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OUT ON Fourth Street, the asphalt shimmered under the light patter of rain. A crow cawed from its perch atop an ornate Flemish gable, then raised its wings and hopped into the air. Soaring across the grassy median and walkways of Fountain Court, it alighted seconds later on the steep parapet of the Victorian house on the other side. It shook out its wings and crowed again, unbothered by the drizzle.

“You see how big that crow is?” Ramon raised his hand and pointed.

“It’s loud, that’s for sure.” I looked down at the mound of Courier-Journals that had collected at the front door. I was too lazy to reach down and pick one up, so I toed the pile with my shoe, scattering the newspapers to better see what had made the front page in the last week or two. Or three. There had to be at least two dozen newspapers on the porch.

“You’d think the real estate agent would have cleared those away by now.” Ramon walked over to a window and peered inside. “Nothing says break and enter like a pile of newspapers outside the front door.”

I studied one of the headlines near my feet. Local activists were alleging media bias in the coverage of Nakhia Williams, a transgender woman murdered by a group of men outside her Louisville apartment, and that the police had conducted a very lackluster investigation into the death. Another front page reported that police arrested three local teenagers for plotting to kill a fellow student over the weekend.

A soft crackle of lightning flashed through silver-gray clouds hugging the distant treetops. Seconds later, a thunderclap rumbled. Across the road, a disheveled man stumbled down the sidewalk, an overstuffed garbage bag slung over his shoulder. He mumbled unintelligibly, but several identifiable curse words managed to punctuate the air. Ramon turned away from the window and stood at the edge of the porch, where rainwater dripped from the soffit. “It’s really starting to look like a dump in there.” He shook his head and exhaled loudly as the man continued his rantings. “I don’t know why you’d want to move back to Old Louisville anyway.”

“What are you talking about? You suggested we come and look at this house in the first place, not me.”

Ramon crossed his arms, his gaze shifting again to the crow across the street. It shrieked and flew back to the rounded gable on the other side of the walking court. “I know how much you love Old Louisville,” he grumbled.

“I’m fine with living in the Highlands. Definitely much quieter than Old Louisville.”

“You were happier down here, though. When we had the house on Third.”

I was happy in that house, but the ballooning mortgage had become too much to handle in the end. And now we were talking about buying a home twice the size. Over nine thousand square feet.

“They’re not asking all that much for this place.” He sidled up to me, using his foot to push one of the newspapers back onto the pile. A photo of David Camm, a local state trooper accused of murdering his wife and two children, took up most of the front page. He was preparing for a third trial after the reversal of his second conviction.

“Well, let’s take one last look since we’re here,” I said.

Just then, the real estate agent rushed up the walkway, collapsing her umbrella under the cover of the porch. “Sorry I’m so late,” she said. “Police had the two blocks north of Oak Street cordoned off. I heard they found a dead body in an alley dumpster.”

Ramon rolled his eyes and muttered. “Old Louisville.”

The agent jiggled a handful of keys and pushed open the front door. “Sorry, did you say something?”

“No, no, he didn’t.” I cut in front of Ramon and followed her through the leaded-glass doors.

The lights were off, and I paused to let my eyes adjust to the darkness. Despite the gloom, the foyer glowed. The parquet floors, the wooden moldings, the walnut wainscoting and elegant fireplace mantel, the elaborately carved newels and balusters—they all gleamed with the silver sheen of storm clouds sifting through stained-glass windows.

The agent hit a switch and a light bulb flashed, dull and yellow. She walked to a card table and folding chair in the corner and set down a clipboard. “Since you’ve been here already, I’ll just let you wander around on your own while I do some paperwork. You can actually go inside the carriage house now.” She removed a pen from the front pocket of her blazer and began scribbling. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks.” I turned to go up the stairs but stopped. “Say, I’ve heard lots of stories about this place. What do you know about the previous owner? The elderly lady who lived here.” When the woman didn’t look up from her clipboard, I raised my voice. “Excuse me. The old nurse who had this house since the ’60s—whatever happened to her?”

Still, the real estate agent acted as if she hadn’t heard.

Ramon walked over and tapped the tabletop. “So, what about the old lady who lived here before? The nurse?”

Without looking up, the agent stopped writing and cleared her throat. “Oh, she was old. She, um… died. She died.” The scribbling resumed.

“Oh, okay. Thanks.” I turned away and exchanged glances with Ramon.

He went up the grand staircase. “That was weird.”

“I know.” I followed.

We entered the hallway on the second floor and poked our heads into sparsely furnished bedrooms, where peeling wallpaper and ceilings with water stains and cracked plaster greeted us. Dull brass numbers on the heavy wooden doors hinted at the days when the old mansion had served as a rooming house. The spaces on the third floor appeared to be in need of even more attention. A broken windowpane let cool air stream into one room and in another a huge jagged fissure worked its way across the wall. As we descended the back stairs, Ramon shook his head and chuckled. “Looks even worse than it did last month. Hobo central.”

“Let’s check out the back and the carriage house,” I said. “Then we can go.”

The kitchen looked a fright, as we already knew, with crumbling plaster ceilings and peeling wallpaper. Linoleum floors buckled with water damage. A cracked window over an old porcelain sink afforded a glimpse of the unkempt backyard. Next to the rear door hung a framed lithograph of a regal-looking gentleman from the late 1800s, probably from one of the old city newspapers. Before stepping outside, I paused to read the caption underneath: “Richard Robinson, a most honored and respected resident of the city. His unfaltering honesty, his kindly purposes, his recognition of the good in others, his broad sympathy and unbounded charity—these endeared him to all with whom he came in contact.”

“Who’s that?” Ramon peered over my shoulder.

“The original owner, maybe? A dry goods merchant.”

“I’m sure he’d love seeing what the house looks like today.”

“Whatever.” I playfully pushed Ramon out the back door, and we stopped in the middle of an overgrown garden. The drizzle had turned into a fine mist, but angry storm clouds still roiled overhead. Weeds grew atop piles of dirt. Near the entrance to the carriage house stood a mound of rotting timber that I assumed had come from the interior. A grimy disco ball, still sparkly in patches, crowned the top of the heap.

Across the back alley soared the roof of the Samuel Culbertson Mansion. It faced Third Street, the old Millionaires Row of Louisville, which a historian once described as: “a genteel area at the edge of a burgeoning city, reflecting the tastes and extravagances of the late Victorian era. The residents worked hard to live up to the magnificence of their houses which were furnished as lavishly as social position required and wealth allowed.”

The glazed orange-brick exterior of the mansion shimmered under a thin film of precipitation. When I moved to Louisville in 1993, I had spent my first few years in an apartment there; now it operated as a bed and breakfast. Samuel Culbertson, president of Churchill Downs, called the fifty-two-room Renaissance Revival construction home from 1897 to 1948. Credited with first draping a garland of red roses over the champion of the Kentucky Derby in 1932, Culbertson had sons who achieved fame in books written by local author Annie Fellows Johnston. The eponymous first volume would become famous when Shirley Temple tap-danced in the silver screen version with Bojangles, the Black butler: The Little Colonel.

“Hey.” Ramon stooped to examine a soggy cardboard box next to the pile of boards. “Come look at this.”

Books and magazines spilled out. On one cover, an angry, ruler-wielding nun was spanking a bare-bottomed woman bent over her knee. “Good lord.” I reached down and flipped several pages. “Old porno magazines. All nuns, and all women.”

“Yuck. Not even the good kind of porn.”

“Oh my god.” I stood up quickly and looked back at the house.

“What?”

“Remember that night we saw all the nuns on the front porch?” I widened my eyes. “This is the place!”

“Wait. That was this house?”

“Yes, I remember now; it happened right across from the entrance to Fountain Court.”

On a balmy summer evening several years before, our friend Skippy had come over for dinner and we had taken the dogs for a walk after. As we strolled down the 1400 block of Fourth Street, a strange sight awaited: a group of ancient nuns, perhaps a dozen of them, all in identical black and white habits, lined the porch of a large, red-brick house. Stone-faced and silent, they stared out at the street, as if they had been arranged for a group photograph. But there wasn’t a photographer in sight.

“Another reason why this house gives off such a strange vibe.” Ramon laughed. “You don’t want to live in an old building associated with nuns, do you?”

“But I love nuns. They add character to a neighborhood.”

“The nuns in this box don’t add the kind of character we’re looking for.” He rose and brushed off the front of his pants. “I wonder if there’s such a thing as hobo porn.”

“Let’s see if there’s any in the carriage house.” Against a wall rested another cardboard box chock-full of erotic, sister-centric paperbacks and magazines. From the cover designs, they appeared to be from the ’50s and ’60s. Next to that box rested another containing old copies of the Courier-Journal. One front page ran a story about the history of the Scripps National Spelling Bee, which traced its origins to Louisville in 1925.

Ramon shook his head. “No hobos.”

“Who knew there was so much pulp fiction about nuns?” I said. “I wonder if it belonged to the old nurse or one of her tenants. She had all kinds in here.”

Ramon didn’t answer. Instead, he folded his arms across his chest as he took in the interior. Although someone had made a valiant attempt at making the coach house presentable, it still looked terrible. Boards covered most of the windows, and holes in the walls and ceiling revealed an assortment of wooden beams. Another disco ball sat in a far corner.

“Someone sure loved glitter balls,” I said.

Ramon remained silent.

“So, what do you think?”

“It needs a lot of work, but if you want to, let’s do it.” He uncrossed his arms, ambled to the door, and looked out. “But, if we move back, you need to learn how to say no every once in a while. You let people take advantage of you. All the committees and boards you’re on. People traipsing through the house for the holiday tours. Being tour guide and all the money going to everyone but you.” He looked over his shoulder at me. “Writing a cookbook for free for the neighborhood even though they managed to come up with fifteen thousand dollars for the photographer.”

“Blah, blah, blah.” I nudged him over the threshold and into the backyard. A loud squawk tore the air, and we looked up. An inky black bird had perched atop a gutter, where it peered down at us. Just then my cellphone chittered. I looked down to see a text from my brother.

“Who’s that?”

“My brother. Paul. Probably looking for money again.”

“He’s the biggest hobo of all.” Ramon shook his head as we continued to the back of the house. Then he pointed. “That’s not the same crow, is it?”

“I don’t know. They’re supposed to be really smart. Maybe it’s following us.”

“So, what do you want to do?”

“Let’s check out the basement before we go. Maybe we can get in through the side door. There’s something creepy about it, dungeon-like. Did you see that one room full of junk, the one with the dirt floor and the shelves? It looks like an old wine cellar.” I headed back to the house. “I’d love to have a wine cellar.”

“That’s not what I meant. Do you want the place or not?

“I don’t know. It’s up to you.”

“We better decide fast,” said Ramon, hurrying to catch up. “The agent said there’s a guy moving back from Chicago who’s coming to look at it in a few minutes and he’s serious. Wants to turn it into a bed and breakfast. And I don’t think she’s just making it up.”

I stopped and gazed up. “I don’t know.” Hugging myself for warmth, I studied the back of the enormous house. “I kind of like where we are now.” Thunder clapped overhead and the soft patter of raindrops followed.

I looked at Ramon.

“You decide, hobo,” he said.
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LITTLE JOHN’S, near Churchill Downs Racetrack, attracted tourists from all over the world. In a presidential tone and tailored suit, the diminutive Filipino pawnbroker explained that gold was selling at “an awesome” fifteen hundred dollars an ounce, “but not for long.” Now was the time to sell your unwanted jewelry, he insisted.

In the breakfast room, I popped the last bite of toasted onion bagel into my mouth before grabbing the remote. Behind Little John, a cop, a construction worker, a cowboy, and a Native American clumsily danced and sang to the melody of the disco classic “Y.M.C.A.” by the Village People. “We’re going to Little John’s today / To take our jewelry in and get our cash today / You will get a good deal / And you get paid for real / So bring it to Little John!” The train-wreck appeal of the commercial’s bad singing and acting had earned its originator cult status.

I started to turn off the TV and return to my writing when a local newsflash broke onto the screen. A reporter stood in front of a huge, somewhat run-down brick house, where yellow crime scene tape cordoned off the front yard. Behind her, a pair of policemen hulked at the front door. Two men in hazmat suits jostled a blue-gray rubber storage bin down the walkway and into a waiting vehicle at the curb. Curious passersby looked on from the other side of the lawn as an early morning June breeze rustled the leaves on a nearby sycamore. The wind picked up and drowned out the reporter’s words for a moment, but then it died down, and her voice rose. “An LMPD spokesperson said they discovered the body early this morning in what appeared to be a wine cellar of this dilapidated mansion in Old Louisville.” She turned to point at the façade of the building.

Old Louisville. The preservation district with hundreds of Victorian mansions just south of the downtown area, the neighborhood where Ramon and I had lived until a few years before. I stared at the screen, and something slowly dawned on me: This was the house we had considered buying. The house with the wine cellar. 1435 South Fourth Street.

The Richard Robinson place with its impressive parquet floors and a dozen bedrooms sat across from the entrance to one of Louisville’s famed walking courts, the pedestrian-only thoroughfares designed to add a bit of London flair when planners laid out the neighborhood. We had lived right around the corner, on Third Street. The seller didn’t want all that much for the mansion, but it needed so much work. Rotting wood dangled from the eaves and cornices. The wreck of a carriage house and the bombed-out kitchen presented a challenge I welcomed, but in the end, we decided to stay in Louisville’s Highlands neighborhood. It took just ten minutes to walk from my front door to my students at Bellarmine University, after all.

As far as I knew, the house had remained unoccupied, abandoned, but the reporter made it clear the mansion indeed had residents. Authorities had taken a couple into custody and charged the two men with murder.

Things had started the previous night, when police arrived at the residence after a 911 call about a domestic disturbance. One man had been arrested, and the police quickly heard grumblings about a body buried in the basement. The other had been taken in for questioning after police dug a rubber storage bin out of the dirt floor and sent its gruesome contents to the coroner. What had started out as an apparent lovers’ quarrel had quickly and unexpectedly led to the discovery of a homicide.

The reporter interviewed a neighbor, who, shaking her head, looked uneasily over her shoulder at the looming house. “I always knew there was something weird about this place,” she confided in a low tone. “It always gave off creepy vibes.”

Creepy, for sure. Unsettling stories abounded about the old house. Whether or not they could be substantiated was another thing. People claimed early occupants had died under mysterious circumstances and a drug addict had attacked and killed someone in the house. A blind tiger had attracted crowds during the Roaring Twenties, and in the ’70s a secret society used to meet in the house. Rumors claimed a sadistic doctor once practiced there and that for a time, when the house sat abandoned, a satanic cult had carried out rituals in the cellar of the mansion.

A chill worked its way up my spine. I wondered if strange rites had played out in the same part of the basement where they had unearthed the body on the news, in that little dark room.

From my experience as a researcher and writer of true-crime and paranormal stories, I knew claims involving satanic cults usually proved to be exaggerated, if not altogether false: satanic panic. True or not, I understood how such stories could arise from that basement. Cellars of old houses were inherently frightening, but the basement at the old Richard Robinson place fell in a category all its own. When I had walked through it two years before, a feeling of oppression pervaded the dimly lit interiors and seeped from the bare stone and brick walls. The layout was dizzying, even disconcerting. Instead of one large open space, the underground chambers of the mansion comprised a confusing warren of smallish rooms. That particular basement would have been an ideal location to film a horror flick.

On another local channel, the screen cut to the mugshots of two guys. Both looked to be in their thirties. The one on the left had spiky brown hair, narrow eyes, and prominent ears. A caption identified the clean-shaven individual as Jeffrey Mundt. Stubble and the hint of a soul patch covered the other’s chin, and his hairline receded at the temples. He looked away from the camera and wore something of a scowl. White block letters on a blue background identified him as Joseph Banis. Staring at the images, I listened as the newswoman said their names and revealed them as the two men arrested by police earlier that morning. Slowly, a flicker of recognition registered somewhere, and I squinted to better see their faces. I must have seen them in the neighborhood. Or did I know them from somewhere else?

On the coffee table, my cellphone started to vibrate. Ramon, calling from work.

“Are you watching the news?” he said.

“The house in Old Louisville? The one on Fourth Street?”

“I’m so glad we didn’t buy it.” He snorted softly. “And you saw who they arrested, right?”

“I just saw their names now. Mundt and Banis. Do we know them? They look so familiar.”

“Seriously?” Ramon stifled a laugh. “You don’t recognize them? You’re such a hobo.”

“I do, but I’m not sure from where.”

“The one was the bartender at Q. The other was his boyfriend, the really stuck-up one who moved back here from Chicago. Remember?”

My breath caught in my throat. “That’s right.” It all came back to me.

At the club everyone called Joseph Banis Joey. The so-called bad boy from a wealthy family. He had drug problems and had been to prison numerous times. Usually, when we saw him behind the bar fixing drinks, he wore only a pair of ratty jeans held up by a silver-studded belt. Temporary tattoos and colorful, phosphorescent body paint often adorned his sinewy upper torso. Bright pinks, yellows, and greens. One evening he had sported a stunning blue mohawk. Everyone called his boyfriend Jeff or Jase but we had never had any direct interaction with him.

Except for that rainy morning when Jeffrey Mundt arrived for his appointment with the real estate agent at 1435 South Fourth Street. Rushing up the front steps, he had brushed by without so much as a nod of the head as we returned to the sidewalk out front.

He had bought the old Robinson place after all.

The only other time we had seen him came one morning while waiting for a table at a popular St. Matthews breakfast place, where he stood ahead of us in the line. “Top o’ the morning to you,” he’d cry out whenever he saw anybody who warranted greeting. “God, what a cheeseball,” I had muttered under my breath.

“They know the name of the body yet?” Ramon asked.

“I don’t think so. They believe it might have been drug-related.”

“Hmm. Just what Old Louisville needs. Another dead body. Glad we stayed in the Highlands.”

“Nobody gets a break down there.” I walked into the kitchen for another bagel.

Many viewed Old Louisville as the redheaded stepchild of the city. Although people moved in from all over to restore once-neglected mansions and charming Victorian cottages, some still considered it a bad part of town. Thirty or forty years before, that might have been a valid claim. But since the 1970s, when residents fought to have the forty-some square blocks immediately south of the downtown area declared a historic preservation district, the neighborhood had seen an upswing. Nationwide, architects and historians acclaimed the impressive collection of antique homes; nonetheless, old-timers viewed Old Louisville as a Bohemian, if somewhat seedy, enclave where students mixed with upwardly mobile gay couples, intellectuals, and those looking to escape the cookie-cutter life of suburbia.

Every time they took a step forward, they took two steps back in Old Louisville. Despite the grandeur and opulence found in the core of the neighborhood, where old-growth trees shaded stunning sections of Millionaires Row and gas lamps evoked Victorian charm on secluded St. James Court, residents still had to exercise caution on certain blocks after dark.

Ramon and I knew this firsthand: the six-bedroom 1890s house we restored sat near the infamous corner of Fourth and Oak. Or, as the locals called it, Fourth and Crazy. And we were well acquainted with the prostitutes, drug dealers, and panhandlers who helped cast Old Louisville in an unfavorable light. Every now and then, the news reported a random shooting, stabbing, or mugging, and this didn’t help either.

Now, they had found a body in a basement.

“You know, that storage bin wasn’t very big,” said Ramon. “They must have chopped him up to fit inside.”

“Gross.” Another shudder crept up my spine. “Do they know it was a he?”

“That’s what they’re saying. Gotta run. Bye.”

I switched to another local station. Two reporters at a sleek desk discussed the “body in the basement” and the Old Louisville mansion. A large monitor showed a straight-on shot of the imposing brick residence, then switched to a split screen with the faces of the suspects. I studied the images. The photo of Mundt appeared to be the same as the one shown on the previous channel, but Banis looked different. This time, he stared straight at the camera, but sculpted eyebrows added to the severity of his gaze. He was clean-shaven, save for a thin strip of beard that ran from below his lower lip down across his chin. Despite the circumstances, both looked relatively normal. Granted, Joseph Banis had that hard edge, but Jeffrey Mundt appeared to be your run-of-the-mill thirtysomething-year-old.

What between them had led to a body in the basement? An accident? Or something darker? Questions swam in my head, but I reminded myself the only thing known for certain was that they had found a corpse in the basement of the house at 1435 South Fourth Street. And that Jeffrey Mundt and Joseph Banis sat in jail.

I continued to stare at the images, a slight pang niggling in my stomach.

Someone rang the doorbell just then. Skippy, our friend stopping by to pick up a basket of books and bourbon for a silent auction at that weekend’s Pride celebration, waltzed through the front door. He’d already seen the news.

“It doesn’t surprise me in the least,” Skippy said. “That guy Joey is crazy as a loon. I told you what happened the last time I was at Q, didn’t I?”

“No, what happened?”

“I went to close out my tab at the end of the night, and it was like sixty dollars total on my credit card. When I checked my account the next day, there was another three-hundred-dollar charge on that card. When I called the club to complain, Joey cussed me out and said it was my fault.”

“Well, I don’t think he’s going to be running credit cards any time soon.”

“Let’s hope not,” said Skippy. “Have you heard anything about who’s in the tub? I heard that it was a three-way gone wrong. Supposedly it was a trick of theirs and things got out of hand. Rough sex.”

“Ah, I’d say so. Very rough.” We walked into the kitchen and I poured myself a cup of coffee. “Want some?”

“Nah. I still have to pick up a ton of donations. Need to run.”

“OK, see you this weekend at Pride. I’m sure the fact that there’s a gay murder will give lots of ammunition to the Bible-thumpers.”

“Yeah, I heard the nutjobs from Westboro Baptist Church are supposed to show up. Here it is 2010 and they’re still living in the dark ages.” Skippy changed his tone then. “So, is this a story you’re interested in?”

“You mean for my next book?”

Skippy scoffed. “You’ve got a gay murder, beautiful but spooky Victorian mansions, and lots of eccentrics. Then there’s all the neighborhood drama and infighting. Old money and nouveau riche. Hustlers and prostitutes. Drag queens and cross-dressers up the wazoo. It’s like a movie waiting to happen. And there’s something about that house.”

“Maybe.”

Many of my books strove to capture the weird and wonderful that made people either love or hate Old Louisville, and the case unfolding now seemed to have it all. But this project would entail new territory. Sitting through trials. Getting on people’s nerves for dredging up painful memories and exposing the soft underbelly that always gets exposed when writing about real-life individuals. People still living and people who were dead. Things I had never done before. I’m sure I had gotten on people’s nerves in the past, but this would be different. I wasn’t convinced I had what it took to write this kind of book.

“Say, have you found me a bottle of Pappy twenty-three-year-old yet?” I said. Skippy worked at Brown-Forman, the huge wine and spirit distributing company based in Louisville.

“Hold your horses. I’m working on it. See you later.” After Skippy left, I finished my coffee. In the breakfast room, I returned my attention to the television. Bright morning sun filled the backyard. The newsflash had ended and when I searched on the other local channels, their coverage had finished as well. Before I turned off the TV, I heard the familiar strain of a Village People song. The cheesy Little John’s commercial was starting up again.





    
2 [image: ] PROUD NEIGHBORHOOD


TWO DAYS later, a friend held a Pride-related fundraiser on South Third Street, the old Millionaires Row of Louisville. On the way there, I stopped on Fourth Street. A squad car sat halfway down the block from 1435, but whether the police had business related to the house was unclear. Yellow crime scene tape cordoned off much of the porch and the front door, next to which rested two stacked cardboard boxes. Evidence? More nun porn?

My phone started ringing, and when I answered, a cheery voice greeted me.

“Hi, Frances. How’ve you been?”

“Oh, darlin’, keeping okay for an old woman. How about you?” She laughed without giving me a chance to answer. “Have you been keeping up with that murder in Old Louisville? My goodness, that’s right around the corner from the mansion where my husband’s parents used to live, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it—”

“Did you know those two young men or that poor man they dug out of the floor? What a scandal! No one’s going to want to live in that house, are they now, darlin’?”

“Well—”

“That’s just two blocks down from the Woman’s Club! Goodness gracious, I’m sure they’re all in a tizzy over there. And my Antiques Club? That’s all they can talk about! Lord, half of them go to Dr. Banis to get their facelifts.” Frances paused for a breath of air, and I could envision her clutching the chunky pedant that always hung from a chain at her throat. “Say, has Lucie Blodgett been in touch yet? She’s writing another article and wanted some information. Hey, how’s about we do lunch soon?”

“That sounds good, Frances,” I said. “I’ll be needing to pick your brain about Louisville society anyway, and you know every—”

“Oh, darlin’, I don’t know if I know everybody in Louisville society, but I know what they say about everybody in Louisville society!” Frances crowed with delight and cut me off before I could say anything. “And don’t forget you’re taking me to the next Fillies Ball!”

“Alright. I won’t.” Started in 1958, the Fillies Ball was one of the most anticipated events on the Louisville social calendar. Part coronation gala for the queen of the Kentucky Derby, part fundraiser, it kicked off the two weeks of celebration leading up to the famous Run for the Roses on the first Saturday in May.

Frances suddenly lowered her voice. “You know I was one of the founders, right?”

“Yes, I know. And that as a Filly you’re obligated to further the fame of the Commonwealth of Kentucky and always bet at least two dollars on any filly entered in the Derby.”

“That’s right. Well, I must go and watch my program. It’s coming on now. Call when you want to do lunch and we can gossip and talk about all kinds of useless stuff. I’ll tell Lucie Blodgett and Louise Cecil to join us.”

I hung up and a ginger-haired man emerged from around the side of the house, followed by a taller man. Both wore suits and held manila folders. Without a word, they sauntered to the sidewalk, turned, and headed in the opposite direction of the patrol vehicle. Detectives or insurance adjusters? Someone from the bank or a crime lab?

Neighbors said there had been a steady flow of people in and out of the house since the discovery of the body, so who knew? I stared at the peeling paint on the porch and imagined the interior of the house. Surely, the elegant mantelpiece and the intricate carvings on the grand staircase still gleamed, but the façade appeared sad and forlorn, a physical manifestation of the tragic events that had played out within its walls.

I started the car. At the corner of Fourth and Crazy, I spied a familiar face at the bus stop. Mark Anthony Mulligan, a folk artist known for his exuberant colored-marker streetscapes inspired by riding public transit through different parts of the city, sat there and beamed. A beloved fixture in the Highlands neighborhood, he also frequented Old Louisville and the nearby homeless shelters. Wherever he found himself, a steady stream of passersby honked or yelled their greetings at him, to which he would joyously wave in return.

That day at the bus stop, true to form, Mark Anthony chatted happily with a female motorist idling at the traffic light. However, the corpulent Black man didn’t have on a stitch of clothing.

I quickly pulled over in front of the stone church on the corner and exited the car. Odd sights were not altogether uncommon here, but people usually kept most of their clothes on. In the 1970s, locals had dubbed the corner “Fourth and Fellini” because at any given moment you might come across an array of colorful characters straight out of the famous Italian director’s films, but it was just “Fourth and Crazy” now.

“Mark Anthony!” I called out, in what I hoped wasn’t a too-loud voice. “You need me to get you something to wear?”

Seeing me approach, he widened his eyes and smiled. “Whassup?” Then he started waving frantically.

“Not much. How are you? Need something to put on?”

“Nah, I’m fine.” He turned his head and directed his waves at a laughing pickup truck passenger who had called out his name.

Just then a squad car pulled up and bleeped its siren. An officer emerged with an Army-issue woolen blanket and draped it over Mark Anthony while the other squawked something into a walkie-talkie. Eyes still wide and beaming, the large man kept waving at passing cars and smiling. The policemen scratched their heads and paced around.

“See you later, Mark Anthony.” I was already late for the party, so I started back for my car.

A voice at my back ordered me to stop, and I turned to see a female officer emerge from a car that had just pulled up. “What’s your business here?” she demanded.

“Ah, I saw Mark Anthony Mulligan sitting here totally naked so I stopped to see if I could get him some clothes.”

“Oh, really. You got any ID on you?”

I looked around me. On the opposite corner, two trans sex workers were quickly moving in the other direction. Ten yards away, three men had passed out on the lawn of the church. One of them had his zipper wide open. I stared at the policewoman.

The officer held out her hand impatiently.

“My wallet is in my car.” I gestured at the nearby vehicle.

The patrol woman rolled her eyes. “You carry your identification on you at all times. You should know better than that.”



Dale and Bill hosted the event in the opulent Gilmer Speed Mansion. Built in 1899, the brick-and-stone residence had Beaux-Arts details and an impressive grand stairway with a lower landing big enough for the twenty-member choir that usually serenaded guests at their famous Christmas parties. The first occupant came from the Speeds, one of Kentucky’s early great families, whose 1815 hemp plantation, Farmington, counted as one of the most visited historic homes in the city. Known as Abraham Lincoln’s “most intimate friend,” Joshua Fry Speed had a visit from the future president there in 1841. Departing Kentucky on a steamboat three weeks later, Lincoln witnessed a sight that would haunt him for years to come, slaves auctioned downriver at the waterfront. Just a couple of miles from Old Louisville. In a letter to Speed’s half-sister Mary, Lincoln wrote: “They were chained six and six together. A small iron clevis was around the left wrist of each… So that the Negroes were strung together precisely like so many fish on a trot-line.” Years later, Lincoln remarked that the scene had never stopped tormenting him.

The Speeds of Third Street had a reputation for lavish entertaining and wonderful parties, but it all came to an end in the 1920s, when Gilmer contracted gangrene after stubbing his toe during a London business trip and died. Lettie, his wife, moved out. After, the house served as headquarters for the American Red Cross for many years—till Dale and Bill moved in and started reclaiming its former glory.

The evening of the party, the house sparkled with polished chandeliers and enormous candelabra, a clear indication that the two gentlemen did their best to keep the tradition of lavish hospitality alive. A flute of champagne in hand, Dale greeted guests at the front door, a huge construction of wood and beveled glass framed under a portico and sharp gable supported by columns and pilasters. Beyond him, the large entry hall thrummed with lively chatter and a colorful assortment of guests. In the doorway to the parlor, two drag queens, one in an emerald ball gown and the other in a pink poodle skirt and white blouse, entertained a coterie of onlookers. A mane of white hair swept back from his forehead, Dale smiled and reached out a hand as I approached. “Well, good to see you,” he said. “But didn’t I see you just last week?”

I laughed. “I guess you did.”

A few days before, I had spent the day with director Baz Luhrmann, who had traveled to Louisville to scout out potential locations for the new Great Gatsby movie. He and an assistant had come to the hometown of Daisy Buchanan to get a better sense of the life she would have led and the places she would have known in preparation for filming—and they asked to get inside some of the more impressive homes.

Dale and Bill immediately came to mind, so the tour included a stop at the Gilmer Speed residence. While Dale regaled them with mint juleps and tales of Gilded Age Louisville, Bill, a former teacher, talked about F. Scott Fitzgerald’s stay in Louisville, when the famous Seelbach Hotel downtown kicked him out for drunkenness and poor behavior. As a soldier, Fitzgerald quartered at Louisville’s Camp Zachary Taylor for a brief time in 1918. According to local lore, this period inspired him to write the book that would make him most famous.

“I can’t wait to see the movie,” Dale said. “I hope they use some footage from Old Louisville.”

Behind him, one of the drag queens cut up and sent the crowd into gales of laughter.

Suddenly the curve of Dale’s smile straightened to a line and he lowered his voice. “And isn’t terrible about what happened in that house on Fourth Street?” He shook his head.

“It’s a shame.” I accepted a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and tipped it in Dale’s direction.

Just then, a woman with a frizzy head of auburn hair emerged from behind Dale. “Yeah, it’s really sad,” she said. “More ammunition for the East End housewives. Fuck ’em. Let ’em stay out in their McMansions.” Debra Richards, a local preservationist and longtime resident of Old Louisville, never minced words.

“Yes, such bad timing.” Dale frowned. “Just what the neighborhood needed. And it really put a damper on the Pride festivities.” His glass clinked against mine, and a shoulder shrugged. “It’s all anyone is talking about in there.” He looked over his shoulder and returned the greeting when a tall man in a seersucker suit raised his glass in salute.

“Hey, you guys hear about the big church on the corner? They’re trying to build a new shelter on the other side of Oak Street, and the neighborhood’s going to fight them.” Debra snagged a finger sandwich from a waiter stationed against the wall and took a bite.

“Not again.” I rolled my eyes. “How many social service agencies and soup kitchens does this neighborhood already have?”

“There’s a dozen clustered around Oak Street alone,” she said. “And the churches involved are always terrible. Congregations are the worst custodians of historic properties. Nimbyism at its finest.” Debra spotted a familiar face and ran off to say hello. “Catch you later!”

I took the opportunity to excuse myself and join the festivities inside. “Thanks again for hosting, Dale.”

“Make sure you try the pimento cheese finger sandwiches,” he said. “I used the recipe from your last cookbook.”

I wended my way through the crowd and into the dining room, where an enormous table groaned with silver platters of crudités, assorted cheeses and fruits, country ham biscuits, and pork tenderloin. A gigantic punch bowl stood at the center, and a sideboard held crystal dishes heaped with bourbon balls, petit fours, lemon tartlets, and chocolate fudge. I grabbed one of the pimento cheese sandwiches and nodded my approval after the first bite. Before I could finish, the tall man in the seersucker suit approached me, a book held out. I had seen him in the neighborhood, but we had never actually met.

“You’re an author. Have you seen this book?” He brandished a copy of a coffee-table-type volume entitled Edwardian Men.

I had actually attended the recent book launch. An artistic montage of male nudes photographed in an Old Louisville mansion, the book featured a collection of seductively posed models standing at fireplace mantels, draped over davenports, looking pensively through windows gauzed with lace—all in sepia.

“I’m in this, you know,” he said. “Let me show you.”

But the two drag queens walked up and elbowed him to the side. “Honey,” drawled the one in the poodle skirt, “how’s about we do a book called Edwardian Drag Queens? Wouldn’t that be a hoot?”

“Oh, yes,” purred the one in the emerald gown. “I’d love to be photographed spread-eagle on the bench in front of that old pump organ over there. Now that would sell some books.”

“What do you think, Mr. Author?”

I fumbled for a response, but the drag queen in green raced on. “Did you hear we’re finally getting another gay bar along Bardstown Road? It’s about time. Next to Old Louisville, the Highlands is the gayest part of the city, so it’s only fitting.”

“I hope they get some strippers better than the ones I saw last night,” cooed the one in the poodle skirt.

“Oh, girl. What happened to the days when strippers were muscly and smooth and shiny all over?” She reached into a sequined handbag that matched the emerald hue of the gown and withdrew a silver compact.

“They’ve been lowering their standards. Guess it’s getting harder to get guys to take their clothes off.”

She paused to check her makeup in the mirror of the compact. “The batch last night all looked like lumberjacks! Wolfman Jack much?” She took out a tube of lipstick and touched up the red around her mouth. “I swear one of them was part werewolf.”

“Girl, I know what you mean!” chortled the other. “If I want to see Grizzly Adams showing off his poontang, I’ll go up to Montreal for the Black and Blue Festival.”

“Oh, Can-a-da!”

They abruptly stopped their back-and-forth and returned their attention to me. “Why are you so quiet, Mr. Author?” The one in pink snatched the compact from her friend and checked her teeth for lipstick smudges.

“Yes, cat got your tongue?”

“Well—”

“For someone who writes so much, you sure don’t talk a lot, do you?”

“I—”

“Girl, you don’t want to gab, you just stand there and listen then. I got a ton of stories. You can write a whole book about the messes drag queens get themselves into.” While she spoke, she raised the sequined purse over the platinum blond wig on her head for emphasis; I took the opportunity to finish the pimento cheese sandwich on my plate.

“Yes.” The one in pink winked at me. “Like that mess from the Connection who lost all her money at the track yesterday. No names mentioned.”

“Girl, can you believe it? She had to pawn her gold and diamonds at Little John’s to pay for it all.” The drag queen in green seized the compact, snapped it shut, and returned it to her purse. “You know”—she leaned in for a conspiratorial whisper—“she knew those two freaks who buried that guy in the wine cellar. Spent a lot of time in that creepy old mansion.”

“Oh, I’ve been in the house myself, that little room in that musty dusty basement,” said the one in pink. “Didn’t really know Jeff too well, but Joey? Talk about a psycho mess. That’s one bad hombre.”

“Girl. He’s not right in the head. He’d chase people out of the club, yelling and screaming if they didn’t tip him enough.”

“Did you know them, Mr. Author?” A hand in a pink glove tapped my forearm.

“Well, not—”

“Hey, did you hear who they found in the tub?” Her friend’s voice rose with excitement. “An ex of mine is a detective in Lexington, and I was talking to him last night.” She lifted a hand to her mouth for a dramatic stage whisper—“But don’t tell his wife about that”—and then coyly brushed back a strand of hair from her temple. “He said it was that guy we met last year at the Christmas party. Jamie, the one who did hair in Lexington. You know, the one who got us our party favors that night.” She turned and looked at me. “Girl, I love me some par-ty fa-vors.”

The poodle-skirted drag queen widened her eyes. “Little Jamie? No way!”

“That’s what Tony said.”

My ears pricked at the mention of the victim’s supposed identity, and I shifted to reporter mode. “So, the last name of—”

“Jamie’s last name?” said the one in pink. “I don’t know if I ever knew it. Did you?” She swatted her friend on the shoulder.

“Don’t know. He was just Little Jamie.”

“Ha, kind of like Little John, the pawnbroker. He’s teeny tiny-tiny. Have you ever seen him?” With her six-inch heels, the drag queen in the poodle skirt had to be at least seven feet tall, so Little John must have seemed exceptionally small to her.

“Girl, I haven’t had to hock the family jewels yet, thank the lord.”

“Guuurrrlllll, I’m telling you.”

They both lifted their flutes and daintily sipped champagne, and I tried to seize the moment. “So, how old was—”

The tall man with the book edged in. “You know, this really is a lovely tome.” His back to the drag queens, he fanned the pages and held up an image for inspection: A brooding young man lounged on an ottoman in front of a peer mirror.

“Beyotch, let me see that book you’re so obsessed about.” Gazing over the man’s shoulder, the green drag queen plucked the book up before pushing him aside. She smoothed a hand across the page and studied the image.

“Girl, look at those eyebrows! And that chiseled face,” said her cohort. “Looks like Victor Mature, don’t you think?”

“He does! Kind of like in Samson and Delilah.”

“You know he was from Louisville, don’t you? My mamaw used to get her knives sharpened by his father. They lived over by Shelby Park.”

Victor Mature was born in 1913, the son of an Italian-speaking father, just a mile away from Old Louisville. He had discipline issues at St. X High School, and at the Kentucky Military Institute, fellow student Jim Backus—who would achieve fame as Mr. Magoo and Thurston Howell III on Gilligan’s Island—reported that “Vic and I weren’t very successful cadets… We were always in trouble.” As a teen, Mature operated the elevator at the famed Brown Hotel on Fourth Street, and he would eventually drop out of school to pursue entrepreneurial interests. By seventeen, he owned his own restaurant, but in 1935 he moved to California to “do something different.”

At six-foot-two, the two-hundred-pound Mature had a muscular physique, a deep voice, and wavy dark hair that framed a handsome face with brooding eyes, an aquiline nose, and sensuous lips. In 1939, he landed his first role, and twenty thousand fans wrote the studio demanding more parts for him. The following year, Mature returned to Louisville’s Loew’s Theater for the world premiere of One Million B.C., the role that would solidify his reputation as the original Hollywood “hunk.”

According to Courier-Journal reporter Roger Fristoe, one of Mature’s fellow cast members in the Broadway musical Lady in the Dark coined the term when she exclaimed, “My God, girls, what a beautiful hunk of man! And he’s got a voice that goes through you like a pound of cocaine!”

A wounded look on his face, the tall man reached for his book. “Do you mind?”

“Not at all, honey. Have your little book back.” The drag queen in pink pushed it into his hands and patted his shoulder.

Her friend grabbed his arm, turned him ninety degrees, and then urged him in the direction of a nearby cluster of guests. “Buh-bye,” she drawled.

“So, Mr. Author, you need to know anything else about cross-dressers or bodies in basements?”

“Girl, have you tasted these bourbon balls? These are Happy Balls, the best balls around!” The one in green snagged a handful of candies from a waiter and popped one into her friend’s mouth. She squealed her delight, and, as they chattered back and forth, I made my exit and headed for the bar at the back of the house. I had a headache.

I knew the bartender, as he had worked several parties at our former house on Third Street. A full-time EMT, he did bartending gigs on the side. “Hey,” he said, as I approached the grand piano where the bar had been set up. “How’ve you been? Ready for a mint julep?”

“Of course. You make the best ones in town.”

The smile on his face grew broader, sending a large furrow across his forehead. “Comin’ right up.” He muddled mint in a silver cup, added crushed ice, and topped it off with syrup and a generous slosh of Old Forester. By the time he handed it to me, an icy film of condensation had formed on the sides.

I took a sip and raised my eyebrows in approval. “So, any gossip from the neighborhood?”

“Me? Why would you think I’d have any gossip?” He nonchalantly handed over another drink to someone who had sidled up next to me. The tall man in the seersucker suit, still clutching his book.

Before he could engage me in conversation, I moved closer to the bartender. “Because you’re my inside guy, I guess. You always seem to be there for the drug overdoses and neighborhood shootings.”

He chuckled and scooped ice into another silver cup. “Usually it’s just the old ladies who’ve fallen and can’t get up.”

“You know anything about the two guys around the corner who buried their friend in the basement?”

He jerked his gaze up and shot me a serious look. “I was on duty that day, but I didn’t go into the cellar till after everything was cleared out. Got the scoop, though.” He popped a sprig of fresh mint into a cocktail and handed it to another guest. “Well, at least what scoop I could get. A lot of shit went down in that house, from what I hear.”

“So, what happened?” I set down my drink. “Did they really chop the poor guy up like everyone is saying?”

“Naw, that’s all a bunch of hype,” he said. “Most likely because the plastic storage bin was on the small side, people assumed that they cut him up to fit inside. His name was Jamie Carroll.”

“Well, that’s good. Cold comfort, though.”

“Yeah, but they hog-tied him pretty good. Kind of folded him up so he’d fit. Had to break his knees first, though.”

My face screwed up at the unpleasant image. Had Jamie Carroll died that way? Or did they tie him up afterward? I found myself hoping for the latter. “But why did they kill him?”

“That’s the thing everyone’s not sure about. Drugs? Money?” He shook his head. “It seems like all three were in bed together, so there was probably something kinky going on.”

“Did someone say kinky?” Smiling hopefully, the man in the seersucker suit scuttled in our direction.

But the two drag queens stepped out of the crowd and elbowed him to the side. “Kinky?” whispered the one in the emerald ball gown. Her eyes twinkled with excitement. “I got kinky, if you want kinky.”

I drained the last of my mint julep. “Ah—”

“Yes,” drawled her pink sidekick, “we can hook you up if that’s what you’re looking for.” She glanced over her shoulder at the man in the suit and then redirected her gaze at me. “There’s a club or two you might be interested in down here in Old Louisville.”

“Yes, special clubs,” hummed her friend.

“Oh, I like special clubs.” The seersucker man tried to worm his way between the two drag queens.

The bartender stopped what he was doing and stared, his eyes darting my way for an explanation. I shrugged and hoped my upturned palms would signal that I was as baffled as he was.

“Honey, I am sure you do,” said the pink drag queen, “but we’re not talking to you right now.” She nudged him away and gave me a coy smile.

“Well, I need to be heading out.” I waved to the bartender. “Talk to you soon.”

“Yeah,” he said. “See you.”

I exited the room, but the two drag queens followed, chittering at me the whole time; Mr. Seersucker trailed behind, no doubt hoping for juicy morsels of conversation. By the time I thanked Dale and Bill and exited the front door, I knew much more about Old Louisville’s underground sex party scene than I wanted.

They shadowed me down the front walk and to my car. In the few seconds of dialogue afforded me, I promised to stay in touch. They dramatically threw kisses as I got behind the wheel and started the engine. On the sidewalk, a man walking his poodles scowled.

It was a beautiful day, the neighborhood basking in soft sunlight and the gentle green of fresh summer leaves, so instead of driving home right away, I decided to park and take a stroll. I meandered through Central Park and found myself on Ormbsy Avenue. Down the block sat the enormous Florence Irvin House, a rambling brick Victorian Gothic with dull green trim and Egyptian sunbursts that looked down from under large gables as I walked by. The fifty-seven-year-old Irvin, a wealthy widow of a steamboat captain and distraught over the recent death of her only son, scandalized the city in 1897 when she married William Botto, a New Orleans ne’er-do-well—and thirty-four years her junior. She died several years later, and the court battle over the legality of her will titillated the city.

I had just turned to head back to the car when I heard a soft whishing at my back, like someone’s pants legs chafing as they quickly walked. I craned my head to see who had come up behind me, but before I knew it, I felt something cold and metallic pressed into the small of my back.

“Raise your hands and turn around slowly,” commanded a deep voice.
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SUDDENLY SHAKING, I slowly turned around. First, I saw the barrel of the gun pointed at me; then I beheld the officer brandishing her badge at me and the squad car parked several yards away. That’s when I realized it was the same female officer I had just seen several hours before.

“Let me see your ID,” she ordered, lowering the gun just slightly.

“I don’t have it with me,” I stammered. “It’s in my car. What’s going on?”

“And where’s your car?”

“A couple of blocks down on Third.”

“You have to have an ID on you at all times.”

As I opened my mouth to protest, the officer suddenly whipped out a pair of handcuffs with her free hand and before I knew it, she had me up against the police vehicle with my wrists locked together. “Are you serio—?”

“You should know better.” She barked something into her radio and then glared at me. “And don’t move.”

Trembling, I wracked my brain, trying to figure out what I had done. Would they throw me in jail? My stomach suddenly dropped. Oh no. Was the family “curse” finally catching up with me?

As far as I could tell, I was the only one in my immediate family who hadn’t been arrested yet, including my own mother. With an impressive litany of charges including DUIs, drug possession, shoplifting, and disturbing the peace, my three younger brothers had solidified their reputations as perpetual juvenile delinquents early on. My father, known to be quite a hellion in his younger days, had a number of run-ins with the police. And in the 1970s, when streaking was all the rage, my mother ended up handcuffed in the back of a squad car one moonlit summer night after she and a friend attempted to run naked along a very short stretch of beach at Lake Wazeecha. It was after midnight and we were the only ones camping in that part of the park, yet somehow, my mother managed to run into the only Wisconsin Rapids police officer on duty. Charges weren’t filed—I’m sure the officer was more amused than anything—but she was arrested and taken into custody, nonetheless.

“What’s your name and address?” she demanded from the driver’s seat. I told her, and in the crackled conversation that ensued with the dispatcher, I heard the words “suspect already in custody” from the other end.

The patrolwoman exited the vehicle and undid the cuffs. “You matched the description of someone we were looking for, but it appears they already nailed the perp several blocks from here. You’re free to go.” Without another word, she hopped behind the wheel and sped off.

I heaved a sigh of relief, but my ears burned with humiliation and indignation. I made my way back to the car, furious at being too rattled to have taken down the officer’s squad car or badge number. The only thing I really remembered was how much she looked like a friend of mine by the name of Janet.



That night, all the local television news stations had updates on the murder and arrests. Reports indicated that the killing and cover-up resulted from a warped lovers’ triangle, which local writer and attorney Thomas McAdam and others in the press had dubbed “the pink triangle murder.” One station reported that one of the accused killers’ families had retained a high-profile defense attorney who had gained notoriety for the murder acquittal of a corrections officer accused of stomping on an inmate’s head.

Authorities revealed that the victim, James Carroll, was thirty-seven years old and came from the eastern part of the state. He had lived and worked for a while in Lexington, where he ran a hair salon. By all accounts, he had a checkered past and some knew him as a ruthless drug dealer. He often went long periods of time without speaking to his family, so nobody had reported him missing. His body had lain, buried, in the dank cellar for at least six months.

The court set the pretrial for the end of the summer, with the possibility of the prosecution seeking the death penalty. Although much of the furor surrounding the killing had subsided across the city, the details of the case still consumed Old Louisvillians and many wondered about the fate of the house. Who would want to buy a home where such a grisly murder had taken place? Few would have the money or desire to restore it to its former grandeur. Some thought it better to bulldoze the whole place. Most didn’t seriously consider the notion of razing the house, however. The residence had structural solidity, and local preservationists such as Debra Richards would never consent to its destruction. Divided and difficult as residents of Old Louisville might be, they could be counted on to come together and fight to save an old house. For the time being, though, 1435 South Fourth Street sat abandoned.

As I lay in bed that night, I ticked off the reasons why I shouldn’t write about the Jamie Carroll murder. I feared I lacked the gumption for such a project. I didn’t know what angle to take. I would surely offend people, and the book would take years to write.

Downstairs, the grandmother clock chimed three in the morning, and thoughts of spooky old houses with creepy cellars and makeshift graves kept me wide awake.

Before any final decisions were made, I wanted to do two things: first, sit in on the pretrial; second, go back to the Richard Robinson place on Fourth Street and see where Jamie Carroll had been buried. I wanted to see the basement, let the house speak to me.

Outside, an owl released a reverberant hoo-hoo in the branches of the towering ashwood trees. It called again, followed by an airy echo from another bird high in a distant tree.

I decided I could either lie in the cool darkness of my bedroom, doing nothing except tossing and turning, or I could be a responsible adult and make better use of my time by driving to Old Louisville and breaking into the cool darkness of the basement at 1435 South Fourth Street.

Muttering, I pulled on some clothes. “Well, there’s no time like the present.” Then I crept down to the front door.

“Where are you going, hobo?” Rubbing sleep from his eyes, Ramon creaked his way down the stairs and stopped mid-landing to give me a What-are-you-crazy? look. “It’s three o’clock in the morning.”

“I won’t be gone long. Just going down to Old Louisville to check out the Murder House.”

He stared blankly, then shook his head. “I can’t believe I live with a writer.” He turned around and started creaking his way back up.

Outside a light breeze picked up, sliding a bank of clouds over a fat sliver of moon. As I hopped into the car, the hooting birds made their moody presence known again. My phone chirruped and I discovered a text from a friend in Old Louisville, Margie. You’re being a night owl, aren’t you? Blessed be. Margie had the uncanny ability to always know what I was doing, at all hours of the day.

I texted back. Stop that. You’re freaking me out.

The phone lit up with her reply. Come and see me some time.

As I backed out of the driveway, an owl swooped down and scooped up a small creature from the front yard before soaring to a treetop to inspect its catch.

Only two other vehicles passed as I maneuvered along Eastern Parkway, one of the city’s tree-lined boulevards designed by famed father of American landscape architecture Frederick Law Olmsted. In Old Louisville, Fourth Street appeared darker than usual because many of the streetlights on the 1400 block had gone out.

I parked across the street and then found an enormous elm that afforded a hidden vantage spot.

An old-fashioned gas lamp near the sidewalk cast the crumbling porch of the old Robinson place in a yellow pallor, but complete darkness enveloped the rest of the house. The residence to the left and the large brick apartment block to the right were devoid of light as well. After a glance over my shoulder, I hustled up the walkway and paused at the front steps. Crime scene tape still sealed the front door, and a bit of color on the tattered welcome mat caught my eye. Someone had left a bunch of bright pink roses, tied together with a yellow ribbon. A prayer candle, the kind that looked like a tall drinking glass with colorful saints and Virgin Marys splashed across the front, leaned against the front door. I studied the improvised altar for a moment, and, before anybody could see me, I darted around to the side of the house, where a rickety-looking metal scaffold rose to the third floor.

Framed by a bottom portion of scaffolding, another door beckoned, its flaking white paint strangely iridescent in the darkness. Caution tape had run across this entrance as well; however, somebody had torn through the yellow and black plastic, and tatters fluttered in a light breeze. The wooden door stood ajar, no doubt forced open by thrill-seekers or curious neighbors, and relief washed over me when I realized my job of gaining entry to the cellar had been made all the easier. Still, I hesitated before going inside. What if somebody else was already down there? Could the cops still be around?

I took a breath to calm my nerves. Grit and sand beneath my feet, I eased myself through without having to push the door any wider. On the landing, I pulled out a small flashlight and used it to get my bearings. One side had a flight of stairs that went up into the main part of the house; the other had steps leading down.

After a pause, I started for the basement; then I reconsidered and decided to check out the upper rooms first. How had it changed in the last two years? I adored exploring old houses, even in the middle of the night without electricity and even if a recent murder had been committed there. My hand followed the handrail up to a narrow opening with a partially closed door. I slithered through and came to stand in the foyer, where a dim stream of light shone through the leaded glass in the front window and cast a distorted rectangle onto the parquet floor. Although mud and dirt had been tracked here and there, patches of hardwood still gleamed. The darkness only served to make the front hall even more imposing than the last time I had seen it.

Emerging from beneath the coffered and paneled grand staircase, I studied the intricate carvings of the banister and the sculpted legs on the newel posts anchored to the bottom landing. Four steps led up to the landing, and then another short flight proceeded to a larger platform framed with an impressive arrangement of leaded-glass windows on the left. From that landing, the stairs doubled back and ascended in a straight shot to the next level.

Within ten minutes I had reconnoitered the second and third floors, the flashlight beam guiding me from room to room. Some stood empty; others had a random piece of furniture or a couple of boxes stacked against the wall. The space that aroused my curiosity most was the front left corner room on the second floor. Room number six. According to the police report from the week before, Joey had threatened to kill Jeffrey and Jeffrey had barricaded himself in this room. Why did Joey want to kill him? Nobody had explained this yet. The 911 dispatcher only reported that Jeffrey claimed his boyfriend was trying to break through the wooden door with a hammer so he could come inside and murder him.

Sure enough, when I examined the wood of the door, I made out scrapes and clear indentations that fit the flat head of a hammer. There was also a very small hole with clean, neat edges. From a bullet?

From what I had read, things began to get interesting after the officers arrested Joey and took him into custody. One of the two residents of 1435 South Street brought up the body in the basement—but who and why remained a mystery. After police dug the body out of the old wine cellar, they arrested Jeffrey as well and charged both with murder. Each had accused the other of committing the murder.

I pushed the door open and, inside, the beam of light picked up traces of the black powder used when dusting for fingerprints. Outside, a dog howled. Despite the summer heat, a chill pervaded the space. Had Jamie Carroll met his end in this room? On a far wall, a dark stain shimmered next to a carved fireplace mantel. An ugly drape dangled limply, only partially covering the window.

I turned and made for the bottom floor via the servants’ stairs. Though sparsely furnished, the living room, dining room, and a large study had beautiful floors, moldings, and wainscoting. Sconces decorated several walls, and marble surrounds with hand-carved griffins accented mantelshelves on the fireplaces.

The kitchen, on the other hand, had only several battered cupboards left as reminders of what the space had been intended for. Through a streaked window, I saw the dilapidated carriage house across the overgrown backyard, cast in the eerie glow of the streetlamp in the alley. Suddenly, the halcyon glow of the bulb intensified and then came an electric pop as it flashed and burned out.

I looked at my watch; already a half hour had passed. I followed the hallway back to the foyer and entered the narrow flight of stairs that snaked under the grand staircase. Before descending, I paused; the flashlight illuminated something I hadn’t noticed on the way up. In a cloakroom, two old and battered canes hung from a shelf. Perhaps carved of oak or hickory, one had a simple design while the other sported a gentle corkscrew shape on the shaft. Was one for Joey and one for Jeffrey? Jeffrey would have used the fancier one. I imagined him wielding the walking stick as he tottered through the breakfast joint where I had seen him chirping “top of the morning!” to all within earshot.

I resisted the urge to pinch the walking sticks and took the steps. At the side entrance landing where I had entered initially, I halted. A cool early morning breeze channeled through the still half-opened door. My ears perked up. Had I just heard something move in the cellar? I listened for a minute or two, heart pounding in my chest, but no sounds followed, except for the rustle of leaves outside. After another minute, I directed the flashlight at the narrow flight of stairs and down I went.

Sandy footprints tracked across the filthy concrete floor and clumps of mud popped up here and there. Shadows danced in the rafters as I shone the beam around the small space at the bottom of the steps. The light scraped across the doorway of one of the adjacent rooms, briefly illuminating the white rectangular shape of some appliance in the far corner. I shuffled into the room, looked around, and then slunk through another doorway. Jamie’s body had been found in the front corner room on the right, so, after passing through several more spaces, I turned right and headed to the part of the house facing Fourth Street. The closer I came to Jamie Carroll’s makeshift grave, the more intense my sense of unease became. My heart pounded with a steady thump-thump-thump, but it almost gave out when a soft noise caught my ear.

It could have been the sound of the side door being opened or closed. Or maybe a footstep gliding along the grit of the cellar floor.

I doused the light. My ears strained, but I heard nothing else, save for the racing of my heart as I wedged myself into a corner and waited.

A minute passed, then two more. Only silence followed, so I turned the light back on and tried to breathe. Without a sound, I inched toward the front of the house.

I passed through a large room with cement block walls and a mound of what appeared to be refuse on one side. When I stepped into the next room, the poured concrete floors gave way to hard-packed soil. Only a few rooms had dirt floors in the basement, and they discovered Jamie in one of them. A momentary once-over with the flashlight revealed no signs of the burial pit in this room, so I illuminated the doorway on the opposite side and went that way.

Two solid walls with small windows at the top revealed the space I entered next as a corner room. It had a hard-packed dirt floor. A marked shift in the tone of white paint indicated the outline of a large piece of furniture, maybe a wardrobe or massive peer mirror, that had once rested against a wall. Cobwebs dangled from several hooks embedded in the rafters. Old wooden shelves looked like they once held bottles of wine. Something sparkled in a far corner when my light hit it, but I kept the beam moving until it illuminated a neat, gaping hole in the shape of a rectangle off-center from the middle of the room. Next to the pit, a huge mound of dirt rested on a stained tarpaulin.

I released a gasp that echoed off the walls. My heart pounding again, I took a single step forward. The grave where Joey and Jeffrey had buried Jamie Carroll. Immediately, the room took on a dark and oppressive air, and, once more, I willed my feet forward.

Standing at its edge, I looked down into a rectangle of blackness. Trembling, my hand directed the light beam to the bottom of the hole, scoured the corners. It had to be five or six feet deep. Hard to fathom. Just a week ago, it had been covered over, and only those who had a hand in it knew the secret of Jamie’s demise and internment. Now, the entire city was privy to the dark mysteries at play in the house in Old Louisville.

But had the mansion given up all its secrets? A cold shudder tickled its way across my shoulders, and my nose picked up on a faint odor. The musty, dirty smell so typical of basements. But I got a whiff of something else. The distant stench of rot and decay? No, I had to be psyching myself out. But I closed my eyes and inhaled. It reeked of death, sickly sweet and light in the air.

There was a change, and my nostrils flared. It smelled more like smoke now. Cigarette smoke.

And a man’s menacing voice jolted me out of my reverie.

“Fancy meeting you here.”
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