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INTRODUCTION: WHAT DETECTIVES DO



This is a book about crime, so I want to begin with a confession. I am not a detective, in the proper sense of the word. I don’t spend my days chasing criminals down dark alleys or dusting doorknobs for fingerprints. I started my journey into the world of mysteries just like you are now: by reading.

Over the years, I’ve had dozens of jobs. I’ve been a librarian and a teacher. I’ve mopped floors in a children’s museum and shuffled papers from one filing cabinet to another in many boring offices. Once, while working at a summer camp in Vermont, I was tasked with steering a biplane full of middle schoolers thousands of feet above the Green Mountains. But while I was doing all those jobs, I was also doing what I loved best: reading and writing. And it was through that reading and writing that I learned something important. I learned that anyone can solve a mystery if they put their mind to it.

Despite what you see on TV, most detectives will tell you that crimes are rarely solved by brute force. Being a detective isn’t about breaking down doors or chasing speeding cars. Crimes are solved with observation, critical thinking, and, most important of all, perseverance. And those are skills you can hone no matter how strong or fast or brave you are.

Sometimes, a detective is a person with a badge. But often, detectives are hiding in plain sight. Detectives can be writers who share stories about people that time, and law enforcement, have forgotten. They can be genealogists who identify victims and suspects by studying the human genome. They can be lawyers who advocate for people in a courtroom, and bone experts like Medicolegal Death Investigator Kristen Smith, who use their medical knowledge to find out how and why a person has died. They can be social workers who help crime victims find justice, and historians who dive into dusty filing archives to solve real mysteries hiding deep in the past. They can be the family members, friends, and neighbors of victims who gather case notes to try to find answers for someone they love. They can be scientists who bring previously unknown truths to light. They can be librarians, those expert sleuths who can find virtually any answer in a book.

What I’m trying to say is: Even you can be a detective. You don’t need fancy skills. You can be a detective by reading carefully, evaluating evidence, and asking tough questions. Because the truth is, you are a detective every time you get curious. You are a detective when you start to ponder all the things in the world that we don’t understand yet—even if you aren’t sure you’ll ever find an answer. You are a detective every time you say to yourself: “This is a story that means something to me, and I am going to get to the bottom of it.”

In this book, some of the characters are detectives, and some are criminals. Some are tricksters, and others get tricked. Some are victims, and some are heroes. But often, everyone in the story is a little bit of all these things. As you’ll soon discover, even the most notorious criminals have a good side, and even the best detectives sometimes get it wrong. While you read through these fifteen stories, remember to keep your eyes—and your mind—open. Because no mystery is as simple as it seems on the surface.


Do you have a mystery you’d like to solve?

Write to me about it at: morecuriouscases@gmail.com.









A TIMELINE OF FORENSIC SCIENCE



Forensic scientists use science to process evidence and help detectives solve crimes. Though some methods, like DNA analysis, have only been around for the past few decades, forensic science dates all the way back to the Roman Empire, when the first doctor performed an autopsy to find out how Emperor Julius Caesar died.

Some stories in this book are from the mid-1800s, when we had few scientific tools to solve crimes. Others took place just a few years ago. You can use this timeline to help you keep track of what scientific methods were available when each of these stories took place, and to learn more about how forensic science has changed over the hundreds of years we’ve been using it to solve crimes.


	
44 BC: The first autopsy (an investigation to determine the cause of someone’s death) was performed by Antistius, a Roman doctor. He was investigating the death of Emperor Julius Caesar.

	
AROUND 1000 AD: Quintilian, a Roman lawyer, used basic forensics to stop his client from being accused of a crime. He proved that a bloody palm print was meant to frame someone.

	
1248: A Chinese book called Hsi Duan Yu is the first book ever to share how medical knowledge can be used to solve crimes.

	
1773: A Swedish chemist named Carl Wilhelm Scheele developed a test to detect arsenic, a deadly poison, in bodies.

	
1835: A Scotland Yard detective named Henry Goddard became the first person ever to solve a crime by matching a bullet to a specific murder weapon.

	
1870s: Photography becomes a commonly used technique to document criminals and crime scenes. The idea of the “mug shot” becomes popular at this time when photographers take photos of prison inmates. Photos are also used to document evidence at crime scenes.

	
1880: Sir Francis Galton developed the first fingerprint-matching techniques, which made it possible for police to use fingerprints at the scene to catch criminals. He published a book on the technique in 1892.

	
1880s & 1890s: French forensic scientist Dr. Edmond Locard becomes famous for his theory that “every contact leaves a trace,” meaning that every criminal will leave something behind at the scene of the crime. He later became known as the “Sherlock Holmes of Lyon.”

	
1900: Karl Landsteiner won a Nobel Prize for detecting that there are many different types of blood (for example, type A and type O). His discovery was used in forensic science to match suspects to crime scenes.

	
1901: Both English and American police start using fingerprints to identify criminals.

	
1902: Professor R. A. Reiss created the first forensic science classes at the University of Lausanne, Switzerland. He would become famous for his work on forensic photography. The department he created is still operational and is now called the Institute of Police Science at the University of Lausanne.

	
1908: The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is created by President Theodore Roosevelt.

	
1923: It became illegal to use polygraph test results in court as evidence, because experts discovered they are often inaccurate.

	
1924: The first crime lab in the United States was created by the Los Angeles Police Department in California.

	
1932: The first FBI crime laboratory was created.

	
1950: A Swiss forensic scientist named Max Frei-Sulzer created the tape-lift method of collecting small pieces of evidence, sometimes called “trace evidence.”

	
1953: Paul L. Kirk published Crime Investigation, which was the first book that shared techniques and theories of forensic science, and how they can be used to solve crimes.

	
1977: The FBI introduced their new Automated Fingerprint Identification System, also called AFIS, which could scan and compare fingerprints using a computer.

	
1984: Sir Alec Jeffreys created the first-ever DNA profiling test.

	
1986: Sir Alec Jeffreys used his DNA profiling technology for the first time to solve a criminal case in England. During the investigation, DNA was used to prove that a suspect was, in fact, innocent.

	
1987: DNA profiling is used for the first time in a United States court.

	
1991: Scientists develop automatic facial recognition technology, which can analyze and identify faces from a photo or video.

	
2015: Scientists begin to study whether they can use fingerprint analysis to not only tell who was at the scene of the crime, but also how long the fingerprint has been there. This technology will help police narrow down a timeline of events after a crime, and potentially clear suspects who may have been present at the scene long before a crime was committed.

	
2018: Investigators and amateur sleuths start using ancestry data (also called genetic genealogy) on websites like Ancestry.com to identify both victims and suspects in criminal cases. If there is no DNA match in the police system, researchers can use genetic genealogy to find relatives of victims or suspects and narrow down the search.
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CHAPTER ONE THE DISAPPEARANCE OF MASTERPIECE THE POODLE




In New York City in the 1950s, poodles were everywhere. Walk down a street on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, and you might see a dozen poodles of all shapes and sizes—toy poodles, miniature poodles, standard poodles, all with custom haircuts and outfits. Poodles were the ultimate fashion accessory for elite New Yorkers. You could dress them up to match your favorite sweater or take them to the office in a tiny suit coat.

One newspaper wrote at the time: “When a girl makes the big time, she traditionally acquires three things: minks, gems, and a poodle.”1

But it wasn’t always like this. One dog, in particular, was responsible for bringing poodles into the spotlight. This canine was featured on TV and awarded gold medals by foreign governments. He sat on a velvet throne and led parades down Fifth Avenue. At one point, the newspapers called him the most valuable dog in the world.

His name was Masterpiece.


COUNT PULASKI AND HIS POODLES

Alexis Pulaski, known as “Count” Pulaski by his friends, wasn’t always a poodle man. He arrived in New York in 1926, one of many “Russian Whites” who fought the communists during the Russian Civil War. He was part of a wave of Russian exiles who came to the United States after communists took over the Russian government.2

Even though he wasn’t actually a count (his immigration paperwork reveals that “Count” may have been his middle name, but it definitely wasn’t an official title), Pulaski was tall, elegant, and well dressed. Rich and fashionable New Yorkers liked him because of his good looks, accent, and European manners. Soon, he had charmed his way into every cocktail party in the city.

Back in Russia, Pulaski bred Doberman Pinschers. When he got to New York, he continued breeding and grooming dogs and started a small photography business. Business was good, though never booming. But that would change one weekend in 1939, when Pulaski’s whole world was transformed. While babysitting his friend Gilbert Kahn’s poodles, he fell madly in love—not with a person, but with a dog. Pulaski gave up his Dobermans, bought a poodle, and never looked back.3

THE RISE OF POODLES, INC.

Pulaski opened Poodles, Inc. in 1945 using money he acquired from a few rich, poodle-loving friends. The shop was located at 51 West Fifty-Second Street and would soon become the hub for poodle culture in Manhattan.4

Poodles, Inc. was a one-stop shop for all things poodle. It was a dog kennel (really, a resort), where you could leave your pups for a weekend trip. It was also a breeder, groomer, and supply store for high-end merchandise that you couldn’t get anywhere else. Brynn White, the archivist for the American Kennel Club, calls it a poodle “haberdashery,”5 because it was as extravagant as Manhattan’s finest boutiques. Poodles, Inc. offered haircuts, clothing, accessories—even hair-dying services and dog furniture. But it wasn’t a store for just any dog. This shop only catered to poodles and their owners. Because of that, Poodles, Inc. was soon transformed from a simple dog kennel into one of the most elite social clubs in the city.

As part of his work at Poodles, Inc., Pulaski got back into dog breeding. He bred dozens of litters of puppies—but on August 4, 1946, a special dog arrived. He was a tiny, gray toy poodle. He only weighed a few pounds. Pulaski was immediately drawn to him. He claimed that the puppy had “aristocratic airs,”6 as well as uncommonly clean habits.7 He knew from the beginning that this dog was more than just your average poodle.

Pulaski called his new friend “Pulaski’s Masterpiece.”

THE MOST VALUABLE DOG IN THE WORLD

From the beginning, Pulaski had plans to show Masterpiece at the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, one of the most well-known dog shows in the world. But the puppy got off to a rough start. In 1947, when he was only one year old, he caught distemper, a highly contagious virus. He nearly died, and Pulaski had to send him to a kennel in New Jersey to recover.

But that was not the last the world would see of Masterpiece. The following year, he came back with a bang and became the first toy dog ever to receive the Westminster trifecta: Masterpiece was awarded the championship prize and given first place in the utility and obedience titles. After making dog show history, Masterpiece and Pulaski began to tour around the United States, competing in shows from St. Louis to Los Angeles.8

The more awards that Masterpiece racked up, the more of a celebrity he became. Pulaski had special clothes made for his champion, including a tiny raincoat and pajamas with a matching bathrobe. Masterpiece had his own press agent, a bodyguard, and a private stylist. He even had his own perfume—a custom blend called “Kennel No. 9.” Pulaski brought in a lion tamer from the Bronx Zoo to teach Masterpiece circus tricks, which the dog would perform at parties and in the lobby of Poodles, Inc. Unfortunately, the lion tamer died just before he could teach Masterpiece how to walk a tightrope.9 The dog was known for one trick in particular—when Pulaski asked him, “Masterpiece, are you a communist?” the dog would shake his head “no.” If Masterpiece was having an off day, Pulaski would pay someone to feed the dog by hand.10

At the height of his fame, Masterpiece even starred in his own parade. He led a group of more than seventy poodle friends up Fifth Avenue to a department store called Milgrim. At the Milgrim fashion shop, Masterpiece was put in a window display, seated on a green velvet throne. He was surrounded by Poodles, Inc. puppies.11

Masterpiece wasn’t only popular in the United States. He was named an official goodwill ambassador to Cuba. In Haiti, he received a gold medal from the government. Masterpiece was an international phenomenon—and arguably, the most famous poodle in the world.

As Masterpiece’s fame grew, so did his value. At one point, the Pakistani prince Aly Khan wanted to buy the dog from Pulaski. He offered him $25,000, the equivalent of almost $250,000 today. Pulaski, of course, rejected his offer. At the time, Masterpiece was making $11,000 per year (more than $100,000 in today’s money) as a stud dog and model. According to Pulaski, Masterpiece refused to mate with a female dog for less than $500. His puppies could sell for as much as $2,500 apiece. Masterpiece made so much money, he had to have his own bank account.12

As part of his status as a celebrity, Masterpiece was often asked to go on talk shows. His last public appearance was on The Dave Garroway Show in 1953. He was asked to model new outfits for Easter. Just a few weeks later, in May, Pulaski went to the basement of Poodles, Inc. to chat with some staff members. When he came back up to the showroom, he whistled for Masterpiece, but the dog didn’t come. The staff searched everywhere for their poster dog, but they could not find him.

It appeared, as Pulaski said, that “the greatest dog in the world had disappeared off the face of the earth.”13

THE WOMAN IN RED

Pulaski immediately notified the police, and they sounded an alarm across thirteen states. Masterpiece’s photo appeared on more than 3,500 flyers, which were printed and distributed by one of his corporate sponsors. Poodles, Inc. guaranteed a reward for Masterpiece’s safe return, and Pulaski even went on national television to offer one of Masterpiece’s puppies, a little gray poodle named Johnny, in exchange for his prized dog.

But no matter what Pulaski did, no one seemed to have information about the whereabouts of Masterpiece.

There were a few theories about what may have happened to the world’s most valuable dog. Masterpiece had run away twice in his life. When he was recovering from distemper in New Jersey, he disappeared into the woods for three days. He eventually returned, a bit dirty but otherwise no worse for wear. Another time, Masterpiece slipped out the door of Poodles, Inc. and curled up in a linen shop on Park Avenue.14 He was returned to his owner later that day. Perhaps, experts thought, Masterpiece was simply sick of being in the limelight. He had run away from a life of stardom, and he wasn’t coming back.

Then, a witness came forward with evidence. They claimed to have seen a fashionably dressed lady in a long, red coat walking out the front door of Poodles, Inc. with a gray toy poodle by her side. The witness said that normally, they wouldn’t have noticed the woman—fashionable ladies with poodles walked out that door every day. But this poodle was different, because he wasn’t on a leash. Masterpiece was a trained show dog, which meant that he had been taught to follow commands. The more Pulaski heard from this eyewitness, the more he began to believe that his dog had been stolen.15

But even after the witness came forward about the woman in red, nothing happened. The police had no other leads to follow—and they couldn’t interview every woman in New York with a red coat. Months went by with no sign of Masterpiece. Somehow, one of the world’s most well-known canines had simply disappeared.

REMEMBERING MASTERPIECE

Without Masterpiece, Poodles, Inc. was never the same. Pulaski kept the store open for a few more years but decided to close up shop in 1956. In the three years that the store operated without Masterpiece, newspapers reported that the showroom was like a shrine to the missing poodle.16 Pulaski tried to train Johnny, Masterpiece’s puppy, to take his father’s place, but it wasn’t the same. As reporters said, Masterpiece was a born star—but his offspring was “just Johnny.”17 Pulaski kept breeding his beloved poodles, but he never found another Masterpiece.

Alexis Pulaski lived to be 73 years old and achieved great success as a dog breeder and groomer. But in his brief obituary in the New York Times, Masterpiece is the star. It reads: “In 1953, a silver-gray male poodle named Masterpiece was stolen from the store and was never recovered. The dog was credited with having been the sire of more than 300 toy poodles, which sold for as much as $2,500 each.”18

Experts at the American Kennel Club suspect that Pulaski would have been happy with this remembrance. Masterpiece was his greatest achievement. It makes sense that in the story of his life, the little dog would take up the most space.

The story of Masterpiece isn’t just a mystery about a missing dog. It’s also a story about the role that dogs play in our lives—and what kind of life we should give them. Was Masterpiece’s fame and fortune the kind of life a dog would want? Maybe someone stole him—but maybe he just ran away from it all to spend his final years napping on a cheap sofa and eating kibble out of a plain, metal bowl. If Masterpiece was kidnapped, did someone take him because he was worth so much money? Or did the woman in the red coat steal Masterpiece simply because she wanted the companionship of an especially good dog?

Unfortunately, as Brynn White writes, “The world will likely never learn the fate of its most valuable dog…”19







CHAPTER TWO A THIEF IN THE DUTCH ROOM




On March 18, 1990, two men disguised as police officers walked up to the doors of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Brookline, Massachusetts, and pushed the buzzer. Normally, the museum is bustling with activity. Visitors from across the globe arrive each day to wander through the Gardner’s stunning galleries, with their arched doorways and lush wallpaper covered in priceless artwork. But when the uniformed men approached the building on March 18, it was just after one o’clock in the morning. The museum’s courtyard garden, which stretches four stories up to a ceiling made entirely of glass, was empty except for the shadowy figures of a few tropical plants, waiting patiently for the start of another busy day.

There were two guards on duty that night. Outside, they could see the silhouettes of what looked like two officers in the darkness. The purported officers said they were responding to a call about a disturbance at the museum. But the guards at the watch desk had been there all night. As far as they knew, there was no disturbance. One guard, Rick Abath, let the officers in anyway. They walked through the employee entrance to the watch desk and immediately demanded the guards step away from their desk. Then, they pulled out two pairs of handcuffs.

“Gentlemen,” they said, “this is a robbery.”20

In a matter of minutes, the guards were tied up in the museum’s basement with duct tape over their mouths.

According to the Boston Public Library, most art heists are over in ten minutes.21 But that night, the fake officers spent eighty-one minutes in the Gardner Museum. They cut eleven priceless paintings out of their gilded frames: one Vermeer, three Rembrandts, a Manet, a Flinck, and five paintings by Edgar Degas. They also stole an ancient Chinese wine cup and a bronze eagle ornament from Napoleon’s French Imperial Army. Surveillance footage shows them loading their car not once, but twice.

As the guards sat helplessly in the basement, the thieves’ movements were tracked by the museum’s motion alarm system. “! SOMEONE IS IN THE DUTCH ROOM,” the alarm transcript reads over and over again. “INVESTIGATE IMMEDIATELY!!!”22

But no one could investigate. By the time staff found the security guards at eight fifteen the following morning, the artwork, and the robbers, were long gone.

For more than thirty years, the Gardner Museum and FBI investigators on the case have been searching for the thirteen stolen artworks that disappeared that night. But they’ve never resurfaced. Now, experts are asking: Who were these thieves? And why have they been hiding thirteen priceless pieces of art for more than three decades?

SELLING VAN GOGH

Thieves are drawn to art museums because the museums are full of multimillion-dollar treasures. And, as the thieves at the Gardner Museum discovered, many of those treasures can be stuffed quite easily into the trunk of a car. But there’s one problem with stealing art that many thieves overlook: It’s one-of-a-kind. And that means it’s very identifiable.

As professor and pop culture expert Robert Thompson says: “When you rob a bank you spend the money. When you steal jewelry you pawn it off. When you steal a car you drive it. But what do you do with a famous stolen painting?”23

What do thieves do with the precious art they take? The answer is complicated, but there are five common paths thieves can take to offload a stash of priceless paintings:24

1. Steal to Order

Smart thieves know that you can’t just sell a Van Gogh after you take it from the Louvre. These are high-profile cases, and there are databases that keep track of stolen artworks so that thieves can’t easily resell them. But savvy thieves might steal a work of art at the request of someone who wants it for their private collection. People with a couple million dollars to spare could hire a thief to break into a museum and take a priceless painting just so they can hang it in their living room.

2. Pretend It’s Legal

If you act quickly, you might find success selling a painting legally through an auction house or art dealer. Museums have enormous collections that they keep in storage when they aren’t on display, and many don’t take regular inventory of those artworks. A thief could snag a painting from the back room and sell it to a dealer before a museum even notices it’s been stolen.

3. Demand a Ransom

Museums want nothing more than to get their lost treasures back—which is why many thieves will steal art just to ransom it back to the very people they took it from. Right now, the Gardner Museum is offering $10 million to anyone who can provide information that will help investigators recover their thirteen lost artworks. So far, no one has come forward.

4. Collect the Insurance Money

If ransoming the art doesn’t work, sometimes insurance companies will take the bait instead. Museums have insurance to cover damage and losses in their collection, which insurance companies pay out after an investigation is complete. After the insurance company pays for a stolen work of art, however, they own it. Chances are, it won’t ever resurface—but if it does, the insurance company, not the museum, claims the piece. Because of this, most insurance companies have a no-questions-asked policy around returning stolen art. Crime professor Erin Thompson elaborates: “You can steal a painting and give it to your girlfriend to hand over to the insurers—she’ll say she found it in a bus stop and you’ll get around 10 to 15 percent of the value of the art.”25 There’s only one problem with this plan: Most priceless artwork is too expensive for museums to insure. All the pieces that were taken from the Gardner, for example, were not covered by insurance.

5. Try the Black Market

If ransom doesn’t work and the museum already knows the painting is gone, your options are limited—and that means you have to sell the art on the black market. But the black market isn’t as lucrative as thieves would like to believe. That’s because criminals are always tricking other criminals into buying fake paintings. As FBI art crime specialist Christopher McKeogh explains: “Individuals have been known to create fake versions of well-known stolen works. If a stolen artwork is discovered on a black market, there’s a good chance it could be a fake.”26

Who would want to buy stolen art on the black market, anyway? Mostly mobsters, as it turns out—and not because they love Degas. Investigators often trace stolen artwork back to people in crime rings who plan to use the stolen pieces to negotiate lighter prison sentences if they get caught. Which is why when thieves broke into the Gardner Museum, detectives immediately started poking around Boston’s massive network of organized crime.


A LIFE OF CRIME

Boston has been a hotbed for organized crime since the early 1900s, when the Patriarca crime family was established—an Italian American mob family that still operates today in Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. For the last hundred years, the Patriarca family has worked alongside other criminal organizations, like Whitey Bulger’s infamous Winter Hill Gang, the Anguilo family, and the Merlino gang. As news about the Gardner heist spread, FBI agents immediately started calling in the gangsters they knew best.

First on the suspect list was Whitey Bulger, a career criminal who was famous for wreaking havoc and pulling strings in Boston. FBI agent Thomas McShane investigated Bulger, but the man claimed he wasn’t involved in the heist. In fact, he said, he sent his own men to figure out who did it, because he was angry they committed a crime on his turf without giving him a cut.27 Bulger had a few connections that made him look suspicious—for example, he had ties to the Boston police, who might have given him access to real police uniforms. He was also known to associate with the Irish Republican Army, a mafia-like organization famous for its heists. Ultimately, though, after hours of questioning, McShane found no concrete evidence to connect Bulger to the crime.28

After ruling out Bulger, agents turned to another local crime ring: the Merlino gang. The gang, which operated out of the TRC Auto Electric auto body shop in Dorchester, was run by Carmello Merlino, who had connections with the Patriarca crime family. Merlino was known for high-profile robberies, and on a few occasions offered to exchange priceless stolen artwork for reduced jail time. But when he was caught for another robbery and questioned about the Gardner heist, Merlino claimed he was being set up.29 He maintained that he didn’t know anything about the lost art—and he seemed to be telling the truth.

But it’s possible, FBI agents now believe, that one of his associates did know something.

David Turner, who worked for Merlino, has been linked with the Gardner heist since the beginning. Turner and a friend of his named George Reissfelder both worked at TRC under Merlino, where they quickly got wrapped up in organized crime. But the idea for the Gardner heist might not have been planted by Merlino himself. In the podcast Last Seen, WBUR reporters share that Reissfelder’s boyfriend at the time (who was also a convicted criminal in Boston’s underground crime network) suggested Turner and Reissfelder steal some priceless art because “the TRC gang was getting sloppy,”30 and they might need some collateral to avoid going to prison.

Turner later told FBI agents that he had no idea who really did steal the Gardner’s art—supposedly he was picking up drugs for Merlino in Florida that night and couldn’t have committed the crime. But FBI agents have long wondered whether Turner faked his alibi. On the one hand, he looked a lot like sketches of one of the fake policemen. And on the other, he had ties to two other mobsters and prime suspects in the case—both of whom happened to be named Bobby.

THE BOBBYS

The current investigation into the Gardner Museum heist often comes back to the same two characters: Bobby Guarente and Bobby Gentile. But the Bobbys didn’t become suspects until 2010—six years after Bobby Guarente died.
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HIJINKS, HEISTS, MYSTERIES,
AND MORE

REBECCA VALLEY

¢YBLOOM BOOKS

- FOR YOUNG READERS
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