservatory. Add a few more skylights, get some plants.


“That one instance got our clients a couple million extra,” Whitsun said. “Probably a hundred thousand of that trickled down to the firm. She’d been at Boekbinder and Gimbal for over twenty years. From 1919 until she retired in ’41. You can do the math.”


I did, and came out with Bodine earning her employers a seven-digit payday throughout the course of her career.


“I hope she got a big Christmas bonus,” I said.


“I never saw her paycheck, but she never complained to me,” Whitsun said. “By the time I left, we were close enough that she would have.”


Ms. P shifted from port to starboard in her chair, and I saw her give a less-than-subtle glance at the Swiss clock on the bookshelf. Multiple sclerosis is a bitch of a disease. When it’s not punishing you for moving too much, it’s flogging you for sitting still too long.


“So how did you two become so chummy?” I asked, wanting to move things along. “And where do Nazis fit in?”


If Whitsun was annoyed at the prodding, he didn’t show it. He’d had enough judges tell him, “Get on with it, counselor.”


“I was at the firm for about four years. It took me three and a half to realize I wasn’t happy,” Whitsun said. “Most of the work was finding ways for big companies to become bigger companies. There’s good money in that, but, God, it was boring.


“I think Vera saw how I felt. She started making a point of passing a few words with me. Asked how this or that case was going. At some point she started asking if I’d ever considered criminal law. She said I had the personality for it, which I took the wrong way at first. She explained she meant I was friendly and I thought more about people than property.


“One morning I come in, there’s a copy of the Times on my desk with a headline circled in red pencil. The Father Carlyle murder. I knew it was Vera. She always had a red pencil tucked behind her ear, even if she never took notes. I went and asked her what was the deal. She said she thought it was a shame about what happened to Mr. Bannon’s son. She never said, ‘Forest, I think you should represent him.’ But she wasn’t being subtle about it.”


If you read a copy of The New York Times in 1938, you probably heard of the Father Carlyle murder and the reasons why the father of a choirboy decided to beat a priest to death with a candlestick.


“I brought the idea up with Mr. Boekbinder,” Whitsun said. “He was skeptical. It wouldn’t pay. Also, there was the look of it. A firm’s lawyer representing a priest killer. It was suggested that I resign my position—temporarily, of course—and go at it solo. Boekbinder said my spot would be waiting for me when the case was over.”


I knew the rest of the story, at least as far as the case was concerned. I’d read up on Whitsun prior to the Sendak trial. I’d wanted to know who was going to be taking potshots at my boss.


Whitsun offered his services to Paul Bannon, who accepted them with no small desperation. What followed was an extended battle waged in the press, which laid the runway for a two-month marathon of a trial. Whitsun ended up losing. He didn’t have much of a chance to begin with. But at least he got his client twenty years instead of the chair.


It cemented the myth of Forest Whitsun, a “real-life Perry Mason,” who wanted nothing more than to champion the causes of underdogs everywhere. Or at least underdogs who could pay his fee.


What I didn’t know was that it had been his second choice.


“After the case was over, I went back to Boekbinder and Gimbal like I’d planned,” he said. “But John told me he thought it was better if I—how did he put it?—‘followed the path you’ve chosen for yourself.’ Really, though, I think Ken Devine talked him into ditching me. With me gone, he became John’s protégé. I heard he made partner in record time.”


So Whitsun rented an office, hung up his sign, and proceeded to get his dimpled chin featured on front pages left and right.


“Once things settled, I gave Vera a call. I’d heard she’d retired and I wanted to thank her for shoving me out of the nest. I went over to visit her. She lives on the top floor of this little place on West Thirty-eighth. I offered to take her out to dinner, but . . . she said she didn’t do restaurants anymore. Ur . . . Anyway, she seemed to be doing all right. Mostly we talked about my cases. She said people deserved to have a fair shake in the justice system and she was proud I was the one providing it.”


Whitsun rested his elbows on his knees and studied the rug. Like a little kid in the corner, thinking about what he’s done.


“I should have gone back,” he said. “I knew she didn’t have any family. She wasn’t working anymore. But things were jumping at the office. I called her a couple times to check in. Then the war kicked off and I spent a few years with the JAG Corps defending deserters. Spent most of 1945 and ’46 getting my practice back on track. Didn’t think about Vera again until last Christmas. I wondered whether she had anyone to celebrate with. So I showed up at her apartment with a couple pies.”


Whitsun paused here. He found a speck of something on his tie and bought himself some time scraping it off with a fingernail.


“She wouldn’t even open the door at first. I thought something was wrong. I threatened to kick it down. Finally she let me in. The place . . . It was a mess. Newspapers and magazines stacked to the ceiling. Towers of empty milk bottles. Big heaps of clothes and—God, everything you can imagine. I asked her how long things had been like that and she wouldn’t say, but it must have taken a few years to pile up. First thing I did was go shopping for her. She hadn’t been to the grocer in weeks. All she had was canned soup and powdered milk.


“It wasn’t because she didn’t have the money. It was that she didn’t like to go outside anymore. It was all changing too fast, she said. She felt safer in her apartment.


“So I went shopping and stocked her refrigerator and offered to help her clean up, but she didn’t want me moving things. Eventually she told me what she’d been up to during the war. Who had made her like that.”


“Made her?” Ms. P prompted.


“Yeah,” Whitsun said. “It was the goddamn FBI.”


Which is, I’m excited to say, when the Nazis finally entered the picture.









CHAPTER 4


According to Whitsun, who heard it from Bodine, one day in March 1942 the retired secretary got a knock at her door. That startled her because she didn’t get a lot of knocks. It was a pair of men in matching suits and badges who introduced themselves as agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. After a call to the local Bureau office to establish their bona fides, the old woman sat the two men in her kitchen, made up a pot of coffee, and heard their pitch.


Turns out the Bureau had a file on her. Any law firm that worked with the kind of high rollers that Boekbinder & Gimbal did was bound to come under some scrutiny. Enough people knew of John Boekbinder’s secretary and her amazing memory trick that she ended up drawing the Bureau’s notice.


They said they had a job for her, but they wouldn’t say what. Only that it could play a vital role in the safety of the country. The kicker was that she’d have to move to Washington, D.C., for the duration. First to undergo a battery of tests to make sure her memory really was as amazing as advertised. Then to do whatever job they’d thought up for her.


She declined. She told them she’d be happy to help however she could, but her traveling days were done.


The agents insisted. She refused. End of meeting.


The pair returned twice more over the next few weeks. Same pitch, same plea. Same answer.


Bodine felt bad about it. At least that’s what she told Whitsun. But not so bad that she was willing to uproot her life.


A week after the last failed attempt, she got another knock. It was a new agent. He didn’t introduce himself, but Bodine had the sense he was a couple of pay grades above the others. She said if he was there with the same pitch, he could save some time and turn right around. He said not quite.


Cut to the kitchen, pot of coffee, the two sitting across the table. The agent reached into the inner pocket of his suit jacket, pulled out a photograph, and slapped it on the table.


“Take a look at that,” he said.


It was a woman in a daring two-piece stretched out on a beach somewhere. She was leaning back on her elbows, smiling at the camera. The agent only gave Bodine a three-count to see the photo before snatching it back.


“What kind of dog was it?” he asked.


“Excuse me?” the old woman said.


“What kind of dog was on the veranda over her right shoulder?”


Bodine answered without delay.


“It was a terrier. A white one. I think the breed is called a Westie. And it was her left shoulder.”


“The man walking it? Describe him.”


Bodine had to give it only a moment’s thought. “Tall, slender, dark hair, a thin, dark mustache. He’s wearing a white or very light tan suit and a Panama hat. There seems to be some graying at the hair around his ears. That and the way the dog is straining at the leash. It makes me think he’s on the older side. He can’t quite keep up.”


The agent nodded. “How long can you keep those details in your head?”


“Forever,” Bodine said. “I will die with that man and his dog still filed away in my memory.”


Then the agent told her about the job.


Whitsun paused here to sip his bourbon, leaving Ms. Pentecost and me on the edge of our respective seats.


“Come on,” I blurted. “What was the gig?”


He shook his head. “She wouldn’t tell me the details. She said she’d signed a paper and sworn an oath, and she took both seriously. All she would tell me is that it had to do with locating Nazi spies in the United States.”


“That’s it?” I asked. “That’s all she said?”


“That’s all she said.”


“How did her memory help hunt Nazis?”


Whitsun shrugged. “Hell if I know. Believe me, I pressed her on it. Vera can keep a secret when she wants to.”


“She told you nothing else?” Ms. P asked.


Whitsun thought about it.


“Just that whatever the FBI was having her do, it was important enough that they came to her,” he said. “She said the agent came by every couple weeks. She’d do whatever it was he was having her do, then he’d leave.”


“Did she tell you the agent’s name?” Ms. P asked.


“She said he never gave it. Not once. Showed her the badge, but no ID. Sounds like a real gem. Even a month in, he was still playing games with her. Testing her.”


“How do you mean?”


“She told me how one day as he was leaving he asked if she remembered the photograph he’d shown her. She said she did. Then he asked her what the woman on the beach was missing.”


“Missing?”


“Her toe,” Whitsun said. “Vera told him she was missing the smallest toe from her left foot.”


“Did she say how long this arrangement continued?” Ms. P asked.


“From March 1942 until the summer of 1944. Then the son of a bitch just cuts her loose,” Whitsun growled. “Tells her not to breathe a word of it. Still doesn’t give her his goddamn name.”


Whitsun rearranged himself in his chair, didn’t like the result, tried again, then finally stood up. Our office is good for four steps pacing in any direction. With his long legs he managed it in three.


“This agent is in there once, twice a month for two years. He must have seen how the work was affecting her. What her apartment was getting like.”


“You think her work with the FBI resulted in her hoarding?” Ms. Pentecost asked.


“Of course!” Whitsun shouted. “Nazis and spies—all that pressure. What did they expect? I’d really like to get my hands on that guy.”


He stood behind his chair and gripped the back, like it was a stand-in for the FBI agent’s neck.


“Please, Mr. Whitsun.” Ms. P gestured for him to retake his seat. Reluctantly, he did. “You reunited with her last December and found her unwell. She was hoarding. Her agoraphobia—if that’s what it is—had limited her ability to care for herself. You bought groceries for her. Is this when you started visiting her regularly?”


He nodded. “At first every week. Then when I saw that she was okay—I mean her apartment was a mess, but she was safe and healthy—I kind of let it slide to every two weeks.”


“Did her . . . condition . . . change?”


“It certainly didn’t get better,” he said. “Eventually she stopped letting me in. We’d talk at the door. I think she was ashamed of how things were. I mean she is ashamed.”


The tense trouble showed how worried he was. He was hoping Bodine was only missing.


I was hoping we were near to wrapping up. In addition to my thigh, my head was starting to throb as well. I knew if I felt around under my curls, I’d find a goose egg where the blackjack had hit home.


“So, for eight months, you play delivery boy, check in on her every other week, then you show up yesterday and she’s gone,” I said, trying to hasten things. “That ever happen before? That she’s not there?”


I could tell Whitsun resented answering questions from someone whose name wasn’t on the door, but he took it like a champ.


“No. Never.”


“She never talked about taking a vacation? Going to visit her long-lost sister in Albany?”


“She never went anywhere, Miss Parker,” Whitsun declared. “And as far as I know, she has no family.”


That certainly wasn’t true. Humans didn’t sprout up out of nowhere. But I got the point, so I moved on.


“Anything out of the ordinary happen recently?”


“Like what?”


“Like did she say, ‘Hey, I was looking out the window the other day and thought I saw a Nazi strolling by’?”


Whitsun and my boss gave me identical looks.


“It’s an honest question,” I said. “Whitsun here is saying she wouldn’t go out on her own. That leaves foul play. I’m wondering if she had a hint it was coming.”


Ms. Pentecost stood and made her way to the drinks trolley. The first step was a wobbly one, but she regained her balance by the time she got her hands on her bottle of honey wine.


“Her glibness aside, Miss Parker is not mistaken,” she said, pouring herself a glass. She didn’t bother measuring in fingers. She just kept it from going over the rim. “Though I’m reluctant to assume foul play this early, the question stands: Has anything changed in Miss Bodine’s behavior or demeanor in recent weeks?”


I don’t know if it was the phrasing or that Ms. P’s suits cost more than mine, but this time Whitsun took the question seriously.


“I spent a lot of last night sitting in Vera’s place thinking about this. There’s two things. One large, one small,” he said. “The big thing is, several weeks back, she gave me a call at the office. Wanted to talk to me about a case she’d read about on the front page of the Times that morning. Julia Fennel. You know it?”
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