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        A murder in a picturesque bar sends the great poet Walt Whitman in search of a killer.

      

        

      
        New York City, 1859. Everybody comes to Pfaff’s, a German tavern tucked under the sidewalk in Greenwich Village.

      

        

      
        Well, not everyone. Anyone who is artistic, anyone who is different. Artist, writers, actors…

      

        

      
        In this warm, inviting space, these antebellum creatives can be who they are meant to be. What happens in the shadows at Pfaff’s stays at Pfaff’s.

      

        

      
        But now, the murder of an esteemed theater critic has rattled the regulars and brought the police to Pfaff’s doors.

        Soon, there will be questions—and scandal.

      

        

      
        Because polite, gentle New Yorkers don’t want to know what’s really going on here. They prefer to believe that  people with such…abhorrent predilections don’t exist.

      

        

      
        Only one savvy gent can crack this murder and keep Pfaff’s the way it was always meant to be: disreputable.

      

        

      
        His name is Walt Whitman.

        Poet, newspaperman, detective.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “Fascinating story with great period detail.”—Robert Lopresti, Little Big Crimes

      

        

      
        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews

      

        

      
        Get the Newsletter: JosephDAgnese.com
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      The engravers were the second group of patrons to arrive each weekday afternoon when Pfaff’s, the rathskeller under the old hotel, opened for business. They took the seats vacated by curmudgeonly printers dashing out of the basement to jump horse-drawn omnibuses bound for Franklin Square downtown, where magazines such as Harper’s and Leslie’s were printed.

      Young Thomas Nast arrived soon after, taking his customary seat under the sidewalks below Broadway, where the massive hogshead barrels were stored. Nast preferred one table in particular, not too close to the gaslight chandelier but not so far that the lamp’s meager yellow glow was blocked by the curves of the vaulted brick arches. He sipped his brew and sketched away, his pencil catching and preserving the forms of actors and actresses and stagehands and the penurious penny press scribes who began to fill Pfaff’s two underground rooms with their chatter.

      The illustrator’s pencil circled back a couple times to the large figure sitting alone at one of the small tables in the front vault. From the rakish tilt of this man’s ridiculous hat and voluminous cape, Nast pegged the shadowy figure as none other than Ponder, the theater critic. Back to the wall, Ponder hunched over his notebook, eyes straining to peer through minuscule blue lenses. He was pushing sixty and three hundred pounds, and his opera cape draped him snugly.

      Heavens, he made the scribe’s art seem so tortuous! A poser, wasn’t he? Had he not once bragged that he never had to actually see a Broadway show to know what he thought of it? Yes! All the great Ponder needed was the playbill to tell the world what he thought of the newest show or opera mounted at the Fellow’s or the Astor Place or, for that matter, the minstrel act at Niblo’s.

      Similarly, Nast did not have to see Ponder to draw Ponder. You sketched the waiters whirling around him. You sketched the handsome, obsequious actor in his crisp tweeds, fawning over Ponder. Or later, the lissome lady in red bending to whisper into the great man’s ear. As Nast’s pencil danced, Ponder’s ponderousness alone threatened to fill the page.

      When he was being honest with himself, Nast could admit to his own issues in that department. Why, his girlfriend, Sallie, called him Roly-Poly in their most intimate moments. And Nast had once drawn a cartoon of himself as a pig!

      A plate of oysters and a bowl of turtle soup later, when Nast had occasion to turn his pencil back to the critic, he noticed that there was not much new to sketch. The pencil in the critic’s hand, his notebook, his hat, his cape, the bottle of Pfaff’s cheapest champagne, and the delicately etched coupe glass by Ponder’s wrist—all of it hadn’t moved in an hour.

      It was just that way long after Nast departed, emerging from the cool basement into the humid summer heat to pay a call on Sallie before heading home to his mother on William Street. And it was that way still when dear Pfaff raised the lamps in his back room and shooed the lingering night owls to the long table up front, the better to start cleaning the joint.

      Night after night, these bohemians would leave poor Pfaff shaking his head. Always they were wanting to stay later. Always they cajoled him into keeping the tavern open just a little while longer. They drank, they ate, and then wheedled him to mark their charges on their tabs until Friday! It was madness to run a business this way. But the stolid German tapster did it, secretly fearing he that would be lost without the literary sort who had made his locale legendary throughout the nation.

      And this fellow, in the corner by the barrel…

      “Mr. Ponder,” Pfaff said, bowing curtly. “Soon I close… Mr. Ponder? Your champagne is not good? I see you do not drink⁠—”

      That’s when he spotted the blood.

      The critic had been silenced at last.

      
      That’s how it was in Manhattan, 1859. You could die and no one would ever know. So many died, and so often alone, that a popular weekend pastime had emerged. One dressed in one’s Sunday best and visited the city’s various morgues in search of missing acquaintances and loved ones, hoping to spot them before they were consigned to potter’s fields or the tables of dissectionists.

      Friday morning at the morgue in the Tombs on Centre Street, the unclothed remains of Eustace Ponder peered up into the living eyes of another man.

      —Heavens, Ponder⁠—

      the living man thought

      —your bulk, your body, like waxed marble

      —unmatched, the sheer size of you⁠—

      —against your wit

      It was always this way. The words tumbled out, struggling to form themselves in the living man’s mind.

      —Stop it

      The living man was tall and ruggedly built, but sadness was etched into his limbs. He was still grappling with the recent loss of a newspaper job across the river, and the cheerless silence that had greeted the second edition of his magnum opus. His father had died four years ago, only days after the son had coaxed his first edition of poetry into the world.

      Death, joblessness, a parade of frivolous affairs, and lost love had thinned the poet’s mop of hair and shot gray through his beard. Death dogged him everywhere. His poetry suffered. The words came miserably or not at all. He had just turned forty but looked decades older. But he did himself no favors. His workman’s shirt, open at the collar, revealed a thatch of equally gray chest hair. In his hands he clutched a shapeless felt farmer’s hat.

      “How did it happen?” he asked. It was a booming voice, suitable for declaiming poetry in darkened saloons. A voice that echoed off the marble and plaster walls.

      Detective Ronk was shorter and younger, with pale-pink cheeks and lovely blue eyes. Firm arms and chest beneath his woolen jacket. He swiped a hand under his waxed mustache and sniffed, his nose crinkling at the pervasive scent of decay.

      “That’s the confusing bit,” said Ronk. “If you’ll step around, ah, sir, you can see the wound where the knife entered.” He pointed unhelpfully. “Yes, you’ll have to, ah, roll him. Stabbed in the back, so to speak. Right between the ribs. Quick and dirty. Probably nicked the heart or the membrane surrounding it. He would have bled quickly. The blood was copious, but his…ah, cape, contained it well. His clothes were drenched.”

      “So far…I see nothing confusing,” said the poet.

      Ponder’s appearance transfixed the poet. The man who had seemed so plump in life appeared deflated. His face, particularly, looked gaunt, the line of his jaw positively skeletal. Had he lost weight prior to death?

      “There’s conflicting evidence,” the detective said. “He ordered a bottle of champagne upon arrival at five p.m. A champagne demi-sec, whatever that means. Pfaff himself opened the bottle for him, poured a bit, which your Mr. Ponder here swallowed in one gulp. Pfaff poured a second glass and left the bottle. Mr. Ponder was there all night till closing. Never touched the rest.”

      “I sense you are about to sow confusion with your next words, Detective. I await them. Urgently.”

      “The contents of the bottle were found to be laced with five grams of arsenic. Enough to kill a man forty times over.”

      “Goodness!” yelped the poet. “Stabbed…and poisoned?”

      “That’s what muddles it, yes. What remains of the beverage adds up exactly to one bottle, minus one drink quaffed. No arsenic in the glass, just in the bottle. And the wrappers of three different pharmacies found in his cape.”

      The poet’s eyes clenched in seeming agony.

      “Did you know him, sir?” Ronk asked.

      “Everyone knew Ponder,” said the poet. “You could not walk Broadway and say you didn’t.”

      And the poet walked Broadway. Ceaselessly. He had become a flaneur, a walker in the city. Brooklyn was his home, but the great Mannahatta held his heart.

      The corners of his mouth drooped, but his mind raced.

      So…Ponder patronized several shops, buying rat poison at various locales to avoid arousing suspicion. There were certainly no shortage of chemists or pharmacists in the area. Three alone on Broadway between Bleecker and Houston, six if you counted all the way to Fulton Street.…

      That’s what the poet did on those long, jobless summer afternoons. He walked and counted. Daydreamed. Chatted up the occasional newsboy, omnibus driver, haberdasher, lavender bouquet hawker, or oysterman. Lower Broadway was the poet’s especial domain. There were fifteen theaters and lecture halls in that neighborhood, not counting Mr. Barnum’s castle, a museum of dubious Egyptian “antiquities,” and a phrenological publishing house and exhibit hall. At least six daguerreotype or ambrotype galleries, including one operated by Mr. Mathew Brady. One infirmary. Thirty-odd hotels and boardinghouses that were handy for impromptu assignations. Fifty-three beer and oyster saloons⁠—

      Ronk cleared his throat, breaking the poet’s reverie. “If you don’t mind, I fail to see why Mr. Pfaff asked you to speak on his behalf, Mr.—”

      “Whitman. Walter Whitman. Of Brooklyn, late of Long Island. Once of Ryerson, Classon, and now North Portland Avenue. Pfaff has little English, while I’m afraid I suffer from an abundance of it.”

      “Oh! You’re an attorney, Mr. Whitman?”

      The poet chuckled.

      “A physician?”

      Whitman laughed again while Ronk perused a long list of names in his notebook. “I see you were not among the patrons questioned last evening. That’s good. And good old Pfaff does not count you among the patrons yesterday. Also good. Eliminates you entirely from the scope of the inquiry. I gather you don’t frequent the establishment?”

      “I do, my dear young man,” the poet responded. “But since I make a point of staying sober and closing my tabs each night, I find it necessary to make my appearances brief and infrequent.”

      The detective shook his head. “Probably for the best, I’d say. I detest drunkards. Odd establishment, Pfaff’s. Frequented by men and ladies alike. Unescorted ladies, if you receive my meaning.” His lips curled slightly. “You’re a theater man, I take it?”

      Whitman knew better than to speak the truth. In his four
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