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INTRODUCTION

I grew up in a time and place and milieu where a lot was expected of women inside the home, but not much outside it. I was supposed to get married, raise a family, but work as a secretary until that happy day arrived. I finished university, but was not married nor on my way to that estate, and so I worked as a secretary. At the same time, I began a graduate degree in history, without much focus or direction.

The one thing I did with concentrated pleasure was read crime fiction. I went to the used bookstores in my neighborhood and picked up paperbacks for a dime—those were the days. I read the small collection in the University of Chicago library; they chiefly collected writers from the so-called English Golden Age: I read Christie, Sayers, Allingham, Marsh. In a break from Tudor Puritanism and Victorian science, I took an elective on popular fiction by one of the early giants in popular culture studies, John Cawelti. I read Carroll John Daly and Dashiell Hammett.

The Golden Age writers had a lot of love, conducted in elegant repartee, but not much sex; the American noir writers had a lot of sex but not much love. The love in the books came from the readers, namely the passion we brought to what we were reading.

At one point, the women in the small office where I worked simultaneously came under the spell of Lord Peter Wimsey. He was sensitive, elegant, witty, accomplished. He drove a cool car. We swooned as we compared notes during our coffee breaks. One day we agreed to ask the people we were dating why they didn’t make love to us in the French language. I can’t remember what anyone else reported, but when I put the question to Courtenay, whom I was dating (and some years later married), he gave me a Groucho leer and said, “Voulez-vous fuckez?” Definitely the American hardboiled school.

In Strong Poison, Wimsey asks Miss Climpson, who runs an inquiry agency for him, why people kill each other.

“‘There is—passion,’ said Miss Climpson, with a slight hesitation at the word, ‘for I should not like to call it love, when it is so unregulated.’”

We kill out of passion, we kill out of love—love of money, but also love of family, a desire to protect those for whom we feel responsible. We kill to protect our reputations, to protect property; we kill out of a narcissistic wound when we’ve been betrayed or abandoned. We kill for revenge.

I wrote the stories in this collection over a period of about twenty years. Some predate the Internet and smartphones, some are on the cusp of changes in the publishing industry, but almost all of them feature people who kill for love. Family love crops up over and over in this collection: in the title story, where the big kids protect the baby brother; in “Wildcat,” where V.I. tries to protect her father; in “Is It Justice?” where another sister looks after another brother. In “Acid Test,” a highly disciplined young engineer goes to bat to save the aging hippie mother she can’t help loving. “Miss Bianca” features a ten-year-old girl who loves a laboratory mouse.

Two of the stories are my homage to my own first love, the crime fiction of the late Victorian and early twentieth-century eras. “Murder at the Century of Progress” features the progenitor of noir detectives, Race Williams, side by side with the kind of elderly spinster beloved of Anna Katharine Green and Agatha Christie.

“The Curious Affair of the Italian Art Dealer” plays games with the master of all investigators, Sherlock Holmes. I tweak him a little: Anna Katharine Green’s Leavenworth Case preceded A Study in Scarlet by a good ten years. Her sleuths, Ebenezer Gryce and Amelia Butterworth, practiced many of the deductive and observational arts that Holmes is known for. Her books topped bestseller lists in England and the States; Conan Doyle is known to have studied Green’s marketing practices and even wrote to her, hoping for a personal meeting with her when he first came to America. (She lived in Buffalo, New York.) It’s not known if the meeting ever took place, but I wanted to bring Green and her female sleuth back into people’s minds, and this story was my chance to do so.

Another story in the collection that I loved writing is the final one, “Heartbreak House.” I wrote it for the collection Murder for Love; we were supposed to write love stories, and so I created a romance writer and a cornucopia of love stories.

As for me, I love—not necessarily in this order—my husband, my dog, chocolate, my 1995 Jaguar convertible, my friends, the United States Constitution, early music, the Bill of Rights, peace, singing, cortados, justice, walking Chicago’s lakefront, reading fiction, clean water. I might even kill to protect and defend them.

Sara Paretsky

Chicago, November 2019



OPS/images/cover.jpg
N v .
THE INTERN'ATIONhL NU@IBER ONE BESTSELLER

SARA
SN

o ‘Paretsky i
A agenius’;
LEECHILD.

& OTHER
CRIMES

BITE-SIZE SUSPENSE





OPS/images/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





