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			To Lillian and Will—You changed my life.

			To everyone who fell in love with them—You did, too.

		

	
		
			
				Judge me by the enemies I have made.

				—Franklin D. Roosevelt

			

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Willowjean “Will” Parker: The right hand of brilliant detective–turned–murder suspect Lillian Pentecost. When she gets hold of whoever’s built a frame around her boss, there’s bound to be blood.

			Lillian Pentecost: The most famous resident of the Women’s House of Detention. Can she survive long enough to discover who put her there?

			Jessup Quincannon: A millionaire philanthropist who devoted his life to the study of murder. Until someone decided to turn him into an exhibit in his own Black Museum.

			Alathea: Quincannon’s fashion-plate bodyguard. Mistake her for stupid, and you’re a fool. Mistake her for soft, and you’re dead.

			Silas Culliver: Wide-shouldered, smooth-talking lawyer in charge of stocking Quincannon’s museum with its bloody exhibits. Is there a reason he’s avoiding Will Parker like the plague?

			Dr. Ryan Backstrom: A brain surgeon who thinks a lobotomy can fix all your ills. Did he do some quick and dirty surgery on Quincannon?

			Judge Martin Mathers: An old friend of Quincannon’s father. If this bitter letch has any secrets, he’s clutching them tight.

			Victoria Pelham: An elegant slice of the upper crust with a dark past. Rumor has it she killed one lover. Did she go for a matched set?

			Max Roberts: Veteran reporter working the crime beat for The New York Times. He’s willing to sacrifice an old friendship for a juicy headline.

			Timothy and Elaine Novarro: A charismatic preacher to the working class and his devoted wife. Why did they score an invitation to Quincannon’s murder, and did one of them play a starring role?

			Billy Muffin: Former hitman who was on the scene for the killing and has now gone to ground. Can Will dig him up in time to pin a murder on him?

			Walter Beck: Police photographer and recent widower who is willing to do anything to get to the bottom of his wife’s death.

			Detective Donald Staples: NYPD golden boy and no friend to our duo. Getting to snap the cuffs on Lillian Pentecost is a dream come true.

			Lieutenant Nathan Lazenby: Still the best homicide cop on the NYPD payroll, he’s been told that meddling in this case will cost him his badge.

			Forest Whitsun and Pearl Jennings: New York’s preeminent defense attorney and his long-suffering co-counsel, who have been tasked with proving that Lillian Pentecost didn’t pull the trigger. But can they succeed when their own client is keeping the truth from them?

			Holly Quick: Pulp crime writer and Will’s better half. She has decidedly intimate experience with detectives and is ready to go sleuthing herself.

			Eleanor Campbell: Devoted housekeeper, baker of scones, keeper of secrets, and a woman you don’t want to see on the other end of a double-barreled Winchester.

			Dr. Olivia Waterhouse: A criminal mastermind who’s made a habit of stomping on the richest worms in the Big Apple and beyond. She has an offer Lillian Pentecost might not be able to refuse.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Grimm knew something was wrong even before he turned on the light. It was the smell. Burnt powder and wet copper and that particular rot you get only with something that used to be a human being. He’d smelled it plenty in the war. In the moment before he flicked the switch, he said a silent prayer.

			Please don’t let it be one of my friends this time.

			The bare bulb in the office ceiling ignited and Grimm closed his eyes. Too late. That split second had already been burned into his mind, so he opened them again.

			Another prayer unanswered.

			“Aw, Briggsey.”

			His partner was slumped over his desk, right arm dangling at his side, gun hanging from his fingers. The blood sprayed across the threadbare carpet, almost to the door.

			No, Grimm thought. All the way to the door. There were flecks of red speckling the pebbled glass. One thick spot dotted the second i in Investigations.

			“That’s a keeper,” Briggs would have said.

			Something inside Grimm lurched, and he couldn’t tell if it was his stomach or his heart. He didn’t have time for either to settle. With insides squirming, he stepped forward to examine his dead partner.

			He reached toward Briggs’s head but stopped. What about fingerprints?

			Hell, he thought. It’s my office. My prints are everywhere. Besides, he wanted to see Briggs’s face.

			He gently tilted that cinder-block head to the side.

			If not for the entry hole above his right ear, it could have been any other Friday night at the bar. Briggs after one whisky too many, laying his cheek against the liquor-stained wood and telling the bartender, “Don’t worry, I ain’t sleeping. Just cooling this side of my face.”

			It could have been the night that Grimm had sat down next to him and started talking about what to do now that their respective careers as police officers were done—Grimm because of his tongue, Briggs because of his fists. At some point, Grimm brought up, so casually and spontaneously, how there were a lot of private operators working the city.

			“You think we should be private dicks?” Briggs asked. “Those guys are assholes, Danny.”

			“Yeah, but they get paid good money to be assholes.”

			Now he was dead, and one way or another it was Grimm’s fault.

			He tilted his friend’s head back. Gently, like he didn’t want to wake him. As he did, he noticed there was a sheet of paper in the typewriter. He leaned in and read.

			
				Danny,

				I’m tired of the scramble. Tired of working to make things right. There ain’t no getting back to even in this world and I’m done trying.

				Goodbye. I’m sorry.

				Briggs

			

			Briggs had said something like that to him just last week. The lunk could get real maudlin when the drink got on top of him.

			A car horn sounded somewhere on the street outside, and Grimm snapped to. How long had he been standing in here, leaning over a dead man?

			He should call the cops. They’d come, all right. Probably in record time. Suicide note or not, they wouldn’t pass up a chance to get Daniel Grimm in a box.

			No, he had things to do.

			He opened the battered filing cabinet and retrieved the file on Zachary Boon. Inside were the notice of receipt for Lydia Boon’s check, the photo, and the blackmail note.

			The cops would get a real kick out of the photo. Probably pass it around the station house. Grimm figured Lydia Boon had had enough heartache.

			He rolled up the file and slipped it inside his jacket before retrieving the .45 he’d taped behind the filing cabinet. Briggs had said it was a clean piece, and Grimm had no reason to doubt him.

			With what he figured was his last look at his partner, Grimm left the office, closing the door softly behind him, then moved to the back stairs. He knew a bar about twelve blocks south where he could find a quiet corner to think.

			Think about who might have murdered his partner.

			

			—

			Holly paused her narration, then added, “That’s the end of the chapter. What do you think?”

			“I think the same thing I thought the first time I read it,” I told her. “It’s a knockout. I don’t know what you’re worried about.”

			I tried to see what her face was doing, but that was tough to do while driving. We were on a particularly curvy stretch of highway, and while the Packard handled smoothly—it was a ’47 model and barely off the assembly line—I could only account for my own steering. It was mid-October and the leaves had changed, so a lot of drivers had their eyes on the trees instead of the blacktop.

			We’d spent the last three weeks sharing a Catskills cabin. Holly to finish her novel, me to keep her occupied between chapters. No phone, no newspapers, no nosy neighbors wondering who those two women were from New York City. Sisters? Cousins? Do cousins kiss like that in New York?

			A lot of occupying got done.

			Now we were on our way back, my first-ever vacation complete, and Holly’s first novel in the books, so to speak. The finished product sat in her lap—a stack of 247 typewritten pages held together with a binder clip. She’d typed “The End” only two nights before and had proclaimed it “not bad.” Which is the highest praise she ever heaped on herself.

			“I’m worried it’s too easy,” she said. “When you get to the end of that chapter and Dan Grimm tells you it’s a murder, how surprised are you?”

			“At this point, not at all.”

			“Will, be serious. How surprised were you the first time?”

			“I don’t know if I’m the best gauge to use,” I said. “I do this for a living, after all. I have an eye for clues.”

			“The people who read this will have read a hundred mysteries like it,” she reminded me. “They’ll have an eye, too.”

			“Why don’t you save all the copyediting questions for Marlo and Brent? They know this stuff better than I do. The fictional variety, I mean.”

			Marlo and Brent Chase were the owners of Strange Crime Press and Holly’s novel was their third book out of the gate, the first two being collections of short stories from their now-defunct Strange Crime magazine. Holly also shared their bed on some nights when she wasn’t sharing mine.

			If you’re wondering how that kind of setup works, the answer is an orderly calendar and an open mind.

			“I want to know your opinion precisely because you have real-world experience,” Holly explained. “Also, Marlo and Brent have been editing my work for so long, I worry they’ve gotten a little blind to my tricks.”

			“You have tricks? I know about that one where you take my necktie and—”

			“Stop stalling. I promise I won’t be upset, whatever you say.”

			That was a promise no one could keep. There was a direct line from those 247 typed pages straight to her heart, and I didn’t want to say anything that might leave a bruise.

			“Okay,” I started. “Let’s break it down. Did I know it was a murder? Sure. But I was already leaning that way because it’s a crime novel. Then there’s the blood. His desk faces the door, right? I remember the layout from Chapter One. Anyway, there’s blood splatter in a straight line to the door, but the entry was on the right side of his skull and he was facedown. The mechanics don’t work.”

			I kept one eye on the road and one on Holly’s fingers, which were plucking at the hem of her gabardine slacks, telling me that her nerves were about a six out of ten.

			“You were real subtle about it,” I assured her. “It’s a coin flip whether the casual reader sees it. Now, they’ll probably pick up on the fact that the suicide note is typed and Briggs can’t type. I mean, who’s two-finger-pecking out a suicide note when a pencil is right there? But none of these are the questions you should ask.”

			The plucking paused.

			“They’re not?”

			“Nope,” I said. “You want to know if, using these clues, I could figure out who did it, and I could not. I wasn’t lying when I said the ending was a shocker.”

			“Really?”

			“Really truly. The whole time I’m thinking it’s someone close to Grimm and Briggs, because they got his voice in the note. Later, when there was the thing with the dead dog, I started thinking it was what’s-his-face. Berthol. It never crossed my mind how Grimm joked to Vickie that Briggs was his secretary. What was the line?”

			“ ‘I pound the pavement, he keeps the office in order,’ ” Holly said, quoting it from memory. “ ‘I tried to put him in heels, but he said it made his toes hurt.’ ”

			“Right! She knows the heels are a joke, but she doesn’t know all of it is, so she assumes Briggs knows how to type. And slipping it in as postcoital pillow talk? Perfect. Nobody remembers pillow talk, fact or fiction.”

			“Is that so?”

			Her hands had stilled and she was looking at me rather intently.

			“Hey, I’m not saying I don’t want to listen. But in real life, I’m still trying to get my legs to stop shaking. In your book, they’re going to be bailing out of the chatter to flip back to page eighty-nine.”

			“You remember the page number?”

			“Page eighty-nine, second paragraph down, begins with the line ‘The zipper caught halfway and Vickie snarled, “Just tear the damn thing off, Dan.” ’ Speaking of which, why don’t you read that bit? I think there might be a typo in there somewhere.”

			“Let the typo stay,” Holly said. “I don’t want you driving into a tree.”

			She was smiling now and her voice had lost that edge.

			A few minutes later she asked, “Do you think Lillian would know who did it?” referring to my employer, who is frequently cited in the papers as “the most accomplished female private investigator in New York City.” They could cut the “female” and still be sticking to the truth.

			“She’s Lillian Pentecost,” I said. “She’d probably know who did it just by looking at the cover.”

			Holly had follow-up questions, but only a few. Then she put the typed manuscript back into her handbag and placed her hand on my knee. It stayed there all the way back to the city.

			It was midafternoon when I deposited her and her manuscript at her apartment in Morrisania. After which I continued on to Brooklyn, my destination the brownstone that had served as my home and office for more than five years.

			That’s how long I had served as Ms. Pentecost’s leg-woman, office manager, sounding board, and occasional prodder. That doesn’t fit nicely on a business card, though, so all mine said was:

			Willowjean Parker

			Associate Investigator

			Pentecost Investigations

			Three weeks gone with no phone, no papers, and no mail had been a slice of heaven, but I was looking forward to diving into whatever had piled up while I was away. Ms. P had said she’d put business on hold, but I doubted she could go that long without picking up a new client. She’d probably been running all over the five boroughs, multiple sclerosis be damned.

			Hopefully she hadn’t gotten into too much trouble while I was gone.

			That was what I was thinking when I turned the corner and saw the police cars centered around our front steps.

			My mind went to some bad places. I didn’t even bother parking the car. Just left it in the middle of the street and started toward our door.

			“You stop that! You stop that right now!”

			Our housekeeper, Mrs. Campbell, yelling from somewhere inside. Angrier than I’ve ever heard her.

			A beat cop stepped in front of me, said something about how I couldn’t come any closer. I didn’t get a chance to ask him why, because that’s when I saw a pair of figures step out of the open doorway and onto the top of the stoop.

			Lillian Pentecost, followed by a cop in a sergeant’s cap.

			“Boss!” I yelled.

			She looked up, blinking in surprise or at the sun.

			“Will?”

			She looked like she’d been yanked out of bed. Mismatched in an off-white blouse and a pair of winter-weight gray plaid slacks, her braid half done, that streak of silver hanging over her face in an unkempt hank. No jacket, no tie, and, I realized very quickly, no cane. She wouldn’t have been able to use it anyway, because her hands were cuffed behind her back.

			“Call Mr. Whitsun,” she said, as the sergeant directed her down the steps and into the back of an unmarked sedan. “Tell him I am in need of his services.”

			Whitsun was a lawyer, but not our usual one. He was a top-notch criminal-defense attorney.

			The sergeant slammed the door shut. I pushed past the beat cop and ran up to the car, pressing my forehead against the window.

			“What’s going on?” I shouted. “What’s the charge?”

			The sergeant slapped the roof of the car, but Ms. Pentecost managed to shout the answer before it sped away.

			“Murder,” she cried out. “The charge is murder!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I ran up the steps and into the brownstone, and if that sergeant had tried to stop me, I’d have been under arrest, too.

			I turned to go into the office, but another cop blocked my way. Over his shoulder, I saw one going through my desk, one kneeling in front of the safe and pulling out its contents, a fourth holding a camera and snapping a picture of something on Ms. Pentecost’s giant oak desk, and a fifth actually sitting on the desk, legs dangling, while he flipped through my boss’s calendar.

			I didn’t have a gun on me, and so all five men still have their kneecaps. In lieu of lead, I was about to hurl some invectives when I heard a bellow in a Scottish brogue.

			“One more step, and you’re gonna get it!”

			I went around the corner to the dining room, where I found another half-dozen officers, all huddling around the entrance to the stairs, with Eleanor Campbell barring their way. Even cops are hesitant to bull-rush a woman who, in her gray curls and apron, could pass as their grandmother.

			She was testing them, though. One hand was on the doorframe, the other secured around a rolling pin that she had raised above the head of the man directly in front of her. He was in a suit, not a uniform, though he’d still gone for police-blue.

			His face was turned away, but I knew the haircut. On the other side I’d find fair hair and kind eyes and an open, friendly face that would look good on a poster for a Western about a young sheriff come to rid the town of its no-good varmints.

			I wouldn’t have seen that movie, but only because I’d met Detective Donald Staples before. I was rooting for the rolling pin.

			Mrs. Campbell spotted me above the crowd and her face lit up in relief.

			“Will! Will—you tell them they’re not allowed up there.”

			All eyes turned to me as I shouldered to the front of the line. A few kept their snickers to themselves. A few didn’t bother.

			Staples didn’t laugh. But he did say, “Miss Parker. When your boss said you were on vacation, I guess she wasn’t lying.”

			I was still dressed for cabin-lounging in a blue flannel shirt and a pair of denim dungarees rolled up to the knee. Both had numerous stains and not a few scorch marks caused by errant sparks from the cabin’s fireplace. My red curls, hidden under a white kerchief, were tangled and filthy. Half of the specks on my face were freckles, the other half dirt.

			It had grown too cold the last few days to bathe properly at the nearby spring, and heating up well water for sponge baths had become too much of a hassle. If I’d known I would have had to address a crowd, I’d have at least spritzed on some perfume.

			“Tell your maid this warrant covers all property of Lillian Pentecost, living quarters included,” Staples continued. “If she doesn’t stand aside, I’ll have her arrested for interference.”

			I took the document out of his hand. I’d seen enough warrants over the years that it took me only a few seconds to pick out the important bits: “Lillian Pentecost,” “all property owned by,” “suspected murder,” and the judge’s signature, which I knew Staples was too straight to forge.

			“Suspected murder of who,” I asked.

			Staples looked at me like I’d grown a third arm.

			“Are you serious?”

			“This isn’t an early Halloween costume. I’ve been up in the Catskills, no phone, no papers. I get home and I find my boss being led out in cuffs. So, yeah, Donald. I am serious.”

			He looked at me with something like sympathy.

			“Jessup Quincannon.”

			“That bum? What did he say she did?”

			Staples shook his head.

			“He’s the victim, Parker. Quincannon’s the one your boss murdered.”

			If you’ve been reading along with these glorified case reports, you know the name Jessup Quincannon. For the uninitiated, Quincannon is—make that was—a wealthy philanthropist who was regularly referred to in the papers as “a connoisseur of crime and murder.”

			He loved the topic so much he kept a private showroom of objects de awfulness—murder weapons, blood-splattered clothes, bits and bobs found in the pockets of famous killers and victims. Every so often he invited a few other lucky freaks to come look and listen to him hold court. Those get-togethers were known in the press as the Black Museum Club.

			The last time I’d seen Quincannon was only a handful of weeks before. When Ms. Pentecost had threatened to kill him.

			All of this flashed through my mind, but not quick enough for Staples.

			“Pick up a newspaper, Parker,” Staples said, snatching the warrant out of my hand. “Or ask your maid. She can fill you in. Right now, we are going to execute this legally authorized warrant to search the premises. That’s the entire premises, all three stories and the carriage house out back. Anyone standing in the way gets brought up on charges. Those charges may not stick. I know you and your boss have friends in high places. But I’ll tell you one thing. The pull you have isn’t enough to get her out of this. Not with the evidence we have.”

			Whatever traces of sympathy that I might have glimpsed on his features had vanished. I looked to Mrs. Campbell. She still had the rolling pin raised and was waiting for me to give her the nod in one direction or the other. As much as I wanted to see Staples get cracked, I didn’t want to see her led out in cuffs, either.

			“All right. You had your little speech. Now here’s mine,” I told the self-righteous detective. “First, you will refer to that woman behind you as ‘Mrs. Eleanor Campbell.’ She is a hell of a lot more than a maid, and you better memorize her name. Next, my room is one floor up, second door on the right. The .45 in the nightstand and the Browning in the holster hanging on the closet door are registered; the knives at the bottom of the unmentionables drawer are not required to be. Please refold everything when you’re done rummaging. And third, your warrant specifies all property owned by Lillian Pentecost. That carriage house is deeded to one Eleanor Campbell—told you to memorize the name—so if you want to step foot in there, you’d better come back with another warrant or I’m going to tell her to take the safety off that rolling pin. If that doesn’t frighten you, look up what happened that time she caught a burglar. I think you’ll be impressed. I know the medical examiner was.”

			I had a fourth item lined up. Something about how Staples wouldn’t know solid evidence if it bit him on the ass, but we were interrupted by an officer poking his head around the corner. It was the beat cop who’d been guarding the street outside.

			“Detective, we’ve got a backup on the street. Some damn woman left her car parked in the middle of the road. You want I should call a tow truck?”

			Now that I listened, I could hear a chorus of car horns.

			“The damn woman will move the car herself,” I told him. Then I looked at Mrs. Campbell and nodded. Reluctantly, she lowered her blunt instrument and stepped aside. Staples waved his men up the stairs.

			“For what it’s worth, Parker, I know this isn’t easy.”

			“You’re right,” I said. “That’s not worth shit.”

			I went outside to move the car.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It took longer than expected. The vultures of the Fourth Estate had arrived. Carrion-eaters are a necessary part of any landscape, but that’s hard to appreciate when yours is the corpse they’re picking.

			“Parker! Is it true? Is she arrested?”

			“Has she confessed?”

			“Why’d she kill him? What did he have on her?”

			All my replies were three words or less and unprintable, unless their editors wanted to get fined.

			I caught the eye of Max Roberts from the Times. He didn’t shout any stupid questions because, at least in his professional life, he wasn’t a stupid man. He gave me a look and mouthed the words “We need to talk.”

			My boss and I had traded favors with him on occasion. By my count, we were up by at least two. That might come in handy, but first I needed to get the lay of the land.

			I was opening the door to the Packard when a flash went off. I dived inside, but it was too late. Some rag had my country-cousin ensemble immortalized in celluloid.

			As I backed away, one of the reporters ran to a nearby car, jumped in, and started following, desperate for some sort of scoop. I didn’t want to lead him right to Mrs. Campbell’s doorstep, so I took him on a scenic tour of Brooklyn’s narrower streets. Eventually I caught lucky and swerved around a delivery truck just as it was pulling out of an alley. It blocked the road long enough for me to make my escape.

			Fifteen minutes after I left, I arrived one street over from where I had started. The back door of the brownstone let out onto a little courtyard, on the opposite side of which was the carriage house that Mrs. Campbell was the deeded owner of. Its front door opened onto the adjacent street.

			It was a tiny, two-story affair—all red brick and slate tile. I honked twice and the front door was opened by the woman herself. I jumped out of the Packard, made sure there were no cameras in sight, and hurried inside.

			“Sorry for the delay,” I said. “I had to shoo off a buzzard. Do you want to tell me how the world fell apart in three weeks?”

			“It all started when—” was all she managed to get out before I cut her off.

			“Hold on. I’ve got to make a call.”

			She directed me through the sitting room to the little kitchen and the phone nook recessed into one wall. Through a window I could look across the courtyard and see the silhouettes of police officers moving through the brownstone.

			I dialed Forest Whitsun’s number.

			I don’t make a habit of memorizing the phone numbers of defense attorneys, not even the one the papers call “the real-life Perry Mason.” It’s just that for much of September, Whitsun had been our client. Now, it seemed, Ms. Pentecost was going to be his.

			A woman’s voice came on the line.

			“Forest Whitsun’s office, Pearl speaking. How may I help you?”

			Pearl Jennings was Whitsun’s associate and, though we’d met only briefly, she impressed me then as one of the sharper tools in the drawer.

			“Pearl, it’s Will Parker. I need to speak to Whitsun.”

			“Did they arrest her?” she asked.

			“Son of a…Yes, they did. About twenty minutes ago.”

			“You should have called right away,” she said.

			“I’m sorry, I was—”

			“Let me get Forest.”

			There was the sound of footsteps, then silence, then more footsteps but with softer heels, then a man’s voice.

			“They arrested her?”

			Even with three words, Whitsun could still squeeze that folksy twang in there.

			“Yes, they arrested her,” I snapped. “Now Staples and his merry band of assholes are taking our home apart top to bottom.”

			“I assume you saw the warrant.”

			“I did and it’s legit.”

			“All right, I’ll get a copy of it later,” he said. “First, I’ve got to find out where they’ve taken her.”

			“I can be at your office in thirty minutes.”

			“No!” he barked. “Stay where you are. Where are you, by the way?”

			“I’m at Mrs. Campbell’s.”

			“Good, stay there.”

			“Whitsun—”

			“There is nothing you can do, Parker,” he said. “Let Staples do his job. And let me do mine. I’m damn good at it.”

			“Look here, counselor. For you to do your job, you have to be officially hired and I haven’t signed a contract or cut a check.”

			“No, but Pentecost did,” he said. “She put me on retainer.”

			“What? When?”

			“Three days ago.” I heard Pearl say something urgent in the background, but I couldn’t catch it. “I’ve got to go. Remember what I said. Don’t do anything.”

			Click.

			I hung up, then sat down at the little table under the kitchen window. The one where Mrs. Campbell took her morning tea. There were dark, teacup-size rings in the wood—the reason she was always shoving doilies in my direction. The cobbler’s children go barefoot, and all that.

			“Is he going to help her?”

			I turned to the housekeeper hovering in the doorway, eyes heavy with worry.

			“Yeah, he’s off to save the day, I guess,” I said. “You want to tell me what exactly he’s saving her from?”

			She cocked her head toward the sitting room.

			“Come on. I laid everything out while I was waiting for you.”

			Her sitting room was a big, open affair with a scattering of overlapping, multihued rugs covering a stone floor. There was a sewing machine in one corner and a wood-burning stove in another. A trio of comfortable, overstuffed armchairs, a similarly comfy sofa, a few end tables, and enough lamps to make up for the lack of windows filled the room. The walls were covered with a collection of small oil paintings, depicting hills and seascapes and moors.

			Fifty years ago, I was told, the room had contained a quartet of cow stalls. Fifteen years ago, it had held a Model T. Now it housed my favorite Scotswoman.

			There was a folding rosewood table set up in front of one of the chairs. The few times I’d been in her house it had held jigsaw puzzles or sewing projects. Now it held a stack of newspapers and what looked like a piece of mail addressed to our boss.

			“Did you yank all this out from under Staples’s nose?” I asked, as I took a seat in the chair.

			“The letter was right on her desk,” she said. “Wasn’t nothing to put it in my apron pocket. The newspapers I already had. I figure the best way is for you to read the stories and ask me questions as you go. I can’t tell a story start to finish like you can.”

			Sometimes it was easy to forget that Lillian Pentecost didn’t hold the copyright on cunning.

			“I’ll get the percolator on. Figure you’ll be wanting some coffee.”

			She lit the woodstove, then disappeared into the kitchen and left me to my homework.

			I started with the letter. No postmark on the envelope. Inside was a familiar card printed on a thick, creamy paper—an invitation to one of Quincannon’s Black Museum Club salons. Ms. P received at least two a year and, unless coerced, always declined.

			Mr. Jessup Quincannon cordially invites you to his home on Tuesday, October 7, to discuss and view material related to the murder of Mr. Patrick Ebbers and the subsequent death of Mrs. Anna Pentecost, mother of famed detective Lillian Pentecost.

			Refreshments will be served beginning at 7 p.m. with the presentation to begin promptly at 8 p.m.

			That bastard.

			During a case last winter, we had discovered that Quincannon had sheltered a murderer from discovery. That murderer had gone on to kill at least one more person and put a gun to the head of the woman who’d recently been caressing my knee.

			In response, Ms. Pentecost began throwing monkey wrenches into Quincannon’s pastime. Keeping his collection stocked with murderous souvenirs required the complicity of customs officials and the bribery of police. Hard to do when those officials are threatened with discovery or flat-out fired.

			Quincannon retaliated in turn.

			Not long before I left for the Catskills, my boss learned that Quincannon had gotten his hands on a family keepsake—a painter’s box filled with long-dried tubes of oil colors. During an impromptu visit with Ms. P to his Black Museum, I learned that the box had something to do with her mother’s murder.

			When Ms. P had demanded the box of paints back, Quincannon had refused, threatening to make it the center of one of his salons. A threat he’d apparently decided to make good on.

			Mrs. Campbell came in and put a kettle down on the flat top of the stove. I held up the invitation.

			“When did this arrive?” I asked.

			“A little before seven-thirty last Tuesday. Right when I was clearing her dinner plate,” she said. “Messenger service brought it.”

			Hand-delivered and at the very last minute.

			“I was there when she opened it,” Mrs. Campbell continued. “She read it, then dropped it like it had grown teeth.”

			“Did she say anything?” I asked.

			Instead of answering, Mrs. Campbell busied herself straightening a perfectly straight painting.

			“This is where I remind you that I need to know everything, swear words included,” I told her.

			She turned to me, her expression about as somber as I’ve seen outside of church.

			“She said, ‘I’m going to kill that man.’ ”

			“Okay. Maybe develop amnesia on that one.”

			She snorted. “I can keep a secret well as you, lass. Keep reading. I’d start with the Times if I were you. I’ll be in the kitchen while the water boils, keeping an eye on those bastard bobbies.”

			I turned to the newspapers, starting with the Times, as instructed. The first thing my eyes landed on was a photo of Quincannon from the shoulders up. If you looked at it, you’d see a ruddy seventy-one-year-old with a head of white wavy hair and a long mustache to match, its ends waxed to a needle point. A man with strong features and the kind of wise, patrician bearing that political campaigns are built on.

			What the photo didn’t convey was how his eyes gleamed when he landed on the topic of murder, how his voice quivered with pleasure as he ran his fingers over a cut-throat razor that had been used to leave a woman bleeding out in a gutter.

			
				Philanthropist and Murder-Expert Shot Dead; Detective Lillian Pentecost Key Witness

				By Maxwell Roberts

				Last night, local philanthropist, financier and crime aficionado Jessup Quincannon was shot dead in his Washington Heights home during a meeting of the infamous Black Museum Club. The investigation is ongoing and police officials will not comment on their progress. However, wanted for questioning is famed detective Lillian Pentecost, who made headlines last month by handing those very same officials the solution to three outstanding murder cases.

				A collection of his friends, associates and other guests—including this reporter—were gathered Tuesday evening at the invitation of Mr. Quincannon, who had promised to deliver a bombshell revelation. That revelation, he told his guests, was regarding the untimely, perhaps scandalous, death of Miss Pentecost’s mother, Anna.

				Little is known of the background of the famed detective prior to her arrival in New York City some years ago and her subsequent rise to fame as a keen investigative mind.

				At 8:15 p.m. the guests were congregated in the first-floor conservatory of Mr. Quincannon’s uptown mansion as the host lingered over his third-floor collection of crime memorabilia, commonly called his Black Museum, after the famed Scotland Yard exhibit. At that time, Lillian Pentecost was seen arriving and taking the elevator up to the third floor.

				Moments later, two shots echoed down the mansion’s spiral staircase. Several guests ran up to investigate the sound, including this reporter. Mr. Quincannon was found lying dead on the floor, a bullet wound in his head. Lillian Pentecost was absent, having fled the scene.

			

			Damn.

			If Max’s goal was to make readers think, “Lillian Pentecost is a murderer,” without coming right out and typing it, he’d done his job.

			I read the rest, but it didn’t get better. It didn’t help that Ms. P was the only guest actually named. The rest were “a respected lawyer,” “a retired judge,” a “charismatic minister,” and “assorted others.”

			Was that the Times playing it safe, or Max pulling his punches? He never did like to pick a fight with people in power.

			What was even more curious was the sidebar I found on the jump page.

			
				The Last Words Of Jessup Quincannon

				By Maxwell Roberts

				Less than an hour prior to his death, Mr. Quincannon invited this reporter to join him in his private office for an exclusive interview. His office, located on the second floor of his stately Washington Heights home, is modest for a man who has made millions for himself and others from his cunning investments. It’s also unassuming for someone who has made a study of murder and the men and women who commit it.

				Mr. Quincannon argued that he and those few he invited to his salons were part of a greater majority.

				“You need only look at your own newspaper,” he declared. “What are those first pages devoted to but the bloodiest, the most sensational stories? My fascination is the world’s fascination. We are drawn to the taboo, the forbidden. And what is more taboo than the taking of another human life?”

				Asked why he thought some people might be drawn to real-life stories of grotesque acts, Mr. Quincannon said that it was part of human nature and should be studied as such.

				“There are those who would have you believe that acts like these are committed by only the basest sort of man, but we see again and again that this is false,” he said. “Even the wealthiest, most educated among us are capable of succumbing to our darkest impulses. We talk about these things in the town square. I am merely elevating it to the discourse of the salon.”

				When asked about the subject of that night’s salon—an obscure murder involving the family of famed detective Lillian Pentecost—Mr. Quincannon remained circumspect other than to say, “I can’t abide a hypocrite.”

			

			That was it. Only seven column inches. I wondered what had been left on the editing-room floor.

			And how did Max score an invitation in the first place? Quincannon was notoriously private, his club even more so.

			I dived deeper into the stack.

			The rags made hay out of the murder for a couple of days, before more fuel was added to the fire. On Friday, police “arrived at the home and office of Lillian Pentecost, where they served a warrant to collect evidence.”

			Three days ago. The same day she’d put Whitsun on retainer.

			By now coffee and tea had been served, and Mrs. Campbell was planted in the chair opposite me.

			“This evidence they collected on Friday? You know what it was?”

			“Her gun,” she said. “The derringer.”

			“Just the derringer?”

			She nodded.

			That was odd. We had several firearms in the house. Most were on file, and the ones that weren’t were hidden so well I wasn’t too concerned about the police discovering them.

			But they only wanted the two-shot derringer. The one I’d requested Ms. P purchase years ago as a “just in case.”

			Something queasy occurred to me.

			“Did she take the derringer when she left for Quincannon’s?” I asked.

			It wasn’t unusual for Ms. Pentecost to go armed. In fact, shortly before I’d left for vacation, she’d mentioned that she would have to rely on firearms more in the future, her multiple sclerosis making swordplay a challenge.

			Mrs. Campbell peered into her cup, like she could find the answer in the tea leaves.

			“I don’t know,” she admitted.

			Double damn.

			There wasn’t much else in the papers. Nothing useful, anyway.

			Tomorrow’s editions were sure to bring fresh horrors: the police storming the brownstone, the arrest, new digging into Ms. Pentecost’s past and her feud with Quincannon. They might even find out what had happened when she confronted Quincannon about the painter’s box.

			Alathea, Quincannon’s bodyguard, had been there. She could tell reporters how Quincannon had made my boss practically beg him to give the box back, and how even after she had begged, he’d refused. She could tell them what Ms. P had said right before we walked out.

			I don’t need to look back at my notes. I remember the words exactly.

			“If you ever…Ever! Come near my family or my friends again, I will put you in a grave myself.”

			I wasn’t sure if Alathea had seen Quincannon’s face when my boss said those words, but I had. He’d believed it.

			So had I.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			I was no Lillian Pentecost, but I could fill in the blanks. Staples and company had arrived three days earlier with a warrant for a single gun—the derringer. Today they had come and taken Ms. P away in cuffs.

			The bullet was a match. No way Staples would make this play with anything less.

			I went into the kitchen and called Whitsun again. Through the window I saw the NYPD continue to mill in and out of and through the brownstone. The warrant covered all three floors, which meant they were in the third-floor archives.

			If they were planning to go through every file in the joint, they could be there until spring. There were hundreds of boxes, tens of thousands of newspaper clippings, case notes, typed and otherwise.

			When I’d first started working for her, Ms. P had cautioned me against committing anything to our notes that might cause trouble if they were to ever become public knowledge. That was why many of our reports had some very conspicuous holes in the narrative. We also used a handful of codes and ciphers that nobody was cracking anytime soon.

			At the time, she’d explained away the prohibition as protection against burglars. Now I was wondering if she’d also been planning for just this kind of eventuality.

			There was no answer at Whitsun’s office. I hoped that meant that he and Pearl had found Ms. Pentecost and were in the process of prying her loose.

			My next call was to Max Roberts at the Times.

			“What the hell, Max,” I said as soon as he picked up.

			“Will?”

			“Got it in one.”

			“Look, I’m scrambling here,” he said. “Can I get a quote on the arrest?”

			“A quote?”

			“I’m on deadline.”

			I took a deep breath because I’d been told that’s a good way to keep from screaming obscenities.

			“I’m still catching up,” I told him. “I need to know what really happened that night.”

			“If you read my story, you know what happened,” Max said.

			“Lillian Pentecost ‘fled the scene’?” I said, soaking his words in as much contempt as I could muster. “Did you see her running away? How fast was she sprinting with her cane?”

			“Hey—you want to argue semantics, there’s a job opening in editorial,” he snapped. “She went upstairs. There were gunshots. By the time we got up there, she was gone. If that isn’t fleeing, get her to explain it, because she wouldn’t take my calls.”

			“Can’t imagine why.”

			“It’s a tough business all around,” he said. “Now, how about that quote?”

			I gave him a quote. It wasn’t fit to print. Then I hung up.

			Telling Max off felt good, but what next? Whitsun had said to stay put and keep my hands to myself.

			“To hell with that.”

			“What did you say?” Mrs. Campbell called from the other room.

			“I said I’m going out!” I called back.

			Not dressed as I was. I ran outside, retrieved my suitcases from the Packard, and dragged them in. I rummaged for something moderately unsoiled and came up with a pair of dark denim pants and a thin black turtleneck.

			I hadn’t brought a pistol with me on vacation. There was one secreted away in the trunk of the company Cadillac, but that was parked around the block in full view of cops and reporters.

			I did have a wicked little switchblade that I’d picked up at a country store in the Catskills. I tucked that into my pocket, splashed some water on my face, did what I could with my hair, and went back downstairs.

			“Lock the door when I’m gone,” I told Mrs. Campbell. “Nobody gets in without a warrant.”

			“Where are you off to?” she asked.

			We were a two-woman ship now, and lying didn’t feel right, so I told her. I’d say that she thought my idea was both safe and smart, but I don’t want to lie to you, either.

			I went outside, hopped in the Packard, and drove north.

			By the time I got to Washington Heights, the sun was within spitting distance of the horizon and Quincannon’s mansion was haloed in orange light and ugly shadows. A three-story Victorian sitting in the middle of an acre of shrubbery and trees, all of it surrounded by an eight-foot-high wrought-iron fence that wrapped around the block.

			Edgar Allan would have loved it.

			I parked the car right outside the front gate, got out, and pushed the buzzer. I waited half a minute, pushed it again, then put my thumb on it and kept it there.

			Not a peep from the speaker.

			I looked up the cobblestone front walk. The sun was disappearing behind the house, and its shadow was starting to crawl slowly, inexorably, toward me. There was one dim light in a basement window, but that was all.

			Not one to give up easily, I took a walk around the block. In front, the cobblestones cut through a tended lawn, but around the edges of the property, it was all thick trees and dense brush, and as I turned the corner of the block, I lost sight of the house itself.

			Halfway down that block, the branch of an elm hung over the top of the fence. It was still several feet too high for me to jump up and grab. But invention is the mother of necessity, and risky ideas are the grandbabies.

			I pulled the Packard around and eased it as close to the curb as it would go. I waited for the sun to do its disappearing trick, then got out and looked around. There were lights on in nearby buildings, but no faces visible in the windows.

			Fingers crossed that Quincannon had neighbors who kept themselves to themselves, I hopped on the hood of the Packard, then climbed up onto the limb. It creaked perilously but held. I’d spent five years with a traveling circus learning from any and every performer who’d let me, so heel-toeing it across the limb and down the trunk on the other side of the fence was child’s play.

			Once on the ground, I made my way through the trees toward the house. I didn’t know any entrance but the front door, so I moved in that direction.

			I emerged onto the lawn and was about to step onto the walk when I heard a twig snap. That was all the warning I had before a shadow tore itself away from the darkness and tackled me to the ground.

			I landed hard, half on grass, half on cobblestones, fully stunned. I was on my back, my assailant straddling my chest. They had an arm pressed against my throat. Something dark and feathery hung over my eyes.

			I grabbed hold of whatever it was and yanked. My attacker yelped in pain and toppled off me. I scrambled backward on the ground and, as soon as my legs were free, threw a kick at my opponent’s face.

			Instead of a satisfying crunch, all I got was air. Suddenly, there was an arm wrapped around my ankle and a pair of long legs clamped around my thigh. I was forcibly rolled onto my side.

			I grabbed the switchblade out of my back pocket and was fumbling to hit the button when my attacker spoke.

			“Please stop that, Miss Parker. A little more pressure and you won’t be walking out of here.”

			I looked down the barrel of my leg at my attacker. In her black sweater and matching slacks, Alathea could have been my twin. If you ignored her extra six inches, long black hair, flawless porcelain skin, and fashion model figure.

			She wasn’t the type to bluff. Another inch and my knee would be shredded. I forced myself to relax.

			“All right,” I said. “I’m done fighting if you are.”

			After a couple of seconds to make sure I was on the level, she let me loose. Slowly we got to our feet, neither of us taking eyes off the other.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked.

			“I rang the bell, but nobody answered. Thought I’d better investigate.”

			“I disconnected it. Too many reporters.”

			“Still—better safe than sorry. Good thing we’re both in black. Hides the grass stains.”

			She smiled, but there was no feeling behind it. She slowly swiveled her head, taking in the full 360 of our surroundings. We were standing in the middle of the long front walk. Twilight was sucking the light out of the world. Other than the rustling of the trees and the sound of a car horn a few blocks over, it was eerily quiet.

			“You’re an intruder, Miss Parker. I believe I would be within my rights to shoot you dead.”

			A chill started at my tailbone and went straight up to my ears. I didn’t know much about Alathea. Not even a last name. We had a file on her in the archives, but it was little more than rumors.

			From all the people Quincannon had to choose from, he had hired her as his bodyguard. That told me everything I needed to know.

			“You could do that,” I said. “But you’d need to go all the way back and get a gun, and I don’t want to put you through all that trouble.”

			She gave me a disappointed look, then pulled up the bottom of her sweater. The grip of a snub-nosed revolver curved out of the waistband of her slacks.

			“I’ll ask again,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

			I played it straight.

			“I’ve been out of town the last three weeks,” I explained. “I get back, I find your boss is dead and mine is getting hauled away. I’m told to stay out of things, but I’ve never mastered that trick, so I figured I could come here and…I don’t know. See if I can get a bead on what really happened.”

			“What happened is your employer killed mine.”

			“Bullshit.”

			She plucked a scrap of dead leaf out of her hair and dropped it on the ground.

			“I’m afraid it’s true,” she said, searching her tresses for more detritus. “I was there.”

			“In the room when she shot him?” I asked. “The papers didn’t mention that.”

			“In the room less than a minute later.”

			“That’s sixty seconds, Alathea. Think about what you could do with sixty seconds.”

			She actually thought about it as she combed through her hair with her fingers. Or at least that’s what I assumed she was doing behind those dark eyes.

			“Mr. Quincannon was alone in his museum,” she said. “There are no windows on the third floor. Nobody used the elevator except your employer, and nobody could use the stairs because there was a crowd of people at the bottom, all looking up because they’d heard the gunshots.”

			She shook out her mane, satisfied it was free of foliage.

			“The only person we know was present was Lillian Pentecost.”

			“No offense to your powers of perception, but I do this for a living,” I said. “Let me have a look around.”

			I took a step in the direction of the house, but she put herself in my way.

			“I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

			“One little peek. I won’t touch anything. I promise.”

			I tried to go around her, but she moved again, putting a hand firmly on my shoulder. There was a lot of muscle connected to those manicured nails.

			“There are rules, Miss Parker.”

			“You care about rules?” I couldn’t imagine that anyone who’d been employed by Jessup Quincannon was on hand-holding terms with ethics.

			“I care since I’m the executor of Mr. Quincannon’s estate.”

			My eyebrows did a thing.

			“You’re the executor? What about Silas Culliver?” I asked, referring to Quincannon’s personal attorney and bagman.

			“I suppose he didn’t trust Silas with that responsibility.”

			“But he trusted you?”

			She gave the smallest of shrugs.

			“He knew that deceit wasn’t in my nature,” she said. “What you see is what you get.”

			A gun-toting ice queen who was built like a Rockette and could tackle like Joe Stydahar.

			“A judge’s order will grant you access to the house,” she said. “In the meantime you have my word that the crime scene will be preserved.”

			I didn’t know how far her word went. But she had me out-armed and out-argued, so I gave in. She walked me to the gate.

			“I don’t suppose you’ve had any conversations with the press about the last time Ms. Pentecost and I were here together,” I said, thinking about Ms. P’s last words to Quincannon.

			“I have not,” she said. “But I have told the police.”

			“Thanks for that.”

			“I try not to lie to the authorities except when absolutely necessary.”

			As Alathea unlocked the gate, she said, “Can I tell you two things you probably don’t want to hear, Miss Parker?”

			“Sure,” I said. “You didn’t break my knee or shoot me, so why not?”

			“I don’t know exactly what Mr. Quincannon had on your employer,” she said. “But I do know he planned to reveal Lillian Pentecost’s secrets to a room full of people.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“I’m saying that having your secrets splayed out for the world to see is more than enough reason to commit murder. Even for someone as forthright as Lillian Pentecost.”

			She was right: I didn’t like hearing that. I stepped through the gate and onto the sidewalk.

			“You said there were two things,” I reminded her, as she closed the gate behind me. “What was the second?”

			Without cracking a smile she said, “You stink.”
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