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 For the first time in his life, Louis Quick knew true terror. It was a barbed thing that caught and 
expanded in his throat, grew like something with fangs and claws in his stomach, and bound his joints 
so that he could barely walk.

But deep inside, beyond the grasp of terror, his mind remained agile and calculating in a way that 
surprised him. He deserved his reputation for intelligence and innovation. After answering the knock 
on his door and sensing danger, Quick’s mind had buzzed and probed like a bee in a bottle as he tried 
to buy time. He’d stalled and asked unnecessary questions, drifted over to look out the window, then 
wandered into the kitchen, where he’d gotten an apple from the refrigerator and offered his visitor 
a glass of milk. He was desperately trying to make everything seem normal, though they both knew 
tonight wasn’t normal at all.

Quick was aware that he was almost certainly going to die tonight. Since his visitor’s arrival, he 
had been trying to figure out how to make the most of the situation. Thinking hard even when he was 
doing other things, saying other things. Quick was always thinking. 

Formulating a plan.
No longer even pretending that this was a normal professional visit, he sat down at his desk and 

did as he was told, fearing the ominous form behind him as he bent over his work. His blood roared in 
his ears, a rushing warm current that would soon be still and cold.

His fingers lost all nimbleness when finally he laid down his pencil, followed further brief 
instructions, and said, “Finished.”

“Precisely,” said the voice behind him. Quick saw a change of light and shadow and actually 
heard the descent of the knife.

The blade sank deep into his back. He felt it enter but couldn’t believe it was actually happening. 
Then the pain galvanized him, and after the pain came a frightening numbness.

Slumped over his desk, he pretended to be dead, aware that his murderer was still in the room. 
Quick always looked the facts in the eye. He could feel his body shutting down, cell by cell. He knew 
he was dying and wouldn’t have much time. Perhaps no time.

There was a movement off to his right, then the door opened and closed. He would die alone – but 
not quite yet… 

*   *   *
“What have you learned about the dead tax accountant?” Internal Revenue Agent Will Gett asked.
A small man in his mid-thirties, Gett had close-cropped dark hair and rimless round eyeglasses 

that made him look perpetually curious. He didn’t smile often. Homicide detective Ben Murray 
wasn’t sure if he liked him.

“Louis Quick was devious but scrupulously legal,” Murray replied. “He had a reputation as one 

By John Lutz



A Taxing Murder

2

of the wiliest tax accountants in the city.”
As Murray spoke, he noticed Gett was wearing a distasteful expression. Gett had been assigned 

to aid in this case because at this point, at least indirectly, it involved federal taxes, possibly tax fraud 
– and that meant IRS. Murray, a tall, lean man with tousled blond hair and sad gray eyes, had been a 
homicide detective for seven long years and seen a lot. Now he was involved with the “two certain 
things” – death and taxes.

The men were in Murray’s office, a small room with a green metal desk, dented file cabinets, and 
a computer. The air conditioner was broken, and the office was hot.

“Quick was a smart one,” Murray said. “And he didn’t come cheap. He worked out of an office in 
his luxury apartment. He had a relatively small but select list of clients.”

Gett glanced out the window at the Third Precinct parking lot, then turned to face Murray. “Fill 
me in on exactly where the investigation stands, Detective Murray – what anyone you questioned had 
to say, the times involved. Statements and numbers.”

“Quick was fifty-seven years old,” Murray said, “had no living relatives, and spent much of his 
personal and working time in his apartment on Edmunds Avenue. Earlier in the evening, Quick had 
called the building super to request an emergency repair to a leaky faucet. Upon entering the apartment, 
the super found Quick slumped over in his desk chair dead, stabbed in the back with a butcher knife 
wiped clean of fingerprints. The time was nine-fifteen, and the body was still warm. The coroner was 
nearby on another case, so he got there almost immediately after the call. He placed the time of death 
at just before the super arrived, or about nine o’clock. The clock on the desk was turned back to about 
twenty minutes to seven, and the stem was pulled out in the back, which stopped the clock.”

“Kind of odd,” Gett said. “Maybe the killer did that to the clock.”
“I’d say it was Quick himself who did it. It’s part of a pattern. Several things on his desk weren’t 

quite right. My theory is that he was stabbed, knew he was bleeding to death, and wanted to leave a 
dying message identifying his murderer. But he was afraid the killer might return after his death and 
destroy an obvious message. So he was cryptic.”

Gett arched an eyebrow. “Cryptic?”
“Louis Quick was a fanatical game player and cryptographer. His life was dedicated to outwitting 

opponents. And in the end I think he dedicated his death to it. My guess is he wanted to leave a 
message that the killer wouldn’t notice or understand, but that the police could figure out.”

“Rather fits his personality,” Gett admitted. “So what do you mean when you say things on 
Quick’s desk weren’t right? Are you telling me he turned his desk top into his final game board, and 
that’s where he left cryptic messages, clues?”

“I’m sure of it,” Murray said. “The task now is to interpret them correctly. The most obvious clue 
he left was a note that said: ‘1040 1099.’”

“Those are the identifying numbers on our most common tax forms. And wouldn’t you expect to 
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find that in an accountant’s office if he was killed on April fifteenth, only hours before the income tax 
deadline?”

“Not written in his own blood, then concealed beneath the base of a desk lamp. I’d say it was a 
dying message.”

“Under those circumstances, an obvious deduction,” Gett said.
“I’m having an enlarged color photograph of Quick’s desk top, taken by a police photographer 

the night of the murder, delivered here this afternoon. Maybe I’ll be able to figure out something by 
studying it.”

Gett glanced at his wristwatch. “And I’ll be looking at Quick’s own tax returns for the past five 
years. Maybe they’ll tell us something. It won’t take me long. You’d be surprised what IRS computers 
can do.”

Murray wouldn’t be surprised. Like most taxpayers, he felt respect – and something like fear – 
when it came to the Internal Revenue Service’s ability to acquire and analyze information. Hadn’t 
they found out about him the year he’d made an honest error in his expense account on a business trip 
to New York to accompany a witness? He’d had to pay additional taxes, plus a fine.

“If I discover anything, I’ll call you immediately,” Gett assured him.
Murray watched the IRS agent leave the office, then sat back down behind his desk. He tried for 

the twentieth time to picture in detail Louis Quick’s desk top, but couldn’t. So he sat and found other 
things to worry about.

There was a political angle to this case. Quick’s clients had been some of the most important 
and influential people in the city. They wanted this murder solved before their business and personal 
lives became part of the investigation – and of the evening news. There was pressure on Murray’s 
superiors, which was passed down to Murray. Last week he’d taken and passed the test for promotion. 
It had been made clear that the outcome of this case would determine whether he moved higher in the 
department. “A career case,” the captain had called it.

It was just what Murray – who had three kids and a pregnant wife – needed. That and a raise in pay.
At three o’clock, the photograph was delivered to Murray’s office.
He studied it for almost an hour before standing up suddenly and hurrying out to his unmarked 

car to drive to Louis Quick’s apartment.
The apartment was in an expensive section of town and was spacious and elegantly furnished. It 

was on the tenth floor, and the living room window provided an impressive view of downtown.
A room off to the right of the entrance, probably the original living room before Quick had 

the apartment remodeled, was the office. It was pretty much as Murray remembered, even if he 
hadn’t been able to recall some of the details. Half the room was furnished comfortably and served 
as a waiting and consultation area for clients. The other half contained office equipment and was 
furnished for function rather than comfort. On Quick’s desk was a laptop. It was turned over, its hard 
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drive missing, no doubt taken by the killer as a way of wiping out any incriminating evidence or of 
incapacitating the computer. And the coroner said Quick would have found it impossible to reach the 
computer after being stabbed. His mobility had probably been limited to weakly moving his arms and 
legs, and even that would have caused more profuse bleeding and hastened his demise. To the left of 
the desk was a three-drawer black metal filing cabinet, locked as it had been the night of the murder.

Murray rummaged through the desk drawers and found the key to the filing cabinet.
The top drawer was empty except for a phone directory. The bottom two drawers contained a total 

of about a hundred folders whose tabs bore the names of Quick’s clients in alphabetical order.
Murray carefully removed the folders from the file cabinet drawers and placed them in large 

cardboard evidence boxes, which he carried out to his car. Then he used his cell phone to call Will 
Gett at the local IRS office.

He thought Gett would consider his plan dramatic and ineffective, but Gett simply said, “You’re 
the detective. If you’re claiming there’s more profit than loss in the idea, it’s worth a try.” 

*   *   *
The next evening Murray and Gett stood in Louis Quick’s office and faced four of Quick’s clients, 

two men sitting on a low black sofa and two women seated in matching red leather chairs. The clients 
had no idea why they’d been summoned, but each one had decided this was an invitation it would 
have been unwise to decline.

“Yesterday I gathered up Louis Quick’s files – copies of his clients’ tax returns – and drove them 
to the Internal Revenue office,” Murray told them. “Quick’s killer assumed he was dead when he left. 
But Quick was still alive, though badly wounded and bleeding to death. And he was afraid his killer 
would return and finish the job.”

“Did he call 911?” asked David Penn, a burly man seated on the sofa. He had a florid complexion 
and the energetic, frustrated air of a man with a temper.

“No, because the killer had yanked the phone’s cord out of the wall. Maybe that happened when 
Quick tried to call for help earlier and was stopped by the murderer. But before he died, Louis Quick 
left on his desktop, among other things, a note written in his own blood that said ‘1040 1099.’ He then 
concealed it beneath a lamp base so the killer wouldn’t return and find it.”

The eyes of all four clients moved to stare at the desk.
“So what? He was an tax accountant!” exclaimed Penn.
“Not an accountant who usually left notes in blood,” Gett pointed out.
“I gave copies of all Louis Quick’s clients’ tax returns from his file cabinet to Agent Gett,” 

Murray said. “He ran them through the IRS computers to find those clients for whom the numbers 
of the 1040 and 1099 tax forms might have some special meaning. The computer selected you four. 
That’s why you’re here.”
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“Wait a minute,” said Penn. “You mean we’re suspects? That’s ridiculous! Quick was an asset to 
all of us!” 

“It was a shock to everyone when he was so suddenly subtracted from our lives,” said Eve Baker, 
a hard-edged, fashionably dressed women in her mid-forties, thin to the point of binge-and-purge 
emaciation.

“His death was a loss to us all,” said Lois Glass, the grandmotherly women in the other chair.
“That’s the bottom line,” said Jonathan Spence, seated next to Penn on the sofa. He was slender, 

elegantly dressed, and had almost painfully ascetic features.
“This is insane and a waste of time!” Eve Baker said. “I’m due other places.” She made it clear 

by her tone and her expression that she thought being part of a murder investigation was definitely 
beneath her. Her attitude suggested that she thought most things were hardly worth her time or 
attention.

“I think it is fair and accurate to call you a wealthy socialite,” Murray said, “living on the income 
from your late husband’s investments.”

She gave him a glare like ice. “You’ve been snooping, Detective Murray.”
Murray smiled. “My job, ma’am. One of your properties is an apartment complex built on both 

sides of the street. The address is 1040-1099 Beachwood Boulevard.”
“That’s true. But it hardly means I’m a killer.”
“It means Louis Quick might have had you in mind when he wrote his note in blood. Or any of 

you.”
“I’m just about ready to walk out of here with the lady!” Penn blustered indignantly.
“Unlikely,” Eve Baker said, gazing at him in disgust.
“David Penn,” Murray said, “builder of residential real estate, most recently the luxury 

subdivision Gooseneck Estates. Your social security number ends in 1099, and you paid yourself a 
salary from your corporation totaling 104,010 dollars and 99 cents. Or, ten-forty, ten-ninety-nine.”

“That’s a coincidence!” Penn almost shouted.
“It’s not a very large salary to take from a business as profitable as yours,” Murray said.
“I have simple tastes and no bills, and I plow most of my profits back into the corporation.”
Gett shrugged. “He did do that last year,” he confirmed to Murray.
“And there’s no accounting for taste,” Eve Baker said acidly, staring at Penn’s denim work clothes.
“What about you, Miss Glass?” Murray asked, looking at the softly amiable woman sitting in 

one of the red leather chairs. She was the type who probably made good chicken soup. It was difficult 
to imagine her even raising her voice, much less committing murder. But he knew how looks could 
deceive.

“I believe my tastes are basic but adequate,” Lois Glass said.
“I didn’t mean that. You own a trendy and profitable herbal shop, Thyme on Our Hands, and its– ”     
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“I know, it’s the shop’s phone number that made the computer choose me,” she interrupted. “Its 
last four digits are 1099.”

“I noticed that and chose you,” Gett corrected her.
“All that’s reaching a bit, wouldn’t you say?” asked Jonathan Spence with a slightly crooked, 

sardonic smile. “On the other hand, I know Louis was an addicted game player and cryptographer. It 
would be like him to be indirect. Even obscure.”

“You’re a rather famous amateur archeologist, Mr. Spence,” Murray said. “One who can afford to 
pursue his hobby. Like Miss Baker, you inherited considerable wealth.” 

Spence shrugged. “I plead guilty to inheriting money. But I put my wealth and free time to 
excellent use, Detective Murray, conducting archeological digs around the world. I’ve won awards, 
enlightened the masses. Museum wings are named after me.” The other suspects were staring at him. 
He smiled condescendingly at them.

Murray thought maybe Spence could give even Eve Baker lessons in snobbishness. “And you 
donated a late eleventh-century Mexican-Indian sculpture to the Smithsonian Pre-Columbian Museum 
last year. Its worth was estimated on your tax form as $109,910.40.”

Spence seemed startled, but then made a casual backhand gesture. He was a man used to making 
six-figure donations to museums. “A primitive corn god,” he said.

“Corn god?” Gett asked.
“Yes. Many ancient agricultural societies worshipped corn gods, fertility figures. It was thought 

they made crops grow.”
“Never mind crops!” Penn said, fuming. “Aren’t you forgetting that none of us had a motive to 

murder Quick? After all, he saved us a lot of money every April fifteenth.”
“The Federal tax deadline and the day of his murder,” Gett said.
Eve Baker frowned. “You make something out of everything.”
“That’s the idea,” Gett explained with a straight face.
Eve Baker glared laser beams at him.
“I’m afraid you’ll never get to the bottom of this,” Lois Glass said, “because I’m certain none of 

us four killed poor Mr. Quick.” She shivered as she glanced at the dark blood stain on the carpet near 
the desk.

“You’re wrong about that,” Murray said. “I know who killed him. After looking at your tax 
returns, then at Quick’s desk top, it became clear to me.”

He stepped nearer to the desk. “I’ve taken pains to make sure this desk top is exactly as it was 
when Louis Quick’s body was discovered. If you look at it, you might understand how I could have 
determined the identity of the killer.”

Assemble the puzzle and see if you can decipher the 
clues that detective Murray found on Quick’s Desk

Solution
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Solution

“Anybody see it?” Murray asked, when all four of Louis Quick’s former clients had ample time to 
study the desk top.

 “The letter opener and glasses suggest that Louis was trying to direct attention to the file 
cabinet,” Spence said. “I can go along with your theory that far.”

 “It’s a gooseneck desk lamp.” Lois Glass pointed out. “Might suggest Gooseneck Estates?”
 “What about the upside down glass, Miss Glass?” Penn said defensively. “Not to mention the 

apple with the bite out of it, like the apple Eve once held.”
 Eve Baker stared coldly at him. “I’d say the ‘Mrs. and Mr. Smith’ note suggests Mr. Spence’s 

donation to the Smithsonian Museum.”
 “For that matter,” Spence said, “the unfinished letter’s odd form of address, with ‘Mrs.’ 

before ‘Mr.,’ might refer to the address of Eve Baker’s apartment complex. Remember how cryptic 
Louis could be.”

 “Remember also that the clock’s hands are turned back,” Eve Baker said haughtily. “Couldn’t 
that mean the Thyme on Our Hands shop? And the phone cord could be drawing attention to phones 
and phone numbers, like the shop’s number with ‘1099’as its last four digits.”

 “These are all preposterous statements!” David Penn said.
 “I totally agree,” Lois Glass said.
 “It’s not appreciated,” said Jonathan Spence.
 Eve Baker glared at Murray. “It won’t pay dividends.”
 “I think it will,” Murray said. “In fact, I’m counting on it.”
 “None of us did this horrible thing,” Eve Baker declared confidently. “It simply doesn’t 

figure.”
 Murray smiled. “Yet you all find yourselves in the clues left by Louis Quick.”
 “More coincidence,” Spence told him. “I mean, we’ve all probably fudged on our taxes, too. 

Is that something more than a coincidence? Does it make one of us a killer?”
 “Haven’t you ever fudged on your taxes, Detective Murray?” Eve Baker asked.
 “I’ll hide behind the Fifth Amendment on that one,” Murray said, playing along but at the 

same time remembering the expense account incident. “What about you, Mrs. Baker? Or you? Or 
you? Any of you want to plead the Fifth?” He looked from one client to the other.

 “I assure you we have nothing to feel guilty about,” Lois Glass said. She sounded as if her 
feelings were hurt. “We hired Mr. Quick to save us money legally.”

 “Maybe, but coincidence isn’t the reason why you’re all here,” Murray said. “You’re here 
because of Lois Quick’s puzzle-solving, puzzle-making cryptic mind, working its hardest in its final, 

(Hold up to a mirror to read.)
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desperate moments. You might not have noticed that while various clues point to various suspects, it’s 
also true that one suspect is pointed to by every clue.”

 He invited all four clients to look again, this time more closely at the desk top.
 “The eyeglasses and letter opener are indeed a message to look at the contents of the file 

cabinet,” Murray said.
 “The clock on the desk had time set back.”
 “The doodle of the deerstalker cap and curve-stemmed pipe refers to Sherlock Holmes – like 

Louis Quick, a master of deduction. But the doodle is backwards.”
 “The note beginning ‘Mrs. and Mr. Smith’ has the normal salutation order reversed.” 
 “The glass and phone receiver are also reversed.”
 “The note written in blood refers to 1040-1099 – the late eleventh century.”
 “The apple on the desk, with the bite out of it signifying sin, is a Jonathan apple.”
 “All of the clues point to the client that claimed a tax deduction for his donation to the 

museum, and whose regular income and 1099 figures Quick reversed on Form 1040. The client whose 
name is virtually spelled out by a dollar sign – basically the letter ‘S’ – scrawled in front of three 
pennies, or ‘pence,’ which is also the plural of penny: Jonathan Spence.

Spence stared at Murray for a long moment, his features set and his eyes intense.
Then he stared at Gett
Then he bolted for the door.
When he flung open the door, he found himself face to face with the uniformed patrolman Murray 

had stationed in the hall. Immediately Spence whirled around and darted for the window and the fire 
escape. Murray hurled himself across the room and tackled Spence, then dragged him, struggling, 
away from the window toward the center of the office.

Spence sat on the floor, gasping for breath and no longer attempting to escape. He didn’t seem to 
be listening as Murray read him his rights.

“All right, I killed him,” he admitted, when his breathing had evened out. “Quick noticed 
deductions I’d claimed for sculpting materials and suspected the pre-Columbian sculpture I’d donated 
to the museum was a fake. With Quick, I knew suspicion would soon become firm knowledge, so I 
had to kill him. But first I made him finish my tax returns, back-date them so it would appear I’d been 
in his office a week ago, then file them. After that, I stabbed him. I removed the computer’s hard drive 
because it automatically recorded the date of the work Quick did on my return, then I left his office 
thinking he was dead. I was in a hurry and didn’t notice he’d reversed the figures on my tax form. 
And I never suspected he’d turn his desk top into a game board with me as the prize.”

Solution
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Solution
“Some prize!” Eve Baker said, staring down her nose at Spence.
“He’s on his way to the big house,” Penn announced with satisfaction, “and not the kind I build.”
“Where he’ll do thyme,” Lois Glass added.
Wondering about her spelling, Murray pulled Spence to a standing position and placed handcuffs 

on him, then took him into custody.

Two weeks later, Murray found in his mail a gift-wrapped box of fudge and a neatly typed note 
from Will Gett, thanking him for his good work and congratulating him on the arrest.

The next day Murray received a notice from the Internal Revenue Service informing him that his 
last year’s tax return would be audited.

THE END
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