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			Named a Best Book of 2019 by Esquire, Jezebel, and PopSugar

			One of Chicago Tribune’s Best Books of 2019 (Honorable Mention)

			Praise for 

			Savage Appetites

			“Enthralling . . . Monroe has a knack for nosing a new story out of an old one, like a detective casting fresh eyes on a cold case.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Monroe maintains her implication—and her reader’s—in what she describes, layering her chapters with personal anecdotes and alluding to a shared familiarity with the true-crime story’s potent admixture of myth and intimacy, realness and simulacrum, chaos and clarity, violence and comfort.”

			—Bookforum

			“In Savage Appetites, the pleasure comes from the way Monroe works backward, untangling the neat, tidy surface stories of her four subjects and embracing the nuance, messiness, and all-important context that an exploration into female desire requires. . . . The reader is left with the clues she’s gathered and the insights she’s made, to pick up and turn over, to solve or to obsess over—sort of like a crime scene.”

			—The Texas Observer

			“Lively and well-turned.”

			—Slate

			“[Monroe] has a unique ability to take a crime and go beyond the salacious facts and find the deeper cultural and political implications, without losing her ability to keep you reading with propulsive, what-happened-next prose. You can imagine a whole shelf of future books that pick up where Monroe leaves off, presenting a secret, feminist history of criminal justice in America.”

			—The Marshall Project

			“Laser-sharp . . . Popular crime narratives, in order to gain their hypnotic force, exploit their audience’s blind spots. In Savage Appetites, Monroe has her eyes wide open.”

			—Los Angeles Review of Books

			“Savage Appetites is an elegant dissection. It picks apart the stories we tell ourselves in order to make violence legible or to clean up its aftermath or simply for our entertainment. It’s a reminder that connecting the dots between events can obscure as much as it reveals.”

			—The Nation

			“Monroe resists the need to sweep all of her material into a single, tidy narrative. Her prose—consistently lyrical and probing—does a lot of the work toward making it feel cohesive. . . . In allowing for messiness—narrative as well as moral—her book is a corrective to the genre it interrogates.”

			—New Statesman

			“One of the most fascinating and intellectual approaches to true crime I’ve ever read.”

			—Outside

			“Savage Appetites is required reading for those who understand that women aren’t just reading true crime to protect ourselves—we’re investigating cold cases, getting close to the families of victims, leveraging power to get men to embrace the validity of our ‘hobbies,’ and much more.”

			—CrimeReads

			“An illuminating exploration rooted in a convincing thesis, and even the most dedicated true crime reader will find something new within it to enjoy.”

			—BuzzFeed

			“Asks all the right questions, and even better, doesn’t attempt to answer them (or at least, not completely) . . . Unsettling, brilliant, and impossible to put down!”

			—Literary Hub

			“Monroe’s keen observations and probing journalism keep us from the satisfying feeling of closure that a good mystery novel or a true-crime documentary can provide. . . . Monroe does what true obsessives do: show us what is unresolved, what is unending, what might never be possible—and how important it is to try to fix it anyway.”

			—The Lily

			“Savage Appetites is a chilling, compelling examination of the darkness in us all. This is obviously a book for true-crime fans, as well as anyone interested in human nature. A powerful, well-researched inquiry into why we find violent crime so fascinating, viewed though the stories of detective, victim, defender, and killer.”

			—Shelf Awareness

			“This is a book sure to please fans of mystery and true crime. An insightful invitation to consider the contexts and causes of a gritty cultural obsession.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Monroe’s writing is superb, and each woman’s story is fascinating. . . . True crime aficionados will appreciate this spin on the genre.”

			—Booklist

			“A provocative work best suited to readers with a strong interest in true crime and its historical roots . . . an original and bold contribution to the genre.”

			—Library Journal

			“I read this book in a single day, but I know I’ll be thinking about it for years to come—especially its keen appreciation for the mystery of what drives us through this world.”

			—Leslie Jamison, author ofThe Empathy Exams and The Recovering

			“Savage Appetites, Rachel Monroe’s study on ‘women, crime, and obsession,’ can properly be described as brilliant. It informs, entertains, and leaves readers with new cultural perspectives that are long overdue. I’m now a Rachel Monroe fan, and after you read this book, you will be too.”

			—Jeff Guinn, author of Manson: The Life and Times of Charles Manson and The Road to Jonestown: Jim Jones and Peoples Temple

			“This is like high-junk reading, both getting the information, snickering at the misinformation, stalking the stalkers, and really brooding on the possibility that the dead female body at the top of the film is feeding a female appetite for death and malfeasance and not yawn more jerk-off fodder for men. Our corpses, ourselves!”

			—Eileen Myles, author of Evolution

			“Rachel Monroe has long been one of my favorite writers at the intersection of crime and culture, and her first book, Savage Appetites, is the grand culmination of her reporting. It’s a standout, formally inventive, and refreshing examination of the way we consume true crime, and the way it consumes us.”

			—Sarah Weinman, author of The Real Lolita: The Kidnapping of Sally Horner and the Novel That Scandalized the World

			“I don’t know how Rachel Monroe wrote a book so vivid and perceptive, but I couldn’t put it down. . . . I’m not exaggerating when I say Monroe has written a new true-crime classic, one that both adds to and challenges the genre.”

			—Alice Bolin, author of Dead Girls

			“Smart and seductive. In the tradition of Janet Malcolm, Rachel Monroe has turned our cultural hunger for crime stories back on itself, both evoking and interrogating the fascinations that grip us. I learned a great deal from this book, but what’s more, I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Alex Marzano-Lesnevich, author of The Fact of a Body

			“A deeply intelligent, intensely gripping work of metacrime. Rachel Monroe is a brilliant new journalist with a sparkly goth heart.”

			—Claire Vaye Watkins, author of Gold Fame Citrus and Battleborn

			“Rachel Monroe dissects the nature of [true-crime] obsession on both individual and societal levels in lucid and beautiful prose. You’ll find this book as engrossing as any true-crime wormhole on the internet.”

			—Michelle Dean, author of Sharp: The Women Who Made an Art of Having an Opinion

			“A brilliant book, laced with a perspective that’s long been missing from the world of true crime. Rachel Monroe holds up a mirror to our fascination with illicit tales—and her own—all while deftly unspooling four unforgettable stories from the other side. Savage Appetites is wholly unique and utterly riveting.”

			—Evan Ratliff, author of The Mastermind

			“I loved this book. . . . Savage Appetites is a beautiful hybrid of a book that made me question my relationship to celebrity, media, and my own baser appetites.”

			—Claire Dederer, author of Love and Trouble and Poser

			“Savage Appetites is a marvel of original reportage and cultural criticism, and could not be more timely. Like a first responder to a crime scene, Rachel Monroe methodically investigates every inch of America’s obsession with murder stories, unearthing more than a few discoveries and showing that what makes us tick now has been there all along.”

			—Kate Bolick, author of Spinster: Making a Life of One’s Own
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For my mother, in gratitude for her dark mind and warm heart


it is finally as though that thing of monstrous interest

    were happening in the sky

    but the sun is setting and prevents you from seeing it

—John Ashbery



ALL CRIME ALL THE TIME


Until a few years ago, Oxygen was a cable TV channel that targeted a young, female demographic with forgettable high-drama shows with names like Last Squad Standing and Bad Girls Club. According to network executives, the millennial women they were hoping to capture craved “freshness” and “authenticity,” “high emotional stakes and optimism.” It didn’t take long for the executives to figure out that what young women actually wanted was more shows about murder. When the struggling network began airing a dedicated true crime block in 2015, viewership increased by 42 percent. In 2017, the network rebranded and adopted revised programming priorities: all crime, all the time.

Viewership skyrocketed; Oxygen had tapped into something big. For the past few years, as the US murder rate has approached historic lows, stories about murder have become culturally ascendant. The crime minded among us were inundated with content, whether our tastes tended toward high-end HBO documentaries interrogating the justice system or something more like Investigation Discovery’s Swamp Murders. (Or, as was often the case, both. True crime tends to scramble traditional high/low categorizations.) Shops popped up on Etsy selling enamel pins of Ted Bundy’s Volkswagen Beetle and iPhone cases depicting Jeffrey Dahmer’s face. There were approximately a million new podcasts, and they all had something to investigate.

In 2018, Oxygen hosted its second annual fan convention—CrimeCon—in Nashville’s Marriott Opryland hotel. The Opryland, as I was proudly told at check-in, was the second-biggest noncasino hotel in the world. You know that American tendency to equate bigness with luxury and plenitude with worth? The Opryland was that, in hotel form. There was lush indoor landscaping and fountains that erupted in elaborately choreographed spurts and infinite snack options you could charge to your room. You could eat a dinner at a steakhouse inside a replica of an antebellum mansion. For $10, you could ride a boat down the quarter-mile-long river that flowed through one of the hotel’s atriums; the water, I was told, included a drop from every river in the world.

The week before CrimeCon, the Opryland had welcomed a group of cement salespeople, and the week after it would host a convention of international-supply-chain managers, but for these three days in May, it was full of young women wearing T-shirts that said things like BASICALLY A DETECTIVE and DNA OR IT DIDN’T HAPPEN and I’M JUST HERE TO ESTABLISH AN ALIBI.

On day one of CrimeCon, I found a seat in the ballroom among a couple thousand women and a smattering of men. The sound system blasted cheery pop music as the screens flanking the stage scrolled through a slideshow of crime-related images—mug shots and yellow police tape and close-ups of alarming, contextless headlines: “Man Accused of Stabbing Mother,” “Deadly Stabbing Suspect Arrested,” “Four People Shot.”

Oxygen shows feature a stable of authoritative crime experts, mostly men with handsome-haggard faces and law enforcement experience. They’re real people, but they always seem half in character, as if they were playing a beloved but slightly remote and overprotective father on a network drama. There seemed to be at least one of them on every true crime show, these inexplicably sexy cop-dads. One of them, former FBI profiler Jim Clemente, wearing a cowboy hat, strolled out onto the stage to a round of huge cheers. CrimeCon had officially begun.

“Crimes are driven by the why, the motive,” Clemente said. “We need that why to solve most crimes. Because the how and the why gives you the who. We also use motives in daily life. Why eat a sandwich? Because you’re hungry. But with crime, sometimes the motives are hidden. Why did she run away? Was it to escape coercive control? Why did he kill her? Was it jealousy? Or was it something more insidious?

“And why are you here? Do you love the genre? Do you want to solve a cold case?” Clemente’s voice slowed and deepened; he was transitioning into serious mode. “Or you know or knew someone who got murdered? Or you yourself were a victim of a crime? I have a theory. You want to learn so you can protect those you love. It’s a very altruistic goal.” His voice changed again—I had a feeling these tonal shifts would get exhausting over the long weekend. “Have fun,” he bellowed. “And remember: hashtag CrimeCon on your posts!”

*  *  *

I should have felt at home at CrimeCon. For most of my postadolescent life, I’ve periodically sunk into what I’ve come to think of as a crime funk. I was the kind of gloomy child who filched her mother’s People magazines to read not about the celebrities, but about the killers and kidnappers and suspicious overdoses. As I got older, my appetite for murder stories seemed to depend on how much turbulence was in my own life. The more sad or lost or angry I felt, the more I craved crime. I was a teenager storming with hormones when I pulled Helter Skelter off my parents’ shelf and gave myself Manson Family nightmares, and a little older and a lot more depressed when I set out to read every single Manson Girl memoir. When I learned that the Columbine killers’ journals were online, I read those, too.

In my crime funks, the perspectives I identified with shifted depending on what else was going on in my life. Sometimes I saw myself in the detective, the only one smart enough to put the pieces together; sometimes in the innocent victim, at the mercy of sinister forces much bigger than me; sometimes in the crusading defender, righting the wrongs of a flawed and corrupt system; sometimes, even, I saw myself in the killer.

*  *  *

That the true crime obsessives packing the hallways at CrimeCon were almost all women was, on its surface, perplexing. The vast majority of violent crimes are committed by men. Most murder victims are also male. Homicide detectives and criminal investigators: predominantly male. Attorneys in criminal cases are mostly men. Put simply, the world of violent crime is masculine, at least statistically.

But the consumers of crime stories are decidedly female. Women make up the majority of the readers of true crime books and the listeners of true crime podcasts. Television executives and writers, forensic scientists and activists and exonerees all agree: true crime is a genre that overwhelmingly appeals to women.

Women aren’t just passively consuming these stories; they’re also participating in them. Start reading through one of the many online sleuthing forums where amateurs speculate about unsolved crimes—and sometimes solve them—and you’ll find that most of the posters are women. More than seven in ten students of forensic science, one of the fastest-growing college majors, are women. A few years ago, two undergraduates at the University of Pittsburgh founded a Cold Case Club so they could spend their extracurricular hours investigating murders; the group is, unsurprisingly, dominated by women.

Sometimes women’s attraction to true crime is dismissed as trashy and voyeuristic (because women are vapid!). Sometimes it is unquestioningly celebrated as feminist (because if women like something, then it must be feminist!). And some argue that women read about serial killers to avoid becoming victims. This is the most flattering theory—and also, it seemed to me, the most incomplete. By presuming that women’s dark thoughts were merely pragmatic, those thoughts are drained of their menace. True crime wasn’t something we women at CrimeCon were consuming begrudgingly, for our own good. We found pleasure in these bleak accounts of kidnappings and assaults and torture chambers, and you could tell by how often we fell back on the language of appetite, of bingeing, of obsession. A different, more alarming hypothesis was the one I tended to prefer: perhaps we liked creepy stories because something creepy was in us.

*  *  *

The weekend at CrimeCon was a crime-y blur. I went to a panel on profiling, and a demonstration of a new DNA extraction technique by a forensic scientist who appears on Dr. Oz’s True Crime Tuesdays. I was handed a card listing “11 Signs you may be DEALING WITH A PSYCHOPATH.” (Number 9: lack of realistic long-term goals.) I browsed, but did not purchase, greeting cards featuring a birthday message from the Manson Girls (“charlie said to make sure you have a happy birthday. and we do everything charlie tells us to do”). I cried a little bit as three of the Golden State Killer’s surviving victims celebrated the arrest of a suspect after more than thirty years. I listened to a ridiculously handsome former CIA agent claim that anyone who had been to a foreign country had been in a life-threatening situation. I was exhorted to sign up for an online course in how to “not be a victim,” presented by Nancy Grace. A guy wearing a LOS ANGELES COUNTY CORONER hat tried to sell me a book about Ted Bundy, and when I said I wasn’t interested, he offered me a book about the Zodiac Killer instead. He told me that he ran a small publishing house: “We used to do zombies and vampires, but that’s going nowhere. It’s all true crime now.” Then he tried to sell me a book about a bank robber. I didn’t hear a single story about the people who are disproportionately at risk of homicide: sex workers, the homeless, young men of color, trans women. Instead, there were more teaser-trailers for TV specials about murdered moms, or moms who murdered.

The whole hotel was encased in a glassy dome, and through the skylights I got the vague sense that weather was happening outside, but it didn’t affect me. The Opryland reminded me of a Las Vegas casino: it was so relentlessly temperature controlled and pleasant, and so difficult to locate an exit, that any desire to go outside quickly withered away. Instead I charged ice cream sundaes to my room and gorged myself on crime. For the first time in my life I could have as much as I wanted, without any apologies or explanations. Everyone else at CrimeCon understood.

It was easy to make friends at CrimeCon; complete strangers were unusually open, even confessional. A woman who’d traveled to the conference from Texas likened true crime shows to an empathy roller coaster—you felt so bad for the victims, and for their families, and even sometimes for the perpetrator. In one of the hotel’s many snack shops, I spotted one of CrimeCon’s rare male attendees. I asked what had brought him here, and he nodded at his girlfriend over in the chocolate-bar section. He told me that they used to tour insane asylums, then they had a paranormal phase, and now they were into murder. Well, it was mostly her, he admitted. He was just along for the ride. I asked him if he had a theory to explain why the CrimeCon audience was so overwhelmingly female. “I mean, no offense for the stereotype,” he said, “but I think you all like the drama.”

I talked to a man in a button-down shirt who turned out to work for Oxygen in an audience-engagement capacity. If you look at the ratings for Investigation Discovery (Oxygen’s true crime programming rival), he told me, they’re the same at midnight as they are at 6:00 a.m. “People leave it on all night,” he said. “They fall asleep to it. People tell me all the time that they find these shows soothing.”

If so, it was a strange kind of comfort. Midway through day two at CrimeCon, sinister phrases had begun to rattle around in my head—zip-tied to the dresser, scalp laceration, that was the last time anyone saw them—although I’d heard so many horror stories that I couldn’t remember which murder they belonged to. I wandered past a conference room where a woman was talking about the “cold-case epidemic,” then a backdrop where I could’ve taken a selfie that looked like a mug shot. Somewhere Nancy Grace was recording a live podcast, but I wasn’t in the mood for that. Nor was I in the mood for the Wine & Crime happy hour, or the virtual reality crime-scene-exploration game. I had the sense I was seeking something, though I wasn’t sure exactly what.

In the middle of one of the exhibition halls was a long wall, with WHAT’S YOUR MOTIVE written at the top. Attendees had covered it with Post-its proclaiming their reasons for coming to CrimeCon:

- sick obsession

- so I can geek out this weekend on forensics :)

- my wife made me

- the patriarchy

- cuz I’m odd

- seek truth

- to be a nerd for a weekend

- murder is the new black!

- girls weekend

- true crime OBSESSED

- Fun!

- to not get killed

- Bitches #crimecon2018

- face my fears and celebrate justice

- exonerate the innocent

- Justice for JonBenet

- to catch the fucker and beat him at his own game

- girls trip #cupcakes

I stood in front of this Wall of Motives for a long time. It made for a strange stew, full of flavors that didn’t seemingly go together: justice and rage, morbid curiosity and sisterhood, cupcakes and patriarchy battling, fear and revenge. But something about it drew me in. It was messy and honest. It was full of contradiction. I wanted to keep thinking about it.

*  *  *

For almost ten years now, I’ve been collecting stories of women who were drawn in by crimes that weren’t theirs to claim—that is, crimes that didn’t impact them directly, but to which they nevertheless felt a deep connection. Women who, like me, were susceptible to falling into a crime funk. This wasn’t a conscious project; there was just something about these women that snagged my attention, something about their stories that I wanted to chew on for a while. Maybe learning more about them might help me figure out this larger phenomenon of women and crime. Maybe it would help me figure out myself.

These four women took things too far, at least according to conventional wisdom. They were immoderate and occasionally unwise. And they each paid a price: they lost jobs and alienated family members; one spent $150,000 on phone calls to prison; another is now incarcerated herself. But they also reinvented themselves, finding personal meaning through other people’s tragedies. They used these murders as a way to live out other kinds of lives, ones that were otherwise unavailable to them.

These women lived in different eras and in different parts of the country. Their political leanings and class backgrounds were distinct. If you put them all in a room together, they wouldn’t necessarily get along. They might even hate one another. And yet they all shared this same proclivity.

The more time I spent with their stories, the more I realized that there wasn’t a simple, universal answer to why women were fascinated by true crime. Obsession was a recurring theme in their lives, but that obsession wasn’t monolithic. It stemmed from different motivations, had different objects and different implications. Perhaps most significantly, each of the four women identified with a different archetypal crime figure: the objective, all-knowing detective; the wounded, wronged victim; the crusading defender, battling for justice; and even the dark, raging glamour of the killer.

In trying to learn more about these four women, I came to understand more about the world around me. Because it’s not just individuals who find murders fascinating. Periodically, the culture at large will fixate on a certain crime or grant a murderer celebrity status. These collective obsessions are often dismissed as exploitative, sensationalistic, and distasteful. But the murder stories we tell, and the ways that we tell them, have a political and social impact and are worth taking seriously. Lessons are embedded within their gory details. When read closely, they can reveal the anxieties of the moment, tell us who’s allowed to be a victim, and teach us what our monsters are supposed to look like.

Maybe you’ve had your own crime funks, spent time in the murky territory where murder and obsession coincide. You read a news story about some horrible event that took place several states away, and the questions start to worm their way into your brain: How do things like that happen, in what sort of world? What kind of person would do such a thing? So you engage in some late-night googling, and maybe you discover a message board with theories. You figure out the name that the murderer’s ex-girlfriend is going by now and find her Facebook page. You click through her photos: there she is, fatter than in the news footage, smiling, holding a baby—hers? It’s three in the morning and your computer screen illuminates your face with an unnatural glow. What is it, exactly, that you’re looking for?
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THE DETECTIVE


The bloodstains looked like the scattered fragments of a mysterious pattern—a last message, a warning, the writing on the wall.

—Klaus Mann

It’s the day after Halloween in Boston, 1946. Outside, a chill is in the air, a hint of the coming winter after a week of unseasonable warmth. Inside a book-lined room on the third floor of a Harvard Medical School building, a woman in a dark suit stands in front of a group of men. She is in her late sixties, with gold-rimmed spectacles perched low on her nose and waves of gray hair pulled back from her stern, blocky face. She has an air of intense focus. She is talking about death again.

She is lecturing a group of police officers, sturdy men in suits and patterned ties. Thirty of them are arranged around a rectangular table. Each has in front of him a thick binder stuffed with papers and a crystal ashtray for his cigarette butts. Already this week they have sat through experts lecturing on sex murder and infanticide. They have stared at slides of burned bodies and drowned bodies. They have discussed asphyxiation at length. Fun is maybe not the right word for what they’re up to, but it’s not that far off, either. The men know they’re lucky to be here—these seminars always have a waiting list. And, look, death happens—if anyone understands that, it’s homicide detectives. Someone has to look at it closely.

In the 1940s, few women worked for police departments; those who did were largely relegated to clerical duties, or the women-and-children beat: runaways, prostitutes, fraudulent fortune-tellers. Detective work, particularly homicide investigation, was decidedly not a feminine space—and so, as discussions of dead bodies began to take up more and more of her time, the gray-haired lady at the front of the room often found herself the only woman in groups of men. That was fine with her. She was not particularly fond of women.

Decades ago, in a life that must feel as remote as the moon from this gritty world of crime scenes and blood-spatter analysis, her debutante announcement referred to her as “Miss Frances Glessner”; for her debut, she had a dress made out of white crepe de chine and wore three pink rosebuds in her hair. As a young society woman in turn-of-the-century Chicago, Miss Glessner did what was expected of her, dressing in tulle and going to balls and looking, her mother said, “as sweet as a peach.” At nineteen, she was married to the son of a minor Confederate general and became Mrs. Frances Lee. At the wedding, her father offered the new couple a toast, praising his teenage daughter as a “sweet and lovely bride . . . whose joy is not in riches but in homemaking and the affection of husband and friends.”

And almost half a century later, here she is, in the world she’s grown to prefer, one of dispassionate discussions of putrefaction, where the precise hue of a strangled woman’s face is more interesting than the color of her dress. Her family isn’t pleased that she prefers late-night ride-alongs in police cars and the solemn urgency of crime scenes to your more typical old-lady hobbies—cookie baking, needlepoint. She’s not the greatest grandmother. Her mind is often elsewhere, usually somewhere more gruesome.

Her favorite point of the week is the moment when she gets to introduce the police officers to her life’s work: twenty dioramas built at the scale of one inch to one foot. They are intricately crafted down to the minutest detail: a dresser’s drawers slide open, a miniature mousetrap snaps shut, an ashtray overflows with impossibly small hand-rolled cigarettes, a trashcan is stuffed with tiny trash.

Though there are dolls in these little rooms, Lee bristles when people call them dollhouses. They are something stranger and more serious than that. For one, they are intended as educational tools, not playthings. And for another, all the dolls are dead: purple in the face from strangulation, facedown on the stairs after a fall, suspended from a miniature noose in the attic. One model features a baby the size of a policeman’s thumb, the pink-striped wallpaper behind his crib streaked with blood. Lee calls the models the Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death, after a supposed policeman’s credo: to convict the guilty, clear the innocent, and find the truth in a nutshell.

*  *  *

When I lived in Baltimore, a decade ago, I heard rumors of these little death dioramas secreted away in a government building downtown. An eccentric heiress’s playhouses, full of dead dolls. I heard that the little figures inside the models were meticulously drowned and stabbed and strangled, and that their small murders had been done in the name of science. I heard that John Waters was a fan, and that David Byrne stopped by to see them when he was in town. I like things that are small and things that are macabre; those interests don’t usually overlap.

One fresh April afternoon, I stepped into the imposing marble building that housed the office of Maryland’s Chief Medical Examiner and took the elevator to the fourth floor. I walked down a long hallway, past a glass case displaying skulls of particular significance. The ME’s Office was set to relocate to a renovated building in the next few months; this one had an exhausted, overworked look, all scuffed floors and fluorescent lights. I remember thinking that a place that dealt so much with death should be more grand or reverent, or at least not so institutionally bleak—I suppose because I thought of death as aberrant and rare, something to be regarded with awe, from a great distance. But in this office, death was daily work.

From the acronymed police procedurals I watched religiously, I’d absorbed the idea that people who work in proximity to corpses were damaged in an attractive way, broody with haunted eyes and an air of tragedy. But Jerry Dziecichowicz, the ME’s Office administrator and the Nutshells’ caretaker, turned out to be a jolly, apple-cheeked man with a beautifully broad Baltimore accent. I stumbled over his last name, and he waved his hand as if it was no problem at all. “Everyone calls me Jerry D.,” he said.

Of the twenty Nutshells that Frances Glessner Lee and her carpenter, Ralph Mosher, made in the 1940s and ’50s, nineteen survive. Each depicts a dead body in a room; the spectator takes on the role of the investigator, who must determine whether the death was a homicide, an accident, or a suicide. The Nutshells were not puzzles to be solved, but rather tools to teach their intended audience—police investigators—to look more carefully and dispassionately. Ever the micromanager, Lee provided instructions for how to review her models:

It will simplify the examiner’s work if he will first choose the point at which he enters the scene and, beginning at his left at the place, describe the premises in a clockwise direction back to the starting point, thence to the center of the scene and ending with the body and its immediate surroundings. He should look for and record indications of the social and financial status of the people involved in each model as well as anything that may illustrate their state of mind up to or at the time of demonstration.

Each Nutshell has crucial details hidden within it—a pinpoint-size bullet embedded in the rafters, love letters written in two different kinds of handwriting—that only reveal themselves after careful scrutiny. Lee wanted the Nutshells to represent a variety of circumstances. Some of her dead dolls are in posh parlors, others in run-down boardinghouse rooms; some are young women, others are old men. (Except for the occasional discoloration due to bruising or decomposition, though, they are all the same cream-bisque color—as if, in the deadly world of the Nutshells, only miniature white people meet tragic ends.)

Lee labored to get the details right, even those that weren’t necessarily relevant to the investigation. In one Nutshell—a cozy, middle-class living room, with a woman’s dead body sprawled on the stairs—newspaper pages are strewn on the floor. To create the paper, Lee took a full-size edition and photographically reduced it to a two-by-three-inch plate, which was then used to reprint a replica one-half inch wide. She sewed the pages together, then carefully tore the borders to mimic newsprint’s jagged edges.

Miniatures are satisfying not because they are grand, but because they are exact. “It is the accuracy, the rightness, that is so rewarding,” according to writer Alice Gregory. “It is a relief . . . to be in the presence of precision—and be allowed to like it.” The Nutshells destabilize that sense of relief. The domestic is undergirded with malice. The housewife is dead at the foot of the stairs. The widow’s face is a ghastly purple; her fluids leak out onto the lovely pink rug beneath her. The tiny frilly curtains are as daintily precise as the tiny noose. For one Nutshell scene involving potential arson, Lee and Mosher built a beautiful wooden cabin and filled it with furniture. Then they took a blowtorch to it.

In Baltimore, the Nutshells lived in a dim room at the end of a hall. Most of the models were embedded in the walls, visible through Plexiglass windows. A few were displayed on pillars. Each tragic tiny scene was presented with a dossier of key information: when the death was reported, the weather and time of sunrise/set, witnesses’ statements. They read like little short stories, dramas in miniature: “It was really cold and I was surprised to find the door open. I put my head inside and called but no one answered so I went in to see if anything was wrong”; “I heard a sort of noise and went to see what it was, and found her lying on the ground below.” (“It must not be overlooked that these statements may be true, mistaken, or intentionally false, or a combination of any two or all three of these,” Lee’s introduction warns. “The observer must therefore view each case with an entirely open mind.”)

I moved slowly around the displays, feeling like a giant peering in at scenes of falls and hangings and shootings and stabbings, dolls dead in their beds, or in the closet, or on the pavement. The biggest and most elaborate Nutshell, known as the Three-Room Dwelling, sat in a clear case in the center of the room. From a certain angle, it looked like a classic dollhouse scene, an idealized depiction of family life. Three jugs of milk, the size of pencil erasers, sat on the front porch, neatly arranged next to a welcome mat. The kitchen was full of miniaturized homey details—cans of soup and tomato juice, a bread box, a toaster, a coffeepot, a box of Rice Krispies, a child’s high chair, a toy rocking horse on a table.

But the Nutshells teach you to look for what’s wrong, not for what’s right. My gaze moved through the model, attuned to signs of disarray. A shotgun was discarded on the kitchen floor, and signs of trouble were evident in the further rooms—chairs turned over on their sides, blood on the wall by the telephone, a bloody boot print on the carpet, a pool of blood on the bedsheets. And, in the bedrooms, three dead dolls—mom, dad, and baby.

Is it strange to admit that something in me relaxed there, in the room with the Nutshells? I moved to the next scene (a bathtub drowning), and the next (the burned-out cabin). The Nutshells were tragedies at a scale I could handle. They dangled the promise of closure—if I looked long enough, and carefully enough, I could figure out what happened, and maybe even why.

I circled back to the three-room house. The husband doll was splayed on the bedroom floor, gore splattered carefully, almost lovingly, around him. I found myself wondering about who had killed him—not his murderer within the imaginary world of the Nutshells, but the woman who had dreamed him to life, then assigned him this ugly death. What kind of person would devote such scrupulous care—and so much money—to something so gruesome? And why? A bloom of curiosity unfurled inside me. It was an old feeling, and a pleasurable one. I had found myself a mystery.

*  *  *

This detective impulse first burbled up in me early, say around age eight. I’m not saying this makes me unique; maybe every kid who isn’t skilled at sports has Sherlock Holmes daydreams. Think of all those tween sleuth books. Think of Scooby-Doo and his gang of meddling kids.

In retrospect, it makes sense. I wasn’t good at being a child—“I wish that I was 10 or 9 or 11 or 12 or 13 or 14,” I wrote in my journal at age seven. “I can’t wait till I’m older. It’s boring being young.” Other kids seemed capable of a looseness, a self-forgetting, that I could never quite capture, particularly in public. I was too awkward, too much in my head. At recess, I sat by myself, watching my classmates play, constructing elaborate narratives explaining what I saw, and what I imagined I saw.

Detective stories make good reading material for misfits. They teach you that being overlooked can be an advantage, that when your perspective is slightly askew from the mainstream, you notice things that other people don’t. If you imagine yourself as an investigator, you have an excuse to hover outside the social circle, watching its dynamics unfold. You’re untouched and untouchable. Your weirdness becomes a kind of superpower.

Personally, I was always partial to Harriet the Spy, with her hoodies and her notebooks and her passion to know “everything in the world, everything, everything.” Harriet was socially awkward, and a little mean. She was also brave, but in a secret way. Her adventures mostly involved putting herself into uncomfortable or dangerous positions where she could observe while remaining unobserved: an introvert’s dream!

When she grew up, Harriet planned to figure out “everything about everybody” (including “medical charts if I can get them”). She’d have an office, with a sign on the door that said HARRIET THE SPY in gold letters, and she’d carry a gun and follow people around. It was a more appealing picture of adulthood than any other I’d heard. Maybe I’d be a spy, too. The menace of the world, with all its social risk, ebbed somewhat once I had permission to stand back and watch. I hoarded the thought; I knew right away that it was one of those ideas that would taste better if it was kept a secret. Maybe soon I, too, would know everything, everything.

*  *  *

Frances Glessner Lee grew up at a time when the whole world was crazy for detectives—and one detective in particular. In the 1890s, when Lee was a young girl, living in a mansion on Chicago’s “Millionaire’s Row,” Sherlock Holmes was a pop culture sensation who helped establish the template of what a detective should be like: odd, brilliant, hyperrational. And male.

From the outside, the mansion where Lee spent most of her childhood looked like a fortress: huge blocks of rough granite interrupted by narrow windows. “Pathologically private,” as one critic later described it. Inside, though, it radiated warmth and cultivation.

Frances—Fanny to her family—grew up surrounded by beautiful things: the hallucinatory gorgeousness of William Morris’s floral wallpaper, busts of composers in the library. Her parents had a desk that was wide enough so that they could both read at the same time, facing each other. They had an egalitarian marriage, after a fashion, with Mr. Glessner ruling in the public realm and Mrs. Glessner in control of everything else. Mr. Glessner was a wealthy industrialist in the traditional nineteenth-century mode, a partner in an agricultural machinery company that eventually merged with other manufacturers to become International Harvester. Mrs. Glessner took her domestic responsibilities just as seriously, collecting books on the philosophy of interior decorating and founding a book club for the wives of University of Chicago professors. (Instead of reading the books themselves, the women would eat lunch on fine china as a pleasant-voiced young man read out loud to them.) Members of the Chicago Symphony came over for meals served in a dining room whose ceiling was covered with a thin layer of real gold.

Fanny was educated at home, in the classical mode; she became fluent in French, played the violin and the piano, and took dancing lessons. She was a strange child, with mercurial moods and an imagination that sometimes frightened her. (From her mother’s diary, March 29, 1881: “Fanny called me in the night and said there was a wolf in the room. She called me again later, and said she was not sure whether it was a fox, a wolf, or a bear, but it was one of them.”) Homeschooling allowed Fanny and her brother, George, room to indulge their eccentric obsessions—I imagine their wood-paneled schoolroom as an early version of a Montessori classroom, full of projects and experiments. The Glessners spent summers at the Rocks, their estate in New Hampshire. They were the kind of family that brought their furniture maker on vacation with them; at the Rocks, he built Fanny a two-room log cabin of her own, a private domain with handcrafted furniture scaled down to child-size proportions.

Just as Fanny would later be infatuated with police procedure, her brother was fascinated by firemen. When George was a teenager, a local newspaper reported on the neighborhood’s “auxiliary fire company . . . composed of four very enthusiastic and wealthy young men”: George and three of his close friends. The boys’ houses were linked up with the city fire department’s emergency alert system, with “the wires running directly into the sleeping apartments of each lad.” The boys telegraphed each other at all hours. “If a big fire occurs in the middle of the night, you can rest assured that [they] are in the thickest of it,” the paper reported. “I do believe that if Chief Swenie ordered them to go up on a burning roof and direct a hose they would obey.” Eventually George went away to college, but he didn’t lose his appetite for disasters. He and his Harvard roommate—a flashy redhead named George Magrath—zipped around Boston on bicycles, watching buildings burn down.

Meanwhile, Frances was still back home in Chicago. She was curious and bright, eager to study medicine or nursing. Her grandfather suggested that the University of Chicago might be a good fit. Her father vetoed the idea; college was no place for a lady. So Frances wore her crepe de chine dresses and went to balls. By 1898, when she was twenty, she was married with a baby, her son, John. Two more children followed, Frances in 1903 and Martha in 1906.

“The marriage, instead of being a liberating influence for FGL, resulted in even tighter ties to her family’s control,” John recalled years later. “Benevolent and kindly as such control was, it was none-the-less control.” Her parents had two twin town houses built one block away from the family fortress: one for Frances and her family, the other for George and his. Mr. Glessner supplemented his son-in-law’s salary so his daughter could live in the luxury she was accustomed to. The Glessners were one of those families where it is difficult to tell the difference between closeness and claustrophobia, between care and control. Lee accepted her family’s generosity, but she chafed at the conditions that came with it.

Just a few years after the wedding, her marriage began to show signs of strain. Neither Lee nor her husband were particularly good at adapting to others, her son explained later. “Also, she was probably spoiled by over-possessive parents. He was religious; she was not,” John wrote. “His interests were almost completely indoors and intellectual, while hers also embraced the outdoors, and she had a creative urge coupled with high manual dexterity—the desire to make things—which he did not share.”

Divorce was frowned upon in their social circle, so Lee’s family sent her to their villa in Santa Barbara, along with a staff of five, to wait out the gossip cycle. As a divorcée, she was more dependent on her family than ever. For the next decade, as she raised her children, she remained closely entwined with her parents, dining at their house, accompanying them to the symphony, and vacationing with them at the Rocks. By now in her late twenties, she was retreading the emotional terrain of her youth: indulged but constrained; supported and both appreciative and resentful of that support.

Maybe it’s natural that Lee eventually turned to making small things. Miniatures are a good hobby for the control freak or the obsessive. Their size demands fanatical tinkering, but because they’re small and domestic, cute even, they can be mistaken as nonthreatening. Lee would eventually devote her time, money, and energy to murder and miniatures. But first it was just miniatures.

In 1912 at age thirty-four, she started her first small sculpture, a model of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra (which her parents had funded), for her mother’s birthday. It took her two months to craft the ninety dolls representing the ninety musicians, each with a tiny musical instrument and a tiny score on his tiny music stand. Lee’s mother traditionally sent the performers a carnation to wear during concerts, so Lee’s miniature players had tiny flowers on their lapels, too. Her second sculpture was also musical: a model of a famed string quartet, another recipient of Glessner family patronage. This one took her two years. Getting it exact—not just close enough, but exact—was important. Lee took her teenage son, John, to see the quartet play, each of them sitting on opposite sides of the stage and making elaborate notes on each man’s posture and dress—how the cellist’s watch chain hung, where the violinist rested his feet.

Miniatures were something of a trend among wealthy women in the first decades of the twentieth century. In England, just after the conclusion of World War I, Queen Mary was given an elaborate three-foot-high dollhouse. It was an engineering marvel, as well as an aesthetic one, with toilets that flushed, sheets with tiny embroidered monograms, hot and cold running water, and a cellar stocked with bottles filled with thimblefuls of wine. Around the same time, in Dublin, Sir Nevile Wilkinson built his young daughter an Italian Renaissance–style dollhouse to “see if we can lure the fairies out to stay!” Called Titania’s Palace, it featured three thousand pieces of miniature furniture and took fifteen years to complete. (In a show of dollhouse solidarity, Queen Mary donated a tiny china tea set to Titania’s Palace’s Royal Bedchamber.) The Colleen Moore House, built by an engineer father to cheer up his (adult) daughter, was completed in 1935 after seven years of work; it cost half a million dollars and is estimated to be worth about $7 million today. In permanent installation at Chicago’s Museum of Science and Industry, it’s an elaborate monument to fantasy and escapism, a palace suited to an imaginary world of princesses and fairies and infinite wealth. There are tiny glass slippers, a chandelier made out of real diamonds and emeralds, a postage-stamp-size painting by Walt Disney, a tiny pistol that fires even tinier silver bullets, and even, ostensibly, a piece of the true cross.

Around the same time, and just a few doors down from Frances Glessner Lee’s town house on Prairie Avenue, another Chicago heiress was also obsessing over small furniture. Narcissa Niblack Thorne, who was friends with Lee—and whose family, like Lee’s, had prevented her from attending college—spent decades on her meticulously crafted models. Like Lee’s Nutshells, the Thorne Miniature Rooms were intended as teaching tools, not toys. They provided a kind of three-dimensional aesthetic edification, illustrating the best interior design across different geographies and eras: a Victorian English Drawing Room (featuring red satin curtains with gold fringe and inch-high portraits of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert); a nautical-themed, eighteenth-century Cape Cod living room (including a bottle containing a tiny clipper ship—a miniature of a miniature). The Thorne Rooms were visited by presidents and royalty; when they were featured in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Exposition, they drew a million visitors. In the 1930s and ’40s, as Lee was beginning to develop her Nutshells, Thorne was equally preoccupied, sometimes working ten-hour days, seven days a week, on her models. If she’d gotten paid for this work—and if she’d been a man—she might’ve been deemed a workaholic. Instead, people weren’t sure what to call her. “It is certainly an exciting hobby,” a reporter once told her. “Hobby?” Thorne replied. “It’s a mania!”
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