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Ex-Metropolitan Police Officer Jack Kiley spent his career discerning fact from fiction. Now a private detective, Kiley has agreed to investigate the provenance of a newly discovered manuscript. Lost for decades, Dead Dames Don’t Sing is typical pulp fodder: ‘Hard, fast, and deadly,’ according to Daniel Pike, the rare book dealer who hires Kiley. What makes it unusual – and potentially valuable – is that the novel appears to have been written by the late poet William Pierce before he made a name for himself.


Pierce’s bewitching socialite-cum-model daughter, Alexandra, insists that it’s genuine, but Kiley isn’t so sure. Something doesn’t feel right, but the deeper he digs, the more he wonders if poetry and pulp really are such strange bedfellows.


Hailed as ‘one of our most accomplished writers’ by the Daily Telegraph, John Harvey brings swinging London – both past and present – to life in this gripping novella.
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Once upon a time Jack Kiley lived over a bookshop in Belsize Park. Nights he couldn’t sleep, and there were many, he’d soft foot downstairs and browse the shelves. Just like having his own private library. Patrick Hamilton, he was a particular favorite for a while, perversity in the seedier backstreets of pre-war London: The Siege of Pleasure, Hangover Square. Then it was early Graham Greene, Eric Ambler, Gerald Kersh. He was four chapters into Night and the City when the envelope, pale blue and embossed across the seal, was slipped beneath his door. Notice to quit. The shop was being taken over by a larger concern and there were alternative plans for the building’s upper floors that didn’t include having a late-fortyish private detective, ex-Metropolitan police, as tenant. Kiley scoured the pages of the local press, skimmed the Internet, made a few calls: the result, two rooms plus a bathroom and minuscule kitchen above a charity shop in a less buoyant part of north London, namely Tufnell Park. If not exactly low rent, it was at least affordable. Just. And no more a true park than its upscale neighbor.

Having to pass through the shop on his way upstairs, Kiley’s eye grew used to picking out the occasional bargain newly arrived on the rail: a v-necked sweater from French Connection, forty percent cashmere; a pair of black denim jeans, by the look of them barely worn, and fortuitously his size, 36” waist, 32” inside leg. The book section was seldom to his taste, too many discarded copies of J. K. Rowling and Fifty Shades of Grey, whereas the ever-changing box of CDs offered up the more than occasional gem. A little soul, late ’50s Sinatra, Merle Haggard, a little jazz. He was listening to Blues with a Reason, Chet Baker, when his mobile intervened.

“Jack? I’m across the street at Bear and Wolf if you’d care to join me.”

Kiley pressed stop on the stereo and reached for his shoes.

Bear and Wolf was an upscale coffee shop with more than half an eye on the growing number of affluent couples and laptop-toting singles newly moved into the area, the women unstylishly stylish in a cool kind of way, the men mostly tall and bulky and distinguished by their lumberjack shirts and metrosexual beards.

Kiley made his way past the workaholics hot-desking at the front table and, pausing at the counter just long enough to order a flat white, ran the gauntlet of buggies and small children to where Kate Keenan was sitting, an oasis of apparent calm around her, in the furthest corner. Kate looking unimpeachable in a dark linen trouser suit and cream shirt, dark hair framing her face as she smiled.

“So, Jack. Long time, no see.”

It had been a month or so back, a private view for an exhibition of Saul Leiter photographs at the Photographers’ Gallery, Kate there to do a piece for The Independent, one of the last before the print edition of the paper folded. Kiley had liked the photos, the color shots especially, but felt uneasy in the crowd. After twenty minutes he’d made his excuses and left.

“Been keeping busy, I trust?” Kate asked now.

“Not so you’d notice.”

“Don’t tell me things in the PI business are slowing down?”

Kiley shrugged. Kate liked to tease him in a good-natured way about his late-chosen profession, referring to it with appropriate hard-boiled inflections, as if he were some combination of Sam Spade and Philip Marlowe, instead of an ex-copper who’d once played soccer in the lower leagues and now spent his time investigating dodgy insurance claims, snooping on behalf of a local firm of solicitors or shadowing errant wives.

“Only if you’re not overburdened, there might be something I could pass your way.”

“And here was I thinking this wasn’t going to be business but pleasure.”

“Can’t it be both?”

“Not recently.”

An eyebrow was raised. “You shouldn’t keep walking out on me so early.”

“It’s not you, it’s just …”

“The company I keep? Too arty, too cerebral for a down-to-earth guy like you?”

“Too up themselves, don’t forget that.”

Kate laughed. “Jack, you’re so full of shit.”

“Difference is, I know it.”

Whatever response Kate had lined up was halted by the arrival of Kiley’s flat white, the shape of a left-leaning heart traced through the cream on the surface.

“Why do we argue all the time, Jack?” Kate asked, after Kiley had taken his first approving taste.

“It stops us jumping all over one another?”

Leaning forward, she brushed her fingers across the back of his hand. ‘In that case, couldn’t we agree not to argue for the next hour or so?”

Kiley was looking quizzically at his watch. “You do realize it’s eleven-forty in the morning?”

“You could always drink that slowly. Then it’ll be afternoon.”

*

When Jack awoke Kate was lying with one leg stretched across the back of his, the other angled up towards her chest. Supple for a woman gradually edging closer to fifty than forty, Jack thought. All that yoga, he supposed. Pilates. In the half-light that filtered through the blinds, the skin at the curve of her shoulder shone with a roseate glow.

Kiley’s bladder insisted he slide himself free and when he returned Kate was sitting up against the pillows, legs crossed at the ankles, elbows resting on her knees.

“Tea?” Kiley said.

“Tea.”

“Builders’ okay?”

“Builders’ is fine.”

While the kettle was boiling, he set the Chet Baker back on but, seeing Kate’s frown, changed it for some Chopin nocturnes he’d brought up from downstairs on a whim and not yet played.

“Is your shower working?” Kate asked.

“Last time I tried.”

Clean, refreshed, she pulled on one of his t-shirts, a white towel wrapped around her head, and took her tea into the room that served as living room and office both.

“So are you going to tell me now?” Kiley asked. “This proposition you mentioned?”

“You mean now we’ve got the preliminaries out of the way?”

“Exactly.”

“Very well. I’ve a friend who owns a specialist book store. Deals in first editions, original manuscripts, authors’ letters, anything literary that’s collectable and hard to find.”

Pausing, she sipped her tea.

“He’s been offered something which, if it’s kosher, might turn out to be a significant find. At the asking price even something of a bargain.”

“And the problem?”

“He’s been in the business long enough not to trust bargains.”

“What sort of money are we talking here, this manuscript, whatever it is?”

“Well, top end, a draft of a Sherlock Holmes short story in Conan Doyle’s own hand just fetched upwards of $400,000 at auction in New York. Count down from there. But not too far.”

Kiley pursed his lips.

“This friend …”

“Daniel. Daniel Pike. Most of the serious dealers are in Cecil Court, but, for reasons best known to himself, his shop is in Camden Passage. He’s expecting you this afternoon between three and four. And don’t worry, friend or no friend, it’s not pro bono; he’ll pay usual rates at least.”

*

Ever since Kate had cajoled him into accompanying her to a screening of The Big Sleep, part of a Howard Hawks season at the South Bank, Kiley had entertained the fantasy that all rare book stores were staffed by attractive women with more than a passing resemblance to a young Dorothy Malone. Women who, given some small encouragement, would remove their spectacles, shake down their hair and set the sign on the door to closed.

Not so.

If anything, Daniel Pike bore a passing resemblance to Sidney Greenstreet, but a Greenstreet significantly slimmed down and confined to a wheelchair, white hair straying either side of a jowly face. Propelling himself around from behind his desk, he shook Kiley’s hand firmly enough, then gestured for him to take a seat.

“I don’t know how much Kate has explained,” Pike said in a gravelly voice.

“Beyond the fact that someone’s offered to sell you what you consider to be a dodgy proposition, next to nothing at all.”

“Very well.” Pike eased himself back behind his crowded desk. “How are you on poetry, Jack? Mid-twentieth century, British.”	

“Questions like that in the pub quiz, I make my excuses and go for a slash.”

“So, William Pierce, that name doesn’t mean anything?”

Kiley shook his head.

“Hughes, Larkin, Seamus Heaney, they’re the ones most strongly recognized, all dead and gone now, of course. But behind those, Championship, if you like, instead of Premier League, there’s a whole batch of others. Also, mostly passed on. Peter Redgrove. R. S. Thomas. William Pierce. More. Of those, partly because his output was, shall we say, shaky—small collections in even smaller editions—it’s Pierce who’s become the most collectable in recent years and whose reputation has risen accordingly.”

“And it’s one of those small editions you’re wary of buying?”

“Not exactly.” Pike changed position in his chair. “What I’ve been offered is not a volume of poetry, but the manuscript of a novel. A crime novel it’s claimed Pierce wrote when he was a young man as a means of making money, but which was never published.”

“Never published why?”

“I can’t be certain, but it’s possible he simply changed his mind. He was just beginning to gain some critical recognition and this novel, from what I’ve so far seen—fifty or so pages of typescript—well, let’s say it wouldn’t exactly have endeared him to the literary establishment.”

“Crime novels not ranking high in their estimation.”

“That depends. It’s more the kind of crime novel he opted for. Something along the lines of Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers—the cozy kind where the butler did it with the candlestick in the library—that would have been acceptable. But this seems to be aiming at the more sensational end of the market. Pulp fiction in the style of someone like James Hadley Chase or Peter Cheyney.” Pike smiled. “Hard, fast, and deadly.”

Kiley nodded as if the names were ones he’d recognized. He might have read a Peter Cheyney once, but he couldn’t be sure. Lemmy Caution, was that the
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