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Introduction

Lawrence G. Blochman has written another interesting series of stories in which the central figure is again Dr. Coffee, the pathologist who matures with age and experience. In this new and unusual set of realistic situations the author creates a sense of suspense for the reader which is an important criterion in the elaboration of a good mystery story. Blochman—with his usual ingenuity, awareness, and application of the basic principles of forensic pathology—provides the clues which our skilled investigator, an imaginative pathologist with a hair-trigger mind, follows to a logical solution of what at first appear to be insoluble enigmata.

The stories are of great variety, with interesting characters and unusual situations—illustrating what every competent experienced pathologist working in the forensic field sooner or later learns. Clues are evident to Dr. Coffee because he is tuned to receive them and he reacts to them as to the ringing of a bell. Unfortunately, in real life not all who should be are so attuned. This seemingly intuitive reaction may appear to be a short cut, a snap judgment, or correct guesswork, but it is actually the result of a combination of innate intelligence, curiosity, and imagination conditioned by training and experience. There is nothing magical or clairvoyant in the operation of the mind of a good detective or diagnostician. Clues are where you find them. The laboratory can furnish many answers, but the utilization of its tools is not a substitute for brains. The microscope must not become a fetish. It has its place and its uses, but the naked eye will distinguish a nickel from a dime much faster and more satisfactorily. A sense of proportion is also needed. There must be an awareness of what to look for and how to do it, and alertness to the significance of the results.

When a dead body is found with or without an apparent cause of death, a routine autopsy performed by even the dullest pathologist will sometimes provide an obvious unequivocal answer. Not infrequently the actual cause of death is not determined because of misleading or disregarded circumstances, and a conspicuous but irrelevant abnormality is selected as the explanation, a more subtly significant finding having been overlooked. This theme has many ramifications and would provide the opportunity for a long discourse which would be inappropriate in this introduction, but it is not generally appreciated that in performing an autopsy, which can be defined as the systematic medical examination of a dead body, the cause of death is not always evident.

My pleasant friendship with the author goes back many years. It began under the tutelage of the late Doctors Charles Norris, Thomas A. Gonzales, Morgan Vance, and Alexander Gettler. Norris and Gonzales were my predecessors as Chief Medical Examiners of the City of New York, and Vance was Deputy Chief. All three were eminent forensic pathologists. Gettler, now retired as Director of Toxicology in the Medical Examiner’s Office and thoroughly distinguished in his field, may be designated as the dean of toxicology in this country, for he has trained many who now hold important positions in this forensic science. Among these unusual specialists I should also include Dr. Alexander S. Wiener, serologist and expert in the detection of blood groups and bloodstains, and Dr. C. J. Umberger, toxicologist and one of Gettler’s disciples. Beginning with Norris, the forensic pathologists, toxicologists, and serologists of the Medical Examiner’s Office in New York City have comprised the faculty of the Department of Forensic Medicine of the New York University Schools of Medicine. It is gratifying to know that the author’s long interest in this Office and his appreciation of the medical examiner’s system of investigating sudden, suspicious, and violent death have done much through his writings to publicize and emphasize its importance for the law-enforcement agencies, public health, and the proper administration of justice. The unusual and puzzling cases about which he has written are treated in a most interesting way, without distortion.

Like Dr. Coffee, the forensic pathologist to be effective must be a disinterested investigator mindful of his responsibility of assisting in the apprehension of the guilty and protection of the innocent. He must be a communicative and co-operative virtuoso and not an insulated hack working behind double closed doors. If his investigations are to be successful, he cannot sit quietly and unobtrusively waiting for information to fall into his lap by gravity. He must go after it, and he cannot work in the passive mood. The investigator in the stories contained in Blochman’s new book happens to be such a pathologist, even though he has been able to devote only part of his time to the forensic aspects of his specialty. I predict that Dr. Coffee will soon be in such demand that before long he will be carrying out his assignments on a strictly full-time basis.


July 14, 1964

MILTON HELPERN, M.D.

Chief Medical Examiner
 
City of New York

Professor and Chairman

Department of Forensic Medicine

New York University Schools of Medicine




Old Flame

His hand was shaking so he had a little trouble fitting his key into the familiar lock. He paused, made sure his shoes were free of snow, and tried again. As he closed the door softly behind him, the damned cuckoo clock in the dining room hooted three times.

At the bottom of the stairs he listened for sounds that might give him a cue. There were none. The light shining through the open door of the bedroom meant nothing. His wife could be fast asleep over her book.

He negotiated each step cautiously, avoiding the three that creaked. He stopped twice to observe his hand on the banister. It seemed steadier.

He paused again on the threshold of the bedroom. “Hello, darling. Still awake?”

The girl in bed gave him a quick diagnostic glance before she replied. She was a big, wholesome-looking girl, almost as big as he was, and at least ten years younger. Her dark eyes held no challenge as they completed their tolerant appraisal. She put down her book, touched graceful fingers to the ends of her wavy mahogany hair, and smiled with friendly lips.

“I was afraid I might have to help you to bed,” she said at last, “but you seem fairly sober.” She leaned back against her pillows. “Dull party?”

“As usual.” He took off his coat, hoping she would not notice that his hands were trembling again. He undid his tie. “I hate stags.”

“You poor martyr! Too bad you have only one liver to give to your country!” she said. Suddenly she sat up. “Fred! Where’s your tie clasp?”

“My what?”

“The gold tie clasp I gave you for your birthday—with your initials in your own handwriting.”

Fred looked down at the slight bulge above his belt. He thrust his hands into his pockets. He explored his coat hanging on the back of a chair. Then he sank to the edge of the bed and buried his face in his hands.

“Oh, my God!” he said.

“Fred, what’s wrong? Are you sick?”

He raised his eyes to hers. His Florida tan was a bilious olive drab. His handsome dimples were deep, death’s-head hollows. He said:

“Betty, I’m in a jam. I’ve been lying to you. There was no stag party tonight.”

“Oh.” Betty gripped the edge of the blankets. She suddenly seemed very much smaller. “Who was the woman?”

“Anne.”

“Not Anne Ingersoll?” It was like a cry for help, a little girl’s voice.

He nodded unhappily.

“Oh, Fred! Still?”

“Don’t get me wrong, Betty. I hadn’t seen her in over a year, not since we were married. She called me yesterday. She was in trouble. She had to see me.”

“But why you, Fred?”

“Not for auld lang syne, certainly. I guess she was desperate and thought I might know a doctor who could help her.”

“And because you’re a softie and a pigeon.” Betty’s lips were tight. “Because you can’t say no. So what happened?”

“I met her for dinner. She was a little tight when I got there and we had a few more drinks. It was still snowing when we finished, and I didn’t think she ought to drive. I got her to leave her car in the parking lot and I drove her to the motel on the river road where she’d been living. She insisted on more drinks—”

“And you put her to bed?” his wife interrupted.

“I did not. I still wanted to hear her story, since I’d lied to you to spend an evening with her, and she still wasn’t making sense. She was maudlin and hysterical by turns. I got her to lie down on the day bed and she dozed off. The snow had stopped. I thought I’d wait for an hour and see if she could sleep it off and talk coherently.

“There was a gas heater going in the cabin and it was warm and stuffy. I took off my coat and loosened my collar and tie. I turned on the TV—some silly guess-the-price game, with neurotic females screaming as though they’d been raped, instead of just winning a forty-foot cabin cruiser—and I guess I must have dozed off. I woke up with a splitting headache. It was after two. Anne had fallen off the day bed. That’s probably what woke me. She’d banged her face on the floor and her nose was bleeding. She didn’t wake up when I lifted her back to the day bed. Then I noticed her face was very pink and I remembered what I’d read somewhere about gas poisoning. The heater was still burning, though.

“I opened all the windows and the front door. Anne was still out, but she was breathing. I put on my things and left by the kitchen door. I didn’t wake the motel manager for obvious reasons. He’d stuck his head out his office door when we drove in, and I didn’t want him to get another look at me. There was nothing he could do for her, anyhow. I drove off until I came to a road-side phone booth. I called police and told them to send an ambulance—and bring oxygen. And here I am. Should I have stayed? There was nothing I could have done.…”

Betty looked at him, half quizzically, half pityingly. She shrugged.

“You don’t believe me, do you, Betty?”

“I believe you,” she said slowly. “But will anybody else—especially if she dies? Go back for your tie clasp, Fred.”

He jumped up to throw his arms around his wife. His rapidly tumbling words made no sense to the ear, but they were perfectly intelligible to the heart. Betty Best opened her arms and her heart to her frightened husband.

“You are a sucker, Fred,” she whispered. “Maybe that’s why I love you.”

The snow had not started again. The icy wind had swept away the last of the overcast. The stars blazed in the predawn darkness. Traffic was beginning to grind down the crust that had formed over the snowy river road—milk trucks, newspaper vans, the all-night buses, homing night owls from the coffeepots, the power stations, bound for their rustic nests.

When he saw the flashing neon lure of the Riverside Motel, Fred Best slowed down. He noted that the lights were out in Cabin Ten, but that the motel office was ablaze. Several cars were parked outside the office. He saw no ambulance. They must have taken Anne away.…

Fred turned boldly into the driveway, rolled to a stop in the parking space behind Cabin Ten. He cut his ignition, switched off his lights and waited. Nothing happened. He took a flashlight from the glove compartment and moved silently to the back door of the cabin. The door was unlocked as he had left it.

He crossed the kitchenette and stopped. He heard only the sound of his own breathing in the darkness. His thumb slid along the cold barrel of the flashlight, seeking the switch. Before he could press it, the room was flooded with sudden brightness.

Across the room a man stood with one hand on the wall button, the other gripping a revolver.

“Brody, Northbank police,” said the man. “What do you want?”

“I—I’ve come to see the lady who lives here,” Fred Best said.

“She ain’t home.” The plain-clothes man leered. “But the lieutenant will talk to you instead. Come with me.”

Several uniformed policemen eyed Fred Best as he walked into the motel office, a revolver pressed against his spine. A thin, dark, big-eared, sad-eyed man was sitting at the manager’s desk. Something about him—either the way his felt hat was pulled down over one eye, the air space between his outsize shirt collar and his outsize Adam’s apple, or the unobtrusive air of authority—spelled police. The manager was the half-back type in the peacock blue bathrobe, the handsome young redhead who was pacing the floor and holding forth in a shrilly excited voice. Fred Best recognized him from the quick glimpse he had caught of his face at the window when he drove Anne Ingersoll home after dinner—Good lord, was it only last night?

“This bird walked in the back door of Cabin Ten with a flashlight, lieutenant,” the plainclothes man said. “Says he’s a friend of that Ingersoll dame. He’s clean.”

“What’s your name?” the detective asked.

“Frederick J. Best.”

“You live in this motel?”

“I live in Northbank. I’m local branch manager for the Blue Caduceus Medical and Surgical Supplies Corporation.” Fred Best noted that the motel manager was watching him intently. He wondered if the redhead would recognize him.

“Ever see this guy before, Schaeffer?” The lieutenant nodded at Best.

“Yes, sir,” the motel manager said. “He’s the man who came home with Miss Ingersoll last night. It was a little after ten.”

“That true, Best?” the lieutenant asked.

Fred Best hesitated. If they had found his tie clasp, lying would only make matters worse. He said, “Yes, I brought Miss Ingersoll home last night.”

“What happened then? You drive right off?”

Again Best hesitated.

“Maybe you can answer that one, Schaeffer,” the lieutenant said.

“Why, yes, sir,” said the motel manager. “He didn’t drive off right away. He parked around in back of Cabin Ten and they both went inside. It sounded like they were having a fight. Anyhow, I heard a woman’s voice yelling in there. I didn’t hear any man’s voice, but I could hear her hollering and screaming clear over here. I was just going over to investigate when the row stopped. I thought they’d made up or gone to bed or something, until—”

“Until what, Schaeffer?”

“Well, about two in the morning I heard a car start up and I looked out and saw this guy driving away. Then I noticed the lights on in Cabin Ten and all the windows and the front door open, and I thought that was kind of funny in this weather, so I went over to look, and I found Miss Ingersoll out cold. She was all bruised and bleeding. She looked awful.”

“Did you beat her up, Best?” the lieutenant asked.

“I did not. I didn’t lay a hand on her.”

“Didn’t even notice she was out cold, I suppose.”
 
“Of course I knew she was out. It was the gas heater.

It must have been. That’s why I opened the door and windows—”

“Before you sneaked off,” said the lieutenant. “By the way, why did you come back? Just to see if you’d be recognized?”

“I didn’t sneak off,” Best insisted. “I went to call an ambulance.”

“Say, there’s one other thing, lieutenant,” the motel manager broke in. “I forgot to mention about this other woman in Cabin Ten.”

“There was no other woman,” Best declared.

“There sure was.” The manager was talking to the lieutenant. “She drove up right after Mr. Best and Miss Ingersoll did, like she’d been following ’em. She parked her Volkswagen on the other side of the road and sat there for quite a while with her lights out. Then she walked across to Cabin Ten and looked in the window for maybe five or ten minutes. Then she went in, but she came out again almost right away and drove off.”
 
“What did this woman look like?”

“I couldn’t see her very well from here, but I got a glimpse of her when she was standing in front of the window. She was kind of tall and dark and wore a fur coat and a red beret.”

“That jog your memory any, Best?”

“The man’s crazy. There was no such woman in Cabin Ten,” Best declared, but there was no conviction in his voice. A spot of cold trickled along his spine. His wife was tall and dark and wore a fur coat and sometimes a red beret, and she drove a Volkswagen. Of course there must be more than one tall brunette in Northbank with a fur coat and red beret and who drove a Volkswagen. Besides Betty had been home in bed. Or was it possible that Betty had been jealous and suspicious and had actually followed him? She could have come into Cabin Ten to check up, found Anne asleep on the day bed and Fred dozing in front of the television, and gone home again.

“Tell me, officer.” Best said, “Is Miss Ingersoll—I mean will she live?”

“Don’t know yet.” The lieutenant stood up. “Meanwhile let’s you and me go down town, Best. We got things to talk about.”

Max Ritter, the youngest, swarthiest, skinniest, and homeliest lieutenant of detectives in the Northbank Police Department, stared at Betty Best across her fifth cup of coffee. She was still sticking to her story.

“Why should I have followed my husband?” she demanded.

“Jealousy makes wives do funny things, lady. Most women would get mighty suspicious if their husband spent the evening at a motel with an old flame. And this car you drive—”

“Look, lieutenant, at least three friends of mine drive Volkswagens and I’m sure there must be dozens more in Northbank. Why don’t you talk to them?”

“I guess that’s what I’ll have to do—unless you decide to co-operate.”

“What more can I do, lieutenant? I stayed home all evening. I trust my husband implicity. He told me the whole story. I believe him completely. If I didn’t, do you think I would have sent him back looking for his tie clasp, knowing he might run into you people since he himself called police?”

“The motel manager says he called police,” Max Ritter said. “Do you mind if I have a little look around? Or do you want me to get a search warrant?”

“Help yourself, lieutenant. I have nothing to hide.”
 
Lieutenant Ritter walked directly from the breakfast nook to the hall closet, opened the door, felt the shoulders of the coats hanging there, dropped to his knees and examined the clutter of rubbers, galoshes, arctics, and plastic overshoes. When he returned to Betty Best he was holding aloft, with perhaps just the slightest air of triumph, a pair of galoshes.

“Funny thing,” he said, “but the insteps are packed with wet cinders.”

“That’s funny?” said Betty Best, drawing her flame-colored negligee closer around her.

“Wet,” repeated the detective.

“I’m not surprised. I ran some errands before dinner last evening.”

“I noticed when I came in,” said Lieutenant Ritter, “that your sidewalk and front steps are sprinkled with salt. I also noticed a few hours ago that the steps and pathways at the Riverside Motel are sprinkled with cinders.”

“So what does that prove?” Her expression did not change.

“Nothing. May I take these galoshes along with me?”
 
“Of course. You’ll release my husband this morning, I hope.”

“I ain’t sure,” Max Ritter said. “I’m holding him till the gal comes out of her coma so she can confirm or deny his story. Or till she dies. In that case, you’d be willing to take the stand, I guess, Mrs. Best? And submit to cross-examination?”

“On my husband’s behalf?” Betty Best’s lips were tightly compressed between phrases. “Of course.”

Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, chief pathologist and director of laboratories for Pasteur Hospital, unhooked his long legs from the rungs of his tall stool, raised his eyes from the twin lenses of his microscope, and barked at the rotund, pink-turbaned Hindu across the laboratory. “Dr. Mookerji, come here. Lend me your eyes and your tropical background. Am I looking at another case of schistosomiasis?”

The round brown resident pathologist, Calcutta’s gift to Northbank on a medical scholarship, waddled to the microscope.

“Quite accurate diagnosis,” he declared, as he twisted the focusing knob. “Am perceiving clutch of bilharzia eggs incubating in blood vessel. Patient is no doubt ex-G.I.?”

“Just what I’ve been saying,” Dr Coffee said indignantly. “Our self-imposed job of policing the world is revolutionizing American medicine and nobody seems aware of it. An airman goes swimming in an Oriental pond and picks up trematodes that will live in his blood-stream for thirty years—if they let him live that long. The Army and Navy bring home diseases we had never heard of twenty years ago, except in textbooks—loa loa, Guinea worm, Ceylon mouth, kala azar. We spend a million dollars or so launching a rocket that will fall in the sea, and we spend nickels bringing our doctors up to date on parasitology and tropical diseases so they’ll recognize a case of—”

“Hi, Doc!” The pathologist was interrupted by the entrance of Lieut. Max Ritter, who for years had been using Dr. Coffee as a one-man crime lab. “I guess the swami tells you I been looking for you since early yesterday.”

“Hello, Max,” Dr. Coffee said. “I just got back. I had to travel upstate for an insurance company autopsy.”
 
“Maybe you’re still in an autopsy mood, then,” the detective said. “I got another one for you.”

“Homicide, Max?”

“The coroner thinks so. Me, I ain’t so sure. You know a guy named Fred Best? He says he knows you.”

Dr. Coffee nodded. “He runs a medical supply house here in town. Somebody kill Best?”

“I been holding him as a material witness,” Ritter said, “but I guess I can change that to suspicion of murder. The gal died an hour ago right here in this hospital, so the coroner says okay for you to do the p.m. He’ll call you.”

“Sit down, Max. Who’s the girl?”

The detective lowered his razorback hams gingerly to the edge of Dr. Coffee’s desk. He raised one bony knee and hugged it with both hands.

“Anne Ingersoll,” he said. “She was Fred Best’s private secretary for three-four years. Very private, if you know what I mean. Young and good-looking. Small, blonde, brown-eyed, kind of fragile build. Clinging vine type, you might say. Only she and Best come unclung about a year and a half ago. All very friendly, according to Best. She decides to go back to Toledo and marry the high-school sweetheart who always wanted to marry her, anyhow. And Best is also contemplating matrimony with a pre-Anne tomato who has been playing coy until she’s of age and Fred’s income gets high enough so he needs to write off a few dependents. Society stuff, but high class.

“Just to prove they’re still good friends, Fred gives Anne a wedding present—a little check in four-five figures so she can buy herself a mink coat or something else to remember him by. Only she don’t get married. She goes to Toledo for a while, then she turns up here again in trouble, and sends out an SOS for Fred Best, he says. Seems the high-school sweetheart also gives her something to remember him by. So—Hey, don’t go away, swami. I want you in on this.”

“If Doctor Sahib is not objecting to neglect of current duties—”

“Stick around, Dr. Mookerji,” the pathologist said.
 
“So this Best blows the gal to a dinner and they get a little swacked and go back to the Riverside Motel where she’s dug in,” Ritter continued. He told Best’s story almost word for word, having made Best repeat it a dozen times. He then described the events of the night of Wednesday to Thursday from the viewpoint of Wendell Schaeffer, the redheaded manager of the Riverside Motel.

“Which story do you believe?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“I ain’t sure—since the swami gets me kind of mixed up,” the detective said. He lit a cigarette and pointed the smoking match at the Hindu resident. “When you don’t come back yesterday afternoon, and the gal is still out cold, I ask the swami if maybe he can’t make some test to tell if she is kayoed by gas or by a couple of hard right jabs. He says sure, he’ll make a blood test, and he does. But no gas.”

“What test did you run, Dr. Mookerji?” the pathologist asked.

“Originally performed sodium hydroxide test for carbon monoxide.” The Hindu wagged his turbaned head twice to the left. “Result, negative. Subsequently executed Katayama’s test with ammonium sulphide and acetic acid, but bright red precipitate not forthcoming. Result dark green, likewise negative.”

“So you see, Doc,” the detective said, “when science says the Best guy is lying, why would a jury believe his accident story? Especially when the gal in question is an old flame who could dangle a paternity suit or a threat of blackmail over the guy’s happy marriage.”
 
“Let’s leave science out of this for a moment, Max. How long after the girl was removed from the motel did Dr. Mookerji take her blood sample?”

“Fourteen, maybe fifteen hours.”

“Then let’s not jump to conclusions, Max.”

“Then you think maybe she does die from a beating, Doc?”

“I’ll answer that one after the autopsy.”

“Personally I begin to incline to the unlucky punch theory,” Ritter said. “Because, otherwise, how come Best and this gal are in the cabin the same length of time, and he walks out but she dies?”

“That happens, Max, in gas cases. It’s a matter of individual susceptibility; things like rate of breathing, relation of body weight to the gas concentration. If the girl had more to drink than Best, that could be a factor. Tell me, Max, does Mrs. Best believe her husbands story?”

The detective puffed out his cheeks like a blowfish and allowed the air to escape in a curious piping sound that could be interpreted as either a warning wail or a sign of admiration.

“Mrs. Best,” he said, “is what you might call a lulu. She says she believes her husband, and I think she believes him because she checked up on him personally. I’m sure she followed Best and the gal Wednesday night, even if I can’t prove it in court; but she won’t admit she’s jealous or suspicious, and her husband is sure she was home in bed all night waiting up for him. I think there’s an off chance she barges into the cabin with both Best and the Old Flame out cold, and belts the Ingersoll gal with a sock full of rocks or something. I think there’s even a chance that she and Best gang up on the gal to stop any threat of blackmail. Anyhow, all day she’s calling me every hour on the hour to chew my ear off on how poor Fred wouldn’t hurt a flea. She cries her eyes out because the morning papers already got him practically sitting in the electric chair.” The detective turned on his best falsetto. “you simply must get Fred darling out of this silly mess.’ Silly, my left eye-ball!”

“Okay, Max, I’ll do the p.m. as soon as I get the nod from the coroner. And before the inquest we ought to find out whether or not the gas heater in Cabin Ten is defective. Better bring me the whole stove or heater, or whatever it is, so we can test it for imperfect combustion.”

“Can do,” Ritter said. “I was going out there today anyhow to see the motel manager. I want to look over pretty boy Schaeffer’s registers.”

“Good luck, Max.” Dr. Coffee put a fatherly arm around Ritter’s shoulders.

“Likewise, leftenant,” said Dr. Mookerji. “Am wishing you blessings of Ganesh, who is Hindu god of good luck and wisdom, and also remover of obstacles.”

Dr. Coffee had barely returned to his lab from the autopsy room in the basement when his phone rang. He put down his enameled pails and Mason jars.

“Pathology,” he said. “Hello, Max. Bringing me the stove?… The airport? … Where? Toledo?… But you’ll be back for the inquest? … Good.… The flue? … Really? … Okay, Max. Happy landings.”

The pathologist crossed the laboratory and tugged at the tail of his resident’s pink turban. The Hindu looked up from his microscope. Dr. Coffee gestured toward the jars and pails.

“Dr. Mookerji,” he said. “The gross examination indicates typical brain lesions—ring hemorrhages and areas of necrosis—but I want you to see that the tissue goes through the routine for a microscopic check. Before you put the brain into formalin, however, I want frozen sections from the anterior portion of both left and right globus pallidus and from the putamen—just in case I have to testify at the coroner’s inquest.”

“No sooner pronounced than accomplished,” said Dr. Mookerji.

The inquest into the death of Anne Ingersoll was held at Midtown Mortuary Chapel rather than at the county morgue because Fred Best, through his attorney, had insisted on underwriting a first-class funeral. The coroner’s jury had been sworn and seated. Dr. Thomas Vane, the florid, triple-chinned coroner, shuffled papers and cleared his throat impatiently, glared importantly at the witnesses and spectators in the pews, and looked at his thick gold watch.

Dr. Coffee, who had been standing at the door waiting anxiously for Max Ritter, finally took a front-row seat. He had heard nothing from Max except a telegram from Toledo saying that his mission had been accomplished and that he was flying home. When the hour approached and Max had not appeared, Dr. Coffee had suggested postponement, but the coroner had refused. After all, Lieutenant Ritter had been informed of time and place; he should have allowed for such contingencies as a plane being late.…

The coroner pounded his gravel. Fred Best, sitting between two plain-clothes men, squirmed uneasily as he glanced at the dour, bespectacled assistant district attorney who smugly returned the look with grim expectancy; he would take over where the coroner left off. Betty Best smiled encouragingly at her husband from across the aisle. The family attorney, next to her, also smiled but not encouragingly. A brooding hush hovered over the assemblage like a faint scent of flowers lingering from a just-finished funeral. The silent golden pipes of the great organ behind the jurors seemed waiting to burst into wild, tragic chords.

“Call the first witness,” the coroner said. “Mr. Wendell Schaeffer.”

The dapper young redhead who managed the Riverside Motel walked jauntily to the stand, sat down, carefully tugged at the creases of his trousers, and crossed his legs. He testified that the deceased had been living in Cabin Ten for three months, off and on; that she rented the cabin on a monthly basis although she was sometimes away on business for a week at a time; he did not know what her business was.

On Wednesday night he had seen the deceased come home with a strange man and later he had heard loud quarreling voices in Cabin Ten. One voice he recognized as that of the deceased. At two o’clock Thursday morning he had been awakened by the sound of an automobile. Thinking it was a motorist wanting a cabin, he got up and saw the car driving off. Then he noticed that the lights were still on in Cabin Ten and that the door was open. He investigated and found Miss Ingersoll lying on her bed, unconscious. She was fully dressed and her face was badly bruised and bleeding. He had called police.

“This man who came home with Miss Ingersoll,” the coroner asked, “do you see him in this chapel?”

“Yes, sir. That’s him right there.” The motel manager pointed.

“Let the record show the witness indicated Mr. Fred Best,” said the coroner to the stenotypist. “In his statement to the police, Mr. Best insists that Miss Ingersoll hurt her face by falling off the bed. Did you find her on the floor, Mr. Schaeffer?”

“No, sir. She was on the bed.”

“Did you smell gas when you entered Cabin Ten?”
 
“No, sir. The heater was burning, but there was no smell of gas. Anyhow, I know the heater’s okay and there’s no leak. A man from the gas company checked all the heaters and connections at the motel just last week.”

“Thank you, Mr. Schaeffer. You may step down. Next witness: Lieutenant Max Ritter.… Lieutenant Ritter?”
 
There was no response.

“Dr. P. L. Green,” called the coroner.

Dr. Green testified that he had examined Miss Ingersoll on her admittance to Pasteur Hospital, that he had treated her bruises and made unsuccessful attempts to revive her. She had remained in a coma until her death—from causes he had been unable to ascertain clinically.

“Isn’t it possible, Doctor,” the coroner asked, “that the blows which caused the bruises on the face of the deceased could have also caused her unconsciousness and ultimately her death?”

“Possible, yes. But why advance possibilities, since there has been an autopsy?”

While the coroner was pursuing his effort to get the witness to commit himself as to the cause of death, Dr. Motilal Mookerji made a breathless entrance into the funeral chapel and waddled rapidly down the aisle. When he reached Dr. Coffee’s pew, the Hindu panted for an instant, then leaned over to announce in a stage whisper: “Leftenant Ritter just now telephoning from aerodrome to reveal he is rushing therefrom with utmost haste. Is quite insistent that inquest be protracted to permit arrival. Emphatically suggests employment of skillful tactics of delay and prolongation.”

“Take a seat, Doctor,” murmured Dr. Coffee. “I’ll do my best.”

“Next witness, Doctor Daniel Webster Coffee.”

There was a long pause as Dr. Coffee lowered his big-boned frame into the witness chair. The coroner studied his papers with magisterial phlegm. The pathologist ran his long fingers through his unruly straw-colored hair.

“Dr. Coffee,” said the coroner at last, “did you conduct a post-mortem examination of the body of Anne Ingersoll, deceased, at Pasteur Hospital?”

“I did.”

“Would you give the jury the benefit of your findings?”

“Gladly. First, we found that the deceased had been gestating for about four months. Second, we found congestion of the lungs and viscera. Third—”.

“Just a moment, Doctor. Did your examination enable you to reach a reasonable conclusion as to the cause of death?”

“Yes, sir. Miss Ingersoll died from carbon monoxide poisoning.”

The ensuing silence was eloquent. It was followed by an excited murmur which ran through the chapel like a sudden wind rising in a pine wood. The coroner banged his gavel for quiet.

“Isn’t it a fact, Doctor,” he demanded, “that your own laboratory tested the blood of Miss Ingersoll before her death and found no trace of monoxide?”

“That is correct, sir.”

“And you still sit there, Doctor, and expect the jury to believe Miss Ingersoll came to her death by carbon monoxide poisoning?”

“Yes, sir. The chemical tests which gave negative reactions in the case of Miss Ingersoll are not sensitive to less than ten per cent of carbon in the blood. Had Miss Ingersoll died in Cabin Ten, her blood would have given a positive reaction for carbon monoxide. However, as she lived for fourteen or fifteen hours after being removed from the poisonous atmosphere, her body had eliminated the carbon from the bloodstream. As a rule, when the victim lives for a while, the system will get rid of most of the carbon in eight or ten hours.”
 
The coroner, who had a much better grasp of politics than of forensic pathology, pursed his lips in a gesture of learned contemplation.

“Her body got rid of the monoxide and yet she died,” he said. “Can you tell the jury why she died, and how you came to the conclusion that she was poisoned?”
 
“Gladly. Carbon monoxide kills by combining with the red blood cells in such a way that the blood can no longer carry oxygen. Without oxygen, brain tissue dies, causing first unconsciousness, then death. The autopsy showed typical lesions in Miss Ingersoll’s brain.”

The coroner asked: “What lesions, Doctor?”

“Tiny ring hemorrhages and areas of dead cells in certain parts of the gray matter of the brain. When they occur in these same regions of the brain, they are characteristic of monoxide poisoning.”

“Couldn’t the brain damage have been due to the same blows which caused the face wounds and produced the deceased’s unconsciousness?”

“No, sir,” said Dr. Coffee, who then proceeded to explain at great length—in order, he hoped, to give Max Ritter time to get from the airport—why the coroner was wrong. Even when there is no skull fracture, he said, a blow violent enough to produce coma usually tears the membranes surrounding the brain or injures the brain surfaces, causing bleeding. In the case of Miss Ingersoll he had found no massive hemorrhages, no lacerations, no blood in the spinal fluid. The brain damage was caused, he repeated, by the lack of life-sustaining oxygen; by monoxide poisoning.

“I wish you would explain to the jury, Doctor,” said the coroner smugly, “just how and where Miss Ingersoll managed to inhale this monoxide you talk about, inasmuch as the gas company okayed the Riverside Motel heaters just last week.”

“A very good question,” Dr. Coffee replied. “In fact, I have suggested to Police Lieutenant Ritter that he try to find the answer. Here’s the lieutenant now. You might ask him what he’s found.”

Max Ritter’s advance down the aisle was almost a lope. He made rubbery grimaces at the coroner as he eased his angular body into the pew beside Dr. Mookerji. Then his facial muscles relaxed into an expression which, since it was a shade less mournful than usual, suggested to Dr. Coffee that the detective was quietly digesting a large canary.

A moment later the lieutenant had replaced the pathologist in the witness chair, and was answering the coroner’s question.

“Sure, there’s a flue,” he said. “Only the flue’s clogged up. Somebody climbs the roof of Cabin Ten and stuffs an old pair of work jeans down the pipe. I find ladder marks in the snow on the eaves, and footprints in the snow on the roof. And since there’s no fresh snow in the prints, they must of been made after ten-fifteen Wednesday night, when it stops snowing, and before two-thirty Thursday morning when the cops get there. We keep a watch on the cabin ever since.

“Moulage? Sure, we made moulds, but they ain’t accurate on account of the sun melted the edges of the prints some. Anyhow, we don’t need any. Those jeans got a Toledo store label in ’em, also a laundry mark. So I fly to Toledo and get the local cops to help me trace the laundry mark to a young guy who a year ago runs a gas station and moves in with a pretty little brown-eyed blonde he calls his wife but who the landlady says signs the rent checks with the name of Anne Ingersoll. The landlady tells me that about four months ago this Anne Ingersoll draws all her money out of the bank and gives it to this guy who used to be her high-school sweetheart. Seems he tells her that if she’ll buy him the gas station, they can really get married. Only—when he gets the dough, he takes a powder instead of the marriage vows, and it takes her a month to find him.

“Seems she finds he comes to Northbank and plunks down Anne’s money as first payment on the Riverside Motel. I check with the county clerk’s office here and I find the deed to the Riverside Motel is in the name of a guy named—”

There was a commotion at the back of the chapel. Heads were craned. Shouts of “Where’s he going?” and “Stop him!” echoed from the stained-glass windows. The coroner pounded his gavel until his chins quivered and grew three shades redder. Dr. Mookerji remarked to Dr. Coffee, “Gentleman with scarlet hairs is quite nimble sprinter.” Several jurors stood up, visibly shocked by the realization that they were not only confronted by murder but by a diabolically ingenious murder which not only disposed of an irksome responsibility but placed the blame logically upon another man.

“As I was sayin’,” Max Ritter continued when he could make himself heard, “the name is Wendell Schaeffer, who, by the way, ain’t runnin’ very far. I got people waitin’ outside for him. Any more questions, Coroner?”

There were no more questions. The jury was ready to retire. The assistant district attorney arose to suggest that the coroner direct the jurors to bring in an open verdict, inasmuch as the state was ready to go to trial as soon as an indictment could be drawn and the medical and police evidence correlated.

Fred Best bolted across the aisle and threw his arms around his wife. Betty kissed him soundly. Arm in arm, they approached Dr. Coffee who was shaking Max Ritter’s hand.

“You don’t know how grateful I am to you, Doctor, and to the lieutenant,” said Betty effusively. “If this had turned out any other way, I’d have felt all my life that I’d betrayed Fred.”

“Betrayed me?” Best frowned. “I don’t get it, darling.”
 
Betty Best opened her handbag and presented her husband with a gold initialed tie clasp.

“I found it on the bedroom rug right after you left to go back to the motel. You might think I’d deliberately sent you back into a trap.”

Max Ritter fixed Mrs. Best with a curious, insistent stare. “It all goes to show,” he said wryly, “what faith will do. If you hadn’t had such confidence in your husband, I might not of dug so deep into this case.”

“Most wanning to cockleshells of heart,” exclaimed Dr. Motilal Mookerji, “to discover human confidence and scientific microscope on same side of judicial fence.”

“Old Flame” appeared in Ellery Queens Mystery Magazine under the title “Murder in a Motel.”



No Taste For Tea

Dr. Coffee had never laid eyes on Quentin Laird until the night of Laird’s twenty-ninth—and last—birthday. Until that moment, Laird had been a number on a rack of test tubes, a set of microscopic slides, an unusual case referred by the pathologist of Northbank’s Veterans Hospital to Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, pathologist at Pasteur Hospital.

At second hand, Dr. Coffee knew that Laird had been a young teataster when the draft boards began scraping the bottom of the barrel in the middle 1940s, that the Northbank draft board had not considered tea tasting an essential occupation, and that Laird had fought his war with the CBI command in Assam, where he could duck into a nearby tea plantation when off duty. Some time after his return home and his discharge, Laird had entered the Veterans Hospital with a malady which was diagnosed as pulmonary TB. It was a natural error because the symptoms and the X-ray pictures were characteristic. When the Army pathologist couldn’t isolate any Koch’s bacilli, however, he called on Dr. Coffee,whose microscope picked up an oval yeastlike fungus cell known as Monilia.

Learning Laird’s civilian profession and the geography of his military service, Dr. Coffee made the diagnosis of bronchomoniliasis—teataster’s cough. After three months of radiotherapy and heavy doses of potassium iodide, Laird left the hospital, and—so the pathologist thought at the time—Dr. Coffee’s life.

Dr. Coffee had completely forgotten about the teataster for more than a year, until the day Laird’s sister Ellen walked into the pathology lab of Pasteur Hospital in a state bordering on nervous collapse. It was the day before Quentin’s birthday.

“You saved my brother once, Doctor,” she said. “And you’re going to have to save him again. Will you?”

“Relapse?” Dr. Coffee’s long fingers brushed his undisciplined sandy hair back from his pensive frown.

“No. He’s going to kill himself.”

Dr. Coffee chuckled sympathetically as though to say, This doesn’t sound like a case for pathology, but I like your appealing brown eyes and your quick, wistful smile and the wavy brown hair that frames your fine young face. Regardless of your brother, I’d like to help you.

“People who talk about committing suicide rarely do,” he said.

“You don’t know Quentin,” the girl said. “He will. He’s got a Japanese pistol he brought home from the Far East. You see, he can’t work at his job any more. He was a teataster—and for ten days now he’s lost his sense of taste. That’s possible, isn’t it?”

The pathologist nodded. “The medical term is ageusia. Everybody has a minor form of it when he gets a cold. Or smokes too much.”

“Quentin doesn’t smoke.”

“Or it could be an involvement of the ninth nerve, but that’s rare. Why doesn’t he go back to the hospital for a checkup?”

“He’d die first! Mr. Phelps—that’s his boss at the Great Indo-Cathay Tea Company—told him to take a few weeks off and go away for a while. But he just sits at home and mopes and reads Sanskrit. Quentin is.… Well, he’s a … a.…”

“A rather sensitive young man, I gather,” said Dr. Coffee, who really meant: He’s a spoiled brat, certainly a neurotic, possibly psychotic, and probably in need of psychiatry rather than pathology. He added: “Has your brother ever married, Miss Laird?”

“Never. Quentin has lived with me ever since our parents were both killed in an auto accident.”

So that’s it, the pathologist thought. No wonder the girl seems so upset. There’s more emotional involvement here than mere sisterly concern. Perhaps there’s some sort of latent Byronic attachment in the making. … He said:

“You’re an extremely attractive young lady, Miss Laird, and yet you’re not married, either. Does your attitude toward your brother—your feeling of responsibility, I mean, of vicarious motherhood, so to speak—have anything to do with the fact that you’re still single?”

“Oh, no!” Ellen Laird colored slightly. “Of course, that’s what Bill Albertson says, but it’s not so. Not really.”

“I take it Bill Albertson is in love with you and wants to marry you, but balks at marrying your brother, too. Right?”

“Please, Doctor!” The girl’s eyes flashed. “I don’t see that my personal affairs have anything to do—”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. Just what do you want of me, Miss Laird?”

“I want you to talk to Quentin as a friend. Could you and Mrs. Coffee come over tomorrow night after dinner. It’s Quentin’s birthday. Do you play bridge?”

“My wife says not,” Dan Coffee said. “However, Mrs. Coffee is in New York visiting her sister. I’ll come.”
 
“Oh, thank you!” Ellen Laird threw her arms impetuously around his neck and kissed him on the cheek.

When the girl had left, the pathologist strolled across the laboratory to the workbench at which Dr. Motilal Mookerji sat on a high stool, snipping off bits of spleen with scissors and popping them into a jar of formalin. Dr. Mookerji, the resident pathologist at Pasteur Hospital, possessed degrees from Calcutta University, a vast knowledge of microbiology and biochemistry, a spheroidal silhouette, and a highly individualistic approach to the English language. He was not aware of Dr. Coffee’s presence until the chief pathologist tugged playfully at the tail of his pink turban.

“With your tropical background, Doctor,” Dan Coffee said, “you must be familiar with teataster’s cough.”
 
“Quite,” said Dr. Mookerji. “Same is somewhat prevalent in northerly portions of native Bengal and Brahma-putra Valley, where causative fungus inhabits tea leaves.”

“Have you ever heard of brain lesions or cranial nerve involvement in moniliasis?”

“Recollection is negative,” said the Hindu resident. “Have never seen case of monilia fungus wandering in cranial bloodstream. What, please, are cerebral symptoms?”

“The patient seems to have lost his sense of taste. And since I made the original diagnosis, I’m going to follow through.”

“Am wishing you sevenfold blessing of Ganesh, who is Vedantic god of good luck and learning,” said Dr. Mookerji.

On his way home that night, Dr. Coffee stopped off at the public library for an armful of books destined to give him a theoretical background on tea and the tasting thereof. Before he fell asleep he had learned the difference between fermented, semifermented, and green teas, between the congous and the Darjeelings, the oolongs and the Ceylons. He learned that ever since the Tea Inspection Act of 1897, no tea is admitted to the United States unless it passes the standards fixed by a board of Government Tea Examiners.

He did not learn from his books why the devil the Northbank branch of the Great Indo-Cathay Tea Co., nearly a thousand miles from the point of importation, had to have its own teataster, but he got the answer next morning from Robert Phelps, the big, bluff, ruddy-faced manager of Indo-Cathay’s blending and packing plant on the outskirts of town.

“Northbank is the center of an extensive hardwater region of the Middle West,” Phelps explained. “We make a special blend here for the hardwater market—more Assam and other robust teas which will give the same standard Indo-Cathay flavor even when brewed with local water.”

Laird? One of the best teatasters in the business.

“I’m worried about the boy,” Phelps said. “He had one of the cleanest palates I ever encountered. What do you suppose is wrong with the lad, Doctor?”

“I’m trying to find out.”

“Do you suppose it could be psychosomatic? I mean.… Well, I suppose you know about his situation at home?”

“Vaguely. Tell me more.”

“I’m very fond of them all. You know Bill Albertson works here, too. Head of our shipping department.”
 
“That’s the chap who’s in love with Laird’s sister?”
 
“Yes. Laird and Albertson used to be close friends, but they barely speak now. Ellen has always mothered Quent and doesn’t much like the idea of throwing him out after she marries Albertson, which is what Albertson insists on. So Laird sits tight and holds up the marriage and probably develops guilt feelings about it. Could a conflict like that produce symptoms like the loss of taste, Doctor?”

“Possibly. But we’d have to rule out physical causes first. Could I see where Laird works? I’ve never seen a tasting room before.”

The temporarily deserted bailiwick of Quentin Laird was a small ground-floor room at the rear of Indo-Cathay’s main building. In the center of the room stood a large circular table on which a dozen thin china bowls were arranged in pairs around the rim. A number of metal canisters were stacked in the center of the table. Phelps touched the edge of the table and it revolved slowly on its axis—so that the teataster sitting between a two-foot-tall gleaming chromium cuspidor and a stationary stand containing his standard teas for comparison could go quickly from one taste impression to another without getting up.

“Where did Laird keep his cheese?”

“Cheese?” Phelps stared.

“I read somewhere that when a teataster felt his palate getting tired, he would nibble cheese or nuts or something.”

“Yes, some do. Laird used to take a sip of almond-and-barley water to freshen up his taste buds.”

“And this fellow Albertson? Where’s his office?”
 
“Just inside the warehouse, across the areaway there.” Phelps pointed. “Want to speak to him?”

“Not now.” The pathologist shook his head. ‘Til probably be seeing him tonight.”

Quentin Laird’s birthday was a lugubrious affair, without even the melancholy gaiety of a wake. Dr. Coffee wished gloomily he had not come. Even the weather was foul—a stormy night full of rain and the sound and fury of wind-lashed trees—the perfect night to go to bed with Dumas père’s monumental cookbook and read of gastronomic delights, rather than worry over a teataster who could no longer taste.

Quentin Laird turned out to be the limp, under-nourished, overwrought, self-pitying young man that Dr. Coffee had imagined. He was self-consciously esthetic with pale blue eyes and scarcely any eyebrows. He was much more interesting, Dr. Coffee thought, when he had been merely a case history, a number in the laboratory. Yet there was no denying the fact that the pallid young man was generating a heavily charged atmosphere as electric as a summer storm.

When the cut paired Quentin Laird and Bill Albertson as partners, Dr. Coffee could practically smell the ozone. Albertson was a thick-set, saturnine character with a bulldog jaw and sheep’s eyes. The jaw was for Laird and the eyes were for Ellen. After Laird had given a double raise on a king and a singleton (down three at four spades doubled), the jaw was working overtime.

Ellen Laird was nervously playing the mother hen, trying desperately, with much clucking, to extend her protective wings over both chicks. She was not doing very well when the doorbell rang and Robert Phelps came in, accompanied by a gust of rain and a whine of wind.

Phelps had two bottles of champagne under one arm, a dripping umbrella under the other, and a vibrant happy birthday in his throat. He had started to sing “Happy Birthday to You” before the icy silence enveloped him and frost began to form on his vocal cords. He handed the bottles to Ellen.

“Just off the ice,” he boomed jovially. “Pop the corks.”

“The birthday boy can’t taste anything,” Albertson growled.

“I’ll pop the corks,” Laird snapped. “Glasses, Ellen.”
 
“But, Quent, you never drink cham—”

“Tonight I’m being dragged screaming into my thirtieth year,” Laird interrupted. “Get the glasses, Ellen.” He turned to Dr. Coffee. “I’ve been protecting my taste buds for years, and what’s happened to them? Tonight I think I’ll get slightly stinko. Okay with you, Doctor?”

“Fine idea,” Dr. Coffee said. “Happy birthday.”

Laird emptied three quick glasses while Dr. Coffee was sipping his first. Ellen put down her glass after drinking a birthday toast, disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a cup of tea.

“I don’t suppose anyone else wants tea,” she said.
 
Laird put an arm around his sister, leaned over her shoulder and sniffed the cup.

“Tea?” he gibed. “That’s the Earl Grey I brought home last week. It’s not tea; it’s perfume.”

He reached for the cup, touched it to his lips twice, then handed it back. A curious smile flickered across his face as he turned slowly to Phelps.

“Bob,” he said gravely, “I think my taste is coming back.”

“Congratulations. Then this is a happy birthday.”
 
“Maybe I’ll go to the plant tonight.” Laird’s peculiar smile was back, twisting the corners of his lips. His pale eyes seemed to be laughing at Phelps. “I’ve got lots of back work to do.”

“Plenty of time tomorrow, Quent.” Phelps slapped the teataster heartily on the back. “Bright and early in the morning.”

“Bright and early and hung over,” Albertson sneered.

“Well, I just came by to wish you many happy returns,” Phelps said. “I’ve got to run now. Good night all.”

As soon as the front door had closed, Quentin Laird donned his raincoat.

“Quent, where are you going?” Ellen asked uneasily.

“I told you I had back work to do.”

“But Mr. Phelps said tomorrow—”

“Sorry Ellen brought you here for nothing, Doctor,” Laird broke in. “Thanks, anyhow. Good night, Bill. ’Night, Sis.”
 
The door slammed.

“Bill!” There was alarm in Ellen’s voice. “Go after him!”

“Let him sit down at his revolving table again,” Albertson said. “Good for him psychologically. Right, Doctor?”

“I’m afraid,” said Dr. Coffee, “that this has gone beyond the province of pathology. I—” He stopped. Ellen Laird had turned deathly pale. She rushed from the room. An instant later she was back. She was trembling.

“Bill! You must go after him. His gun is gone.”

“His gun is in his desk at the plant,” Albertson protested. “It’s been there for at least ten days.”

“All the more reason, Bill. Please.”

Albertson made a face. “Okay,” he said grudgingly.

Dr. Coffee had raided the icebox, leafed through the current issue of the Journal of Clinical Pathology, and was just falling asleep when his phone rang. It was Max Ritter, lieutenant of detectives, Northbank police.

“Hi, Doc,” said the detective. “You know that guy you phoned me about this morning? That teataster?”

“You mean Quentin Laird, Max?”

“That’s the guy. Well, he did it. He just shot himself. Dead. I’m on my way. Do I pick you up, Doc?”

“I’ll be waiting, Max,” the pathologist said, reaching for his trousers.

It was still raining when Dr. Coffee and the long, lanky, sad-eyed police detective reached the Great Indo-Cathay Tea Co. Quentin Laird was lying face down in the rain-spattered areaway between the main building and the warehouse. The headlights of a squad car illuminated the scene. The wet pavement was reddened by a halo of blood from a wound in the teataster’s right temple. A revolver lay near his right hand.

The coroner had not yet arrived; so, while Ritter questioned the night watchman, Dr. Coffee conducted his own somewhat extralegal examination of the body.

The watchman’s story was simple: When he punched the clock at station No. 37 in the far wing of the main building, he had noticed through the window that there was a light in the tasting room on the ground floor. When he reached station No. 27, the light had gone out. An instant later he heard a shot—one shot. He had rushed down, found Laird lying in the areaway, and had called the police.

No, he had seen no one about. No, he had heard no cars driving up or away, but then the rain was making an awful racket.…

“Damn the rain,” Max Ritter said as Dr. Coffee was covering the body with his own slicker. “Washes out the works. No footprints. No nitrates for a paraffin test. No powder marks. No nothing. You think the guy bumped himself off, Doc?”

“I don’t know, Max. He said tonight he’d got his taste back, but he was a funny bird. Even so, I can’t see why he would come all the way out here to shoot himself, and then do it in the rain instead of in his office. Look, Max.” The pathologist lowered his voice. “Laird had a bottle in the inside pocket of his coat. It broke when he fell. Will you make sure the coroner doesn’t mess up the fragments when he gets here? I may be able to analyze the residue. I wonder—Hello, Mr. Phelps.”

The manager of the Great Indo-Cathay Tea Co. had stepped from the tasting room and pushed through the rain-soaked group of policemen. Apparently he had dressed in a hurry. His tie was askew and one shoe untied. He carried a furled umbrella. His face was drawn with anxiety as he looked about him in silence, the rain dripping from his hat, his wet shoulders glistening in the rays of the headlamps.

“They just called me,” he said. “I never thought—Good God, he’s done it after all.”

“Don’t touch anything, Mr. Phelps,” Ritter said. “Who called you?”

“The watchman. My wife didn’t want to wake me, but—”

“You think he shot himself, Mr. Phelps?”

“Well, he used to talk a lot about it these last few days, but I never believed him. Has anybody seen Albertson?”

“Last I saw of him, he was setting out to follow Laird,” Dr. Coffee said. “That must have been two hours ago.”

“Curious,” Phelps said. “Has anyone notified Ellen?”

“I’ll take care of Miss Laird,” Dr Coffee said, “as soon as the coroner gets here.”

When Dr. Mookerji waddled into the pathology lab at eight o’clock the next morning he found Dr. Coffee surrounded by test tubes and gently hissing Bunsen burners.

“Salaam, Doctor Sahib,” said the resident, pressing the tips of his fingers together. “Prominent subocular rings are indicating nocturnal sleeplessness. You had irksome nighttime emergencies, Doctor?”

“We’ve got a rather complicated qualitative to run,” Dr. Coffee said, “and not much material to work with. I think we’re looking for an acid. But if you get stuck, don’t use up the last drop. Save enough for X-ray diffraction.”

“Shabash!” exclaimed Dr. Mookerji. “We are again stalking homicidal murderers for Leftenant Ritter?”

“Our ex-moniliasis case was shot to death last night. The coroner thinks it’s suicide, but he’s agreed to an autopsy. Will you join me downstairs in an hour, Doctor?”

“With utmost lugubrious pleasure,” said Dr. Mookerji.

Max Ritter was sitting on Dr. Coffee’s desk when the pathologist and his Hindu resident returned to the laboratory, bearing Mason jars and white enamel pails.

“Hi, Doc,” the detective said, pushing his soft felt hat back from his deep-set eyes. “Find anything?”
 
“Not to the naked eye, Max. No brain tumor. No necrosis of the ninth nerve. We’ll have to wait a few days for the microscopic sections. What about you?”
 
“The Laird dame’s still a total loss,” Ritter replied. “The family doc pumps her full of sedatives.”

“What about Albertson?”.

“He sticks to his story. Says he starts out after Laird and gets a flat tire. It takes him half an hour to dig up a service station that’s open and another twenty minutes to get the tire changed. When he gets to the tea plant everything’s dark and he don’t see nobody around so he goes home.”

“How does it check, Max?”

“He looked in at Laird’s office all right. We find his prints on the glass door. And the service station backs him on the flat. I also check against the watchman’s clock. Albertson’s tire is fixed in plenty time for him to be at the plant when Laird is shot. But he’s also got plenty time to be there ten-fifteen minutes before the shooting. Maybe he does look around, don’t see Laird, and leaves. Maybe—Doc, when we first walk through that tasting room, do you notice an umbrella leaning against the round table?”

“No, I didn’t. Have you sealed the warehouse, Max?”
 
“Tight as six ticks. This guy Phelps is yelling his head off because were holding up tea shipments. So I let him yell. I also padlock the tasting room.”

“With that umbrella inside?”

“Well, no,” said the detective. “Funny thing. But when I put the padlock on last night; the umbrella is gone.”

Quentin Laird was buried in a flag-draped casket with full military honors. An American Legion chaplain pronounced the eulogy, American Legion buglers played Taps, and Legion riflemen fired the regulation three volleys over a grave banked high with flowers—most of them from the lush gardens and private greenhouse of Robert Phelps.

Ellen Laird, sobbing on the shoulder of Bill Albertson, was convinced that her brother had taken his own life, as he had threatened to do. At least one of the mourners knew this was untrue. So did Dr. Coffee.

“It’s homicide, Max,” the pathologist had explained to Ritter just before the funeral. “But it won’t be necessary to hold up the interment. I’ve got all the evidence here in my lab.”

The evidence, as Dr. Coffee expanded further, consisted of microscopic sections of tissue surrounding Laird’s fatal wound. Not only did the sections show no flame burns (proof that the gun muzzle was not within six inches), but there was no powder tattooing. The rain might have washed away superficial powder stains, but a gun fired from a distance of twelve to sixteen inches would have blasted powder grains deep into the secondary layers of skin. The microscope had found none. Therefore the muzzle of the gun that killed Laird had been held more than sixteen inches from his head—an awkward, unusual, and practically impossible posture for a man bent on suicide.

“Okay, so it’s murder,” said Ritter. “Where do we go from here, Doc?”

“Dr. Mookerji and I have a theory. Tell him, Doctor.”
 
“Quite,” said the Hindu. “Have completed analysis of residual liquid in fragments of broken bottle from late teataster’s pocket. Have identified traces of gymnemic acid.”

“You don’t say!” exclaimed Ritter with mock surprise. “And just what the hell am I supposed to say to that?”
“Gymnemic acid, Leftenant,” said Dr. Mookerji, “is active principle permeating leaves of plant entitled Gymnema sylvestre, which is close relative of milkweed family. Am remembering that in native Bengal—

“What’s this Jim Whosis got to do with tea?” Ritter demanded.

“That,” said Dr. Coffee, “is what we’ve got to find out. I had the New York office of the Food and Drug Administration on the phone a while ago. The Chief U. S. Tea Examiner agreed to fly one of his best men out here tonight if you will wire him an official request. You or the chief of police.”

“I’m official enough to send the wire,” Ritter said, “even if I ain’t official enough to be filled in on your secret.”

The pathologist chuckled. “Ill explain when I go to the airport with you to meet the tea man, Max. Meanwhile you’d better get a badge and credentials to make him a pro tem member of the Northbank police force—under any name except Sebastian Oxford. That’s his real name. I want him to prowl around the Indo-Cathay warehouse tomorrow as a cop. And keep Albertson and Phelps away from him.”

“Easy, Doc. Phelps goes to Cleveland for the day, and I’ll keep Albertson busy at the station till Oxford gets what he wants.”

The phone rang and Dr. Coffee answered. “Oh, hello, Professor.… You have? … Good. Tomorrow? Dr. Mookerji too? … Thanks a lot. Ill tell him.”

When he had hung up, the pathologist explained: “That was Professor Treet of the Botany Department at Northbank College. At my request, he’s made a survey of asclepiadaceous plants in this region. He’s located some very interesting specimens. I want you to go with him tomorrow, Dr. Mookerji, to help identify some of the more exotic species. He’ll pick you up at eleven.”

“Am most gratified, personally and botanically,” the Hindu said.

Dr. Coffee was away most of the next day, which was Saturday—a biopsy at a Boone Point hospital without a pathologist, and an autopsy for an insurance company at Lycoville. On his return he went into a huddle with Max Ritter, Dr. Mookerji, and Sebastian Oxford, the U. S. Tea Examiner.

The huddle was interrupted by a long and indignant phone call from Bill Albertson, protesting “police persecution” and threatening legal action if he and Ellen Laird were further molested. Dan Coffee’s reply was an invitation to Sunday breakfast. He then called Robert Phelps and repeated the invitation. After all, when the wife’s away, the amateur chefs will play.…

The orange juice had been squeezed and the house was redolent with the fragrance of frying bacon when the guests began to arrive. Dr. Coffee was very proud of his buckwheat cakes, as well as the delicately smoked breakfast sausage that an ex-patient sent him regularly from Indiana. And once he had graced the table with the half-gallon of scrambled eggs and the gallon of coffee (his own blend of Caracolillo, Puerto Rico and Medellin), he kept the conversation on a high gastronomic plane. He even avoided introductions until the food had disappeared.

“I hope you like my coffee,” he said. “I wouldn’t dare serve tea to experts like Mr. Phelps, Mr. Albertson, and Mr. Oxford.”

“Oxford?” Phelps paled. “Not Sebastian Oxford, the tea examiner?”

Mr. Oxford bowed modestly. He was a moon-faced, well-fed man whom any television panel would have picked as a truck driver rather than teataster.

“Mr. Oxford,” the pathologist continued, ‘Tarings us the interesting news that several thousand chests of substandard tea which were illegally removed from a New York warehouse last month have mysteriously turned up in Northbank. Now—”

Bill Albertson half rose from his chair. “Are you implying,” he shouted, “that the Indo-Cathay shipping department had something to do with smuggling substandard tea into this country?”

“Oh, no.” Mr. Oxford smiled blandly. “I’m merely stating that a shipment of Java black tea was recently denied entrance to the United States because it was not only substandard but had also absorbed a slight taint from being stowed near a cargo of hides. Who bribed whom and how the tea was spirited out of the New York warehouse, I can’t say. That’s a matter for the FBI and Treasury agents to determine. But I can say that this tainted tea is now in the Indo-Cathay warehouse in Northbank. The off-taste has been disguised by spraying the tea with oil of bergamot, which has in fact produced a fairly good imitation of Earl Grey tea. True Earl Grey is, of course, China black sprayed with bergamot, but were not getting much tea from China these days, and the bergamot is a dominant fragrance.”

“Should I assume,” said Phelps stiffly, “that since Lieutenant Ritter is here this morning, the Earl Grey concerns poor Laird’s suicide?”

“Murder,” corrected Max Ritter.

Bill Albertson upset his coffee cup.

“The connection is obvious,” explained Dr. Coffee as he reached over to hide the stain with a clean napkin. “To conceal the presence of the fraudulent shipment, Laird’s palate had to be put out of commission. Since Laird used to refresh his taste buds with an infusion of almond-and-barley water, it was a simple matter to spike the bottle with another infusion, made with the leaves of a plant called Gymnema sylvestre. These leaves partially paralyze the taste buds so that the palate is no longer sensitive to the taste of bitter or sweet.”

“Then my brother was—was….” Ellen Laird began. She stopped, looking fearfully from Phelps to Albertson.

“Professor Treet informs me,” Dr. Coffee continued, “that Gymnema sylvestre belongs to the family of the Asclepiadaceae, of which several dozen varieties exist in this region. Mr. Phelps, for instance, has some beautiful and colorful butterfly weed in his garden. Mr. Phelps also grows Gymnema sylvestre.”

“Doctor, I resent the implication,” Phelps said calmly.

“Implication, my eye!” said Ritter. “That’s a charge, Phelps, of murder. The D.A.’s fixing up the complaint right now.”

“I insist Laird killed himself.”

“I’ll prove in court that he didn’t,” said Dr. Coffee. “Miss Laird, you’ll be deeply grieved to learn that you unwittingly helped cause your brother’s death. During the few days that he sat at home brooding, his palate recovered from its temporary paralysis. And when he took a sip of the Earl Crey tea you made on the night of his birthday, he found that his taste had returned, that he could recognize the deficiencies in the tea. Phelps was present and must have noted his reaction, because he left immediately and preceded Laird to the office, took possession of the gun which Laird kept in his desk—”

“You have a magnificent imagination, Doctor,” Phelps broke in.

“You forget I was present when Laird discovered his taste had returned,” Dr. Coffee continued. “I noticed his curious expression as he sipped the tea, but I couldn’t have analyzed it then without the background I have now. You could and did. You knew he wasn’t going to the office to commit suicide, but to investigate the strange taste of the Earl Grey tea. You had to get there first.

“When Laird found you in his office, he must have accused you of skulduggery. You would deny it, of course, and he would naturally suggest that you both step over to the warehouse while he looked for the substandard tea his palate had told him was there. You knew he would find it, so you shot him while crossing the areaway. You also smashed the bottle he was carrying under his coat. Luckily there was enough residue for Dr. Mookerji to analyze.”

“Doctor,” Phelps insisted, “I was not inside the tasting room between the time I left Laird’s house and the time I came to the plant and found him dead.”

“I might believe that, despite the evidence of the Gymnema sylvestre,” said Dr. Coffee, “if it were not for your umbrella.”

“Umbrella?”

“When Lieutenant Ritter and I first reached the plant, there was an umbrella standing in the corner of Laird’s office—where you had forgotten it when you came to kill Laird. When you appeared after the call from the watchman, you came into the areaway through Laird’s office—carrying a furled umbrella. The umbrella was gone from Laird’s office when Ritter and I left.”
 
“The umbrella I was carrying,” Phelps declared, “I brought from home.”

“If you had brought the umbrella from home,” Dr. Coffee pursued, “the umbrella would have been wet and you would have been dry. But when you appeared in the areaway, the umbrella was furled and dry, and you were dripping wet. So, obviously, it was you who retrieved the umbrella from Laird’s office. Or do you still insist you weren’t there, Phelps?”

Phelps opened his mouth but no words came.
 
“Drink up, Phelps,” said Max Ritter, pushing back his chair. “Maybe the tea and coffee they serve downtown where we’re going won’t be to your taste.”

“No Taste for Tea” appeared in Ellery Queens Mystery Magazine under the title “The Man Who Lost His Taste.”


Stacked Deck

Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, chief pathologist at Pasteur Hospital, looked up from his microscope and frowned at the un-godly and unscientific sounds blasting into his office through the closed door from the laboratory. Analyzing the din, he recognized the calm, pleading voice of Doris Hudson, his lab technician, and the shrill, excited expostulations of Dr. Motilal Mookerji, resident pathologist. He could put no name to the third voice—the desperate, tearful voice of a hysterical woman. Dr. Coffee arose and opened the door upon the broad, billowing rear of his Hindu assistant.

Pink-turbaned Dr. Mookerji was barring the way to a wispy, freckled, snub-nosed blonde. The two small children clinging to the skirts of her cheap print dress—a toddler of three and a solemn-faced boy of six or seven—began to wail in unison as the rangy silhouette of Dr. Coffee loomed in the doorway.

“Come in, Mrs. Woods,” said the pathologist. “Trouble?”

“This fat clown says you’re too busy to see me,” Flora Woods complained.

“Am of opinion,” Dr. Mookerji objected, “that lady in state of exophthalmic tantrum is perhaps unwelcome visitor because of potential homicidal tendencies.”
 
“She’s been very abusive, Doctor.” Doris Hudson slipped down from her tall work stool and smoothed the wrinkles from the back of her white smock. “She threatens to leave her children here with you.”

“Mrs. Woods,” Dr. Coffee began, “you didn’t—”
 
“Sure I did. And why not? You said they couldn’t keep my husband in jail because you were sure he wasn’t guilty. Well, he isn’t, but they have.”

“Yes, I know, Mrs. Woods. The way the evidence stands now, the police couldn’t do otherwise. But I’m still convinced—”

“Jerry didn’t kill this guy Pete Mannock or McMann, or whatever his name is. He didn’t kill anybody. Jerry wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“I’m confident I’ll be able to prove it very soon, Mrs. Woods.”

“Soon! And who feeds the kids in the meantime? Oh, I can buy the grub. I can drive Jerry’s cab. I hacked for him that other time he was in the clink on account of McMann. But I can’t push a taxi ten-twelve hours a day and look after the kids, too. So maybe if you have to look after the kids, you won’t forget about springing Jerry like you promised.”

Dr. Coffee opened his mouth to rebuke the brash impertinence of this woman he scarcely knew, but, instead, he said nothing. There was something pathetic in her leftover, washed-out prettiness. Everything about her seemed fragile and tired except her eyes—deep blue eyes, as blue as a mountain lake on a summer evening, and as quick to darken in anger as the lake under a sudden thunder squall. Her whole being seemed centered in their vital, proud, stubborn depths.

“Very well, Mrs. Woods. I’ll ask my wife to look after the children while you’re driving the taxi.”

“You will?” The tone was incredulous. Then, quickly, Flora added, “Okay, then. I’ll pick ’em up at suppertime.”

Her hasty exit was marked by a renewed vocal expression of profound sorrow on the part of her abandoned children.

Dr. Coffee raked his long fingers through his tousled, sandy hair.

“Doris,” he said, “get Mrs. Coffee on the phone. Dr. Mookerji, what do they do in Bengal to stop brats from yowling?”

The Hindu resident flipped up the palm of his chubby right hand, reversed it, then repeated the rotating movement several times before he said, “Greatly fear am quite inexpert at comforting childish woes, Doctor Sahib. Would, however, welcome helpful hints.”

“Try letting the boy look through your microscope,” the pathologist said, raising his voice above the heartbroken duet. “Maybe the little girl will play with paraffin blocks. Doris will give you some old ones—”

“Your wife doesn’t answer,” said Doris Hudson unhappily.

“Am regretfully pointing out,” added Dr. Mookerji, “that on basis of laboratory operations to date, producing only negative results regarding innocence of vehement lady’s husband, prolonged custody of siblings is indicated.”

The howling increased.

“I’m sure I can prove Woods didn’t kill Mannock,” Dr. Coffee said. His voice was more hopeful than confident.

He retreated to his office and closed the door, half wishing that Police Lieutenant Max Ritter had not dragged him into the case. Well, he had not been dragged, exactly. He was always glad to act as unofficial medical examiner so long as the Northbank police had no laboratory and the city and county were at the ignorant mercy of an elected coroner who didn’t know an acid-fast bacillus from a hole in the ground. He had really come running when his friend Ritter got him out of bed one night a week ago to examine what appeared to be the scene of a murder. Great stars! Was it only a week since he had coaxed his overage, asthmatic, Cachexia Six across the sleeping town to a dismal apartment house in the low-rent riverfront district?

Apartment 4-A had been a shambles when he arrived, but there was no corpse. There was only tall, dark, droopy-eyed Lieutenant of Detectives Ritter brow-beating a plump little doll-faced brunette while photographers’ flash bulbs glared at latent evidence and technical men crawled about looking for fingerprints. A rummage sale in a high wind, Dr. Coffee had reflected as he looked around the room: furniture overturned, drapes yanked down, cigarette butts and broken ash trays strewn about the floor, and blood spattered on the walls and upholstery.

“It’s on account of the blood I call you, Doc,” Max Ritter said, scratching one of his butterfly ears. “I remember that Smith case and how you always want samples while sticky. Since you’re here, though, meet Mrs. Mannock. Emily thinks somebody knocks off her husband. Maybe she’ll talk to you about it. She won’t tell me a thing. She don’t like cops. Do you, Emily?”
 
“Not since I met you.” The brassy voice didn’t fit the demure downcast eyes Dr. Coffee had first noted. Then he remarked they were no longer demure; they were defiant. And the doll-like mouth had become a sullen pout. “When I called cops, I thought you’d find out what happened to Pete, instead of just yammering at me. I can’t tell you nothing, because I don’t know nothing.”
 
Her long earrings flashed as she tossed her head. She was still wearing her hat, if you could call it a hat; a mere handful of beads flung into her short hair. The uneven squirrel-chewed bangs that were supposed to give her the gamin look made her appear even more brazen. Fringes of the theater, Dr. Coffee reflected; maybe a night-club dancer. She had the legs of a dancer. Pretty legs. Well-turned legs. She was well-turned all over, actually, and her close-fitting gray tailleur was cut to emphasize the fact.

“Emily’s a hashslinger,” Ritter said. “She won’t explain how a hashslinger owns two suitcases full of expensive togs with Paris labels, or why the dresses are packed in valises ready to go, instead of hanging in a closet.”

“Pete bought me those gowns when he was in the chips,” Emily snapped. “And they’re packed because we had a fight this morning. I said I’d leave him if he didn’t get a job right quick.”

“Now she talks.” Ritter chuckled. “Emily says she slings hash at Milton’s Cafe till eleven tonight. It checks. She gets home an hour ago. You tell it again, Emily.”
 
Emily sniffed. She touched up her pout and turned her head twice to peer into the mirror of her compact before she said slowly:

“I knew something was wrong the minute I started down the hall. The apartment door was half open—and Pete’s kept that door locked and on the chain ever since we came to Northbank—”

“How long ago, Mrs. Mannock?”

“About a month. Pete started acting scared almost right away. When I’d ask him about it, he’d only laugh.”
 
“What does your husband do, Mrs. Mannock?”
 
“He’s—well, he’s out of work right now. He wanted to come to Northbank because a friend of his lived here. I don’t remember the name, but it was somebody who owed Pete a lot, he said. He came here to square accounts. Well, when he couldn’t seem to locate this guy, I got a job so we could keep eating—”

“Okay, Emily, so you find the door half open. Then what?”

“Nothing, except I went in. When I saw the mess I got a stomach full of butterflies. I thought I was going to keel over, but I didn’t. I yelled, ‘Pete! Pete! Where are you?’ He didn’t answer. I ran around like mad, opening closets, looking under the bed, in the bathroom, everywhere. No Pete. So I called cops.”

Dr. Coffee opened the small black bag he had brought with him. He said: “I’d like a sample of your blood, Mrs. Mannock, if you please.”

“You can skip the blood test,” Emily said. “I’m negative.”

“Your arm, please,” said the pathologist.

“Look, Doc,” said Max Ritter. “When you start taking samples from the furniture and what not, will you skip those stains on the door? There’s a perfect set of prints there I want to save.”

Dan Coffee had been late to work the next morning.
 
“’Morning, Doctor. ’Morning, Doris,” he said, as he hung up his coat and thrust his arms into a white jacket.

“Salaam, Doctor Sahib,” said Dr. Mookerji. “Homicide season is no doubt reopening. Leftenant Ritter rang three times.”

“Max can wait. Anything cooking, Doris? Any biopsies ordered?”

“No biopsies,” said Doris. “But I see work in progress all over the place. Were you here all night again, Doctor?”

“I dropped in to run some precipitin tests,” the pathologist said, “which I couldn’t complete because we have no animal antiserum. I phoned the Medical Examiner’s office in New York and Dr. Wiener is sending me a lot with the pilot of Flight 905. So I want you to meet the noon plane from New York, Doris. Meanwhile, stain these slides and set up a micrometrie eyepiece so we can measure the corpuscles. I want Dr. Mookerji to look at them after he’s seen my makeshift homework of last night. Doctor, lend me your eyes.” …

The phone rang. “Lieutenant Ritter again,” Doris Hudson said.

“Hi, Doc,” said Max Ritters voice. “I got news.”

“I’ve got news, too, Max. Let’s meet at lunch. Raoul’s?”

“Today’s Thursday. What’s at Raoul’s on Thursdays?”
 
“Kidneys. Braised veal kidneys in red wine. Tempt you, Max?” asked Dan Coffee hopefully. Mrs. Coffee believed that kidneys were unfit for human consumption and refused to cook them at home. “Raoul’s at twelve-thirty, Max?”

“Okay, Raoul’s. But we don’t dawdle, Doc. This case sizzles.”

When the pathologist hung up, Dr. Mookerji was emitting queer clucking sounds at the microscope.

“Most curious.” Dr. Mookerji wagged his big head from side to side until the tail of his pink turban trembled. “Unnucleated cells are roundish rather than oval. Blood therefore did not originate with fish, fowl, good red herring, or reptiles. But while blood is quite obviously mammalian, am of unsubstantiated opinion that red corpuscles are somewhat smaller than human size. Correct, Doctor?”

“Right,” said Dr. Coffee, “and that’s as far as we can go until we get the antiserum from New York.”

The pathologist could sniff the pleasant aroma of Raoul’s rognons de veau from half a block away. As he climbed the narrow stairway to the diminutive second-story restaurant, he mentally reconstructed the savory processes that he knew went into the preparation of the dish. Raoul would slice veal kidneys wafer-thin, dust them with seasoned flour, brown them in a froth of butter with a few tiny onions, then simmer them in good red wine with a pinch of thyme, a bay leaf, a few mushrooms, and a clove of garlic.

The number of gnawed radish tops with which Max Ritter was setting up a chess problem on the red-and-white tablecloth told Dan Coffee that the police detective had been waiting for some minutes.

“Well, Max,” said the pathologist, unfolding a yard of checkered napkin, “it looks like your case isn’t homicide after all.”

“No?” Ritter impatiently brushed aside the radish tops. “Why not?”

“I think Mannock is still alive. I think this act last night is an insurance fraud he and his loving wife cooked up.”

“Why so, Doc?”

“That blood in the apartment can’t be his. It’s not human blood.”

“Huh.” The detective pondered this statement while Raoul himself served the kidneys from a steaming casserole and opened a bottle of Pinot Noir. “Sture of that, Doc?”

“Positive. Under the microscope the red cells are much too small. I checked with a precipitin test, and I got no cloudy ring in the test tube with my human antiserum.”

Ritter bit savagely into a crust of French bread. “Then why the hell should the bloody fingerprints on the door belong to a convicted murderer?”

“You tell me, Max.”

Ritter shook his head. “It don’t make sense,” he said. “Not with chicken blood, it don’t.”

“It’s not chicken blood, Max. That much I know. But it may be several days before I know more.”

“For once, Doc, I think you’re wrong,” Ritter argued. “Last night I wire the print classification to Washington and this morning the FBI answers me that the prints belong to a killer named Jock McMann who sneaks out of the Nevada State pen hospital a year ago with a high fever and a guard’s uniform. So I gotta decide if Jock McMann is Pete Mannock, the guy we look for, or if he is the guy who kills Pete Mannock. So I phone Reno and Washington and I beat the gums some more with Emily Mannock and I get an answer: McMann is Pete Mannock and vice versa. It’s like this.…”

Ritter had pieced together a bizarre tale of a bizarre character. Mannock, convicted of first-degree murder under the name of McMann, had come home from Occupation duty in Germany with a chestful of medals (some authentic); an uncanny skill with the dice and with the eight-millimeter Walther pistol he had liberated; an excellent recipe for hasenpfeffer, and a strong disinclination for hard work. He had made a few desultory passes at the slow-but-honest dollar, then fallen back upon his skill with the dice, a fall which landed him on his feet in Reno, Las Vegas, and other Nevada points where his virtuosity was appreciated.

Pete Mannock worked both sides of the tables. For a while he was a croupier, for he had charm, dexterity, and sartorial appeal. However, he also had a habit of going off after work in a jeep well stocked with girls and bourbon to shoot rabbits in the nearby sagebrush with a Walther pistol. At sunup the jeepful of girls, bourbon and dead rabbits would off-load at Pete’s bachelor quarters, there to breakfast on hasenpfeffer marinated after a previous expedition. Inasmuch as the ceremony was often accompanied by the launching of rockets, the burning of red fire, and the discharge of ritual volleys from the Walther, a practice apt to attract the state police and nearby fire departments, most casinos regretfully decided that Pete was not really croupier material.

On the other side of the table Pete was not a success. He seemed to have lost his G.I. touch with the dice. He began drawing to seventeen at blackjack. And he developed an unswerving loyalty to a complex roulette system which ate voraciously into his reserve—so voraciously that he had to give up his predawn desert safaris.

To keep up his standard of living, Pete had knocked over a casino at closing time one night when the house was even further ahead than usual. Unfortunately he was surprised while departing with the swag and had to shoot the assistant manager. He got away in a taxi and successfully cached some $40,000 before he was caught. The taxi driver turned state’s evidence, claiming he did not know he was aiding and abetting robbery and murder, and got off with six months. Pete was lucky to get life. A few months after the cabbie was released, Mannock had escaped.

The FBI picked up traces of Pete Mannock’s flight—always one jump behind—in Ogden, Denver, Kansas City, Omaha, Miami, Houston, and Chicago. Somewhere along the line he had married Emily—probably illegally, since he was using an assumed name.

“This cabbie’s name is Jerry Woods,” said Max Ritter. “Emily claims she doesn’t know if Woods lives in Northbank or not. I say he does, and that’s why Pete Mannock is scared nights. And I say Jerry Woods rubs out Mannock either for self-preservation or because he didn’t get his cut of the forty grand. And I predict that before the sun sinks in the golden West, my boys will find out what name Jerry Woods is hiding under. Will you pass the kidneys, Doc?”

“Sure, if you’ll pour me some Pinot Noir. Max, why are you so positive that Jerry Woods is your man?”
 
“Because the assistant manager of that Nevada casino is shot with an eight-millimeter Walther,” the detective had replied, “and they never find the Walther in Nevada. Because we find an empty cartridge in the Mannock apartment last night which by the ejector marks is fired from a Walther eight-millimeter. But again we don’t find the Walther. So I say this Jerry Woods is the weapons carrier right from the start.”

“It’s a puzzler, Max.” Dr. Coffee had stared thoughtfully into the ruby depths of his wineglass. “Did the neighbors hear any shots fired?”

“Well, yes and no. Most of the tenants don’t hear a thing. They’re asleep. Two tenants don’t hear a thing but they’re awake. One guy remembers hearing something like a shot, but he thinks at the time it’s, a truck backfiring. Another guy is watching a Western film on television; he says he wouldn’t notice one shot more or less, on screen or off. So write your own ticket.”

Dr. Coffee had raised his glass. “Let’s drink to the right answers, Max.”

Lieutenant Ritter had indeed located Jerry Woods before sundown through the astute expedient of looking him up in the phone book. Not only was Woods using the same name, but he was following the same trade of taxi driver and was married to the same loyal, self-effacing wife who had stood by him when he went to jail in Nevada.

Woods and his wife had denied everything—Woods indignantly; his wife tearfully, while her two children clung to her skirts and howled. Woods was a balding, stocky, cocky little cabbie with a squint in one eye, a half-smoked cigar behind one ear, and a profane adjective perpetually on his full lips. He swore he had not seen Jock McMann since Nevada. No, he hadn’t heard the man was in Northbank, and, what’s more, he didn’t give a good goddam. No, he had never heard of anybody named Mannock on River Street or any other street. Emily Mannock? Never heard of her. No, he didn’t own a Walther. He had never fired a pistol in his life and he didn’t expect to, not even at that goddam slob who had almost wrecked his life. All right, so he’d been sucked into a lousy deal once, but he’d paid for it and no hard feelings. He wasn’t packing a grudge against that slimy so-and-so forever. He had enough goddam worries just making a living for the wife and kids. And if anybody thought hacking in Northbank was a goddam bed of roses.…

Lieutenant Ritter had been sympathetic but not very. Hidden atop a rafter in the Woods garage he had found an eight-millimeter Walther, the barrel fouled by recent firing. So, while Flora Woods sobbed and the younger Woods howled like air-raid sirens, Rittter took the cabbie downtown to the lockup.

It was almost a week later, with Jerry Woods still behind bars, that Flora Woods had parked her children in Dr. Coffee’s laboratory.

Dr. Coffee stuck out his long underjaw at the test tubes as he held them up to the fight one by one and replaced them in the rack. He sighed audibly. “Are you sure of your controls, Doctor?”

Dr. Mookerji wagged his turbaned head twice to the left, signifying an emphatic affirmative. “Quite,” he said.

“Then why the devil don’t we get at least one positive reaction?” the pathologist demanded of the universe. “Dog, horse, cow, pig, cat, sheep—all negative. Are we going to have to send for some anti-kangaroo serum?”

“You are perhaps suspecting Australian murderers, Doctor?”

“I’m falling down on my promise to Mrs. Woods,” Dr. Coffee said. “And I suspect that my wife is not overjoyed at the prospect of baby-sitting for the Woods brats indefinitely. I hate to think that the habeas corpus is mightier than the precipitin test, but my brightest hope right now is that they won’t dig up a corpus delicti and will have to turn Woods loose.”

The corpus delicti was found that night. At eleven o’clock Ritter phoned Dr. Coffee: “Going to bed? … Well, put your pants back on, Doc. I’ll pick you up in ten minutes.”

A dozen miles beyond the western outskirts of Northbank, where a secondary road wound back from the river through the rolling hills to become a weed-grown cart track, a shabby coupe without license plates stood beside a tumbled-down shack. It was in the shack, Ritter explained as he drove up with the pathologist, that two young uranium hunters had stumbled upon a grim discovery that had not made their Geiger counter click.

Police emergency lights flooded the scene. Tatters of fog drifted across the curtain of brilliance, twisting and squirming like tormented wraiths. The lights drove the night from broken windows and a doorless doorway, illuminating streamers of cobwebs and the usual obscene litter that accumulates in deserted shanties.

The beams converged on the body of a man, sprawled on his back, arms outstretched, eyes closed. Even in death he had a sort of waxen handsomeness, a bloodless, debonair smile with which to greet eternity. There was little doubt that the dead man was Jock McMann, alias Pete Mannock. He matched the FBI photos. Just to make sure, however, Ritter had sent for Emily Mannock.

Dr. Coffee had been examining the corpse for five minutes when Emily arrived. Flanked by two plain-clothes men, she strode into the glare of lights with the swinging walk of a musical comedy soubrette making an entrance. She smiled and batted her eyes at her audience, nodded curtly to Lieutenant Ritter, took one look at the dead man, shrieked, and crumpled into a limp, silent heap.

“Well, Doc,” said Max Ritter, after Emily had been revived to a state of quivering, sobbing incoherence, “I guess this trumps your no-murder theory, don’t it?”
 
“Does it, Max? A week ago this woman was so sure her husband was dead she gave you hell for not rushing right out to find the body. Tonight she sees the body and goes into shock. What does it mean?”

“It means we charge Jerry Woods with murder,” Ritter said.

“Don’t, Max.”

“The D.A. insists. Soon as we get a corpus delicti, the D.A. says he draws the complaint.”

“The D.A. is sticking his neck out a mile,” Dr. Coffee said. “Let’s take another look at the corpus. Don’t you think the deceased looks remarkably unbloody in view of that gory welter in River Street? I see no stains on the clothes, which practically rules out a body wound. And I don’t see any bullet wounds on the face or head.”
 
“Don’t I read somewhere that a bullet can go in a guy’s ear so that nobody notices any hole at first?”
 
“Possible, Max. In which case we would recover the bullet at autopsy.”

“Then maybe this bird is shot through the ear a week ago in River Street. Maybe he does all his bleeding in River Street and then, after he dies, he stops bleeding. And if there’s any blood on his face it gets wiped off when the killer brings the body out here from River Street a week ago.”

“This man didn’t die in River Street a week ago, Max. He’s in rigor mortis right now.”

“Shouldn’t he be, Doc? He’s dead, ain’t he?”

“Rigor usually starts wearing off about forty-eight hours after death,” the pathologist explained. “In three days it’s gone. This man is supposed to have been killed a week ago, but see how rigid his limbs are.” He tried to flex the left arm, then the fingers. Suddenly he bent closer to examine a long, ridgelike ulcer that started at the base of the thumb and crossed the palm of the left hand. He rocked back on his haunches, looked up at Ritter, and opened his mouth in a grimace of silent laughter. “Max, I’m a fool,” he said. “I’ve just found out why all my tests went wrong.”

“I don’t get it, Doc.”

“Max, help me persuade the coroner to let me do the autopsy. There must be one, because the D.A. will want a bullet to match the Walther pistol if he’s going to try Woods for murder. And the coroner won’t have to worry about the hundred-dollar autopsy fee. This one will be on me.”

“Think you’ll find the bullet, Doc?”

“I think I’ll find plenty. And tell the D.A. to keep his shirt on and well buttoned.”

“I’ll do my best, Doc. But we’ll have to work fast. He’s getting antsy.”

Doris Hudson met Dr. Coffee as he stepped out of the elevator on his return to the surgical wing from his weekly teaching session with the internes. She handed him a slip of paper, as she walked along beside him.

“Two phone calls, Doctor. Lieutenant Ritter says to tell you that Woods will be arraigned on a first-degree murder charge at four o’clock this afternoon. Then some matron from the city jail phoned with a message from Mrs. Woods. Seems Mrs. Woods won’t pick up the kids tonight. She was arrested for driving a cab without a hacking license and she’s still in jail because she refuses to divert grocery money to hire a lawyer or pay a fine.”
 
Dr. Coffee slammed the lab door behind him with an exasperated bang. He said: “Call up and find out what the fine is, and I’ll send a check over by messenger. I’d like her to be in court this afternoon. Where are the sections from the Mannock autopsy?”

“Dr. Mookerji has the slides.”

The pathologist swung a leg over a stool next to the Hindu resident and switched on the reflecting light behind the second of two microscopes on the work-bench. Dr. Mookerji passed him a tiny rectangle of thin glass, which he slid under the nose of the ’scope.

“Kindly examine lung section,” the Hindu said, “noting extensive necrotic areas in alveolar walls.”

“Typical.” Dr. Coffee’s eyes were glued to the twin lenses.

“Furthermore,” Dr. Mookerji continued, passing more slides, “observe similar high mortality among cells in liver, spleen, and lymph nodes. Also please note predominance of mononuclear cells in tissue from ulcer at point of entry.”

“No doubt about it.” Dr. Coffee twisted the focusing knob. “Doris, pack a microscope and a set of these slides in my bag. I’m going to take them to court.”

Dr. Coffee hurried across the nearly empty court-room. He was relieved to note that the judge was not yet on the bench. He nodded briefly to Max Ritter, sitting outside the rail between the flashy brunette Mrs. Mannock and the washy blonde Mrs. Woods. He strode past the two reporters lounging in the jury box, past the bald, chubby Jerry Woods sitting inside the rail between two uniformed policemen, past the protesting bailiff who tried to bar his way to the judge’s chambers.

To the surprised magistrate just donning his judicial robes, the pathologist gasped: “Sorry to bust in like this, Your Honor, but I wanted to stop this man Woods’s arraignment. I want—”

“The defendant Woods has until now refused counsel,” the judge interrupted, his white mustache bristling. “The court has not yet appointed an attorney to defend him. So if you will please retire—”

“I’m not a lawyer, Your Honor. I’m a pathologist—Daniel Coffee of Pasteur Hospital. At the coroner’s request, I performed an autopsy on the deceased in this Woods case. I’ve just finished my microscopic diagnosis. I think I can prevent the prosecutor from making a fool of himself.”

“I see.” The judge sat down, leaned forward on his elbows until the wide black sleeves of his gown dripped over the edge of his desk. He pushed a button and spoke into the intercom. “Ask the prosecutor in the Woods case to come in.”

When the dapper, frowning deputy district attorney bustled into the judge’s chambers, His Honor said: “Hendrix, meet Dr. Coffee. The doctor says you’re about to make a fool of yourself, and he offers to stop you. Do you consent to the dismissal of the murder charge against one Gerald Wilson Woods?”

“I—I—certainly not, Your Honor.” The prosecutor flushed. “I think I have enough evidence to go to trial. I have motive. I have an empty cartridge found on the scene of the crime which fits the weapon found in possession of the defendant, and for which, the coroner informs me, Dr. Coffee himself will produce the bullet recovered from the body of the victim.”

“The coroner misinformed you,” Dr. Coffee said. “I told him that if there was a bullet, I would recover it at autopsy. As a matter of fact, there was no bullet in the body, no gunshot wound whatever. The deceased was not shot.”

“Really?” The judge sat up. “What killed him?”
 
“Poetic justice, Your Honor.”

The judge leaned back, glared, and flapped the wings of his black gown. “Doctor, you are flirting with contempt charges—”

“Not at all, Your Honor. If you will give me five minutes, I think I can prove that nobody was responsible for Pete Mannock’s death but himself—with the possible exception of Mrs. Mannock, who is sitting outside in the courtroom, and who, I think, will corroborate my statements.”

“Very well, then. Five minutes—if counsel has no objection.”

“No objection, Your Honor,” said the prosecutor.

The pathologist sat down and crossed his long legs.

“Ever since he escaped from the Nevada penitentiary, Mannock was a hunted man, constantly on the jump,” he said. “It must have been exasperating to Mrs. Mannock to live in a suitcase, to take menial jobs and Uve in mean surroundings just to create a inask of respectability—of mistaken identity. I suggest she served Mannock with an ultimatum that she would leave him for good if they were forced to run away again. She kept her bags constantly packed as a reminder of this threat. So Mannock decided on a new deal—with a stacked deck.

“He traced Jerry Woods to Northbank. He came here to kill two birds with one stone. He would establish prima-facie evidence of his own death, so that he could stop living as a perpetual fugitive. And, by framing Woods for an imaginary murder, he would even old scores with him for turning state’s evidence.

“So Mannock went into the hills back of the river and shot a rabbit or two with his Walther. He saved an empty cartridge to leave in his apartment, and he planted the Walther in Jerry Woods’s garage. Then he made a shambles of his apartment with rabbit blood and left a clear set of his own fingerprints on the door, knowing that transmission of the prints to the FBI would revive the whole Nevada story and point a finger at Jerry Woods. He was now ready to hide out and await developments.

“At this point, Your Honor, I failed Jerry Woods. Although my lab indicated the blood in the apartment was not human blood, I was unable to identify it exactly—because the precipitin test we were using is based on antiserum produced in laboratory rabbits and naturally gave no reaction to rabbit blood.

“The rabbit, however, had the last word. While Pete Mannock was bleeding his carcasses, the knife cut into the palm of his left hand, infecting him with tularemia. Tularemia—rabbit fever—is fatal in one case out of twenty. Mannock was the twentieth. A few days after his disappearance he must have experienced sudden chills, fever, and headache. His lymph glands grew large and painful. He was laid low with prostration. Alone and without care, he quickly developed tularemic pneumonia and died—only a day or so before we found him, since he was still in rigor mortis.

“Now, Your Honor, I have here microscopic sections from the organs of the deceased to prove my points. If Your Honor will permit me to set up this microscope, I should be pleased to show the court and the district attorney—”

“Never mind!” The judge stood up. “Hendrix, if you’ll go on outside, I’ll open court so you can step up and ask that charges be dismissed. I’ll oblige. Thank you, Doctor.”

When it was over, Flora Woods vaulted the rail into the inner enclosure. She threw her arms around the prisoner, kissed him resoundingly on his bald spot, then bestowed a more tender buss upon his lips.

“You lucky stiff!” she said. “I ought to kiss Dr. Coffee, too. You ought to be very thankful to him, too. And to Mrs. Coffee.”

“I’m sure it’s the other way around,” Dan Coffee said.
 
“It’s Julia who will be thankful that—uh—that you and the children will soon be together again. I—Hey, Max, where’s Emily?”

Lieutenant Ritter turned around just in time to see a flash of color—which may have been the impertinent flick of Mrs. Mannock’s skirt disappearing through the rear door of the courtroom.

“Let her go.” The detective shrugged. “I don’t think I can build an airtight case against her for obstructing justice. She has a perfect alibi for the night Mannock disappeared.”

“I suppose so,” said Dr. Coffee wistfully. “But I was hoping she might have remembered Pete Mannock’s recipe for hasenpfeffer.”

“Stacked Deck” appeared in Ellery Queens Mystery Magazine under the title “A Case of Poetic Justice.”



The Swami Of Northbank

The precise little man with the bald head and the rimless octagonal eyeglasses told a strange story. His name, he said, was Duncan Floyd and he represented the Great Lakes and Southern Underwriters who had insured Sandra Farriston’s diamond earrings for $50,000. He was worried about Sandra’s earrings in connection with a Hindu crystal-gazer who called himself Zygon, the Swami of Northbank.

“The only swami in Northbank I know of,” said Max Ritter, lieutenant of police detectives, “is Dr. Motilal Mookerji, and he don’t tell fortunes. He’s resident in pathology at Pasteur Hospital. Came here from Calcutta on a scholarship. What have you got on this Zygon?”
 
Floyd had nothing definite on Zygon except that he fitted the pattern of a coterie of swindlers frequently popping up in small cities. The swindler would be handsome and exotically dark. Endowed with second sight, crystal vision, and other occult powers, he preyed on well-fixed middle-aged women. Sometimes he used a jewel thief as accomplice.

“Madam,” he would say, “you have come to consult me about a diamond ring. The ring was not stolen. You left it in such-and-such washroom. The maid picked it up before you returned, but terrified at being accused of theft, she has not dared dispose of it. She has hidden it—”

At this point the crystal ball would go dark and only a thumping big fee would make it light up again to reveal the hiding place. The ring, of course, would be there. One miraculous feat of divination like this was usually enough in a small city to assure the swami of a large and opulent clientele—until things got too hot and he moved on to cooler and greener fields.

“Has this bird Zygon been pulling stuff like that in Northbank?” Lieutenant Ritter asked.

“Not that I’ve been able to learn,” the insurance man said.

“Then what do you expect the police department to do?”

“Sandra Farriston is giving a reception tonight,” Floyd said. “Some big-shot concert manager is here from New York and Northbank is turning out to gawk and kowtow. His name is Sewell. Sandra will wear her earrings, of course, and Zygon has been invited to put on some kind of séance. The idea gives me goose pimples. I’d feel better if some of your boys were there.”

“I’ll look into the matter,” the detective said.

Ritter’s first look took him to the sixth floor of the Northbank Trust Co. building where Zygon, wholesaler of dreams and broker in the occult, conducted his business. The office door, which bore the simple device “Zygon—Consultation by Appointment,” was situated between a dentist and an advertising agency, thus giving a feeling of security to clients with guilty secrets or scoffing husbands. Beyond the mundane portal Ritter found himself in an eerie, dimly lighted atmosphere reeking of incense. Black velvet drapes parted and a slim, bronzed, dark-eyed man with a tightly wound white turban asked in a soft voice:

“You desire to consult Zygon?”

“I’m looking for the dentist,” Ritter replied.

“Next door,” said Zygon.

Ritter backed out mumbling apologies and memorizing Zygon’s features and build. He would be able to recite to himself a perfect portrait parlé when he examined rogues’ gallery photos later. Meanwhile he would call on Sandra Farriston.

Sandra lived on Indian Hill, which had been a fashionable part of Northbank at the turn of the century. Its old frame houses—with their hip roofs, their shingled turrets and cupolas, their gables and dormer windows dripping with gingerbread—were still nostalgically impressive in spring and summer when the Boston ivy was in leaf and concealed their need for paint. Sandra’s house had its own special impressiveness. It was not merely the home of a music teacher who eked out a bare subsistence drilling scales and trills into Northbank brats; it was the shrine of Sandra’s glamorous past, the sphinx temple of her enigmatic present.

Sandra’s past was symbolized by the photographs and framed playbills which lined the walls of her staircase, showing a young and beautiful opera singer in the roles of Violetta Valery in La Traviata, Tosca in. La Tosca, and Cho-Cho-San in Madame Butterfly, and testifying to her performance in the 1920’s at the San Carlo Opera of Naples, the Teatro Costanzi of Rome, the Municipal Opera of Nice, and the Opéra-Comique of Paris. Also obviously part of her past were the diamond earrings, currently the worry of Duncan Floyd. The two huge, flawless, pear-shaped stones, which she wore pendent from daringly fragile platinum chains, appeared publicly just five times yearly: for the opening concert of the Northbank Symphony, for the annual two-night stand of the Metropolitan Opera Company, and for Sandra’s two receptions which curiously enough were attended not only by the best people of Northbank, but by prominent musical figures from Chicago, Cleveland, Cincinnati, and even New York.

Whether or not Sandra’s past was also symbolized by Josephine Farriston had long been a matter for conjecture in Northbank. According to Sandra, Josephine was the child of a dead brother—a protégée whom she was grooming for the opera stage. Josephine was away at some conservatory most of the year, but she would be back for the reception. She always was—usually to sing, if there was someone important to listen.

Although all this personal history was an integral part of Northbank gossip, none of it was pertinent to Max Ritter’s current mission. Or so Ritter thought as he parked his car in the driveway at the side of the house, walked to the front, and twisted the old-fashioned bellpull.

The bell was not answered immediately. Deep inside the house Ritter thought he heard angry voices raised in altercation. He could not distinguish words, but he was sure one voice was female and on the verge of tears. The other was a rumbling baritone.

Again Ritter rang. The voices stopped suddenly. After a brief silence Sandra opened the door. She was a stately, well-groomed woman clinging stubbornly to the hopeful side of fifty. Her young, unwrinkled face belied her white hair, and she was without the girth and bulges which divas in retirement so often wear like decorations for distinguished service..

When Ritter started explaining why he thought he should attend her reception, Sandra cut him short with, ‘I am sorry, but I cannot insult my guests by having policemen present. Anyone invited to my house is presumed honest. I do not need you.”

“Maybe I’d better come, anyhow,” the detective said.
 
“You are not welcome and you will not be admitted.”
 
“Hold on, madam. You’re going to wear those diamond earrings and the insurance people—”

“You will not be admitted,” Sandra repeated, “without a search warrant. And I understand we Americans are still protected by constitutional safeguards, so that no court will issue a seach warrant without evidence of a crime having been committed. There has been no crime committed. Good day.” And she closed the door.

Ritter grinned. He was one of those rare policemen who believe that law enforcement includes the provisions of the Fourth Amendment to the Constitution. Sandra was right about the lack of grounds for a search warrant, he mused as he walked around the side of the house. He stopped grinning when he saw the girl sitting in his car.

The girl was young, in her early twenties at most. She had the bloom of springtime in her cheeks, the love of life in her blue eyes, and a narrow blue ribbon around her blonde hair, Directoire fashion.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Josephine Farriston. You’re from the police, aren’t you?”

“Am I?” Ritter countered. “Maybe that N.P.D. on my car door stands for ‘No Passengers Desired.’ I’d sure like to sit here and admire the fit of your pretty blue sweater, but I got work to do. Step down, sister.”

“I’ve got to talk to you,” Josephine said. “Did Sandra call you to keep Biff from coming to the party tonight?”
 
Ritter was suddenly interested. “Who’s Biff?” he asked.

“Biff Walters.” The simple declaration left Ritter looking blank. The girl’s eyebrows lifted incredulously. She said: “Don’t you know Biff Walters and his Catalina Catamounts? I guess you re, not hep. He played six months at the Blue Heaven Roof in New York. That’s where I met him. When he finishes his twenty weeks at the Standing Room in Chicago, he’s going to Hollywood to make a picture.”

“Sandra doesn’t like Biff?” Ritter said.

“And how! And vice versa.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m in love with him.”

“And vice versa?”

“Very much vice versa. Biff wants to marry me. Sandra wants me to be an opera singer. Q.E.D.”

“What’s the matter with a little of each?” Ritter asked.
 
“Sandra says opera is a full-time job. And she’s afraid if I marry Biff I’ll turn out to be a blues singer with his band. Which I’d love, only Sandra has spent so much money trying to make me the greatest Mimi since Bori that I just can’t let her down.”

“Unless Biff can beat all those silly ideas out of Sandra’s head?”

“Biff will be at the party tonight, if that’s what you mean—unless you keep him out. Biff knows that Sandra has spent about all the money she has to get me started, and he’s afraid she’ll do something foolish to get more until I click. She’s very proud and stubborn. She’s—”
 
“That’s not what I mean. Biff is in the house right now, fighting with Sandra.”

“Now? Biff? Oh, no!” Josephine’s whole body registered surprise. Maybe she was telling the truth.

“Go in and see for yourself,” Ritter said, stepping on the starter. “I got work to do, sister.” He eased her gently from the car.

Ritter drove directly to the offices of the Northbank Tribune and asked the society editor to show him the guest list for Sandra’s reception. He was delighted to find the names of Dr. and Mrs. Daniel Webster Coffee among those invited. Dr. Coffee was pathologist at Northbank’s Pasteur Hospital and an old friend of Ritter’s. Since the Northbank Police Department clung to a policy of solving crimes with the nightstick rather than in the laboratory, Ritter sometimes took his bafflers to Dan Coffee for ex officio treatment by test tube and microscope.

“Hello, Max,” Dr. Coffee said when Ritter phoned. “Yes, Julia and I are invited, but Julia’s in bed with the sniffles and I’m certainly not going there alone.”

“You could take Doc Mookerji,” Ritter said.
 
“Nothing doing, Max. You know how I hate putting on a tux.”

“Doc, you gotta go. You gotta do some scientific observing for me, and I’d like that swami of yours to get a look at another swami who maybe ain’t only not kosher, but not even Hindu.”

“Sounds intriguing, Max. What—”

“Meet me at Raoul’s for a short beer after dinner, Doc, and I’ll brief you,” Ritter said.

When Dr. Coffee arrived at Sandra Farriston’s, stiffly uncomfortable in boiled shirt and dinner jacket, he was immediately struck by a feeling of further uneasiness which was psychic rather than physical. He tried unsuccessfully to analyze the sense of lurking evil which seemed to hang over the gathering like a flickering shadow. On the surface, the reception seemed no more sinister than a country fair or a church bazaar. There was nothing ominous about the string quartet that played softly on the stair landing, nothing portentous about the caterer’s flunkies who passed elaborate canapés and poured champagne from napkin-wrapped bottles. Even the corner of the room which draped oriental rugs had converted into a den of mystery for Zygon seemed quite prosaic. The Swami of Northbank himself, resplendent in white silk tunic and purple satin turban, was only a swaggering mountebank as he stabbed cards out of a tarot deck with a jeweled dagger to tell the fortunes of goggle-eyed matrons.

It was only when the majestic Sandra took Dr. Coffee in hand that he realized the hostess herself was the focus of the strange contagion. Sandra moved as if in a trance, her features expressionless, her body tense with some suppressed emotion. Dr. Coffee murmured apologies for Mrs. Coffee and introduced his spheroidal brown Hindu companion whose pink cotton turban looked miserable indeed in comparison with the magnificence of Zygon.

“Dr. Mookerji, my resident pathologist,” Dan Coffee said.

“Am exuberantly delighted and honored beyond limits of ignorant vocabulary,” the Hindu said, peering beyond his hostess for a gap in the field through which he might maneuver his global bulk in the direction of his supposed countryman.

Dan Coffee went through the ordeal of being presented to several dozen overdressed, overpolite, and overweening bores. Remembering his briefing by Max Ritter, he paid particular attention to Duncan Floyd, the bald-headed little insurance man; to Sewell, the white-haired concert manager from New York; and to a lanky, self-assured, broad-shouldered youth with a crew haircut to whom he was not introduced but whom he assumed to be Biff Walters, inasmuch as the youth devoted the entire evening to gazing earnestly into the blue eyes of Josephine Farriston. Although Josephine’s number-one task was obviously that of looking beautiful and charming, the job came so easily and naturally that she had ample time and energy to reciprocate Biffs ocular interest. Whenever he felt ready to go under from boredom or uneasiness, Dan Coffee looked at the couple and felt human again.

After being social for half an hour, which was ten minutes beyond his normal limit, Dan Coffee was rescued by Dr. Mookerji. The Hindu drew him into false seclusion behind the grand piano and declared solemnly:

“Am convinced that so-called Zygon is fraudulent phony. When addressed with phrase inquiring as to point of origin; to wit, ‘Tum kahan se ate ho?’ he riposted in English that he was unfamiliar with Hindustani language. Upon shifting to Bengali, received similar response. Punjabi likewise. Alleged Zygon claims Dravidian origin, purporting to speak only South Indian dialect of Telugu, with which am not personally conversant. Am of opinion that pseudo-swami is too palefaced for southerner. Dravidians usually tend to blackish tints resembling knave of spades.”

“We’ll report that to Lieutenant Ritter,” Dr. Coffee said.

At this point Sandra Farriston mounted to the third step of the staircase and clapped her hands for attention. She moved her head slowly from side to side, so that her huge tear-drop earrings swung in short, dazzling arcs, scattering rainbow spray. Her manner was gracious from habit, but her voice was taut as she said:

“If you’ll all be quiet for a few moments, and crowd closer to this side of the room, Swami Zygon will give us an unusual demonstration of his occult powers.”

Feet shuffled and the guests surged forward restlessly. Dr. Coffee saw Floyd, the insurance man, edging through the crowd to get closer to Sandra and the earrings. He saw Biff Walters put down his champagne goblet, clench his fists and stare at Sandra with something like hate in his eyes. Then Sandra touched the light switch and the room was dark—except for a blue glow from Zygon’s crystal ball which shone directly upward to bathe his face with ghostly luminosity. His turbaned head seemed to be detached from his body, floating uncannily in the darkness. Zygon muttered a few cabalistic phrases.

Seated at the concert grand almost at Dan Coffee’s elbow, Josephine Farriston struck a few chords and began to sing Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Song of India.” She sang with a small, rather girlish soprano, the pathologist thought, but her voice had a pleasing intimate warmth.

Dr. Coffee was watching the spectral face of Zygon glowing at the other side of the room when the head suddenly disappeared. The light below the crystal ball had winked out.

Josephine sang the closing phrases of her song in complete darkness. The piano still hummed with the final chord when the voice of the unseen Zygon again began muttering some mumbo jumbo. The muttering grew louder and shriller—until it Was cut abruptly by a knife-sharp scream. The shriek rose to a crescendo of terror and died quickly in a strangled sob. Then silence.

Dr. Coffee shouldered his way through the darkness, brutally pushing aside the unseen guests who stood between him and the light switch. A confused murmur seemed to float on the black silence, like a froth of horror churned up by the scream. Dr. Coffee pushed and elbowed until his outstretched hand touched the wall, found the switch. Light flooded back into the room.

Zygon was still—or again—behind his crystal ball. He was standing. Twenty feet in front of him Sandra Farriston lay stretched on the rug, her eyes closed. As Dr. Coffee strode toward Sandra, Biff Walters bent over her to shake her shoulder.

“Come now, Sandra,” Walters said. “Enough theatrics. This isn’t the last act of Rigoletto.”

Walters placed his hands under Sandra’s shoulders, withdrew them immediately and stared at his crimson fingers.

Dr. Coffee was still stooped over Sandra when Duncan Floyd pushed through the awe-struck guests.

“Good lord!” Floyd exclaimed. “Her earrings are gone.”

“She’s dead,” Dr. Coffee announced.

There was a shocked silence. Behind the grand piano Josephine Farriston gasped, then sobbed.

Dr. Motilal Mookerji waddled to the front door, threw it open, and spoke to a glowing cigarette on the porch.

“Leftenant Ritter, please enter without preliminary legal writs and warrants. Felonious crime has now been perpetrated as previously suspected.”

During the next three hours the late Sandra Farriston’s nostalgic mansion was the scene of a grim and determined invasion. The police job seemed simple enough. Sandra had been murdered. Sandra’s valuable earrings had been stolen. Nobody had left the house since the murder—Ritter himself would vouch for that. Therefore the discovery of the diamonds should indicate the murder. Unfortunately, the diamonds were not discovered.

A dozen detectives and policewomen had searched the sullen, frightened, or indignant guests. Another half-dozen detectives, aided by a worried, white-faced Duncan Floyd, hell-bent on preventing a loss for Great Lakes and Southern Underwriters, had gone through the house with rude and untidy thoroughness. By the time the team of photographers and fingerprint men had packed up and left at midnight, the following facts had been established:

Sandra Farriston had been Stabbed to death with the jeweled Afghan dagger which belonged to Zygon. Because of its gem-encrusted hilt, no latent fingerprints could be developed.

The earrings had been torn from Sandra’s ears, bruising the pierced lobes. There was slight bleeding, indicating that they had been snatched before Sandra was killed.

The fragile platinum chains from which the diamonds had hung were found under the piano with the twisted mountings—and without the stones.

Zygon had been searched to the most intimate recesses of his person and the diamonds were not found.

Nor were the diamonds found anywhere or on anyone.

Shortly after midnight, Max Ritter announced to Dr. Coffee: “I’m going to take Zygon downtown, Doc.”
 
“Max, do you think Zygon is fool enough to commit murder with a weapon so easily traceable to him?”
 
“Zygon’s no fool,” Ritter replied, “which is exactly why he might do the obvious, counting on a logical guy like you or me to figure that he wouldn’t do any such thing.’

“He is Machiavellian impostor,” Dr. Mookerji volunteered.

“I’d also like a little private jam session with the boogie-woogie boy,” Ritter said. “The air will do you good, Walters.”

“Biff doesn’t know anything,” Josephine said. “He was standing right beside me all the time I was singing. He kissed the back of my neck just before Sandra screamed.”

“He was standing over Sandra when the lights went on,” Ritter insisted. “Maybe I can sweat a few sour notes out of him.”

“Where Biff goes, I go,” Josephine said.

“That’s fine, sister. I’d like to listen to your voice some more, too. I picked up a few new tunes this afternoon I want to try on you. You can both ride with me. Brody, you and Jenkins take the swami.”

“Correction, please. Alleged swami,” said Dr. Mookerji.

The caravan formed at Sandra’s front door. As the pale, perspiring and protesting Zygon was loaded into one police car with two detectives, Duncan Floyd approached Ritter.

“Mind if I come along, lieutenant?” Lloyd asked. “You can understand my concern. I’ll follow in my own car.”

“Okay, follow. Doc, we seem to be a little crowded. Think that hot rod of yours is good for another two-three miles?”

“Dr. Mookerji and I will be hot on your tracks,” Dan Coffee said.

They were not very hot, because of the cold reluctance of Dr. Coffee’s obsolescent carburetor to awake to action. In fact, by the time the pathologist and his Hindu resident had caught up with the caravan in Harding Park, the shooting had already started.

Dr. Mookerji had just remarked: “Were you observing, Doctor Sahib, that so-called swami was exhibiting gastric symptoms? Personally noted livid and anxious face, plus clammy skin.”

“He probably ate too many of Sandra’s rubber hors d’oeuvres,” Dr. Coffee was saying, just as they came to the road block.

Three police cars were drawn up in echelon across the curving park road, with Duncan Floyd’s car parked a little to the rear. Spotlights from the police cars slashed the night with hard, hot blades, raking the lawns, whipping trees and bushes. Flashes of gunfire flickered in the shrubbery like fireflies.

When the first explosions beat upon the darkness, Dr. Mookerji seized Dan Coffee’s arm. “Am perceiving signs of armed conflict, Doctor Sahib,” the Hindu said. “Suggesting option for better part of valor.”

“Let’s park here outside the combat zone,” Dan Coffee said.

The nervous staccato of police guns subsided with a few desultory shots and the whine of a ricochet bullet. The ensuing silence was deafening.

Biff Walters and Josephine were huddled in the back seat of Ritter’s car. Ritter was standing beside the car, revolver drawn.

“Spurious compatriot is no doubt causing felonious shenanigans, eh, leftenant?” said Dr. Mookerji.

“Yeah,” Ritter said. “Zygon jumped when we slowed for the curve, and he landed running. He won’t go far, though. He’s wearing bracelets.”

A shadow moving toward Ritter materialized as Duncan Floyd.

“I warned you he was a slippery character,” the insurance man said. “I was afraid—”

A shout from the darkness interrupted him. “Over this way, Max. Looks like we winged him.”

Six flashlight beams fingered the night, contracting as they converged on a tall plain-clothes man standing beside a syringa bush. Dr. Coffee followed the lights. Zygon was lying under the bush, his turban partly unwound and caught in the lower branches. His face was gray and shiny with sweat. A bright red stain was spreading across the front of his white tunic. The wounded man groaned as Dr. Coffee examined him.
 
“Get him to the hospital,” Dan Coffee said. “Quick.”
 
Pasteur Hospital was just over the hill. The interne on emergency duty started giving plasma to Zygon while the stretcher cart was being rolled to the elevator. In the operating room the resident surgeon took one look at the unconscious man and ordered X rays. Unless the bullet was lodged in some vital organ so that the patient would die were it not removed at once, the surgeon was reluctant to operate.

Dr. Coffee, Dr. Mookerji and Max Ritter followed the stretcher cart to the X-ray department. They waited while the radiologist made a panorama of Zygon’s midsection. As soon as the films were out of the developer and into the fixing bath, a technician gave the high sign and the little group crowded into the dark room.

The resident surgeon glanced at the wet films, decided the bullet would have to come out, and went to scrub up while Zygon was rolled back to the operating room.

Dr. Coffee remained in the dark room, studying the films. After a minute he gave a peculiar laugh.

“Apparently our friend Zygon has an appetite like an ostrich,” he said. “Look at this.”

Ritter peered over the pathologist’s shoulder and the Hindu peeked under his arm. Dr. Coffee indicated a point on the film, just below the latticed shadows of the ribs. Two other shadows were clearly visible, shadows that must have been caused by two opaque objects several inches long and pear-shaped.

“No wonder we couldn’t find the sparklers on him!” Ritter exclaimed. “He chewed the stones off the mountings and swallowed ’em.”

“Some non-Hindu Indians quite notorious for ingesting strange foodstuffs,” Dr. Mookerji said. “Gastric symptoms now explained.”

“Anyhow, the case is solved,” Ritter said. “Zygon killed Sandra and stole—Those are the earrings, ain’t they, Doc?”

“They’re certainly not smoke rings,” the pathologist said. He was silent a moment as he re-examined the X-ray film. “Still, I’m not sure our solution is quite so simple. Where’s Mr. Floyd, Max?”

“He’s in the waiting room with Josephine and her boy friend. Brody’s keeping an eye on ’em.”

“Bring them to the lab, Max. I’ve a few questions.”

Dr. Coffee carefully carried the wet film to his laboratory. When the insurance man came in, Dr. Coffee asked:

“Mr. Floyd, did you ever have Mrs. Farriston’s earrings in your own possession?”

“Oh, yes,” Floyd replied. “I had them appraised when I wrote the original policy about two years ago. And a few weeks ago, when the policy came up for renewal, we made a routine reappraisal.”

Dr. Coffee produced the film. “Would you say, Mr. Floyd, that the objects shown in this X-ray photograph of Zygon’s stomach resemble Mrs. Farriston’s diamonds?”

“Good lord!” Floyd excitedly extracted a micrometer caliper from his pocket and measured the shadows. “Those are the stones, all right. What a relief!”

“Where did Mrs. Farriston get the earrings originally?”

Floyd didn’t know, but Biff Walters did.

“Josephine’s father gave them to Sandra,” Walters said.

“You mean Sandra’s brother?” Ritter asked.

“I mean Sandra’s ex-husband, Henry Sewell. He was there tonight.”

“Is that true, sister? Was Sandra your mother?”
 
Josephine nodded and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief.

“Sandra thought it was a big secret,” Walter continued. “She didn’t even admit it to Josephine. But it’s common knowledge around Carnegie Hall in New York that Sewell paid for Sandra’s European successes in the late twenties. Sandra was never more than a third-rate singer, and she sang in French and Italian theaters because Sewell bought out the house on the nights she sang. You could also buy favorable criticism in the European newspapers in those days. When Sewell lost his money in the 1929 crash, he left Sandra. She divorced him in Paris before Josephine was born, without even telling him she was about to bear him a child. Sandra was proud.”

“That might explain the five grand,” Ritter said. “Has Sandra been giving Sewell the shakedown?”

“Never!” Josephine said.

“Look,” Ritter insisted. “Sandra’s been borrowing like mad for years. She’s mortgaged everything she owns to keep this gal headed for a career. Her credit’s been running thin lately, and she even had trouble financing her shindig tonight. But I found out this afternoon that Sandra deposited five grand in her bank account yesterday—in cash. I’ll find out from Sewell if the five G’s didn’t come from him.”

“You’re all wet, Ritter,” Walters said. “Sandra didn’t give Josephine Sewell’s name. She never told him Jo was his daughter. She wanted to keep the girl all for herself. We had a big fight about it this afternoon. I was trying to convince Sandra it would be better for Jo to be a hit blues singer than a bad prima donna, and Sandra—”

His speech was cut short by the arrival of the resident surgeon. The surgeon’s gauze mask dangled from one ear and there was blood on his short-sleeved white jacket. He carried a gauze-covered metal cup. ‘

“I couldn’t save your man,” the surgeon said. “He died on the table. But I got the bullet. I suppose you’ll want it.”

“What about the diamonds?” Floyd demanded. “The man swallowed two very valuable diamonds before he was shot.”

“Dr. Coffee will have to recover them for you when he does the autopsy,” the surgeon said. He placed the cup on the lab workbench and departed.

“At least I can sleep tonight,” the insurance man said. “Do you gentlemen need me any more now?”

Ritter shook his head. “Go on home,” he said.

After Floyd left, Ritter lifted the gauze from the surgeon’s cup. The bullet was slightly twisted, but it was not the usual shapeless mass of lead that is dug out of gunshot victims. It still resembled a bullet.

“Hell!” Ritter exclaimed. “This looks like a .32.”

“Please, what is hellish about .32 bullet?” Dr. Mookerji asked.

“Every cop in Northbank carries a .38 police positive,” the detective said. “If my boys didn’t shoot Zygon, who did?”

“Dr. Mookerji and I had the opportunity,” Dan Coffee said. “So did Mr. Walters and Miss Farriston.”

“Floyd, too,” admitted Ritter. “But I went over Floyd with a fine comb, and the prince and princess here were searched, too. None of them could have been hiding a gun. After all, there are some things a guy can’t swallow.”

Dr. Coffee arose quickly as though a sudden idea had struck him from below. He grabbed his hat.

“Max, I’ve been stupid. Let’s try to catch up with Mr. Floyd.”

They had to wait several minutes for the elevator, and by the time they reached the ground floor, Floyd’s car was gone from in front of the hospital.

“I know where he lives,” Ritter said.

“Try his office first,” said Dr. Coffee.

Floyd’s car was standing in front of the office building. Ritter tried the car door. The car was unlocked.

“He’s careless,” Ritter said.

“Or in a hurry,” said Dr. Coffee. “Try the glove compartment.”

There was nothing in the glove compartment but a tattered road map, a flashlight, and a square of chamois.

They rang the night bell. The sleepy night elevator operator took his time about answering. Yes, Mr. Floyd had come in a short while ago. Yes, he would take them up.

Duncan Floyd did not seem surprised to see them.

“Hello,” he said. “I stopped by the office to draft my report to the home office. They’ll be glad to know there won’t be a claim to pay on the Farriston diamonds. What can I do for you gentlemen?”

“You can open that safe behind you,” Dr. Coffee said.

“I’d be glad to,” Floyd said, “except I’ve just had the combination changed, and I have trouble remembering it. We’ll have to wait until my secretary comes down in the morning.”

“Open it now,” Ritter said. “Or I’ll send for the Safe Squad.”

“Well! What’s the hurry? What the devil’s in the safe?”

“Mrs. Farriston’s diamonds,” Dr. Coffee said.

Floyd laughed. “Doctor, you assured me the diamonds were in Zygon’s stomach. You yourself showed me the film. I saw the X-ray photo of the stones with my own eyes.”

“You saw what Zygon thought were the Farriston diamonds,” Dr. Coffee said. “But the gems in the X-ray photo are imitations.”

“Well! Appraisal by photo.” Again Floyd laughed. “Aren’t you exaggerating the miracle of the X ray, Doctor?”

“On the contrary. If Zygon had swallowed the true gems, they could not have been seen in the photo. Gentiine diamonds are perfectly transparent to X rays. False diamonds, however, are made of strass, a brilliant glass with a very high lead content. Don’t you know, Mr. Floyd, that lead is opaque to X rays?”

“Remember the combination now, Floyd?” Ritter said.

“I’ll—I’ll try. I’d like to prove you’re wrong.”

Floyd crouched in front of the safe, twirled the dial. The heavy door swung open. Floyd spun about as he straightened up. In his left hand was a small chamois bag. His right held a revolver.

“Hands up, gentlemen!” he ordered.

The detective and the pathologist complied. The bald-headed little man dropped the chamois bag into his pocket and yanked the telephone cord from its baseboard connection. He backed toward the door, taking keys from his pocket with his left hand.

“I find you are right after all, gentlemen,” Floyd said. “So I will require a few hours’ head start.” He opened the door behind him. “There’s a ten-story drop outside that window, and you’ll find this lock very difficult to pick.”

As Floyd started backing through the half-open door, his expression suddenly changed. His head jerked back. He stiffened.

A high-pitched voice in the hall said: “Kindly elevate hands above head, subsequent to relaxing grasp on revolver gun!”

Floyd dropped the revolver. Ritter pounced on it. Floyd re-entered the room, pushed from behind by Dr. Motilal Mookerji, who was poking something into the small of his back.

“Suggest use of manacles, leftenant,” Dr. Mookerji said, “in view of apparent homicidal intent of smallish hairless gentleman.”

Ritter snapped steel about Floyd’s wrists. The Hindu withdrew the bunch of keys he had been poking into Floyd’s back and handed them to Dr. Coffee.

“Please pardon intrusion, Doctor Sahib,” the Hindu said, “but remarked you were forgetting keys on laboratory workbench. Therefore, knowing Mrs. Coffee’s dislike of rude awakening in small hours of nighttime, I—”

“Swami, I could kiss you,” Max Ritter said. He was examining Floyd’s revolver. “It’s a .32 all right. He musta transferred it from his car to the safe before we got here. How about it, Floyd?”

Floyd refused to talk without advice of his attorney. Dr. Coffee, therefore, reconstructed the case from his own deductions.

“Sandra Farriston evidently made some deal with Floyd to dispose of her diamonds, replace them with exact reproductions, and then collect insurance on the loss of the replicas,” the pathologist said. “The five-thousand-dollar cash deposit no doubt represented a down payment on what was to have been a long-range scheme.

“But Sandra wanted more money in a hurry. Her peculiar pride made her prefer dishonesty to seeking help from a former husband. So she obviously made arrangements with Zygon to steal the imitation earrings, so she could collect the insurance. This unforeseen haste threw Floyd into a panic. I can see no other reason for the desperate measures he adopted. Before paying a fifty-thousand-dollar claim, the insurance company would put trained investigators on the case—while the original diamonds were still in Floyd’s possession. I was sure they must have been still in his possession, to drive him to commit two murders. To try to prevent being caught in a fifty-thousand-dollar fraud, Floyd came to you in the afternoon, hoping to stop the projected robbery.

“When Sandra refused police protection—for good reason, as we have seen—Floyd grew even more desperate. And when Zygon actually stole the earrings in the dark, Floyd stabbed Sandra with Zygon’s dagger. Sandra’s death would eliminate a possible witness against him. It would precipitate police intervention so that Zygon would be caught with the earrings on his person; thus there would be no claim to pay and no insurance investigation. And finally Floyd would be left in full possession of the original gems—and a very neat clear profit.

“However, Zygon’s method of hiding the gems upset Floyd’s new plan. The earrings were still missing, and an insurance investigation was still an unpleasant possibility. So when Zygon made a break in the park and your boys started shooting at him, Max, Floyd took the gun which he obviously kept in his car—you hadn’t searched his car, remember—joined in the hunt and bagged his game. He might have got away with it, too, if it hadn’t been for Dr. Wilhelm Roentgen.”
 
“Roentgen?” Ritter interrupted. “I thought the resident surgeon’s name was Smith.”

“Dr. Roentgen discovered X rays,” Dan Coffee said.
“Am foreseeing only one unhappy possibility arising from otherwise happy aforesaid solution,” Dr. Mookerji said. “To wit, as follows. If title to high-priced diamonds is reverting to golden-haired Josephine with silver-plated voice, will not same lady feel compulsion to pursue dismal operatical career?”

“That,” said Dr. Coffee, “is a matter I think we can well leave in the hands of Mr. Biff Walters.”


Murder Behind Schedule

Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, chief pathologist at Pasteur Hospital, having helped his wife with the dinner dishes, installed his portable typewriter on the dining-room table, moistened the bottom of a snifter with an amber inch of Armagnac, and sat down to write. He had barely typed the words “New Methods of Post-mortem Diagnosis of Drowning” when his phone rang.

“Hi, Doc,” said Max Ritter, the tallest, skinniest and sharpest lieutenant of detectives on the Northbank police force. “Put your shoes on and hurry over before the coroner gets here to louse up the clues. Our boy finally got it.”

“Which boy, Max?” Dr. Coffee was used to acting as Ritter’s private medical examiner.

“That guy Waverly. Only now he’s like a case for that Dr. Gideon Fell you made me read about last summer. Remember? The locked room?”

The pathologist was immediately intrigued. “Max, where are you?”

When the detective gave him an address, Dr. Coffee gulped his Armagnac with sacrilegious haste, gave his wife an apologetic kiss, made himself decent, and took off.

As his wind-broken six-year-old coupe wheezed its way across town, he tried to remember everything he had heard about the late Michael Waverly. Nobody in Northbank could be neutral about Waverly. People either worshiped him or hated his guts, and the haters had apparently gained a decisive majority.

Waverly was a relative newcomer to Northbank. He had arrived with three expensive cars, title to the biggest house on the fashionable Heights, a winsome wife twenty-odd years his junior, and a frank determination not to be ignored. He joined everything that would give him status, bankrolled a little theater group, donated a Mondrian to the local art gallery, and endowed a string quartet for his wife Brenda to program. Aesthetes regarded the big, pink-faced, silver-haired Croesus as the answer to an art lover’s prayer—an angel, a connoisseur, and a collector. But when Waverly began collecting factories, particularly small firms in trouble, amalgamating the most promising and shutting down the most anemic, he also began to collect haters.

Dr. Coffee had been exposed to the overpowering Waverly charm but had not been infected. The man’s public-spirited generosity was so ostentatious that the pathologist suspected he was overcompensating for some secret cruelty and that Brenda could expect little warmth from a man whose veins ran with ice water. Wagging tongues had hinted that Brenda had been seeking warmth and understanding from the second violinist of the Waverly String Quartet and that her quest had not been in vain. Talk of pending divorce, however, had been largely discounted. What woman would throw away the overstuffed if cold security of the Waverly fortune for the threadbare if warm devotion of a semipro violinist who made his living as a mechanic for the Kent Airframe and Instrument Co.? Of course, if Waverly died and left her his fortune.…

Dr. Coffee wedged his aging chariot in among the police and newsmen’s cars that had made a parking lot of the Waverly lawn. As Lieutenant Ritter ushered him into the dead man’s study, the pathologist noted that the door was off its hinges. Waverly was sprawled backward in a chair behind his desk, his mouth open in a silent shout of terror. The telephone cord was hooked in his elbow; the instrument was on the floor.

“‘Help!’ he yells to me on the phone,” Ritter explained. “‘Help! He’s after me again! He’s going to—’ Then I hear like a groan, then loud banging noises, then nothing.”

When the first squad car arrived seconds later, Ritter continued, Paul Monson, Brenda Waverly’s favorite second violinist, was ringing the front-door bell. The uniformed cops took over and were banging on the door when Ritter arrived. At almost the same moment, Mrs. Waverly opened the door, rubbing her eyes and apologizing for not having heard the bell. The servants were out and she had fallen asleep over a book. She had not heard her husband come in, she said, but she supposed he was in his study.

“The study’s locked,” Ritter went on. “She don’t have the key, she says, because hubby has a special lock put on just a few days ago. So we bust in and we find him like this. You think it’s a Dr. Fell case, Doc?”

“It’s a Dr. Coffee case, Max,” said Dr. Coffee, who had been examining the body, “if you can persuade the coroner to let me do an autopsy.”

“Easy. The coroner is very busy these days. He’s up for re-election next month. You want to talk to the widow Waverly now?”

“I do indeed. And to the man who was ringing the doorbell. Isn’t he the musician you say tried to kill Waverly a week ago?”

“Yeah, Paul Monson. And Orville Kent thinks Monson is the guy who slugged Waverly when he was getting out of his car in Kent’s driveway last Friday night. Waverly thinks so, too. Only neither one gets a good look at the guy. When Waverly falls and bangs his head against the fender, Kent comes running, but he says the guy drops his blunt instrument and disappears in the dark.”

The “blunt instrument” was a nylon stocking filled with sand and weighted with a heavy wrench. The nylon was Size 8½—Mrs. Waverly’s size; she had small feet. The sand was a special type used to pour some of the castings at Kent Airframe and Instrument Co., where Paul Monson had been working. And the wrench was a model used at Kent Airframe.

Then why hadn’t Waverly sworn to a complaint charging Monson with deadly assault? Dr. Coffee wanted to know.

“Juries don’t go for circumstantial evidence,” Ritter said. “Besides, I think Waverly wants to give Monson plenty of rope so he can hang himself—around Brenda’s neck. If Waverly can sue for divorce instead of Brenda, he saves moola.”

Brenda and Paul Monson were sitting stiffly in the baronial living room flanked by a squad of policemen. Brenda, Dr. Coffee thought, might pass for a poor man’s Mona Lisa. Her black hair, parted in the middle, dropped straight almost to her shoulders, curling only slightly at the ends. Her cheeks were free of make-up; but her lips, which smiled almost as enigmatically as La Gioconda herself, were scarlet. As for Paul Monson, he might have been any good-looking young American who had managed to get through an overseas stint with the Air Force without losing too much of his sensitivity, too many of his illusions, or any of his confusion over what civilian life in the atomic age might be all about.

What was Monson doing at the front door when the police arrived? “I had come over to see Waverly,” he said. “I didn’t know he wasn’t home. I wanted to have it out with him—about me and Brenda, about his cock-and-bull story of my attacking him last week. As I reached the driveway, Waverly passed me in his Jaguar and drove into his garage. While he was closing the garage doors, I called to him. He saw me and started to run. Suddenly he stumbled, and when he fell, his wallet slid out of his pocket.”

“Did he stumble over a curb or some obstruction?” Dr. Coffee interrupted.

“No. I picked up the wallet on a perfectly smooth stretch of path. I called to him again. He got up immediately and ran all the faster. I ran after him, trying to speak to him, but he slammed the door in my face. I was still ringing the bell when the police arrived.”

“And you slept through all of this, Mrs. Waverly?”
“Yes.”

Max Ritter made a noise like a hen laying an egg. “Now, Brenda baby,” he said, “don’t you really have a key to that study? Didn’t you open the front door for Paul darling, and the study door too. And, afterward, didn’t you plant him outside to ring the bell till the cops arrive?”

“No,” said Brenda.

“But you are in love with Monson?”

“I think it’s quite obvious that we’re both in love with one another,” Monson volunteered, “if it’s any of your business.”

“It sure is my business,” Ritter said, “since you already tried to crack Waverly’s skull once before.”

“Paul did nothing of the kind!” Brenda objected. “He couldn’t have. He didn’t know that Michael was going to see Orville Kent that night. Nobody did—except me. And even if I’d told Paul, he couldn’t have been there—because he was here with me that evening.”

“Why don’t we hear about this before, Brenda baby?”
 
Mona Lisa shook her head so hard her long black hair whipped her cheeks. “Because I had an idea nobody attacked Michael. I was sure he was making it all up, so that Paul would be arrested and I would come forward with an alibi, to admit officially that Paul had been with me that night. It’s an open secret that I asked Michael Waverly for my freedom, and that he had been stalling. He wanted something on me so that he could file suit and get out of making a settlement—as if I cared about his money. He could never understand that I didn’t.”

“Maybe your fiddler friend cared a little,” Ritter suggested. “Maybe Paul darling would rather have you inherit a million or so instead of getting divorced with no setdement.”

Brenda stared at him in silence.

“Where was your husband last night, Mrs. Waverly,” Dr. Coffee asked.

“Home. Locked in his study, watching television and eating aspirin. He’s been acting strangely all week, staying home and complaining of headaches. I think he’s been just plain scared, locking himself in, refusing to give me a key, jumping every time the phone would ring.”

“Who or what was he afraid of, Mrs. Waverly?”

“I don’t know. A week ago, I would have said it was Orville Kent, but Kent has been in Washington all week.”

“You can rule out Kent,” Ritter said to Dr. Coffee. “I talk with him long distance just before you arrive. He’s at the Willard in Washington. When I tell him about Waverly, he offers to help. He’s flying home tomorrow on the eleven A.M. plane.”

“Help!” Brenda echoed bitterly. “Kent had every reason to hate Michael Waverly. Kent’s firm was in deep trouble. He had just lost six million dollars’ worth of Government contracts and he needed capital desperately. My husband was going to help him—by taking his company away from him. That’s what they were going to talk about the night Michael was slugged in Kent’s driveway. Michael was not exactly generous in business, as you probably know…. What are you going to do about Paul, lieutenant?”

“I’m holding him as a material witness,” said Ritter.
 
Dr. Coffee stood up. “Max, I can’t do anything more tonight. I’ll see you in the morning—if the coroner agrees.”

Ritter was waiting for the pathologist in his laboratory after the autopsy next morning.

“Waverly was killed by a subdural hemorrhage,” Dr. Coffee announced, “caused by contrecoup lacerations of the frontal lobe.”

“Okay, Doc, I’m impressed. Now translate.”

“Waverly was hit on the back of the head. The impact drove the brain against the front of the skull. This type of rebound damage without skull fracture is fairly common in brain injury. Torn vessels bleed between or under the membranes around the brain, forming a kind of blood blister that spreads until the pressine chokes off vital brain functions and causes death.”

“You mean nobody got in the study and socked him?” Ritter asked.

Dr. Coffee shook his head. “The size and organization of the hemorrhage area indicate that Waverly’s original injury dates back about a week. Testimony by Monson and Mrs. Waverly last night—Waverly’s headaches and the fact that he stumbled when there was nothing to trip him—indicate that the pressure was building up. It became fatal while he was phoning you. That noise you heard was the telephone falling off his desk. The door was already locked.

“If you believe Mrs. Waverly when she says she was the only other party to Waverly’s secret meeting with Kent, you must admit that Kent is the most likely person to have sandbagged Waverly as he stepped out of his car. Kent had opportunity, access to the clues which were supposed to point to Monson, and he certainly had a motive, if Waverly was about to steal his firm. You may have to settle for a manslaughter rap, Max, but it was murder all right, even if it was murder behind schedule. Can you take it from there?”

“Sure, Doc, if you’ll talk to the jury the way you talk to me.” The detective glanced at his watch. “Come to the airport with me? Kent’s plane is due in about an hour.”

The pathologist nodded. “Don’t you think we’d better stop off on the way,” he asked, “and turn Paul Monson loose?”

“Murder Behind Schedule” appeared in This Week Magazine as “Young Wife.”



The Square on the Hypotenuse

Things looked very dim indeed for Ellen Dark. Circumstantial evidence and eyewitness testimony seemed to say that she had killed her husband. She denied it, of course, but her own story was so naive that no jury in the world would believe a word of it. Max Ritter did, but he admitted to himself that her explanation was not very convincing.

Ritter, a lanky, sad-eyed, big-eared lieutenant of detectives, may have been one of the least decorative gumshoes on the Northbank police force, but he was far from the most gullible. He was not quite sure why, against all logic and plausibility, he thought that Ellen Dark was telling the truth. Perhaps he was swayed by the artless honesty he thought he saw in the woman s tear-stained face. Perhaps he was just a sucker for blueeyed blondes.

Whatever it was, he wanted outside corroboration, hard facts instead of hunches, evidence that went beyond the obvious, the kind of evidence with which Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee was always delighted to confound the coroner. Dr. Coffee was an old friend of Ritter’s. Pathologist at Pasteur Hospital, he never missed a chance to prove the superiority of forensic medicine over the antiquated and politically-conscious coroner system with which Northbank was still saddled. So, although it was nearly two o’clock in the morning, Ritter dialed the pathologist’s number.

Dan Coffee awoke instantly, groped for the phone and caught the instrument halfway through the first ring. He uttered several sotto voce grunts; then, so as not to wake his wife, started dressing in the dark. He pulled on his trousers successfully, but fumbled his second shoe. Julia Coffee switched on the bedside light.

“Emergency, Dan?” she mumbled sleepily.

“Yes”

“Biopsy?”

“Autopsy, more probably.”

Mrs. Coffee produced a series of indistinct little bird noises which terminated with “Max Ritter?”

“Yes. Go back to sleep. I’ll be home for breakfast.” He kissed his wife and made a somnambulous exit.

The technical crew had just about finished dusting for prints and photographing the scene of the crime when Dr. Coffee arrived at the Riverview Apartments, still blinking the sleep from his humorous gray eyes. The big pathologist was hatless and his straw-colored hair stood in unruly protest against untimely combing. One point of his collar was caught beneath his hastily tied cravat. He was perspiring gently; it was a hot night.

“Hi, Doc!” The detective greeted him at the door of Apartment 4-A. “Luckily you arrive before the coroner gets here to screw up the evidence.”

“What’s the problem, Max?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“The problem is that I got an open-and-shut case, only I don’t think it is. According to the book, Mrs. Dark shot her husband. But she says she didn’t, and I believe her.… And don’t smile like that, Doc. I ain’t getting sentimental, even if she is a good-looking babe. Come in and view the remains.”

The late Joseph Dark lay on the living-room floor, sprawled face down across an open, half-packed suitcase. Several articles of clothing not yet packed were neatly piled beside the corpse. The dead man was in his shirtsleeves and had obviously been shot in the small of the back. There was a damp red stain the size of a soup plate on the back of his white shirt. His seersucker jacket hung on the back of a chair.

Dan Coffee knelt to examine the body. The entrance wound was quite extensive; there was no exit wound visible. The man’s head was twisted to one side and the pathologist studied the waxen features. The deceased was about thirty; his hair was thinning a little. He had a weak, rather handsome face. Dr. Coffee thought he recognized the type: the second-string athlete; more energy than intellect. He seemed to be smiling wistfully, as though remembering small moments of collegiate triumph and regretting that the post-graduate world had not echoed the cheers of Saturday afternoon crowds.

The pathologist stood up. He looked at the open suitcase, then nodded toward the seersucker jacket. “No railway tickets in his wallet, Max?”

“No nothing,” the detective said. “Land, sea, or air. Think he was killed instantly, Doc?”

“Can’t say without an autopsy. Find a gun, Max?”

“Sure. Right on top of that stack of T-shirts on the floor. A German Walther. Belonged to Dark. Souvenir of the ETO. No prints on it, of course. Never are, on a well-oiled gun. Or a corrugated surface.”

“Begin at the beginning, Max.”

Ritter told of getting three telephone calls in quick succession, shortly before midnight. The superintendent of the building called first. He’d heard a shot and was going to investigate, but he wanted to report at once. The second call was from Frank Mollison, tenant of 4-B, just across the court. He, too, had heard the shot and furthermore had noted some suspicious goings-on in 4-A while looking out the window. Then the super had called back to say he had entered 4-A—the door was unlocked so he didn’t need his passkey—and found Mr. Dark lying on the floor, apparently dead.

“I got all the folks in the next room, Doc,” the detective said. “They already tell their stories two-three times, but I want you to listen.”

“I’d like to look around the apartment first,” Dr. Coffee said.

He sauntered from room to room, opening closets, peering into the icebox and pantry shelves, pulling out drawers, and doing many things which seemed to have little connection with his profession—until he reached the bathroom. Here he spent several minutes taking mental inventory of the contents of the medicine cabinet above the washstand. Then, “Okay, Max, let’s have a look at the material witnesses. Is Mrs. Dark in there?”
 
“And Mrs. Mollison. Plenty of glamour, Doc.”

Four persons were assembled in the bedroom: Ellen Dark; Frank Mollison, the tenant of 4-B; Veronica Mollison, his wife; and the superintendent of the building, an elderly man named Pete.

The Widow Dark was propped up in one of the twin beds, the picture of misery framed in a modest pink cotton kimono. She was a pretty blue-eyed blonde with a wistful, motherly smile and a willful, fatherly jaw. She answered questions in a soft, girlish voice, and blushed easily and winsomely. She fitted exactly the picture Dr. Coffee had formed of her from having looked through the apartment: a first-class housekeeper who never left a dirty dish in the sink, exceeded her household budget, or threw anything away. Dr. Coffee had noted the neatly folded paper bags and the little coils of saved string in the kitchen drawers. Ellen Dark had obviously been crying, but there was something about her eyes which could hardly be ascribed to tears: the pupil of her right eye was slightly larger than her left.

Frank Mollison, the man from 4-B, was lolling on the second twin bed, wearing bedroom slippers and a pongee dressing gown over his pajamas—only for the sake of the conventions, certainly, because there was a dark spot of perspiration between his shoulder blades. He smoked a pipe with a placid, well-fed, well-adjusted contentment.

His wife Veronica sat at the foot of the bed, but she was not placid; she was taciturn. She was a well-turned brunette with smoky green eyes and boyishly cropped hair that waved slightly. She was wearing no make-up except lipstick, and the flat pallor of her cheeks gave sharp emphasis to the fullness of her carmine mouth. She wore a severely tailored Shantung suit and a defiant sulk.

Pete, the super, paced the floor with puzzled steps, alternately sucking on a dead cigar butt and scratching his woolly white poll.

“Folks,” Max Ritter said, “this is Doc Coffee, an old friend of mine with new angles. Scientific angles. He thinks the microscope is mightier than the lie detector, and he’s proved it plenty for my money. So remember that when you tell him your stories, because he wants to hear ’em all over again. Let’s start with you, Mollison. When did you hear that shot?”

“Shortly before midnight,” Mollison said. “I had the television on, and I was waiting for the midnight news. I got up to open the window wider because the wind had shifted and it was very hot in the apartment. I happened to look across the court and I saw Joe Dark standing at his own window. He was just starting to pull down his shade when I heard the shot. Joe spun around—”

“Just a minute,” Ritter interrupted. “You call him Joe. You two were palsy-walsy, like that?”

“We were good friends and neighbors,” Mollison said. “Veronica and I used to go over once or twice a week to play bridge with Joe and Ellen. Or they’d come over to our place.”

“Go on.”

“Well, I heard the shot, and at the same time I saw Joe Dark sort of sag a little. Then he whirled and walked back into the room. He walked to the right, out of my line of vision. That’s the last I saw of him. A few seconds later a woman in a red dress came to the window. I think she had a pistol in her hand, but it all happened so quickly that I couldn’t swear to that. She closed the window and finished pulling down the shade. That’s when I called police.”

“Did you recognize this woman in red?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“I couldn’t see her face, because Joe had already started to pull down the shade,” Mollison said. “But I—I—” He stopped, looked at Ellen Dark. He removed his pipe and moistened his lips.

“Go on,” Ritter said.

“Maybe I shouldn’t say this,” Mollison went on, “but Ellen was wearing a red dress when I saw her earlier in the evening. Joe and Ellen came over for a drink before dinner.”

Ritter tried to avoid Ellen Dark’s eyes. He asked, “Were you wearing a red dress, Mrs. Dark?”

“Early this evening, yes. But not at midnight. I was in bed and asleep before eleven.”

Dr. Coffee looked closely at Mrs. Dark. Was it his imagination, or was it now the pupil of her left eye which was larger than the right? He asked, “Did you hear the shot, Mrs. Dark?”

“No, I didn’t. I must have been sleeping very soundly. I didn’t hear a thing. I didn’t hear the superintendent come in, either. And it took Lieutenant Ritter several minutes to wake me up.”

“Correct, Max?”

“She was dead to the world, all right,” Ritter said. And he thought: Or she’s a damned good actress.

Dr. Coffee stared straight into Ellen Dark’s eyes. The pupils were of the same size, now. No doubt about it. He asked, “Did you take a sedative before retiring tonight, Mrs. Dark?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“I noticed that there were some sleeping pills in your medicine chest.”

“Oh, those were Joe’s. My husband used to take one occasionally. I never took a sleeping pill in my life.”
 
“Let me handle this, Doc,” Ritter said. “I want you to get the whole picture first. Mrs. Dark, did you have a fight with your husband earlier in the evening?”

“No.” It was a flat statement of fact. No indignation, no emphasis.

“Didn’t you find out that your husband was running away with another woman? Didn’t you find him packing his suitcase and threaten to kill him?”

Ellen Dark shook her blonde head with what appeared to be genuine bewilderment.

“He wasn’t packing a suitcase when I went to bed,” she said. “He must have started after I fell asleep. But I have no idea where he was going or why.”

Ritter lit a cigarette and pointed the smoking match at the superintendent of the building.

“Pete,” he said, “tell me again what you heard.”
 
“Well,” said Pete, shifting his dead cigar from port to starboard, “I was in Three-A fixin’ a fuse—they got an air conditioner in their bedroom and it blows fuses like they was bubble gum—when I hear this Donnybrook goin’ on right upstairs. I ain’t no eavesdropper, but it’s a hot night and the windows is open, and I can’t help recognize voices. It’s Mr. and Mrs. Dark, goin’ at it hot and heavy. Yellin’ and shoutin’. I been super here nineteen years, lootenant, and I’m a discreet man, but I did hear a few words now and then. I remember Mrs. Dark’s voice yellin’, ‘All right, go ahead then—if you want to get killed.’”

“How about it, Mrs. Dark?” Ritter asked.

“I already explained it to you, lieutenant.”

“I want the doc to hear you tell it. Did you threaten your husband? Did you say, ‘Go ahead then, if you want to get killed.’?”

“I guess I said something like that,” said the blueeyed blonde ingenuously. “But it wasn’t a threat.”
 
“What was it, then?”

Ellen Dark smiled patiently. “I’ve always taken care of the finances in this house,” she said. “Joe is—was such an irresponsible person. Like a great big kid, really. We have joint bank accounts, but I keep the check stubs and passbooks balanced. Well, last evening I discovered that Joe had drawn out five thousand dollars from our savings account. He lied about it at first, but he finally admitted that he’s made a down payment on a private airplane—a two-seater Erie Eaglet. That started the argument that Pete overheard.”

“How did you know your husband was going to get killed?”

“Oh, I didn’tl Well, you see—” Mrs. Dark’s hands made a fluttery gesture—“Joe was a dreamer. He used to dream of doing things he knew he could never do. He was an accountant, you know—an auditor. He hated the boredom of it, the routine. He always said he wanted to be a pearl trader or a secret agent or an aviator. In the last war he enlisted in the Air Force, but he never got his wings. He cracked up a few times and they grounded him. They said he had no feel for flying. So naturally I got panicky when I found out he was buying his own plane. I told him he was a fool. I guess I shouted it. He shouted back that I cramped his style, that I treated him like a three-year-old, that I was destroying his freedom. That’s when I said, ‘Go ahead, then, if you want to get killed.’”

And that was all there was to the fight, Ellen Dark concluded. After that her husband had calmed down and admitted she was right. He had said he would try to get his money back in the morning. So they kissed and made up and he told her to go to bed, that it was probably just the heat. She was thirsty, so he made her a glass of lemonade and brought it to her in bed—
 
The gun? A war souvenir. Joe kept it in the drawer of the night table that stood between their twin beds. Yes, it was always loaded. No, he had no enemies that she knew of; it was just that he liked to imagine himself surrounded by constant danger. No, she didn’t know how it got out of the drawer. Someone took it while she was asleep, she supposed.

“The super says your front door was unlocked when he came up,” Ritter said. “Why? Don’t you usually keep your door locked?”

“Yes, but when I went downstairs for the afternoon mail, I left the door on the latch. I must have forgotten about it when I came back.”

Curious, Dan Coffee thought, that a simple straight-forward answer should immediately suggest suspicious alternatives. If Ellen Dark had denied that the door was unlocked, nobody would have wondered if she hadn’t deliberately unlatched it to create the impression that her husband had been killed by someone from outside the apartment; or that she had left it open for the murderer.…

But if Ellen Dark’s features seemed the very picture of forthrightness, those of Veronica Mollison, who had been sitting silently on the other bed with her silken legs crossed, wore an impassive mask. Dr. Coffee turned to her with a sudden question: “Do you own a red dress, Mrs. Mollison?”

“No. Oh, no. I look frightful in red.” It was first time the pathologist had heard Veronica’s voice and he found it pleasantly exciting. It was a warm, vibrant contralto. Now that he looked at her more closely, he found that it fitted her exactly: she was a warm, vibrant person, despite her apparent stolidity which melted as soon as she opened her lips. She must be still in her twenties, Dr. Coffee judged; her husband had left forty well behind him.

“Did you hear the shot, Mrs. Mollison?” the pathologist asked.

Veronica gave him a faint, quick smile that flickered out instantly. Her green eyes, however, continued to smile at him—knowingly, perhaps tauntingly. She said:
 
“No, I didn’t. I was in the bedroom, which is at the back of the apartment. The door was closed and the TV was on in the living room.”

“You were in the bedroom … preparing for bed?” asked Dr. Coffee, thoughtfully studying her trim Shantung tailleur.

“No, I’d just got home from the movies. My husband was at the fights, but he got home before I did. He was already in his pajamas watching TV. I’d scarcely taken off my hat when he came into the bedroom—that’s where the telephone is—to call the police. The squad cars started arriving before Frank had a chance to get dressed.”

Veronica lowered her long eyelashes until Dan Coffee could see just enough of her green eyes to know that they were looking at him—and still smiling secretly. He knew suddenly that he did not like her. There was no denying that she was an extremely attractive female and that she gave off an electronic aura capable of setting up endocrine disturbances at twenty paces. But he wouldn’t trust her as far as he could throw a centrifuge.

He made head signals to Max Ritter and led the way to the bathroom for a private conference.

“I think I know the answer, Max,” the pathologist said, “but I can’t give you a case that will stand up in court unless the coroner will let me do an autopsy. Where is Dr. Vane, by the way?”

“The coroner is attending a stag smoker of the Young Republicans Club,” the detective replied. “When I talk to him on the phone, he says he’ll be right over. That’s two hours ago.”

“The coroner will say no autopsy is necessary because the deceased obviously came to his death by gunshot wound. But I’ve got to know exactly what killed the man; where the bullet finally lodged. Your whole case may hinge on it.”

The pathologist opened the medicine cabinet and took down a bottle and two pillboxes. “May I put these in my pocket, Max? Legally?”

“Help yourself. Look, Doc, when the D.A. sees my report he’s going to insist on an indictment for Ellen Dark. What do I do?”

“Stall, Max, until I can finish the autopsy. Besides, I want Mrs. Dark to spend the rest of the night at Pasteur Hospital. Put a guard on her, if you want. But I’d like to investigate her hippus.”

“So would I, Doc.” Ritter grinned. “She’s sure got pretty ones.”

The pathologist gave his friend a withering look. “Hippus,” he explained, “is a clonic spasm of the pupils. I don’t know whether you noticed Mrs. Dark’s eyes while we were talking to her, but the pupils changed size several times. That could be the symptom of a nervous disorder, among other things. Anyhow, I want to make some tests.”

“Okay, Doc. She’s yours. Anything else?”

“I’ll do the autopsy first thing in the morning if you get permission. Meanwhile, find out what you can about the Mollisons.”

They stepped back into the bedroom, and Ritter said, “Get some clothes on, Mrs. Dark. We’re going places.”

“You—you’re arresting me?”

“Not exactly,” the detective said. “But you ain’t sleeping here tonight.”

The incredulous look of utter dismay in Ellen Dark’s face went straight to Dan Coffee’s heart. He knew precisely how Max Ritter felt about the case. He tried not to glance in Veronica Mollison’s direction as he left the room, but he sensed her green eyes following him.

At nine o’clock the next morning when Dr. Coffee returned from the autopsy room to his laboratory carrying several Mason jars and a white enameled pail, Max Ritter was waiting for him. The detective bore some resemblance to an object fished from the river on the third day. His jowls were dark with stubble and bags hung like orioles’ nests below his melancholy eyes.

“’Morning, Max,” said the pathologist. “No sleep at all?”

“No, but I got news.”

“Good or bad, Max?”

“Both,” said Ritter. “I find Ellen’s telling the truth about Dark buying a plane. That much is good. But the plane is bad because it means Ellen had one helluva motive for knocking off her lawful wedded husband. They tell me at the airport that Joe Dark learns to solo about a month ago, and since he got his ticket he’s been taking a cute little tomato up for a spin now and then. Yesterday Dark gives orders to gas up his crate because he’s hopping off into the wild blue yonder for a vacation. You know who the tomato is? I showed the boys at the airport a photo and—”

“I can guess,” Dr. Coffee broke in. “What did you learn about the Mollisons? What does he do for a living?”

“Clips coupons,” the detective said. “He’s got lots of stuff stashed away. Where it came from I ain’t sure, but it probably ain’t kosher. He used to live in Louisiana, so I get the New Orleans cops on the phone and they tell me he makes a pretty pile some years ago running guns in the Caribbean. Only he never gets caught and the statute of limitations runs out. So Mollison gets awful respectable and cautious and a tight man with a penny. He don’t run guns because he likes excitement but because he likes dough. And once he gets it, he’s going to be a solid citizen if it kills him.”

“What about Mrs. Mollison?”

“Veronica marries Mollison two-three years ago. Before that she does a lot of things, all different. Bathing beauty. Cowgirl in a rodeo. Stunt gal in Hollywood. Knife-thrower’s stooge in a carnival. Wac corporal—”

“The kind of girl,” mused Dr. Coffee, “who might be attracted to a gunrunner and repelled by a pipe-and-slippers homebody. Where are the Mollisons now?”

“Home,” Ritter said, “making depositions for a deputy D.A. I got Brody camped on their door mat. Do you think Joe Dark was running away with Veronica Mollison?”

“Definitely.”

“I was afraid of that.” Ritter shook his head. “The D.A. says, and I quote: ‘It must be obvious even to a cop that Ellen Dark shot her husband in a jealous rage when she found he was leaving her for another woman.’ The D.A. calls me every ten minutes to ask when he can get his hands on Ellen. I tell him she’s under hospital care and he can’t talk to her till you give the word. Too bad. She’s a nice little trick, but I guess I ought to know better than trust a demure little smile. I always was a sucker for baby-blue eyes, though. When do we toss her to the lions, Doc?”

“We don’t,” said Dr. Coffee.

“You mean she’s got an alibi in her hippus?”

“Chemical tests show that her hippus was caused by barbiturates,” the pathologist said, “probably administered by her husband in the lemonade. He wanted her to sleep soundly while he was packing to escape from her apron strings. It’s quite plausible that she should have slept through the shot and the subsequent hubbub. I’m even surprised she snapped out of it as quickly as she did.”

“Then who was the lady in red?”

“There wasn’t any, Max. Mollison was lying.”

“Can you prove that, Doc?”

“The autopsy proves it. The bullet entered the small of Dark’s back, smashed two lumbar vertebrae, followed an upward course to the left, perforated the pericardium and lodged in the heart. That means Dark could have lived a minute or so, as Mollison suggests. But it also means that the shot must have been fired from below the waist, or, as is more likely, by someone who found Dark bending over a suitcase—a person, let’s say, who came into the room through an unlatched door, saw a Walther pistol on the floor waiting to be packed with the shirts, shorts and handkerchiefs, and picked it up to fire into the back of the man who was going to run away with his wife. I assume that Mollison came home from the fights earlier than his wife expected and surprised the sultry Veronica all dressed up in her goingaway clothes and packing her own suitcase. I also suspect that he locked his wife in the bedroom while he stepped over to settle accounts with his romantic neighbor. Why else would the bedroom door be closed, as Mrs. Mollison says, on a stinking-hot night like last night?”

“You assume.” Ritter frowned dubiously. “But maybe the jury will assume that Mollison is telling the truth, that he really does see Dark at the window when the shot is fired; that there really is a woman in red, and that she can hold the gun low and fire upward, like you say; and that Dark walks back into the room and collapses like Mollison says.”

“Impossible, Max,” Dr. Coffee declared, “because the bullet that smashed the lumbar vertebrae severed the spinal cord. Dark was paralyzed instantly from the waist down. He couldn’t possibly have walked across the room from the window to the spot where the body was found.”

Max Ritter’s sigh of relief could have inflated a small weather balloon.

“I keep forgetting my high-school geometry.” He chuckled. “But ain’t there something about a triangle that I ought to remember in a case like this? The square on the hypotenuse…?”

“The square on the hypotenuse,” said Dr. Coffee, “is equal to the squares on the other two sides—except when the square is on the wrong side, Max. Or when one of the other squares owns a microscope and a few test tubes.”

Lieutenant Ritter reached for the telephone, then changed his mind. “Before I go out to pick up Mollison,” he said, “don’t you think we might go in and give the good word to the blue-eyed blonde?”

“The Square on the Hypotenuse” appeared in Ellery Queens Mystery Magazine under the title “So You Want to Get Killed.”
 

Calendar Girl

If kenneth wyman had been gathered to his fathers twentyfour hours sooner, he would have been quietly buried with few flowers, fewer tears, and no suspicion that he had been murdered. The coroner had signed him out as a case of heart failure. Even the insurance company which had written a $50,000 policy on his life was not fussy about how Wyman had died; it was when that mattered.

Kenneth Wyman had neglected to pay his last insurance premium. His policy had expired at midnight Wednesday, four hours after his wife Helen had last seen him alive. His body was not found until the early hours of Thursday morning. If Wyman had died after midnight, the company would refuse to pay the claim, even if the Widow Wyman cried her pretty little eyes out.

However, the claims adjuster for the Northbank agency of the insurance company was a fair-minded man, and he consulted Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, chief pathologist for Pasteur Hospital, who occasionally did an autopsy for the company. Was it possible, the claims adjuster wanted to know, to determine scientifically whether death had occurred before midnight?

The tall, big-boned pathologist ran his fingers through his sandy hair. “I can try,” he said. “It would have been easier to establish the post-mortem interval if I’d seen the body when it was found this morning. But there’s a pretty fair chance that an autopsy will fix the time of death.”

“That’s just the trouble,” the adjuster said. “The widow refuses permission for an autopsy.”

Dr. Coffee set his jaw. “Then I’ll take the job,” he said, “including the job of getting permission.”

As a rule, Dr. Coffee had an intense dislike of insurance jobs with a widow’s mite at stake—if $50,000 could truthfully be called a mite. But he took the Wyman case without hesitation. Mrs. Wyman’s attitude whetted his curiosity and aroused his suspicions. Why did she object to an autopsy which might be her only chance to establish her claim to the insurance? Did she have positive knowledge that Wyman’s death had occurred after midnight? Or was she afraid an autopsy might reveal facts quite foreign to insurance?

Before he called on Helen Wyman, the pathologist made a few discreet inquiries about the dead man. He found that Kenneth Wyman was a journeyman photoengraver who had risen to be a master printer. He was half owner of Wyman & Prentiss, a small Northbank printing and lithographing firm which did a big business in girlie-girlie calendars. There had been some trouble with the postal authorities the year before, resulting in wholesale confiscations and the loss of some of their biggest customers—a disastrous year altogether. The current year’s calendars, however, by a decorous use of shadow and an extra layer of gauze in the right places, had re-established the right of Wyman & Prentiss to use the mails, and by the next year the firm expected to have recovered its lost business.

Helen Wyman, before her marriage five years earlier, had been a photographer’s model and had posed for many a Wyman & Prentiss calendar. Since her marriage, she had become a good bourgeois housewife in a good bourgeois neighborhood of Northbank.

She made a very pretty widow, although not a particularly sorrowful one, Dr. Coffee reflected, as she opened the door for him. She was a small, buxom, blueeyed blonde, and black was quite becoming to her. She ushered the pathologist into a darkened living room, where a small, plump, red-faced young man in a shiny blue-serge suit sat drinking beer. “I’ve come on a very personal matter, Mrs. Wyman,” Dr Coffee said, looking pointedly at the plump young man.

“This is Ray Bowes.” Helen Wyman made the presentation with a wave of her hand. “You can talk in front of Ray.”

“Are you Mrs. Wyman’s attorney, Mr. Bowes?”

“Nope,” said Bowes. “I’m a photographer. But I’ve known Helen since she was so high, long before either of us went to work for that two-timing—”

“Stop it, Ray,” Helen Wyman interrupted.

“Sorry.”

Dr. Coffee had barely stated his business when Bowes broke in with: “If you’re from the insurance company, you’re wasting your time. Helen already said No.”

“You realize, of course,” the pathologist said, “that your advice may deprive Mrs. Wyman of fifty thousand dollars.”

“We—Helen doesn’t need his filthy money,” Bowes said. “I can take care of her. Anyhow, it’s not fifty thousand. It’s only about half that. Wyman put his policy in hock about a month ago for twenty-four thousand.”

“I see. Was your husband in financial trouble, Mrs. Wyman?”

“Not that I know of. He didn’t tell me about the loan. I guess it must have been for the firm.”

“What do you get out of this, Doctor?” Bowes demanded.

“My fee for a post-mortem examination is the same, no matter what report I make to the company. And I’m quite ready to turn the fee over to Mrs. Wyman in case I’m unable to establish her claim. Now I’d like you to tell me, Mrs. Wyman, everything that happened on the night you last saw your husband, including what you gave him for dinner.”

Helen Wyman glanced at Bowes, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. “I’ll try,” she said. She spoke in low tones, looking at the floor.

Wyman had come home for dinner at about six-thirty, as usual, she said. They’d had two or three cocktails while the steak was broiling. It was a thick steak, and Wyman liked his well done. After dinner he had listened to the baseball scores on the radio, then said he was going out to get some cigars. He never came back.

Mrs. Wyman had not been alarmed when her husband did not return immediately. He often stopped at a neighborhood bar for a beer. And since he easily lost track of time, she rarely waited up for him. The night before, she had done some mending and gone to bed to read. She must have fallen asleep with the light on; it was still burning when she woke up.

She’d been startled to find that it was daylight and that her husband’s bed had not been slept in. She’d called Joe Prentiss, her husband’s partner, but he was no help. She’d called several bars; they were closed. She’d looked in Wyman’s study, just in case he had come in late and stretched out on the leather couch there. He wasn’t there—and neither was his brief case, which always stood on the floor beside his desk. The disappearance of the brief case had shocked Helen into action. She was dialing the police station when the doorbell rang: a detective with the bad news.

Wyman’s body had been found in an alleyway half a mile from his house. He had an abrasion on the back of his scalp, caused, the coroner said, by his falling and striking his head on the curb after a heart attack. There were no marks on the body except the cut on the head, which was not serious enough to have been fatal.

And there was no sign of the brief case.

“Thanks to your steak,” Dr. Coffee said when Helen Wyman had finished, “I think I can help. Will you sign a permit for an autopsy?”

Helen Wyman glanced at Ray Bowes who had been watching her adoringly as she spoke. His expression did not change. She sighed. “All right, I may as well,” she said.

At 9 that night, Dr. Coffee called the Northbank police station and asked for Max Ritter, lieutenant of detectives. “Can you hop over to my lab right away, Max?” the pathologist asked.

“Have a heart, Doc,” the detective protested. “I was just going home.”

“I just stumbled on a magnificent bit of homicide, Max,” Dr. Coffee said, “and I wanted you to be the first to know.”

“Okay, Doc. Right over.”

Twenty minutes later, the slim, dark, sad-eyed police detective walked through the pathology laboratory of Pasteur Hospital to Dr. Coffee’s private office in the rear.

When the pathologist had finished telling him about his interview with Helen Wyman, Ritter asked, “And did you find out when the guy died?”

“I did. He died before midnight, all right. The digestive process had barely started. He must have been dead within an hour of leaving home.”

“And he didn’t die of a bad ticker?” Max Ritter asked.

“His heart was in perfect condition,” Dr. Coffee said. “He was kicked to death.”

Ritter opened his mouth, then closed it again without speaking. His prominent Adam’s apple bobbled twice as he swallowed. Then he asked, “Doc, did you say kicked?”

“Kicked,” the pathologist repeated, “or jumped on. I found thirteen perforations of the mesentery and small intestine. He died of hemorrhage and shock. There were three quarts of blood in the peritoneal cavity.”

“I’ll say he was kicked.” The detective whistled. “What fooled the coroner? Didn’t he even take the guy’s clothes off?”

“He may have. There were no external bruises. Black-and-blue marks are microscopic hemorrhages into the tissue from the rupture of tiny blood vessels. When death occurs instantaneously or nearly so, the blood stops circulating and there is no discoloration.”

“I get the impression,” Ritter said, “that in some quarters Kenneth Wyman wasn’t well liked. Does his wife know he was murdered?”

“I haven’t told her,” Dr. Coffee said, “but she may have private sources. After all, she did oppose the autopsy at first, although I think that most of the objection came from Ray Bowes.”

“Should I stop the funeral, Doc? We don’t want to dig this guy up again next week, do we?”

“It’s not necessary, Max. I’ve got all of Mr. Wyman’s essential organs here in the lab, and Dr. Mookerji will go to work on them tomorrow. I talked to the coroner tonight, and he’ll take my word for everything, as long as he doesn’t have to leave his pinochle game. Where do we go from here, Max? Do we tell Mrs. Wyman now? Or wait until after the funeral tomorrow?”

“Let’s wait till after the funeral. That’ll give me time to—Hello, swami. What are you doing around here this time of night? I ought to report you to the union.”

Dr. Motilal Mookerji, Pasteur Hospital’s resident pathologist, had waddled into Dr. Coffee’s office. Dr. Mookerji was a brilliant Hindu biochemist who constantly amazed his colleagues by his mastery of histology and bacteriology, his spheroidal contours, and his struggle with the American idiom.

“Salaam, Doctor Sahib,” he said. “Five times greetings, leftenant. Somewhat skinny gentleman of asthenic type, just now arriving in laboratory, is requesting urgent interview with Dr. Coffee. Name of Prentiss.”

Dr. Coffee started. “Prentiss? Send him in, Doctor.”

The partner of Wyman & Prentiss seemed even taller and thinner than Dr. Mookerji’s description as he towered above the pink turban of the squat, rotund Hindu. His thin lips were grim, his sallow cheeks sunken, and his gray eyes worried.

“I’m Joseph Prentiss. Glad I caught you in, Dr. Coffee,” he said. “I called your home, and your wife said I’d probably find you here. So I—pardon me, I seem to be intruding. I didn’t know you had someone with you.”

“This is Lieutenant Ritter of the Northbank police.”

“Then my premonition was right. My partner’s death is a police matter,” Prentiss said.

“Lieutenant Ritter came over to discuss another case,” the pathologist said. “What made you think Mr. Wyman’s death was a police matter?”

“Mrs. Wyman told me you were performing an autopsy. So naturally I wondered—”

“The autopsy was an insurance matter.” Dr. Coffee looked steadfastly at Max Ritter, who looked steadfastly at the wall. “The coroner says Mr. Wyman died of heart failure. Have you any reason to think otherwise?”

“No,” said Prentiss with a wry smile, “except that I’ve heard that a fat insurance policy is sometimes almost as dangerous as a fatty heart.”

“Mr. Wyman s insurance was heavily mortgaged,” the pathologist said. “I understand he borrowed in order to prop up the firm.”

Prentiss tightened his lips. “Ken Wyman hasn’t put a dime into the partnership in eight years,” he said. “We started Wyman & Prentiss with my capital, Ken’s knowhow, and the little photoengraving equipment that Ken owned. He was the master artisan, and I say that without reservation, while I was the capitalist and promoter. No, Ken didn’t put much cash into the business. But as for taking it out—” Prentiss coughed into a green plaid handkerchief.

“You and he ever fight about money?” Ritter asked.

“Well—I guess all partners do. Nothing serious, though. Last year, when the firm was in the red, we had a hassle over his drawing account.” Prentiss coughed again.

“Mr. Wyman didn’t impress me as living extravagantly,” Dr. Coffee said. “His home is modest enough.”

“Which home?” Prentiss said. Then, apologetically, he said, “There I go again, slandering the dead. But I thought everybody knew. After all, when a man gets into big-money trouble, it’s usually either gambling or women. Ken Wyman didn’t gamble.”

“Did Mrs. Wyman know?” Ritter asked.

Prentiss pursed his lips. “I don’t think Helen was particularly happy at home,” he said. “But you talked to her, Doctor. What’s your impression? Did she tell you about the plane tickets?”

“No, she didn’t.”

“Well, there’s no reason why she should, really. But she phoned me the other day—Monday, I think it was—to ask me to do her a favor when I went to New York with her husband. Well, Ken hadn’t tipped me off, so I put my foot in it. I said I didn’t know Ken was going to New York. So she started crying a little on the phone, and asked me not to say anything to Ken about her calling. Seems like the night before, while her husband was undressing for bed, he dropped his wallet and two airline tickets fell out. She asked him where he was going, and he said he was flying to New York with me on business. After I messed up the deal, she knew he was lying, and I guess she thought he might be running out on her.”

“Do you know a man named Ray Bowes?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“Ray? Sure. He’s sort of staff photographer for the firm.”

“He seems quite friendly with Mrs. Wyman,” the pathologist said.

“Oh, Ray’s been carrying the torch for Helen for years, ever since they were in school together. He gets sore when you kid him about it. Purely platonic, he says.” Prentiss raised his handkerchief to hide a smirk.

There was a chilly silence.

“Well,” Prentiss said, “if there’s anything I can do to help—”

“Thank you for dropping in, Mr. Prentiss,” Dr. Coffee said. “But I’ve only completed the gross autopsy. I’ll let you know if the microscopic turns up anything. Good night.”

Dr. Coffee listened to the footsteps retreating down the corridor of the surgical wing. When he heard the elevator doors open and close, he called, “Dr Mookerji!”

The round, brown face of the Hindu appeared in the doorway.

“Doctor, what the devil did we do with the late Mr. Wyman’s worldly belongings?”

Dr. Mookerji wagged his turban twice to the left. “Double-breasted imported tweed suit, plus silk shirt, underwear, and Cordovan footwear now reposing in mothproof bag on workbench in rear. Personal effects are contained in Manila envelope in lower right-handed drawer.”

“Yes, of course.” Dr. Coffee pulled out the bottom drawer of his desk and withdrew a large envelope, which he emptied on the desk.

From the tangle of watch chain, watch, small change, comb, handkerchief, fountain pen, lighter, and nail file, Ritter and Dr. Coffee reached for the wallet in unison. Ritter won.

“Guess we both got the same idea,” the detective said. He checked through the wallet and drew out a green strip of paper. “Flight X-One hundred and eighty-eight to San Francisco, eleven P.M., Wednesday. Why is there only one ticket?”

“That’s not a question for a pathologist, Max.”

“Okay, it’s mine. And there’s something else funny.” Ritter was sifting the articles on the desk. “Notice anything, Doc?”

“What, Max?”

“No keys. Wouldn’t a guy like Wyman carry a key ring?”

“I’d say so. Shall we call on Mrs. Wyman tonight?”

“Let’s wait and break the news after they finish planting Wyman tomorrow. I love to go to burials when the mourners don’t know I’m watching.”

A chilling drizzle clouded the windshield when Dr. Coffee climbed into the police car the next morning.

“I got a few choice nuggets of information,” Ritter said, as he put the car in gear. “I been busy. While everybody was paying next-to-last respects to the corpse down at the mortician’s, I took a quiet look around the Wyman hacienda. The Widow Wyman was lying to you when she said her husband went out for cigars Wednesday night. I found a box of perfectos in his desk drawer, half full.”

“Maybe Wyman was lying, Max.”

“Maybe. Anyhow, I also went out to the airport to check on the no-shows on Flight X-One hundred and eighty-eight to San Francisco Wednesday night. Seems there were two—a Mr. and Mrs. Charles Farmer. Only Mrs. Farmer really checked in. She gave up the business end of her ticket for a gate pass and went aboard. Just before they closed the doors, she got off again, carrying her overnight bag. The stewardess on that flight ain’t due back for a day or two, so I’m sort of marking time.”

“That would explain the discrepancy between the two tickets Mrs. Wyman saw, and the one we found in Wyman’s wallet.”

“Maybe,” the detective said. “I also called on a few of my financial connections this morning. Wyman didn’t bank that twenty-four thousand dollars from the policy loan. His balance is sixty-two dollars and fifty cents. And he didn’t put it in the business, either. No big deposits like that to the firm’s account for the last two months. So where is it?”

“I don’t know, Max,” Dr. Coffee said, “but here we are.

Gray rain veiled the cemetery, blurring the outlines of tombstones and the dark silhouettes of gaunt cypresses. Dr. Coffee studied the faces of the mourners huddled at the graveside. Helen Wyman still appeared more winsome than wet-eyed. She stood between granite-faced Joe Prentiss and pink-cheeked Ray Bowes. She was looking neither at the pastor nor at the grave. Whatever she was staring at seemed to upset her more than the funeral service. Her face was tense; her mouth was set in a tight, hostile line.

Dr. Coffee followed the direction of her stare to a group of typographers, engravers, and office girls. Only one of the group seemed conspicuous enough to be the object of Helen Wyman’s attention: a violet-eyed little brunette who might have just stepped from a Wyman & Prentiss calendar. She had been crying, and she dabbed at her eyes with a square of fine linen.

Dr. Coffee turned for another look at Helen Wyman, trying to analyze her taut expression. Could it be hate?

The minister droned, “Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, in certain hope of the Resurrection.…”

At last Helen Wyman sobbed. Prentiss gave her a comforting pat on the arm. She turned her back to him and buried her face against the ample shoulder of Ray Bowes. The photographer flushed and made an embarrassed gesture which tried to be protective without seeming too affectionate.

Prentiss came over to Dr. Coffee. “Any developments, Doctor?”

“I may know something this afternoon,” the pathologist answered.

“Who’s the good-looking brunette?” Ritter asked.

“You mean Gladys Charming?” Prentiss peered into the mist. “Yes, that’s Gladys. She was Ken Wyman’s secretary.”

“Looks to me like a calendar girl,” the detective said.

“Gladys used to pose for us,” Prentiss said. “Very attractive model, in fact.”

Ritter took Dr. Coffee’s arm and walked him away rapidly. “I got a hunch we can crack the extra ticket mystery without the stewardess of X-One hundred and eighty-eight. Did you catch that babe’s little feet, Doc?”

As Dr. Coffee entered his laboratory and shook out his raincoat, Dr. Mookerji looked up from his microscope and beamed.

“Salaam, Doctor Sahib,” the Hindu said.

“Good morning, Dr. Mookerji. How’s your analysis coming?”

Dr. Mookerji’s pink turban quivered as he wagged his big head. “Regretfully report only retrograde progress,” he said. “Foreign substances present in scalp wound in such minute quantities that cannot devise analytical technique without exhausting suspected material.”

Dan Coffee scratched his long chin. He said, “I’ll send the specimen over to Northbank University this afternoon and let their spectrologists have a whirl at it.”

“Am somewhat nonplused by seeming importance of scalp wound,” Dr. Mookerji said, “inasmuch as late deceased did not expire from same.”

“Simple,” the pathologist explained. “The coroner says Wyman hit his head against the curb. If we find sand and cement traces in the wound, the coroner is right—which is highly unlikely. I think Wyman was deliberately conked by the person or persons who killed him. Lieutenant Ritter thinks he was conked hard enough so that even a woman with pointed shoes or high heels could have kicked him into eternity.”

“Is Leftenant Ritter suspecting Widow Wyman of homicidal tendencies toward late husband?”

“The lieutenant is an honor graduate of the cherchez-la-femme school. Anyhow, our job is to find in the wound itself some clue as to the weapon that made it. For instance, if we find flakes of enamel from a photographer’s tripod, or leather rubbings from a lady’s handbag—”

“Comprehension is now dawning,” said Dr. Mookerji.

Two hours later, Ray Bowes and Helen Wyman burst into the lab. Bowes, running interference, charged through the broken field of startled technicians, dodged around Dr. Mookerji, and burst panting into Dr. Coffee’s private office. His ruddy face was damp with perspiration, and the angry gestures of his small, plump hands were awkward. But for all his rumpled aspect, he was a knight in shining irony.

“Mrs. Wyman just heard the news from the insurance company,” he said, “so we came by to congratulate you.”

“I was glad to help,” Dr. Coffee said.

“Help? Quit kidding, Doctor. The company isn’t paying a dime, because you reported that Wyman was murdered. They say if the murderer turns out to be the beneficiary, the policy is void.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Dr. Coffee said. “Please sit down.”

“So you can think up some new tricks?” Bowes shouted. “Helen just wanted to let you know she regrets listening to you and—”

“Oh, stop it, Ray!” Helen Wyman broke in. Her black veil fluttered prettily as she sat down. “I do thank you for your services, Doctor; no matter how shocking the result. May I be of help?”

“The police will be handling the investigation, but I know of one question Lieutenant Ritter will ask when you meet him. It seems you saw two airline tickets in your husband’s wallet the other night. There was only one when he was found. Have you any idea whom the other might have been intended for?”

Helen Wyman looked at Bowes, whose nostrils quivered, rabbit fashion. “No,” she said.

“Look over the latest Wyman and Prentiss calendars,” Bowes added.

“Could it have been a young woman named Gladys Channing?”

Again Helen Wyman looked at Bowes. His expression was blank. She said nothing.

“You might ask Joe Prentiss about that,” Bowes said. “Joe’s been drooling around Gladys for months.”

“My husband always considered her quite attractive,” Mrs. Wyman said.

“Did your husband and Mr. Prentiss quarrel over Gladys?”

“I—I don’t know what to think.” The widow covered her face with her black-gloved hands. Bowes put his arm around her. She stood up and started for the door.

Max Ritter telephoned as Dan Coffee was getting ready for bed that night: “Put your pants back on, Doc. We’re calling on Gladys Channing. I want another look at her feet. I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes.”

On the way to Miss Channing’s apartment house, Ritter explained that he had called the San Francisco police as soon as he learned that “Mr. and Mrs. Charles Farmer” had expected to fly west on the night Wyman was killed. He had just had a long and detailed reply.

“Seems like a few weeks ago somebody opened two bank accounts in San Francisco under the name of Charles Farmer. By a funny coincidence, the total balance comes to just twenty-four thousand dollars, same as Wyman’s insurance loan. Farmer also gave the banks as reference when he rented a plushy apartment on Nob Hill, so the boys dropped in after I called. They found the apartment’s never been lived in, but the closets are busting with expensive clothes, male and female, including a cute little mink jacket and enough shoes for a couple of centipedes. They also found one-hundred thousand bucks in traveler’s checks with no signature, not even Farmer’s, locked in the bureau drawer. So I think we should call on Gladys.”

Gladys was not exactly pleased by their visit. She tried hard to give the impression that she had been waked out of a sound sleep. She yawned as she poked her well-coiffed head through a gap in the door.

“Look,” Ritter said, “we know you got constitutional rights and you don’t have to let us in without a warrant. But I’d like to ask you four-five questions. Can we come in?”

Gladys Channing’s violet eyes made a quick appraisal. “Please do,” she said. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

“The stewardess on that San Francisco flight Wednesday is due back in Northbank tonight,” Ritter said, as he sat down. “Shall I bring her here?”

Gladys hardly batted an eye. “What for?” she asked.

“To save you a trip to the airport. Maybe she’ll identify you as the Mrs. Charles Farmer who jumped ship just before the take-off.”

“So what?” Gladys crossed her legs.

“So why were you going west with the late K. Wyman?”

“That’s easy. He was taking his secretary on a short business trip.”

“I been in touch with San Francisco,” Ritter said. “You and Wyman weren’t taking no short business trip. Wyman was going for good. And so were you.”

“I got on that plane with just an overnight bag,” Gladys said. “A girl don’t usually start a new life with just an overnight bag.”

“She might,” the detective said, looking at the girl’s tiny purple-feathered mules, “if she knew there was a cozy little nest lined with fine feathers at the other end of the flight. Feathers like a Size Fourteen mink jacket, for instance.”

“There must be 14,000,000 Size Fourteen girls in this country, by the last census,” Gladys said.

“Could be. But there ain’t 14,000,000 Cinderellas who could squeeze their tootsies into a three-and-a-half shoe. You got a very damned pretty little foot.”

Gladys paled. She breathed deeply and audibly for a moment.

“Okay,” she said finally. “What do you want from me?”

“Why did you get off the plane?”

“Ken didn’t show up. Was I going out there all alone?”

“You knew he was dead, didn’t you?”

“Oh, my God, no! I—I was furious. I thought he stood me up, that’s all.”

“You knew Joe Prentiss would do anything to keep you from running off with Wyman—that he’d even kill the guy.”

“Aw now, how stupid can a man get—even a cop? Joe Prentiss wouldn’t kill a fly to keep me here because he knows it wouldn’t do him any good. Oh, sure, he’s been making passes at me for months, but he knows I loved Ken Wyman.”

“It don’t make sense. Prentiss is single. Wyman was married.”

“My hard luck,” Gladys said. “I wouldn’t go for Joe Prentiss if he was the last millionaire on earth, tax free.”

No, Gladys didn’t know of any enemies Wyman had. No, she didn’t know any trouble he was in. No, he’d had no visits from strangers—unless you counted that FBI man, who really came to see Prentiss, only Prentiss was home with the flu, so he’d talked to Wyman. She thought his name was Tufts.

“He was investigating paper and inks made by certain manufacturers,” Gladys said. “He looked around the shop and took samples of our work. He hasn’t been back since.”

“Did Ray Bowes ever make passes at you?”

“Ray?” Gladys laughed. “Ray never made passes at anybody. He just makes calf eyes at Helen Wyman. Any more questions, big boy?”

“Thank you, no. But stick around. People are going to be watching the airport and places like that. Good night.”

Two days later, Dr. Coffee got his spectrographic analysis report from Northbank University. He sat at his desk, poring over the strips of photographic paper on which unevenly spaced lines made long, dark ladders. Light from the incandescent vapor arising from heating a tiny fragment of Wyman’s scalp wound in an electric arc had produced a different pattern from that made by vaporizing a fragment from another part of the scalp. Heavy lines on the graph indicated that particles of copper, carbon, and manganese were present in the wound. There were also indications of some complex organic oil which would be difficult to break down without long, intricate computations and measurements of wave lengths in millionths of a millimeter.

“I think,” the pathologist said to Dr. Mookerji, who was looking over his shoulder, “that I shall be very unscientific and make a long guess that the oil is linseed oil.”

“On what basis are you deducing character of seeds?” the Hindu asked.

“A report from San Francisco, for one thing,” Dr. Coffee said. “And on the presence of carbon and manganese. The drying qualities of linseed oil are increased when it’s boiled with manganese oxide. Boiled linseed oil plus carbon blacks equals printer’s ink. Wyman was in the printing business. Therefore—Great stars! I think I’ve got something, Doctor.”

He snatched up the telephone to call Lieutenant Ritter. “Max, have you stopped looking for Wyman’s brief case?”

“No, I still got a man on it, Doc. He’s getting nowhere.”

“Can you get five or ten more, Max, to canvass every checkroom and checking locker in town? I got a hunch they’ll find something. The picture is beginning to clear up, Max.”

After he had hung up, Dr. Coffee drummed on the desk top for a moment. Then he took the telephone directory and looked up the number of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

When Max Ritter telephoned, Dr. Coffee was halfway through dinner. “We found it, Doc! The brief case. In a checking locker at the airport. It weighs a ton.”

“I should think it would, Max. Besides a toothbrush, razor, and other toilet articles, I’ll bet it’s full of flat copper plates.”

“Doc, you should of been a detective. How—”

“Put the brief case back in the same locker, Max. Leave a man there, but tell him not to stop anybody taking it out. Where’s Helen Wyman?”

“Home. She hasn’t left the house for two days.”

“Good. Now listen. I want you to round up Mrs. Wyman, Ray Bowes, Joe Prentiss, and Gladys Channing. Have them all brought to the police station right away. Use any pretext you want—to sign statements, or anything. When you get them all together, give them a group lecture on the evils of obstructing justice and all that sort of thing. Then announce that you’re going to hold Mrs. Wyman overnight. Say that an FBI man named Tufts is coming in from Washington on the midnight plane. Is there a midnight plane from Washington, Max?”

“There’s one at twelve-forty.”

“Good enough. Then announce that this FBI man wants to question Mrs. Wyman on the whereabouts and contents of a brief case that disappeared on the night Wyman was murdered. Say you’ve been asked to keep Mrs. Wyman in custody until he arrives. Got all that straight, Max? … Good. After that, you turn the other three loose. Once they’re out of sight, jump on your white horse and meet me at the Wyman house. I assume you have a key.”

‘To the back door,” the detective said.

“Fine. At the back door, then. And don’t leave your car around.”

It was nearly two hours before Ritter joined the pathologist.

“What gives, Doc?” The detective unlocked the back door. “You’ve been holding out on me. What are we looking for in here?”

“We’re not looking, Max. We’re waiting in the dark.”

“Who do we expect?”

“The murderer. If I’m wrong, you can sue me. I got the hunch when I saw the spectro analysis of Wyman’s scalp wound today. The graphs indicate that Wyman was slugged with a copper object containing traces of printer’s ink—”

“So he was killed in the print shop?” Ritter asked.

“Not necessarily. But I happened to think of those unsigned traveler’s checks in ‘Mr. Farmer’s’ San Francisco apartment. It struck me that unsigned checks in that amount must be either stolen or counterfeit. The FBI interest in the W. and P. print shop spells counterfeiting. I checked with the FBI. There are bum traveler’s checks in interstate circulation, all right.

“Now, if the checks were printed here, the plates they were made from wouldn’t be left lying around the print shop, where they might excite the curiosity of an honest journeyman printer. Since Wyman was the skilled artisan of the partnership, it’s logical that he should have custody of the plates—Hurt yourself, Max?”

The detective had bumped into a chair in the dark and was muttering profanely.

“We’ll wait here in the living room,” Dr. Coffee went on. “As you pointed out the other day, the murderer has Wyman s keys. So sit over here, where you can train your artillery on the front door. As I was saying, Wyman was probably custodian of the plates. Let’s say he kept them in his brief case when they were not in use. Let’s say that when the FBI man dropped in, Wyman knew the game was up, flew to San Francisco to establish a new identity and lay the basis for a new life, then came back to cover up his traces. Let’s say that on the night he was due to skip, he decided to leave the damning evidence behind, pointing to somebody else. So before boarding his plane, he took his brief case—”

Dr. Coffee stopped abruptly. He heard footsteps on the walk—and a faint click as Ritter moved the safety catch of his gun. The footfalls grew more distinct, climbing the front steps. A key grated in the lock. The door opened slowly and closed quickly. The footsteps crossed the foyer to the living room. A cone of light leaped through the darkness from Ritter’s flashlight.

“Drop that brief case,” Ritter ordered, “and lift those lily-white paws, Prentiss!”

Joe Prentiss recoiled from the glare. He obeyed.

Dr. Coffee switched on the ceiling lights.

“Look for the plates, Doc. I’ll look for knives and guns.”

The detective searched Prentiss. Dr. Coffee opened the brief case. A stack of copper plates slid out. Crosshatched lines and etched shadows made dark oblongs on the gleaming metal.

“I—when you mentioned Wyman’s brief case tonight, lieutenant,” Prentiss stammered, “I remembered seeing it under his desk in the shop. So I—I brought it over.”

“You didn’t get that from Wyman’s desk, Prentiss. You got it from Locker Six sixty-nine at the airport. And don’t forget it’s been there long enough for us to develop your prints off the copper, test the edges for bloodstains, and put it back again.”

“But—but why in the world would I—”

“You tell him, Doc. You were just getting to that part.”

“As I was saying,” Dr. Coffee resumed, “Wyman decided to leave the incriminating evidence pointing to someone else. Since Prentiss was away the day the FBI called, why not leave the plates in his desk? But Prentiss knew his partner was up to some sly tricks, because Mrs. Wyman had phoned about the air tickets. So Prentiss was waiting.

“I assume, Mr. Prentiss, that you grabbed the plates out of Wyman’s hands as he was preparing to plant them, that you banged him on the head with them, and, as he fell, that you jumped on him repeatedly or kicked him to death. Then you loaded the body in your car and abandoned it in an alley. Your taking his keys puzzled me for a while—until I decided you were planning to reverse Wyman’s trick and carry the plates back to his own home whenever you could do it unobserved.”

Deathly pale, Prentiss collapsed into a chair. “I—he was going to leave me holding the bag!” he mumbled.

“You fooled him after all,” Ritter said. “You won’t have to face that counterfeiting charge. Homicide gets priority in this state. Stick your hands in these, buster.”


Kiss of Kandahar

The woman in Suite 232 of the Southside Apartment Hotel was certainly young, probably under twenty-five. She was tall and blonde and, if not breath-taking, at least striking in appearance. Although she had lived at the Southside only ten days, both day and night clerks remembered the exact color of her eyes, the fact that she was always well-dressed, and the names and descriptions of the three persons who had visited her after her arrival. They also suspected that she was well-biiilt, a suspicion that was confirmed by the night clerk who found her lying in her bathtub, dead.

The woman in Suite 232 was registered at the Southside as Belinda Ford Holliday. The night clerk who found her dead in her tub had been trying to raise her for an hour on the house phone to announce the arrival of a telegram. He knew she had not gone out, and when she failed to respond to the bellhop’s repeated knocking, the night clerk had let himself in with a passkey. As a radio was playing in the bathroom, the clerk investigated, took one good look, gasped, and immediately called the police.

The Northbank Police Department arrived in three successive waves. The shock troops came within a few minutes, with the sirens of the prowl cars screaming bloody murder. The squad cars drove up with a low growl of authority. The two carloads of technical men deployed in comparative silence, followed by the solitary, slow-gaited dignity of the final link in the chain of command: Lieutenant of Detectives Ritter.

Saturnine Lieutenant Max Ritter made his long-legged way to Suite 232 without a word. When he entered the bathroom, instinctively taking off his soft felt hat, his big ears gave him the silhouette of a pogo stick. He looked at the body in the tub and noted the pungent, sweetish aroma that permeated the white-tiled brilliance of the bathroom. He observed that the peachcolored silk lingerie, neatly folded beside the portable radio on the clothes hamper, was hand-embroidered. He also saw that an ash tray on the flat rim of the bathtub contained three cigarette stubs smoked to within half an inch of the straw tips. On the cerise bath mat, a mystery novel lay face down on its opened pages.

Ritter took another look at the late Belinda Ford Holliday. His long nose wrinkled as he sniffed pensively at the scented atmosphere. Then, as required by law, he telephoned the coroner. However, since the coroner was prone to regard all unexplained deaths as due to heart failure, apoplexy or accident—unless, of course, the head was missing or a knife protruded from the back—Ritter also telephoned his friend Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, pathologist at Northbank’s Pasteur Hospital, who had a great and useful scientific curiosity.

Dr. Coffee was dining on a sandwich in his laboratory when Max Ritter phoned. An emergency operation was in progress and the surgeon had asked for a biopsy. It was an hour before Dr. Coffee had made a frozen section of the tissue from the operating room, and given his microscopic diagnosis. Then he went to join Ritter at the Southside Apartment Hotel.

“The coroner just left, Doc,” Ritter said, as the tall, sandy-haired pathologist walked into Suite 232.

“Then you won’t need me after all,” Dr. Coffee said.

The detective blew an irreverent bubble of sound through his lips. “You know the coroner better than that, Doc,” he said. “In an election year, the coroner’s got no time for autopsies or inquests. So he says this is a case of accidental drowning. He thinks the bath was too hot or the gal got in too soon after eating. He says she fainted, got her face under water and drowned. Only there wasn’t any water in the tub when I found her.”

“Her hair’s wet,” the pathologist said. “She could have kicked the plug out after she was unconscious, by a reflex action in a completely automatic struggle to survive.”

“That’s what the coroner says.” The detective pursed his lips skeptically. “He also says that funny color in her face is a sign of drowning. Cyanosis, he says. I tell him I got it on good authority that cyanosis can also come from cyanide poisoning, and that cyanide smells like bitter almonds. Did you catch a whiff of that almond smell when you came in, Doc?”

Dr. Coffee nodded. The fragrant ghost of bitter almonds still haunted the room.

“But the coroner says the smell comes from the almond bath oil the dame’s been using,” the detective continued. “That’s the bottle on that glass shelf there. You can touch it, Doc. The boys dusted it and there’s no prints on it.”

Dr. Coffee picked up the bottle labeled: Kiss of Kandahar—Almond-scented Aromatic Bath Oil. There was a small amount of oily yellow liquid at the bottom of the bottle. Dr. Coffee withdrew the cork and raised it cautiously to his nostrils. The fragrance matched the scent of almonds which clung to the air. The pathologist again examined the dead woman’s face.

“I don’t think it was cyanide, Max,” he said. “The lividity of the face isn’t the right color. It’s not right for drowning, either. It’s brownish gray, rather than a purple shade. Of course I can’t be sure of anything without an autopsy. Is the coroner going to do a postmortem?”

“He is not,” Ritter said. “But he authorizes me to hire you to do one if I find suspicious circumstances. And that’s what I find, all right.”

“What are they, Max?”

“Well, this Belinda dame is divorced in Florida just a few weeks ago. I find the divorce papers in the other room. Her ex-husband is a guy named Warren Holliday from Boone Point—a jobber in spices and stuff he sells to the food canneries around here. Seems like Belinda had a date with him tonight, and he stood her up. Or he wants us to believe he stood her up. Just before the body was found, this telegram came for Belinda.”

Ritter produced a yellow telegraph blank from his pocket and read aloud: “‘Sorry can’t see you tonight but will try to make it tomorrow. Love. Warren.’ The wire was filed at Boone Point late this afternoon. I just had the local police chief on the phone, and he can’t locate Warren Holliday anywhere in Boone Point. So maybe Belinda’s ex did come to Northbank after all; maybe he sent this wire to build himself a little alibi in advance. Maybe—What’s up, Brody?”

The plain-clothes man in the doorway said, “There’s a bird outside, lieutenant, says he has a date with Mrs. Holliday. Want to see him?”

Ritter winked knowingly at Dr. Coffee and motioned with his head.

“Sure, Brody. Ill see him.” Ritter took Dr. Coffee’s arm and closed the bathroom door behind them.

Brody ushered in a slim, homespun young man who appeared to be still in his twenties, and wasn’t quite at home in the alert, executive manner he was wearing. He wore an obviously expensive suit, but wore it rather uneasily. Somehow his big muscular arms seemed to call for blue denims; and his hands should have held precision tools instead of the green wax-paper cornucopia of flowers they were carrying awkwardly.

“Are you Warren Holliday?” Ritter asked.

“No.” The young man smiled nervously. “My name is Roy Manson. Isn’t Mrs. Holliday here? I thought—”

“Sit down, Manson,” Ritter said. “You live in Northbank?”

“Yes.” Manson remained standing. “I’m general manager of the Bosworth Shoe Factory.”

Of course, Dr. Coffee thought. General manager. Country boy makes good on big job. The good old American phenomenon: the self-made man—the quick rise from the production line to the front office.

“Are you in love with Belinda Holliday?” Ritter asked bluntly.

“Oh, no.” Manson’s smile was patient. “Belinda and I are very old friends. We went to school together in Missouri as kids. But I’m engaged to marry Esther Bosworth.”

“The boss’s daughter?” Ritter asked.

“Esther owns the factory now. Mr. Bosworth died six months ago. Would you please tell me what’s happened to Belinda? I know something is wrong. I saw all those police cars downstairs, and—”

“She’s dead,” Ritter declared.

Manson sat down clumsily. He stared at Ritter with stunned eyes. “I was afraid of something like this,” he said numbly.

“The coroner says it was an accident,” Ritter said. “Tell me about your date with Belinda tonight.”

“I’d invited Belinda to have dinner with me and my fiancee tonight,” Manson said. “Esther has been visiting relatives in California, but I’d expected her back. Then she decided to stay on the Coast a few days longer; so this morning I called Belinda to tell her the dinner was postponed.

“Belinda sounded awfully blue on the phone. I’d noticed she’d been pretty dejected since she came back from the South, and it worried me. I’ve always been fond of Belinda. She’s been terribly nice to me. When I first came to Northbank, when I was just a kid factory hand, not even a foreman then—why, Belinda used to invite me over to Boone Point for Sunday dinner and things. She’d just been married to a man with quite a bit of money, but she didn’t try to snoot me. So when I saw how blue she was feeling, I thought I’d come over tonight, anyhow, to try to cheer her up.”

“What was she blue about?” Ritter asked.

“I can only guess.” Manson shook his head. “I think the man she was going to marry may have walked out on her after she got her divorce. But that’s only a guess.”

“What was the man’s name?”

“I don’t know. She wouldn’t tell me. He was married, too, and was supposed to get a divorce himself. So maybe—”

“Okay, go on home,” Ritter said. “I’ll call you tomorrow if I want you.”

“I’d better be getting home myself, Max,” Dr. Coffee said, “before my wife locks me out. I’ll do the autopsy in the morning.”

Roy Manson started for the door, hesitated, came back and placed the bouquet of flowers on a table.

“I’d like to leave these,” he said.

It seemed to Dan Coffee that he had just fallen asleep when he was awakened by his wife pinching his shoulder.

“Dan, wake up. The doorbell’s been ringing for the past five minutes. There’s a woman at the door.”

Dan Coffee rolled out of bed and groped for his dressing gown. He stumbled sleepily down the stairs. He opened the door and his visitor stepped into the living room.

“I apologize for waking you in the middle of the night, Doctor,” she said hurriedly. “But it’s terribly important. It’s about Belinda Holliday.”

Dan Coffee blinked. The name did not register at first.

“Oh, yes,” he said, after the third blink. “That’s the woman at the Southside. Why do you come to me?”

Dr. Coffee was beginning to wake up. He looked curiously at his visitor. She was a dark, demure little woman, past the first bloom of youth but attractive in a virginal, wholesome way. At second glance he decided she would be attractive in many ways if she gave a little thought to the art of adornment. It was not the lack of make-up, for her skin had a healthy, golden tint. Her hairdo was wrong—much too prim to go with her flashing black eyes. Her eyes were alive, positive, passionate.

“I was listening to the midnight news on the radio,” the woman said. “I heard that Belinda had been found dead and that you were going to perform an autopsy. Was Belinda murdered, Doctor?”

“I can’t say at this point,” Dr. Coffee replied. “Are you related to Belinda Holliday?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Anne Devoto, Warren Holliday’s secretary. The radio said the police are looking for Mr. Holliday.”

“Yes. I understand he has disappeared.”

“He hasn’t disappeared. He—he’s outside in my car.”

So that’s it, Dr. Coffee thought. The secretary’s in love with her boss. She’s hiding him, because she’s afraid he killed Belinda.

“Did Mr. Holliday kill his ex-wife?” Dan Coffee asked.

“He should have killed her years ago,” said Anne Devoto with surprising fervor. “But he didn’t.”

“Then why doesn’t he go to the police?”

“It’s a strange story,” Miss Devoto replied. “He’s afraid nobody will believe it. We’ve read about you in the papers …”

There was a pause. They think I’m a pushover for a likely story, Dan Coffee mused. Well, maybe I am. Still…

“Bring Mr. Holliday in,” he said.

Warren Holliday was a shaggy, gray-haired man in his late forties. He had tired gray eyes and a hesitant smile. His walk was slow and lumbering, but his handclasp was firm. He sat down wearily at Dr. Coffee’s invitation.

“Did you see your ex-wife today?” the pathologist asked.

“No,” Holliday answered. “I had a tentative date with her, but something came up and I postponed it.”

“But you came to Northbank anyhow?”

Holliday’s lips moved silently for a few seconds before he said, “Yes. How did you know?”

“Pure conjecture,” Dr. Coffee said. “Why did you cancel your date?”

“Because of a business appointment. I’m a broker—deal in spices and seasonings. Late this afternoon I got a call from a spice importer from New Orleans who said he was in Northbank and wanted to see me. I had no idea how long my meeting would last, so I wired Belinda, calling off our date. Then I drove over from Boone Point to meet my New Orleans man in the lobby of the Northbank Hotel, as he had suggested. I waited for more than an horn, but he didn’t show up. I tried to call Miss Devoto in Boone Point, thinking perhaps he had changed his plans and tried to reach me, but I couldn’t make contact with my secretary. So I got back into my car and started home for Boone Point. Then I—I had an accident.”

“You see, Mr. Holliday suffers from periodic migraine headaches,” his secretary explained quickly. “Often his headaches are preceded by periods during which he loses track of time. That’s possible, isn’t it?”

Yes, it’s possible, Dr. Coffee thought. Migraine is sometimes preceded by a lapse of memory. But it was interesting that Holliday’s migraine should begin at about the same hour as his ex-wife’s death.

“What is the last thing you remember, Mr. Holliday?” . Dr. Coffee asked.

“Well, I remember vaguely running off the road, as it winds over the hill just this side of Boone Point. I remember trees—or a tree. Then I drew a blank.”

“Are your headaches hemicranial?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Migraine usually affects only one side of the head. Do you feel the pain behind one eye, or at the back of one side of your head, usually?”

“Behind the left eye, always.”

“Do you mind?” Dr. Coffee said.

He pressed his thumbs gently against Holliday’s eyeballs. His fingers explored the top and base of his skull. Holliday did not flinch. He’s lying, Dr. Coffee thought. If he had those prodromal signs when he said he did, he would be in excruciating pain now.

“Where did you find him, Miss Devoto?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“He wandered into my apartment,” Miss Devoto replied. “He was in a daze and shaking all over. I guess he walked from wherever he wrecked his car. I made him lie down and wrapped him in a blanket. I fixed him a hot drink and he slept for a little while. Then I heard the midnight news on the radio.”

“Why did you and your wife break up, Mr. Holliday?”

“It was inevitable. I’m more than twenty years older than Belinda. I knew when I married her, nearly five years ago, that sooner or later she would fall in love with someone her own age.”

“And she did?”

“Yes.”

“Belinda never really loved Mr. Holliday,” Anne Devoto said. Her eyes did not leave Warren Holliday’s face.

“Did Mrs. Holliday get a divorce to marry a man named Roy Manson?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“Oh, no.” Holliday smiled sadly. “Manson is an old friend of Belinda’s. I believe he’s engaged to marry someone else.”

Then who was the man Belinda was going to marry? Holliday didn’t know. Belinda had never told him, and he had never asked. She had told him she wanted her freedom and that was enough.

The purpose of his broken date with Belinda that evening? Holliday didn’t know, really.

“Nonsense!” Miss Devoto volunteered. “Mr. Holliday is much too gallant. He knows perfectly well what Belinda wanted. She’s been calling him up practically every day this past week. I think something went wrong with her romance and she hoped to get Mr. Holliday to take her back. She would have tricked him into it—if she’d lived.”

Dr. Coffee lighted a cigarette. As he smoked in silence, he reflected on the fact that both Holliday and Manson had seemed to have dates with Belinda on the same night. True, Manson said he had phoned in the morning to cancel his. That would have given Belinda time to try to get Holliday to come over. After a moment, the pathologist said, “Mr. Holliday, I think you had better tell your story to the police.”

Miss Devoto’s black eyes narrowed and her back stiffened visibly. “Do you believe that Mr. Holliday had anything to do with his ex-wife’s death?”

“Why, no,” Dr. Coffee said. “But if your story is true, and if, as the coroner believes, Mrs. Holliday’s death was accidental, you will do well to get through the unpleasantness of a routine investigation as quickly as you can.”

“I believe the doctor is right, Anne,” Holliday said.

Dr. Coffee went to the telephone to call Max Ritter.

When he returned to his laboratory at Pasteur Hospital shortly before noon, Dr. Coffee was carrying three small flasks of brownish liquid and a Mason jarcontaining specimens of tissue in formalin. He gave the Mason jar to his technician with the remark: “The usual sections, Doris.”

He placed the three flasks on his desk, took off his hat and coat, and called, “Dr. Mookerji.”

Dr. Motilal Mookerji, Pasteur’s resident pathologist, materialized from somewhere behind the freezing microtome and set his course for Dr. Coffee’s desk. Navigation was no simple problem for Calcutta’s gift to Northbank. Not only was the little Hindu broad of beam, but his fore-and-aft dimensions precluded sideslipping through the narrow channels that separated the autoclave, centrifuge and other pieces of standing gear which cluttered the laboratory.

“Greetings, Doctor Sahib,” he said. “Five times greetings. You have no doubt concluded a pleasant autopsy?”

“Concluded?” echoed Dr. Coffee. “We’ve barely started. Have you ever run a Gettler test for drowning?”

The Hindu resident said, “Am familiar with hypothesis of Gettler test, although have never performed same on submerged cadavers. Are not samples of blood from right and left heart analyzed separately for chloride level?”

“Exactly,” said Dr. Coffee. “Normally the salt content of the blood is the same on both sides of the heart. However, if the person died of drowning, the lungs would take in water which would dilute the blood in the left heart. Therefore, if the salt content of the blood is higher in the right heart than the left, the person was drowned—in fresh water.”

“Am observing surplus blood sample,” Dr. Mookerji said. “Am also remarking that blood exhibits brownish, tint somewhat resembling hot chocolate. What is purpose of third sample, Doctor Sahib?”

“We’ll try to identify methemoglobin with the spectroscope,” Dan Coffee said. “The color is characteristic.”

“Quite,” the Hindu agreed. “Have observed similar color in native Bengal, in victims of blackwater fever.”

“We don’t have much blackwater fever in Northbank, but we do see an occasional case of potassium chlorate poisoning, which does the same thing to the blood. I’ve another rather delicate task for you, Doctor—a qualitative analysis from less than a thimbleful of liquid.” Dr. Coffee carefully unwrapped a bottle which he gingerly passed to his Hindu assistant.

“Ha! Kiss of Kandahar!” exclaimed Dr. Mookerji, reading the label. “Kandahar is quite famous place in India, although currently in Afghanistan. You are no doubt familiar with frolics of great Alexander among almond groves of Kandahar. Or perhaps verses by lady poetess Laurence Hope regarding almond blooms of—”

“Never mind the almond blooms,” Dan Coffee said. “Just handle that bottle carefully. It may be deadly. And start with the assumption that you’re looking for an aromatic benzene compound.”

When Lieutenant Max Ritter dropped in that afternoon, Dr. Coffee’s laboratory was redolent with reagents, standard solutions and general toxicological activity.

“Is it murder, Doc?” the detective asked, as he parked one thigh on the edge of the pathologist’s desk. “I can’t hold my material witnesses much longer. They all got shysters waving lawbooks at me, yelling, ‘Witness to what?’ Do I book ’em, Doc?”

“I can’t exclude drowning until tomorrow, Max,” Dr. Coffee said. “The blood has to stand with picric acid overnight. And our toxicology tests won’t be finished much before then.”

“I think it’s murder,” Ritter declared. “That Devoto dame, first of all, is lying her head off. She says she never saw the inside of Suite 232, but I find her prints all over the place. So I bring in the night clerk of the Southside and he identifies her as a dame who went up in the elevator about half an hour before the telegram came for Belinda, and who came back down five minutes later. So the Devoto dame changes her story. She says a New York phone call came for Holliday in Boone Point, and it had to be answered right away because it involved a big deal in white pepper. She didn’t know Holliday had sent the wire, so she thinks she’ll find him with Belinda. The door to Belinda’s apartment is open so she walks in, she says, and finds Belinda dead. So naturally she didn’t want to talk about her visit.”

“She’s protecting Holliday, Max,” Dr. Coffee said. “I think if we find that Belinda was murdered, and that Holliday may have killed her, Anne Devoto will confess that she did it herself. Why else would she leave her fingerprints in the apartment?”

“Could be,” Ritter said. “She’s been Holliday’s secretary for fifteen years, and I guess she’s been in love with him for fourteen. But Holliday is lying, too. That blackout story of his is phony. I find his car, all right, against a tree about a quarter mile this side of Boone Point. But it was going about three miles an hour when it hit the tree. There’s just a little dent in one fender. And it backs right away when we get in and step on the starter.

“So I start looking for this spice importer. No trace of him. He’s not in Northbank, not in Boone Point. So I call New Orleans. His home don’t answer. His office ain’t seen him in two days. Then I bring that night clerk from the Southside down to the station again and let him look at Holliday. ‘That guy,’ the clerk says, ‘came into the lobby just before Miss Devoto stepped out of the elevator, coming down. I remember she grabbed his arm and they went out together.’ So maybe she murdered Belinda to keep Holliday from taking her back, and talked him into inventing these cockeyed stories to protect her.”

“If Belinda was murdered,” Dr. Coffee said. “What about Manson?”

“I been holding him, too, while we checked his movements,” the detective said, “but I can’t keep him much longer. All his stories tally. He’s going, to marry that Bosworth babe who owns the shoe factory all right. And she’s out in California visiting relatives, like he says.”

“And the young man Belinda was in love with?”

“Holliday and Manson back each other up on that one,” Ritter replied. “They both think he was walking out on Belinda, and they both seem to think he was married, but nobody knows his name.”

“Is the spice importer from New Orleans married, Max?”

“He is. And I’m still trying to find him,” the detective said. “Flash me when you know something, Doc.”

Next morning at ten o’clock Dr. Coffee flashed Lieutenant Ritter. “It’s murder, Max,” he said into the telephone. “Belinda wasn’t drowned. She was poisoned—by someone who knew her intimate habits.… No, it wasn’t cyanide. I’ll tell you all about it later. Can you bring all your suspects up here late this afternoon, after I’ve finished my hospital routine? About five o’clock.… Sure, bring the spice importer, too, if you find him. Meanwhile, don’t book anybody and don’t mention the word murder.

“Another thing, Max. Since practically everybody in this case has been making free with the truth, I’d like you to do a little second-degree fibbing yourself. First, that bath-oil bottle is still in the apartment, so far as you know. Second, you’re positively going to be out of town tonight. You have to leave in a hurry right after our conference. Okay, Max. See you at five.”

Ritter had not turned up his spice importer by five o’clock, but he appeared at Dr. Coffee’s laboratory with Warren Holliday, Roy Manson and Anne Devoto. The two men had undergone marked transformation during their brief police custody. Holliday had aged ten years. His gray eyes were no longer just tired; they were frightened. And Manson had shed not only his acquired executive manner, but his homespun shyness as well. He was edgy, harassed, with a badgered, almost haunted look. Only Miss Devoto was her own calm self, demure and maidenly despite her vital, dark eyes.

“You no doubt know,” Dr. Coffee began, “that Lieutenant Ritter suspected foul play in the death of Mrs. Holliday. I’ll put your minds at ease by telling you at once that we have found no evidence of murder. We did find methemoglobin, a pathological factor produced in the blood by some diseases and certain poisons. Does any one of you know if Mrs. Holliday had had a recent attack of—say malaria?”

Nobody remembered any serious illness.

“Then there is the possibility of anaphylaxis—a fatal allergy,” the pathologist continued. “She may have been hypersensitive to some drug or cosmetic product. Mr. Holliday, did your ex-wife habitually use any particular brand of bath oil?”

“Belinda was crazy about anything that had the scent of almonds,” Holliday said. “Her favorite was something called Kiss of Kandahar. She used it for years.”

Dr. Coffee turned to Ritter. “Max, are any of your men still on duty at the Southside?”

“Nope,” the detective said. “I pulled Brody off at noon today.”

“When you get a chance, I wish you’d go back to Mrs. Holliday’s apartment and get me that bottle of bath oil I noticed the other day. It was empty, but I may be able to squeeze out a drop or two and make an analysis.”

“Is tomorrow okay?” Ritter asked. “I won’t be in town tonight. I got to leave in half an hour for a quick trip upstate.”

“Tomorrow’s fine,” Dr. Coffee said. “There’s no hurry. Meanwhile you’d better release these good people. There seems no valid reason for holding them further.”

Warren Holliday rose from his chair. The mask of fear slipped from his face as he turned to Miss Devoto, seeking confirmation. She smiled, and he smiled back at her, wonderingly, as though seeing her for the first time. “You mean we can go?”

“If the doc says you can go, you better hightail it out of here quick,” Ritter said, “with the thanks and apologies of the police department and three bucks a day material-witness fees.”

The trio had hardly left the laboratory when Max Ritter said, “I guess we can cut the double-talk now, Doc. Do you and the swami here know what was in that bottle?”

“Quite,” Dr. Mookerji replied. “Analyzed contents with own hands. Same contained mononitrobenzene, alias oil of mirbane, which is noisome protoplasmic poison of high-octane potency.”

“Then why do we let these characters go, Doc?”

“Because if one of those three killed Belinda, the guilty person knows there was mononitrobenzene in the bath-oil bottle, and that I may be able to identify the poison if I can get my hands on it. Therefore I am convinced that the murderer will sneak back to Belinda’s apartment tonight to get the bottle. You and I will be waiting there.”

“Okay, Doc. Let’s go, then. Swami, take any messages that come here for me.”

En route to the Southside Apartment Hotel, Ritter said, “Tell me more about this oil of whozis, Doc.”

“Mononitrobenzene,” Dr. Coffee said, “is called oil of mirbane in commerce. It used to serve as artificial bitter almond flavoring in the days before Federal food and drug laws. It is still used in small and safe amounts in perfumery, among other things. In large enough amounts, it can decompose the blood and act on the central nervous system. It can be absorbed through the skin, causing death—sometimes within the hour—by paralyzing the respiratory centers.

“Belinda’s habit of reading and smoking in the bathtub would allow plenty of time for absorption of the pleasant-smelling poison. Therefore the murderer was well acquainted with her intimate habits.”

“Like that spice importer I can’t locate,” Ritter said.

“Or any of the three persons you’ve just released. I think I know which one it is—for reasons you’ll understand, if I’m right.”

Ritter parked his car behind the Southside. The two men entered through the basement and walked to the second floor by the fire stairs. Ritter opened Suite 232 with a passkey.

They had been sitting in the dark for more than an hour when there was a knock at the door, followed by a violent, persistent ringing of the bell. “This upsets my theory,” Dr. Coffee whispered.

“I’ll upset that Swiss bell ringer,” Ritter growled. He flung open the door. “The swami! Get inside here quick! What’s the idea of—”

“Have no fears, leftenant,” Dr. Mookerji said. The door closed again and he continued talking in the dark. “Took every precaution to conceal present destination, making surreptitious entrance via devious routes. However, two telegraphic messages arrived for you from police station, leftenant, so decided to deliver same in person to maintain secrecy of current whereabouts.”

Paper crackled as the Hindu pressed something into the detective’s hand. Ritter shoved the two envelopes into his pocket. “I’ll read ’em later,” he said. “No lights, now.”

A series of thumps, followed by suppressed exclamations, marked the progress of the Hindu in the darkness. The creak of sofa springs and a sigh announced the success of his search for a seat.

Another hour passed in silence before Dr. Coffee heard the sound he had been waiting for: the scrape of a key in the lock.

The door opened slowly. The narrow ribbon of light widened into a pale oblong silhouetting briefly a human figure which disappeared instantly as the door clicked shut. Dan Coffee held his breath. So apparently did Ritter and Dr. Mookerji. Only the breathing of the newcomer was audible.

A flashlight beam speared the gloom, and a luminous disk rippled across the rug. Then Max Ritter touched the switch and the living room was flooded with brightness.

“Hello, Mr. Manson,” Dr. Coffee said. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Roy Manson stood in the center of the room, blinking at the gun in Ritter’s hand.

“I thought you’d have a key,” Dr. Coffee continued, “to be able to substitute mononitrobenzene for Belinda’s bath oil during her absence. And a man familiar with Belinda’s intimate bathing habits would have a key. You were Belinda’s lover, weren’t you, Manson, for some time before she went south for a divorce?”

Manson turned on a frozen white smile. “We were just old friends,” he said.

“Such close friends,” Dr. Coffee said, “that Belinda got rid of her husband and came to Northbank to be near you—the man she expected to marry. But she wasn’t going to sit by quietly, was she, just because you changed your mind while she was away and decided to marry the shoe heiress instead? When does your fiancee, Miss Bosworth, get back from California, Manson?”

Manson did not reply.

“Answer to said conundrum now reposing in Leftenant Ritter’s pocket, perhaps,” Dr. Mookerji volunteered.

“That’s right. I wired the police chief at Beverly Hills today.” Ritter fished the crumpled yellow envelopes from his pocket. He chuckled grimly as he tore them open. “Esther Bosworth is due back in Northbank tomorrow by air. So I guess Belinda got killed because she was going to spill her story to Miss Bosworth—about how she got a divorce to marry her lover, and how Manson was going to ditch her to marry a shoe factory instead.”

“It was the shoe factory that first made me suspect Manson,” Dr. Coffee said. “Since mononitrobenzene is used in dyeing leather for black shoes, Manson must be well acquainted with its deadly qualities. I’m sure you’ll find drums of it at the factory to prove his access to the poison. And with the key to this apartment in his possession—”

Dr. Coffee was interrupted by a childish whimper. Manson sank into a chair, tried to speak, then buried his dead-white face in his big hands.

“Hey, look!” Ritter said. “This other wire is from New Orleans. The spice importer ain’t been near Northbank in months. He just got back from a three-day fishing trip in the Gulf.” Ritter frowned. “Then who got Holliday over to Northbank on a wild-goose chase?”

“Roy Manson, of course,” Dr. Coffee explained. “He knew that Holliday was still in love with Belinda and was sure to go and see her once he was in Northbank and at loose ends. A visit from Holliday to his ex-wife on the day of her death would misdirect suspicion in case the subject of murder was brought up. Even Miss Devoto, who also knew that Holliday might go to Belinda’s apartment, suspected Holliday when she found Belinda dead. That’s why she not only dreamed up that elaborate story about migraine and the phony auto accident, but even went all out to leave her own fingerprints here.”

Max Ritter lighted a cigarette and blew a contemptuous cloud of smoke at the man who sat motionless in the chair. “A swell guy, this Manson. He even brought flowers for Belinda. I’d like him to meet my sister sometime.”

“Shoemakers,” commented Dr. Mookerji, “should remain stuck to last.”

“Were going to stick this shoemaker, all right,” Ritter agreed. “And believe me, it’s going to last.”

“You know, Max,” Dr. Coffee said, “when Holliday left my lab this afternoon, I think he realized for the first time that his secretary actually believed he had killed Belinda, and that she was ready to do anything to save his neck, even to taking the rap herself. I’ll ask Miss Devoto to come by the lab some day next week. Maybe Doris can give her a few pointers on fixing her hair. She’s really quite a good-looking gal, and Holliday may not be aware of it.”


Wrong-Way Tosca

The place was a shambles when Lieutenant of Detectives Max Ritter arrived. Two overmuscled, uncongenial ogres seemed to have been throwing the livingroom furniture at each other. Chair legs and lamps littered the apartment. Light bulbs had been smashed, so that the police had to work by flashlights until emergency illumination had been set up. The bed was a rat’s nest of bloody tatters. A trail of gore led from the bedroom through the living room into the bathroom. The bathroom tiles were slippery with half-congealed blood and the walls were red with arterial spatters and frantic hand prints.

The dead man was lying in the bathroom in a pretzellike posture that would have made a Ringling Brothers contortionist green with envy. He had one foot in the toilet bowl, one arm in the wash basin, and his head in the sticky-red bathtub. The wood-handled longbladed kitchen knife which had carved hieroglyphics into his torso had been left lying on the bathroom floor. So had a cheap plastic raincoat which the murderer had obviously worn to protect his clothing during the butchery, as well as the crumpled bloody towels with which he had wiped his hands and probably his shoes.

The house phone was off the hook and lay on the floor, a fact which led to the early discovery of the crime. The desk clerk of the Westside Residential Hotel plugged a jack under signal light that suddenly flared for Apartment 26. He said “Office” several times but got no response. He thought he heard curious sounds in the background and said “Office” several times more. When he heard what he thought was the sound of a door closing, he ran up the stairs—the selfservice elevator was somewhere in the stratosphere—and banged on the door of Apartment 26. When there was no response, he ran back down the stairs and called the police. He made no attempt to enter the apartment with his passkey until the squad-car cops arrived. Why should he, a law-abiding and unarmed citizen, usurp what was the unquestioned duty of the uniformed forces of the law?

While the print men, photographers and other technicians were picking their way gingerly through the gory mess in Apartment 26, Lieutenant Ritter was collecting background data. The swarthy, lugubrious beanpole of a detective found the desk clerk, the manager, and the neighbors singularly uninformative. It seemed incredible to Ritter than such a desperate life-and-death struggle could have gone on without arousing some auditory interest, but this appeared to be the case. The man and wife across the hall were addicted to loud television—the wife was rather deaf—and the people in the apartment next door were out for the evening. The girl at the end of the hall had taken a sleeping pill and even slept through five minutes of police door-pounding.

Neither the desk clerk nor the house manager was of much help at first. The desk clerk, a young man with curly brown hair, long eyelashes, and suspiciously red lips, was terribly, terribly bored and terribly, terribly vague about who had come and gone through the lobby during the evening. The manager said that the dead man had registered three weeks previously as Gerald Simpson of New York, although he agreed with the desk clerk that the deceased had a pronounced Southern accent.

Max Ritter was convinced that the dead man’s name was not Simpson and that he did not come from New York. In the wastebasket of Apartment 26, he had found an envelope addressed to Mr. Paul Wallace, General Delivery, Northbank, and postmarked Baton Rouge, Louisiana. There was no return address on the envelope and no letter inside or in the wastebasket.

In a dresser drawer, under a pile of expensive shirts, Ritter found a Social Security card in the name of Paul Wallace and a passbook showing a balance of some $1,700 in a Cleveland bank to the credit of P. L. Wallis. In an envelope stuffed into the inside pocket of a Brooks Brothers sports jacket hanging in a closet, the detective found an envelope containing a dozen newspaper clippings about a young singer named Patsy Erryl.

Even in the smudged halftone pictures, Patsy was a comely lass, apparently not far out of her teens, brimful of that intangible effervescence which is the exclusive property of youth. In most of the poses her lips were parted with the eagerness of young innocence. Her eyes glowed with the roseate vision of an unclouded future. Her blonde head was poised with the awareness of her own fresh loveliness. Patsy Erryl was quite obviously a personality. Morover, Lieutenant Ritter concluded as he read through the clippings, Patsy had talent.

Patsy had been singing in Northbank night clubs for the past year. Just a month before the sudden demise of Mr. Paul Wallace, she had won the regional tryouts of the Metropolitan Opera auditions. In a few weeks she would go to New York to compete in the nationally broadcast finals.

Ritter took the clippings downstairs and reopened his questioning of the bored desk clerk.

“Ever see this dame?” He dealt the clippings face up on the reception desk.

“Ah? Well, yes, as a matter of fact I have.” The clerk batted his eyelashes. “I saw the pictures in the papers, too, even before I saw the girl, but I somehow didn’t connect the one with the other. Yes, I’ve seen her.”

“Did she ever come here to see this bird Wallace?”

“Wallace? You mean Mr. Simpson.”

“I mean the man in Twenty-six.”

“Ah. Well, yes, as a matter of fact she did.”

“Often?”

“That depends upon what you call often. She’s been here three or four times, I’d say.”

“Do you announce her or does she go right up?”

“Well, the first time she stopped at the desk. Lately she’s been going right up.”

“What do you mean, lately? Tonight, maybe?”

“I didn’t see her tonight.”

“If she comes here regular, she could maybe go through the service entrance and take the elevator in the basement without you seeing her?”

“That’s possible, yes.”

“Does she always come alone?”

“Not always. Last time she came she brought loverboy along.”

“Who’s lover-boy?”

“How should I know?” Again the clerk batted his eyelashes. “He’s a rather uncouth young man whom for some reason Miss Erryl seems to find not unattractive. She apparently takes great pleasure in gazing into his eyes. And vice versa.”

“But you don’t know his name?”

“I do not. We don’t require birth certificates, passports or marriage licenses for the purpose of visiting our tenants.”

“You’re too, too liberal. You let in murderers. Did lover-boy ever come here without lover-girl?”

“He did indeed. He was here last night raising quite a row with the gentleman in Twenty-six. When he came down he was red-faced and mad as a hornet. Right afterward the gentleman in Twenty-six called the desk and gave orders that if he ever came back, I was not to let him come up; that if he insisted, I was to call the police. The man had been threatening him, he said. But I think he came back again tonight.”

“You think?”

“Well, I had just finished taking a phone message for one of our tenants who was out, and I turned my back to put it in her box when this man went by and got into the elevator. I had only a glimpse of him as the elevator door was closing, but I’m sure it was lover-boy. I shouted at him but it was too late. I tried to phone Twenty-six to warn Mr. Simpson—”

‘Wallace.”

“Wallace. But there was no answer, so I assumed he was out. Then a few minutes later the phone in Twenty-six was knocked off the hook.”

“Did you see lover-boy come down again?”

“Now that you mention it, no, I didn’t. Unless he came down while I was up banging on the door of Twenty-six.”

“Or took the car down to the basement and went out the service entrance, maybe?”

“You’re so right, lieutenant. Or he could have been picked up by a helicopter on the roof.” The clerk giggled.

“Very funny.” Ritter advanced his lower lip. “Any other non-tenants come in tonight since you came on duty?”

“Traffic has been quite light this evening. There was the blonde who always comes to see the man in Sixtythree on Wednesdays. There was a boy from the florist’s with roses for the sick lady on Nine, and there was an elderly white-haired gent I assumed to be delivering for the liquor store on the corner.”

“Why?”

“Well, he had a package under his arm and it was about time for Miss Benedict’s daily fifth of gin, so—”

“What time do you call about time?’

“About an hour ago.”

“This was before Wallace’s light went up on your switchboard?”

“About twenty minutes before. Now that I think of it, I didn’t see him come down, either. Of course, with all the excitement—”

“That makes two for your helicopter,” the detective said. “Let me know if you think of any more.”

Ritter went upstairs again for another look at the dead man and to wait for the coroner, who had been summoned from his weekly pinochle game but had not yet arrived. At least this was one case the coroner could not very well attribute to heart failure—“Coroner’s Thrombosis,” as Dr. Coffee called it—since the cause of death was plainly written in blood.

The dead man had been on the threshold of middle age. His temples were graying and there was gray in his close-cropped beard. The beard, instead of giving him an air of distinction, left him with a hard, ruthless face. His features were regular, except perhaps for his ear lobes, which were thick, pendulous and slightly discolored as though they had been forcibly twisted.

Whoever killed Mr. Wallace-Wallis-Simpson must have really hated him to have done such a savage knife job on him. Why, then, would the victim have admitted a man who was such an obvious and determined enemy? Could the murderer have obtained a key from some third party? …

Ritter’s revery was interrupted by the approach of Sergeant Foley, the scowling print expert.

“Lieutenant,” he said, “we got something special here. I think we’re stuck with a sixty-four-million-dollar question with no sponsor to slip us the answers.”

“You mean you can’t make the stiff?”

“Oh, the stiff’s a cinch. We haven’t made him yet, but we got a perfect set of prints and he’s old enough so he must be on file somewhere in the world. But the murderer—no soap!”

“Sergeant, you surprise and grieve me,” Ritter said. “With my own little eyes I see five perfect bloody finger marks on the bathroom door.”

“Finger marks yes,” said Sergeant Foley, “but prints no.”

“Meaning what—no prints?”

“Meaning no prints. No ridges. No pore patterns. No whorls. No radial loops. No ulnar loops. No nothing.”

Ritter frowned. “Gloves?”

“We usually get some sort of pattern with gloves, even surgical gloves sometimes, although they’re hard to identify. But here—nothing.”

“And the knife?”

“Same thing. It wasn’t wiped. Bloody finger marks but no prints. The knife, by the way, comes from the kitchenette here.”

Max Ritter scratched his mastoid process. He pursed his lips as though rehearsing for a Police Good Neighbor League baby-kissing bee. Then he asked: “Your boys finished with that phone, Sergeant?”

“Yup. Go ahead and make your call.”

A moment later Ritter was talking to his private medical examiner, Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, chief pathologist and director of laboratories at Northbank’s Pasteur Hospital.

“Hi, Doc. Get you out of bed? … Look, I got something kind of funny, if you can call homicide funny.… No, the coroner’s a little late, but this one he can’t write off as natural causes. … A knife job, but good. Like a surgeon, practically.… No, I don’t think there’s anything you can do tonight, Doc. I already emptied the medicine chest for you, like always. But if I can talk the coroner into shipping the deceased to your hospital morgue for a p.m.… You will? Thanks, Doc. I think you’re going to like this one. The killer’s got no fingerprints.… No, I don’t mean he left none; he’s got none. Call you in the morning, Doc.”

When Dr. Coffee returned to the pathology laboratory after the autopsy next morning, he handed two white enameled pails to his winsome dark-eyed technician and said: “The usual sections and the usual stains, Doris. Only don’t section the heart until I photograph the damage.”

Doris Hudson lifted the lids from both pails and peered in without a change of expression on her covergirl features.

“Lieutenant Ritter is waiting in your office;, Doctor, talking to Calcutta’s gift to Northbank,” she said. “If you agree that Dr. Mookerji is not paid to entertain the police department, I could use him out here to help me cut tissue.”

Doris’s voice apparently had good carrying qualities, for the rotund Hindu resident in pathology immediately appeared in the doorway and waddled into the laboratory.

“Salaam, Doctor Sahib,” said Dr. Mookerji. “Leftenant Ritter is once more involving us in felonious homicide, no?”

“In felonious homicide, yes,” said Dr. Coffee, as he walked toward his office.

“Hi, Doc,” said Ritter. “What do you find?”

“The gross doesn’t show much except that the deceased died of shock and hemorrhage due to multiple stab wounds in the cardiac region and lower abdomen. As you know, Max, I won’t have the microscopic findings for a day or so.”

“Did you shave off the guy’s whiskers?”

“That’s not routine autopsy procedure, Max. But it’s pretty clear that he grew a beard to hide scars. There’s old scar tissue on one cheek, the chin, and the upper lip.”

“He also grows the bush to hide behind.” Max Ritter grinned. “Doc, the guy’s a con man and a small-time blackmailer. I wire the Henry classification to the FBI last night and I get the answer first thing this morning. His name’s Paul Wallace, with half a dozen aliases. He’s got a record: four arrests, two convictions. Two cases dismissed in New York when the plaintiffs, both dames, withdrew their complaints. Last four years are blank, the FBI says, at least so far as Washington knows.”

“What about the murderer with no fingerprints?” the pathologist asked.

“That’s what I want to talk to you about, Doc. Since this Wallace is a crook, maybe the guy that knifed him is another crook he doublecrossed. Maybe the butcher boy has a little plastic surgery on his fingers.”

“I don’t know, Max.” Dr. Coffee shook his head, then with one hand brushed an unruly wisp of straw-colored hair back from his forehead. “I’ve never seen a firstclass job of surgical fingerprint elimination. Did you ever see the prints they took off Dillinger’s corpse? His plastic job was a complete botch. No trouble at all to make the identification.”

“Then how do you—”

“Give me another forty-eight hours, Max. Meanwhile, what progress have you made in running down blind leads?”

Ritter told the pathologist about Patsy Erryl and her visits to the dead man’s apartment with and without ‘lover-boy,” about the bored and vague desk clerk’s recital, and about his own conclusions.

“This white-haired old geezer with the package under his arm is definitely not delivering gin to Miss Benedict in Seven-oh-two for any liquor store within half a mile,” said Ritter. “I check ’em all. Could be that this package is the plastic raincoat I find in the bathroom.

“Anyhow, I just come from talking to this Patsy Erryl, the opera hopeful.” Ritter brought forth his envelope of clippings and spread them on Dr. Coffee’s desk. “Look, Doc. A real dish. Not more than twenty. Bom in Texas, she says. Some little town near San Antonio. Grew up in the Philippines where her father was a U. S. Air Force pilot. He was killed in Korea. Her mother is dead too, she says. I ain’t so sure. Maybe Mama just eased out of the picture, leaving little Patsy with a maiden aunt in Northbank—Aunt Minnie Erryl. Anyhow, little Patsy studies voice here in Northbank with Sandra Farriston until Sandra is bounced off to join Caruso, Patti, and Schumann-Heink. Remember Sandra? “Then Patsy goes to New Orleans to study with an old friend of Sandra’s for a few years, she says. Then she comes back to Northbank to live with Auntie Min and sing in night clubs, under Auntie Min’s strictly jaundiced eye. Then all of a sudden she wins this Metropolitan Opera audition tryout. …”

“What about lover-boy?”

“I was just coming to that, Doc. Seems he’s a reporter on the Northbank Tribune. Covers the Federal building in the daytime and the night-club beat after dark. Name’s Bob Rhodes. He’s the one who pushes her into opera auditions. Quite a feather in his cap, to read his night-club columns. He thinks he discovers another Lily Pons.”

“What has he been seeing Wallace about?”

“I don’t know yet.” Ritter pushed his dark soft hat to the back of his head. “Seems last night’s his day off and I can’t locate him. I’m on the point of putting out a six-state alarm for him, but little Patsy talks me out of it. She guarantees to produce him for me at eleven o’clock this morning. Come along?”

“Maybe I’d better. How does the girl explain her visits to Wallace?”

“She don’t know he’s a crook, she says. Friend of her dad’s, she says. Ran into him in New Orleans when she was studying music down there, then lost sight of him for a few years. When he sees her picture in the papers after she wins that opera whoop-de-doo, he looks her up here in Northbank. She goes to see him a few times to talk about her family and maybe drink a glass of sherry or two. That’s all. She has no idea who killed him or why.”

“What about that stuff you collected from the medicine cabinet in Wallace’s bathroom?”

“I got it here.” Ritter pulled a plastic bag from his bulging pocket. “It ain’t much. Aspirin, toothpaste, bicarb, hair tonic, petrolatum, and this bottle of pills from some drugstore in Cleveland.”

Dr. Coffee uncorked the last item, sniffed, shook a few of the brightly colored tablets into the palm of his hand, sniffed again, and poured them back. He picked up the phone.

“Get me the Galenic Pharmacy in Cleveland,” he told the operator. Minutes later he said: “This is Dr. Daniel Coffee at the Pasteur Hospital in Northbank. About a month ago you filled a prescription for a man named Wallis. The number is 335571. Could you read it to me? Yes, I’ll wait.… An Abbott preparation? I see.… Diasone. Thank you very much.… No, I don’t need a refill, thank you.”

Dr. Coffee’s face was an expressionless mask as he hung up. He pondered a moment, then picked up the phone again. He dialed an inside number.

“Joe? … Coffee. Has the undertaker picked up that body we were working on this morning? … Good. Don’t release it for another half hour. Dr. Mookerji will tell you when.”

The pathologist took off his white jacket, hung it up carefully, and reached for his coat. He took the detective’s arm and marched him out of the office. As he crossed the laboratory, he stopped to tug playfully on the tail of the Hindu resident’s pink turban.

“Dr. Mookerji,” he said, “I wish you’d go down to the basement and wind up that autopsy I started this morning. I need more tissue. I want a specimen from both the inguinal and femoral lymph nodes, and from each ear lobe. When you’re through, you may release the body. Doris, when you make sections from this new tissue, I want you to use Fite’s fuchsin stain for acid-fast bacilli. Any biopsies scheduled, Doris?”

“Not today, Doctor.”

“Then I won’t be back until after lunch. Let’s go, Max.”

The office bistro of the Northbank Tribune staff was on the ground floor of the building next door where reporters and desk men could refuel conveniently and where they could always be found in an editorial emergency. It was whimsically named “The Slot” because the horseshoe bar was shaped like a copy desk with the bartender dealing fermented and distilled items to the boys on the rim like an editor meting out the grist of the day’s news for soft-pencil surgery. There was a pleasant beery smell about the place, and the walls were hung with such masculine adornment as yellowing photos of prize fighters and jockeys, moth-eaten stags’ heads, mounted dead fish, a few Civil War muzzle-loaders, and framed Tribune front pages reporting such historic events as the sinking of the Titanic, the surrender of Nazi Germany, the dropping of the first atomic bomb, and the winning of the World Series by the Northbank Blue Sox.

The masculine décor was no deterrent to invasion by emancipated womanhood, however. A series of stiffly uncomfortable booths had been erected at the rear of the barroom, and from one of them, as Dr. Coffee and Max Ritter entered, there emerged a dark-eyed, flaxenhaired cutie who, from the swing of her hips as she advanced toward the two men, might have been a collegiate drum majorette—except for the set of her jaw, the intelligent determination in her eyes, and the challenge in her stride.

“Hi, Patsy,” said Lieutenant Ritter. “Where’s the fugitive?”

“Fugitive!” The girl flung the word from the ends of her lips, scarcely opening her even white teeth. “I warn you, I’m not going to let you railroad Bob Rhodes. Who is this character you’ve brought along—a big shot from the state police, or just the FBI?”

“Patsy,” said Ritter, his Adam’s apple poised for a seismographic curve, “Dr. Coffee is maybe the only friend you and your lover-boy have in the world—if you’re both innocent. Doc, meet Patsy Erryl, the girl who’s going to make the Met forget Galli-Curci, or whoever they want to forget this year. Where’s Bob?”

“He’s been delayed.”

“Look, Patsy baby, if you insist on obstructing justice, I’ll have lover-boy picked up wherever he is and we’ll take him downtown for questioning without your lovely interfering presence.”

“Don’t you dare. If you—”

“Just a minute, Max,” Dr. Coffee cut in. “Remember I’ve never met Miss Erryl before. I may have a few questions—”

The pathologist was interrupted by a crash near the entrance. A man had sprawled momentarily on all fours and immediately rose to his knees, trying to recapture the bottles that were spinning off in all directions.

Patsy Erryl sped to his rescue. She caught him under the armpits, straining to get him to his feet. “Bob, please get up. They’re trying to railroad you, and I’m not going to let them.”

“Come, my little chickadee, there’s no danger.” Rhodes had recaptured three of the elusive bottles. “There are no witnesses. There is no evidence. I did not kill Fuzzy Face.”

“Bob, you’ve been drinking.”

“No, my little cedar waxwing. Only beer. My own. If only Mr. Slot would stock my Danish brand. You know I never drink until the sun is over the yardarm. Which reminds me. We have passed the vernal equinox. The sun must be—”

“Bob!”

“Rhodes,” said Max Ritter, “the desk clerk sees you at the Westside last night.”

“That nearsighted pansy!” Rhodes exclaimed. “He can’t see beyond the end of his—Don’t ever try to prove anything by that fag’s testimony. And don’t tell me that anything I say may be used against me, because even if this place is bugged, I’ll deny everything. You’ve drugged me. You’ve beaten me with gocart tires. You’ve kicked my shins black and blue. I’ll swear that you’ve—”

“Stop it, Bob.”

“May I ask a question, Mr. Rhodes? I’m Doctor—”

“Sure, you’re the learned successor to Dr. Thomdyke, Dr. Watson, Dr. Sherlock, Dr. Holmes, Dr. Perry Mason, Dr.—Indeed, I’ve heard about you, Dr. Sanka. Go ahead and ask.”

“What were you doing at the Westside Apartment Hotel last night?”

“I was on assignment.”

“From whom?”

“I’m not at liberty to say. The highest courts of this state have ruled that a newsman is not required to reveal his sources. Privileged communication.”

“This ain’t a matter of privileged communication,” Ritter said. “This is a matter of murder in the first degree. Look, Rhodes—”

“Just a minute, Max. Mr. Rhodes, were you inside Apartment Twenty-six last night?”

“No.”

“Did you see a man named Paul Wallace last night?”

“No.”

“But you know that Paul Wallace was killed in Apartment Twenty-six last night, don’t you?”

“Sure. I read the papers even on my day off.”

“Did you see anyone go into Apartment Twenty-six last night?”

“No.”

“Did you see anyone come out?”

Rhodes hesitated for just the fraction of a second before he said: “No.”

“What were you doing on the second floor of the Westside?”

“I was playing a hunch. I’m a great little hunch player.”

“Did you make mincemeat of Wallace’s lights and gizzard on a hunch?” Lieutenant Ritter asked.

“Down, Cossack!” said Rhodes. “Down. Roll over. Sit up. Beg—”

“Bob, you’re not making sense,” the girl broke in. “Lieutenant, I’ll tell you why he was at the Westside. He had an awful fight with Paul Wallace night before last. You see, Bob and I are very much in love, and Bob is terribly jealous. He thinks Paul Wallace has designs on my virtue. Bob told him that if he so much as invited me to his apartment again, he would kill him.”

“And last night he made good his threat?”

“Of course not. Last night I told Bob he was being silly and he would have to go around and apologize to Paul Wallace. Only he couldn’t apologize because nobody answered when he knocked on the door. I guess Mr. Wallace was already dead.”

From the expression on Bob Rhodes’ face, Dr. Coffee judged that at least part of the girl’s story was new and startling to him.

“Patsy,” said Ritter, “if this guy Wallace was so buddy-buddy with your family, how come your Auntie Min never heard of him?”

“Because I never spoke of him in front of Auntie Min. Auntie is a real spinster. She thinks all men are creatures of the devil. If she ever thought that I went to see Mr. Wallace alone, she’d simply die, even if he was old enough to be my father.”

“Was he your father?”

“No, of course not. Lieutenant, why don’t you let Bob go home and sober up? You’ll never get a straight story out of him in this condition.”

Ritter ignored the suggestion. “Getting back to your Auntie Min,” he said, “how come she wasn’t worried to death about you alone with that voice coach of yours way down south in New Orleans?”

Patsy laughed. “He’s even older than Mr. Wallace.”

“What was his name, Miss Erryl?” Dan Coffee asked.

The girl hesitated. “You wouldn’t recognize it,” she said after a moment. “He wasn’t very well known outside of the South. In the French Quarter they used to call him Papa Albert.”

“No last name?”

“That was his last name—Albert.”

“Address?”

“Well, he used to live on Bourbon Street, but last I heard he was moving away.”

“To Baton Rouge?”

“I—I don’t know where he is now.”

“Didn’t he write to you from Baton Rouge?”

“No.”

“Or to Mr. Wallace?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“Don’t you know of anyone who might have written to Mr. Wallace from Baton Rouge?”

“I—I—” Patsy Erryl suddenly covered her face with her hands and burst into tears.

“Lay off the gal, will you, Cossack!” Rhodes stood up, swinging a full beer bottle like an Indian club. “If you have to work off your sadistic energy somewhere, call me any day after dark and I’ll give you some addresses which I suspect you already know. You can bring your own whips, if you want, and—”

“Sit down, Mr. Rhodes.” Dr. Coffee gently removed the bottle from the reporter’s hands. “Miss Erryl, I happened to listen to the broadcast of your operatic audition. I thought you did a first-rate job. I particularly admired the way you sang “Vissi d’arte.” Do you have any real ambition to sing La Tosca some day?”

The girl’s weeping stopped abruptly. She stared at the pathologist for a moment. Then, “Why do you ask that?”

“You seemed to have a feeling for the part of Floria Tosca,” Dr. Coffee said. “I’m sure you must be familiar with the libretto. You are, aren’t you?”

Patsy Erryl’s lips parted. She closed them again without saying a word.

“Come on, Max,” Dr. Coffee said. “Miss Erryl is right. I think you’d better tackle Mr. Rhodes again when he’s more himself.”

“But Doc, he admits—”

“Let’s go, Max. Good-bye, Miss Tosca. Good-bye, Mr. Rhodes.”

As the police car headed for Raoul’s Auberge Française (one flight up), where, since it was Thursday, Dr. Coffee knew they would be regaled with Quenelles de Brochet (dumplings of fresh-water pike in patty shells), Max Ritter said:

“Doc, I shouldn’t have listened to you. I should have taken that wise-cracking reporter downtown.”

“You won’t lose him, Max. I saw some of your most adhesive shadows loitering purposefully outside The Slot.”

“You never miss a trick, do you, Doc?” Ritter chuckled. “Doc, you don’t really believe that a guy gets so squiffed so early in the day just because he can’t apologize to a dead swindler, do you?”

“Hardly, Max. But a man might get himself thoroughly soused if he realized he was seen heading for the apartment of a man with whom he had quarreled the night before and who had since been murdered. My guess is that he spent the rest of the night ducking from bar to bar, trying to forget either that he killed a man or that he had certainly maneuvered himself into the unenviable position of appearing to have killed a man.”

As they waited for a light to change, Ritter asked: “What was that crack of yours about Tosca?”

Dr. Coffee laughed. “Pure whimsy. Probably unimportant. I wanted to watch the girl’s reaction.”

“You sure got one. What’s the pitch?”

“Max, why don’t you drop in at the Municipal Auditorium when the Metropolitan Opera troupe stops by for a week after the New York season?”

“Doc, you know damned well I never got past the Gershwin grade. Who’s the Tosca?”

“Fioria Tosca is the tragic heroine of a play by a Frenchman named Victorien Sardou which has become a popular opera by Puccini. Tosca is a singer who kills the villain Scarpia to save her lover, an early nineteenthcentury revolutionary named Mario, and, incidentally, her honor. As it turns out, her honor is about all that is saved because everybody double-crosses everybody else and there are practically no survivors. But it’s a very melodious opera, Max, and I think you might like it. Listen.” Dr. Coffee hummed “E lucevan le stelle.” “Da da da de-e-e-e, da da dum, da dum dum-m-m-m.…”

“You think we got a Patsy Tosca on our hands, Doc?”

“It’s too early to tell, Max. Right now, though, I’d say it might be a sort of wrong-way Tosca. Instead of Floria Tosca killing Scarpia to save Mario, Mario may have killed Scarpia to save Tosca. Only I’m not sure who Mario might be. I’ll know more tomorrow or the next day. I’ll call you, Max.”

Dr. Coffee was reading the slides from the Wallace autopsy. The Fite stains provided colorful sections. The acid-fast bacteria appeared in a deep ultramarine blue. The connective-tissue cells were red, and all other elements were stained yellow. He raised his eyes from the binocular microscope and summoned his Hindu resident.

“Dr. Mookerji, I want you to look at this section from the femoral lymph node. You must have seen many like it in India.”

Dr. Mookerji adjusted the focus, moved the slide around under the nose of the instrument, grunted, and held out a chubby brown hand.

“You have further sections, no doubt?”

‘Try this. From the right ear lobe.”

Dr. Mookerji grunted again, then twisted the knobs of the microscope in silence.

“Hansen s bacillus?” ventured Dr. Coffee.

“Quite,” said the Hindu. “However, am of opinion that said bacilli present somewhat fragmented appearance. Observe that outline is somewhat hollowish and organisms enjoy rather puny condition if not frankly deceased. Patient was no doubt arrested case?”

    “The patient is dead,” said Dr. Coffee, ‘Taut I’ll go along with you that it wasn’t Hansen’s bacillus that killed him. It rarely does. In this case it was a knife.” He stared into space as he toyed with the slides in the rack before him. After a moment, he asked: “Doris, when is that New Orleans convention of clinical pathologists that wanted me to read a paper, and I replied I didn’t think I could get away?”

Doris consulted her note book. “It’s tomorrow, Doctor.”

“Good. Doris, be an angel and see if you can get me a seat on a plane for New Orleans tonight. Then try to get me Dr. Quentin Quirk, medical officer in charge of the U. S. Public Health Service Hospital at Carville, Louisiana. Make it person to person. Then get me Mrs. Coffee on the other line.”

In five minutes Dr. Coffee had reservations on the night flight to New Orleans, had instructed his wife to pack a small bag with enough clothes for three days, and was talking to Dr. Quirk in Louisiana.

“This is Dan Coffee, Quent. I’m coming down to your shindig tomorrow after all.… Sure, I’ll read a paper if you want. I don’t care whether it’s in the proceedings or not. Will you let me ride back to your hospital with you after the show? … Fine. I’ve always wanted to see the place. See you tomorrow then, Quent. ’Bye.”

The pathologist had barely replaced the instrument when Max Ritter walked into his office and tossed a pair of very thin rubber gloves on his desk.

“Developments, Doc,” the detective said. “I’ve just come from Patsy Erryl’s Auntie Min’s place. She happens to have five pair of surgeon’s gloves in the house. Seconds, she says. Big sale of defective gloves at the five and ten. Forty-nine cents a pair because they’re imperfect but still waterproof. She buys six pair for her and Patsy to wear when they do the dishes. Only there’s only five pair there when I find ’em. She can’t remember what happened to the other pair. She thinks Patsy throws ’em out because they split.”

“So you think old Auntie Min wore the defective surgical gloves to kill Wallace?”

“I don’t say that. But this lush Rhodes is at her house practically every night to sell his bill of goods to Patsy. If he should have grabbed that sixth pair of surgeon’s gloves one night, it might explain why there ain’t any fingerprints.”

“Max, have you arrested the lad?”

“Not exactly. But the chief is getting impatient. I’m holding Rhodes as a material witness.”

“Good lord! Well, at least I won’t have to face Patsy when she starts raising hell to get lover-boy out of custody. I’m going to Louisiana tonight, Max. If it’s at all possible, don’t prefer charges before I get back. I have a hunch I may pick up a few threads down there. Do you have that letter with the Baton Rouge postmark?”

“Sure.”

“And a photo of Patsy Erryl?”

“A cinch.”

“Wish me luck, Max. I’ll call you the minute I get back. Maybe before, if I run into something hot and steaming.”

Dr. Coffee savored the applause with which the convention of pathologists greeted his paper on “Determination of the Time of Death by the Study of Bone Marrow.” He also savored several days of gastronomic research: Pompano en papillote at Antoine’s and Crab Gumbo chez Galatoire, among other delights. Then he drove northwest along the Mississippi with his old classmate at medical school, Dr. Quentin Quirk.

Except for an occasional mast which poked above the levees, Old Man River was carefully concealed from the Old River Road. The drive through the flat delta country was enlivened by the pink-and-gold bravura of the rain trees, the smell of nearby water hanging on the steamy air, and the nostalgic exchange of medical school reminiscences—who among their classmates had died, who had gone to seed, who had traded integrity for well-being and social status, who had gone on to be ornaments to the growing structure of the healing sciences.

Dr. Coffee carefully avoided mentioning the real purpose of his visit and soon the moss-hung oaks of the grounds and the ante-bellum columns and wrought-iron balconies of the administration building loomed ahead.

It was Dr. Coffee’s first visit to Carville. In spite of himself, he was surprised to find that the only leprosarium in the continental United States should be such a beautiful place. He knew of course that modern therapy had removed most of the crippling effects of the disease, which was not at all the leprosy of the Bible, anyhow, and that even the superstitious dread was fading as it became generally known that the malady was only faintly communicable. Yet as Dr. Quirk gave him a personally conducted tour of the plantation—the vast quadrangle of pink-stucco domitories, the sweetsmelling avenue of magnolias leading up to the airy infirmary, the expensively modern laboratories, the Sisters of Charity in their sweeping white cornettes, the gay parasols in front of the recreation hall, the brilliantly colored birds, the private cottages for patients under the tall pecan trees beyond the golf course. Dr. Coffee wondered how, in the second half of the twentieth century, it was possible for the old stigma to persist. When he settled down to a cocktail in Dr. Quirk’s bungalow, however, he remembered what he had come for.

“Quent,” said Dr. Coffee. “I’ve seen Hansen’s bacillus only twice since we’ve left medical school; while you’ve been living with it for years. Didn’t we read something in Dermatology 101 about leprosy affecting fingerprints? Some Brazilian leprologist, as I remember.”

“That’s right; Ribeiro, probably, although several other Brazilians have been working in that field—Liera and Tanner de Abreu among them.”

“Am I dreaming, or is it true that the disease can change fingerprint patterns?”

“Definitely true,” said Dr. Quirk. “Even in its early stages, the disease may alter papillary design. The papillae flatten out, blurring the ridges and causing areas of smoothness.”

“Do the patterns ever disappear completely?”

“Oh, yes. In advanced cases, the epidermis grows tissue-thin, the interpapillary pegs often disappear, and the skin at the finger tips becomes quite smooth.”

Dr. Coffee drained the last of his Sazerac, put down his glass and gave a rather smug nod.

“Then I’ve come to the right place,” he said. “Quent, you may have a murderer among your patients—or expatients.”

“Murderer? Here?” Dr. Quirk got up and pensively tinkled a handful of ice cubes into a bar glass. “Well, it is possible. Over the years we have had three or four murders at Carville. When did your putative Carvillian commit murder?”

‘Wednesday night,” said Dr. Coffee, “in Northbank. The murderer left bloody finger marks but no distinguishable prints. I suspect the victim might also have been a one-time patient of yours. There was Diasone in his medicine chest, and at autopsy I found fragmented Hansen’s bacilli in the lymph nodes and one ear lobe. Do you know a character named Paul Wallace?”

“Wallace? Good lord!” Dr. Quirk shook Peychaud bitters into the bar glass with a savage fist. “That no-good four-flushing ape! Yes, Wallace has been in and out of here several times. Whenever he gets into trouble with the law, he tries to scare the authorities into sending him back here. ‘You can’t keep me in your jail,’ he says. ‘I’m a leper. You have to send me to Carville.’ But I won’t take him back any more. He’s an arrested case. Last time he tried to dodge a conviction, I sent him back to serve time. I knew he’d end up in some bloody mess. Who killed him?”

“Somebody who must have loathed his guts enough to cut them to pieces. It was a real hate job … by a man with no fingerprints.”

The Medical Officer in Charge shook his head. “I can’t imagine—”

“Quent, did you ever see this girl before?” Dr. Coffee opened his brief case to produce a photo of Patsy Erryl.

Dr. Quirk squinted at the picture, held it out at arm’s length, turned it at several angles, squinted again, brought it closer, then slowly shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think—” Suddenly he slapped his hand across the upper part of the photo. “Sorry,” he said. “Change signals. Her hair fooled me. I never saw her as a blonde before. That’s Patsy Erryl.”

“An ex-patient?”

Dr. Quirk nodded. “She came to Carville as a kid. Her father was an Air Force officer in the Far East. She was raised out there; Philippines, I think; one of the endemic areas, anyhow. When her father was killed in Korea, her mother brought her back to the States. The girl developed clinical symptoms. Her mother brought her to Carville and then faded out of the picture.”

“Did she die, too?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe she remarried. Anyhow, she never once came to Carville to see Patsy. Patsy responded very well to sulfones and when she was discharged as bacteriologically and clinically negative, an aunt from somewhere in the Middle West came to get her.”

“That would be Auntie Min of Northbank,” said Dr. Coffee. “How long ago was Patsy discharged?”

“Two or three years ago. Do you want the exact date?”

“I want to know particularly whether Paul Wallace was a patient here while Patsy was still here.”

“I’m not sure. I’ll check with Sister Frances in Records.” Dr. Quirk poured fresh Sazeracs.

“No hurry. I suppose you know that Patsy is quite a singer.”

“Do I! When she sang in the recreation hall, radio and television people used to come down from Baton Rouge to tape her concerts.”

“How far away is Baton Rouge?”

“Oh, twenty, twenty-five miles.”

“Did Patsy’s voice develop spontaneously, or did she have a coach?”

“Well, I guess you could say she had a coach of sorts.”

“Papa Albert?”

Dr. Quirk’s teeth clicked against the rim of his cocktail glass. His eyebrows rose a full inch. “You come well briefed, Dan.”

“Where does Papa Albert live? Baton Rouge?”

Dr. Quirk laughed briefly. “For twenty-five years,” he said, “Carville has been home to Albert Boulanger. He was a promising young pianist when the thing hit him. This was before we discovered the sulfones, so he was pretty badly crippled before we could help him. Hands are shot. He can play a few chords, though, and he’s still a musician to his finger tips.”

“Finger tips with papillae and interpapillary pegs obliterated?”

Dr. Quirk looked at the pathologist strangely. He muddled the ice in the bar glass, and squeezed out another half Sazarac for each of them. He took a long sip of his drink before he resumed in a slow, solemn voice.

“Patsy Erryl was a forlorn little girl when she came here,” he said, “and Albert Boulanger sort of adopted her. He taught her the scales. He taught her to sing little French songs. When she began to bloom, he fought off the wolves. He would invite her to his cottage out back to listen to his opera recordings for evening after evening.

“She was an early case. She could have been discharged in three years, except that she wanted to finish her schooling here. I think, too, that she appreciated what Papa Albert was doing to bring out the music in her. He was like a father to her. And since she scarcely knew her own father, she was terribly fond of the old man.”

Dr. Coffee drained his glass again. “I suppose your records will show that Albert Boulanger was here at Carville Wednesday night.”

“I’m afraid not.” Dr. Quirk frowned. “He had a fortyeight hour pass to go to New Orleans Wednesday. He wanted to see his lawyer about a new will. The old man hasn’t long to live.”

“I thought people didn’t die of Hansen’s disease,” Dr. Coffee said.

“Boulanger has terminal cancer. He found out just last week that he’s going to die in a month or so.”

“Is he in any shape that I could speak to him?”

“Why not?” Dr. Quirk picked up the phone and dialed the gate. “Willy, has Mr. Boulanger come back from New Orleans? … Yesterday? Thanks.” He replaced the instrument very gently. “I’ll go with you,” he said. “Papa Al has one of those cottages beyond the golf course. We won’t move him to the infirmary until he gets really bad.”

Albert Boulanger must have been a handsome man in his youth. Tall, white haired, only slightly stooped, he bore few external signs of his malady. Only the experienced eye would note the thinning eyebrows and the slight thickening of the skin along the rictus folds and at the wings of the nostrils. As he shook hands, Dr. Coffee saw that Papa Albert had obviously suffered some bone absorption; his fingers were shortened and the skin was smooth and shiny.

“I stopped by to bring you greetings from Patsy Erryl in Northbank,” Dr. Coffee said, “and to compliment you on the fine job you did on Patsy’s musical education.”

Papa Albert darted a quick, startled glance at Dr. Quirk. He apparently found reassurance in the M.O.C.’s smile. He coughed. “I take no credit,” he said. “The girl has a natural talent and she’s worked hard to make the best of it.…”

“I hope she wins the opera finals,” the pathologist said. “Did you get to see her when you were in Northbank Wednesday?”

Papa Albert looked Dr. Coffee squarely in the eyes as he replied without hesitation, “I’ve never been in Northbank in my life. I was in New Orleans Wednesday.”

“I see. Did you know that Paul Wallace was killed in Northbank Wednesday night?”

“Paul Wallace is not of the slightest interest to me. He was a louse, a swindler, and a thoroughly despicable character.”

“Do you have a bank account in Baton Rouge, Mr. Boulanger?”

“No.”

“But you did have—until you sent some seventeen hundred dollars to Paul Wallace, care of General Delivery, in Northbank?”

“Why would I send money to a rotter like Wallace, Doctor?”

“Because you love Patsy Erryl as if she were your own daughter. Because you’d do anything to stop someone from wrecking her career just as it’s about to start.”

“I don’t understand you.” Papa Albert wiped the perspiration from his forehead with the back of his hand. He coughed again.

“Mr. Boulanger, you and I and Dr. Quirk know that there are dozens of maladies more dreadful and a thousand times more infectious than Hansen’s disease. But we also know that the superstitious horror of the disease is kept alive by ignorance and a mistaken interpretation of Biblical leprosy which equates the disease with sin. Despite the progress of recent years, there is still a stigma attached to the diagnosis.

“Suppose, Mr. Boulanger, a blackmailer came to you or wrote to you making threats that suggested a newspaper headline such as ‘Girl Leper Barred from Met After Winning Audition.’ Wouldn’t you dig into your savings to prevent such a headline? And if the blackmailer persisted, if his greed increased—why, I can envision—”

“Dr. Coffee, if you want me to say that I’m glad that louse Wallace is dead, I’ll do so gladly and as loudly as I can. But now.…” Papa Albert had begun to tremble. Perspiration was streaming down his pale cheeks. “Now, if you will excuse me.… Dr. Quirk has perhaps told you of my condition … that I’m supposed to get lots of rest.… May I bid you good evening, Doctor?”

He tottered a little as he walked away.

The drainage ditches were aglitter with the eerie light of fireflies as the two doctors left Papa Albert’s cottage.

“I can’t believe it, Dan,” said Dr. Quirk, after they had walked a while in silence, “and I definitely don’t like it.”

“Nobody likes murder, Quent.”

“I mean this passion for secrecy, even to the point of murder,” said Dr. Quirk. ‘It’s bad enough to have the concept of a closed society imposed on our patients from the outside. But to have it perpetuated by the patients themselves…. Damn it, Dan, how can we hope to wipe out the stupid stigma and the ignorant fear and superstition surrounding leprosy when patients leave Carville still believing they belong to a secret people?”

“You’re right, of course, Quent,” said Dr. Coffee. “But it takes a very special courage to face centuries of prejudice, and some of us just don’t have that kind of valor. Human nature is not always admirable.”

Dr. Quirk snorted. “I wish I could rewrite the book of Leviticus,” he said.

Max Ritter was at the Northbank airport to meet Dr. Coffee’s plane.

“News, Doc,” he said, as the pathologist stepped off the ramp. “Rhodes just confessed.”

Dr. Coffee stopped short. “Who did what?”

“Rhodes, the lush, the lover-boy, the star reporter, and the talent scout. He gives me a statement he killed Wallace.”

Dr. Coffee managed a humorless laugh. “Tell me more,” he said as they passed through the gate and headed for the parking lot.

“While you’re away I take a gander at the phone company’s long-distance records. I find two calls in one week from Patsy Erryl’s number to the same place in Louisiana. Who makes the calls? Not me, says Auntie Min. Must be a mistake, says Patsy. Not two mistakes, says Ritter. Then Rhodes comes clean. He makes the calls.

“Patsy is terrified of this cluck Wallace, but she rims to see him every time he raises his little finger. Why? Well, Rhodes phones a newspaper pal in Louisiana to smell around a little, and he finds Wallace is blackmailing Patsy. Seems when she was studying music down there she got mixed up with a crummy bunch and got caught in a narcotics raid. She got off with a suspended sentence but the conviction is a matter of record. Wallace knows about it and starts putting the screws on her, so Rhodes kills him. So I lock him up.”

“That poor, lovesick, courageous, gallant liar!” said Dr. Coffee as he climbed into Ritter’s car. “Let’s go right down to the jail and let him out.”

“But, Doc, Rhodes confesses.”

“Max, Rhodes is making a noble sacrifice, hoping, I’m sure, that he can beat the rap when he comes to trial. He has given you a confession which he may repudiate later if it will not endanger Patsy. He has confessed so that you will not run down those longdistance phone calls and discover they were from Patsy to the Public Health Service Hospital in Carville, Louisiana.”

“The phone company didn’t say anything about Carville. The number was a Mission number out of Baton Rouge exchange through Saint Gabriel.”

“Exactly. All Carville numbers go through Baton Rouge and Saint Gabriel, and the exchange is Mission.” And Dr. Coffee told Ritter about Carville, Hansen’s disease, and Papa Albert Boulanger.

“I’m positive, Max, that Papa Albert is the whitehaired man with the package under his arm that the clerk at the Westside saw get into the elevator shortly before Wallace was killed Wednesday,” he said. “I’m also sure that he was paying blackmail to protect Patsy Erryl. What Wallace was trying to get out of Patsy that so terrified her, I can only guess. To judge from Rhodes’s behavior, he was probably trying to force her to go to bed with him. She must have telephoned Papa Albert for advice.

“When Papa Albert found out last week that he hadn’t long to live, he decided that before he died he would have to get Wallace out of Patsy’s life forever. Northbank is only two hours from New Orleans by jet. He could have come up by an early evening plane, killed Wallace, and been back at his New Orleans hotel by midnight. He’ll have alibis, all right. Who wouldn’t perjure himself for a man with only weeks to live?”

“But, Doc, if he’s going to die anyhow, why doesn’t he just give himself up, say he did it for Patsy, and die a hero?”

“Because that would undo everything he’s been willing to commit murder for. That would connect Patsy with Carville. And let’s face it, Max, the stigma of Carville is still pretty strong poison in too many places.”

“Not for Rhodes it ain’t. Or don’t you think he knows?”

“He knows. But he’s an intelligent young man and he’s in love with Patsy.”

“I still don’t see what Rhodes is doing at the Westside the night of the murder if he don’t kill Wallace.”

“He’ll deny this, of course, but I see only one explanation. Papa Albert didn’t have Wallace’s address. Wallace has been getting his mail at General Delivery. My guess is that Boulanger called Patsy, probably from the airport, to get the address. And Patsy, realizing after she had hung up what the old man was about to do, sent Bob Rhodes out to the Westside to try to stop him. He got there too late.”

“Do you think we can break Boulanger’s alibis, Doc?”

“I’m sure you could build a circumstantial case. You could dig up an airline stewardess or two who could identify him as flying to and from New Orleans the night of the murder; he’s a striking-looking old gent. You could subpoena bank records in Louisiana to show that he withdrew amounts from his savings account approximating Wallace’s balance in Cleveland. The desk clerk at the Westside could probably identify him. But you’ll have to work fast, Max. Otherwise you’ll have to bring your man into court on a stretcher.”

“You really think he’s going to die, Doc?”

“Within the month, I’d say. The métastasés are pretty general. The lungs are involved; he has a characteristic cough. The lymph nodes in his neck are as big as pigeons’ eggs. With luck he may last long enough to hear Patsy sing in the finals—La Tosca, I hope. Unless, of course, you start extradition proceedings.”

The detective swung his car into the “Official Vehicles Only” parking space behind the county jail.

“I dunno, Doc,” he said as he switched off the ignition. “Maybe we ought to let God handle this one.”


“Wrong-Way Tosca” appeared in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine under the tiue “The Killer Who Had No Fingerprints.”

See “The Swami of Northbank,” p. 83.


The Wolf and the Wayward Wac

Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee, chief pathologist at Pasteur Hospital, frowned as he removed one slide from under the nose of his binocular microscope and substituted another. He couldn’t decide whether the section of a growth removed from the wrist of a noted pianist was a sarcoma or a nonmalignant tumor. The histological patterns were similar, but the fate of the pianist’s right hand depended upon his diagnosis. He would have fresh sections cut and sent to the Registry of Pathology in Washington. After all, the Registry had thousands of sarcoma cases on file, while he saw only two or three a year in Northbank.

He readjusted the focus and called: “Doris!” No answer.

“Doris!” he repeated. “Get me the paraffin blocks on that suspected sarcoma.”

Dr. Motilal Mookerji, Pasteur’s resident in pathology and Calcutta’s gift to Northbank, waddled to Dr. Coffee’s side.

“Am greatly regretful, Doctor Sahib,” he said, “but Doris Hudson currently absent from line-up. Can perhaps bat as clutch swatter?”

Dr. Coffee raised startled eyes from the twin lenses. He was startled not so much by his Hindu resident’s locutions (which were increasingly quaint since he had become a baseball fan), but by Doris Hudson’s absence. Doris was, weight for weight, not only the best lab technologist who ever sucked a pipette, but also the cutest and the most reliable. She had never even been late since the first day she had come to work at Pasteur.

“Doris must be ill,” the pathologist said. “Did she telephone?”

“Telephoned indeed,” said Dr. Mookerji, wagging his pink turban twice to the left, “but not to announce illness. Was unavoidably detained at police station.”

“Police station?” Dr. Coffee relaxed. “I guess somebody parked a fire hydrant next to her car again.” He reached for the phone. “Get me Lieutenant Ritter at police headquarters,” he said.

He had just replaced the instrument when Doris Hudson swept into the lab like a fugitive hurricane rushing from the Gulf of Mexico, courtesy of Schiaparelli. She shed her raincoat, flung her handbag to the workbench, and started to tear off the damp wisp of felt and feathers which she obviously considered a hat. Suddenly, remembering a recent visit to the hairdresser, she became calm and careful.

“You have to do something, Doctor,” she almost shouted as she reached for her white smock. “And quick. You have to help Ruth.”

“Ruth?” Dr. Coffee echoed vaguely. “What about Naomi?”

“Ruth Andrews.” Doris was scornful. “Don’t you remember Ruth Andrews who worked in bacteriology until last month?”

“Yes, of course. What’s wrong with Ruth?”

“She’s losing her mind,” Doris said. Then, noting a curious expression on Dr. Coffee’s face, she added: “And don’t tell me you’re a pathologist, not a psychiatrist. Ruth quit her job to marry an Army officer—remember, Doctor? Well, the wedding was set for next week, but the man she’s going to marry has just been arrested for murder. As you can well imagine, she’s frantic. You’ve got to do something, Doctor.”

“Now wait a minute, Doris.” The pathologist ran his long fingers through his unruly mop of jute-colored hair. “Do I know the fiance? And who is he supposed to have Killed?”

Doris made an impatient gesture with both hands. “Ruth introduced you to Captain Buford the day she resigned,” she said. “Joe Buford. He’s accused of shooting an ex-Wac named May Marling that he used to—Well, they were quite close before he met Ruth. And don’t say Joe Buford needs a lawyer, not a pathologist, because the lawyer Ruth got for him thinks he did it. The lawyer wants him to plead guilty to manslaughter so he won’t get the chair. But why should he plead guilty to anything if he’s innocent? Doctor, please call Max Ritter. It’s his case. He certainly owes you plenty, so maybe he’ll listen to you. Will you call him?”

“On one condition,” Dr. Coffee said. “Cut me some fresh sections from that suspected sarcoma.”

The telephone rang.

“Pathology,” Doris answered. “Oh, hello, lieutenant. I didn’t know you were psychic.… He did?” She gave Dr. Coffee a surprised glance. “Then he’s psychic. Just a moment.” She thrust the receiver at Dr. Coffee.

“Hello, Max,” the pathologist said. “I understand you’re trying to railroad an innocent young man—He is, is he? … A wolf? … I’m glad you were going to call me, Max. I thought you were holding out on me, after all we’ve been through together…. This morning? Hang on.” He turned to his technologist. “Doris, did you look at the surgical board when you came in?”

“Four laparotomies,” Doris said. “Two tonsillectomies and a D. and C. No biopsies scheduled.”

“Okay, Max,” Dr. Coffee told the telephone. “I’ll go out with you to the deceased’s apartment. Pick me up in half an hour.”

The police car stopped at the doctors’ entrance to Pasteur Hospital and Dr. Coffee climbed in beside the gaunt, dark detective of the homicide squad.

“Tell me why you think it’s an open and shut case, Max,” Dr. Coffee said as the car started off again. “Begin at the beginning.”

“I ain’t so sure it’s open and shut any more,” Lieutenant Ritter said, “but it looked simple enough at first. The Case of the Wolf and the Wayward Wac, you might say. This Captain Buford has been practising Beautyrest calisthenics with this redhead May Marling for some months when he dumps her to marry some other dame. This redhead don’t like getting dumped. Apparently she threatens to bust up the captain’s nuptials, so he shoots her.”

“Has Captain Buford confessed?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“Well, no. Matter of fact, he denies everything except he used to share May’s pillow from time to time. But, right now, it’s May’s word against the general’s.”

The general, Max explained, was Brigadier General Spencer H. Spence, chief of an Army mission that had set up headquarters in Northbank while exploring the countryside for a site for a new induction center, munitions dump, or similar classified project. The Spence mission was housed in a duplex suite which occupied the second and third floors of a downtown office building. May Marling was killed in a second-floor office.

“General Spence has his office at the head of the stairs on the third floor,” Max Ritter said. “When he hears the shot, he steps out and sees this Captain Buford busting out of a second-floor office and running down the stairs. He rushes down one flight and finds redheaded May in what he calls a characteristic pose’—horizontal. Only she’s dead. So, May being a civilian and the scene of the crime being civilian premises, the general calls Northbank police. The time is four fifty-five P.M.

“Eight minutes later I’m there. The dame is horizontal, all right. She’s laying on her back with her skirt sort of accordion-pleated crosswise halfway up her thighs. She’s still warm and her skin hasn’t started turning to gray wax yet, so the view ain’t too depressing. I also note that her sky-blue blouse is ripped down the front, popping three buttons.”

“Now, Max.” Dr. Coffee pursed his lips incredulously. “You’re not going to tell me you think this was a sex crime.”

“Confidentially, no, Doc,” said the detective. “According to the book, there’s hardly ever any rape in offices with open doors and traffic in the hall and stairway. And when there’s a history of probable previous intimacy—I talk like a lawyer, don’t I, Doc?—we don’t usually try to establish what the lawyers call stupration.”

“But the redhead, was killed in Captain Buford’s office?”

“Well, no. She was killed in Major Thissel’s office, right next to Buford’s. Funny thing, she’s killed with Major Thissel’s service revolver, too. I find it on the floor next to the body. But the general says Thissel always keeps the gun in an unlocked drawer of the desk, and he swears the major is out on a special errand; he won’t say what. The major’s mission in Northbank is classified, he says—so Thissel can’t establish an alibi.”

“What about the office on the other side of Major Thissel’s?”

“That’s Lieutenant Quail’s—First Lieutenant Frank Quail. He wasn’t in his office either, the general says.”

“Who is this bird Quail?”

“The general’s finance officer,” the detective replied. “I checked his alibi. He’s on the other side of the river at the exact time the general hears the shot that kills the ex-Wac. He’s clean, looks like.”

“Max,” said Dr. Coffee as the car started climbing the roads leading to Northbank’s fashionable Heights, “what was May Marling doing in Major Thissel’s office?”

“A very good question, Doc. I ask it myself. The answer is kind of complicated. Seems she is lured. Major Thissel says he can’t answer because it ain’t in the interests of national security, but Captain Buford says May hints she got a call to be in the major’s office at four o’clock—to make sure she ain’t in places where the U. S. Army is conducting an investigation. So we’re kind of handicapped till Buford comes to trial and we can subpoena these tongue-tied warriors.”

“Look, Max.” Dr. Coffee frowned. “This case has more holes than a wheel of Emmentaler cheese. You’re really not going to charge a man with murder on such flimsy evidence, are you?”

“General Spence has a litter of calico kittens if he hears you call his testimony flimsy. Right now we hold Captain Buford only on suspicion, but we got to charge him pretty soon. The general is pressuring the D.A.… Here we are, Doc. The domicile of the defunct doxy.”

The police car had stopped in front of a magnified replica of Westminster Abbey (twice natural size) guarded by two uniformed doormen wearing more gold than is in Fort Knox and more medals than a Russian astronaut.

“I’m here last night with the print boys,” Ritter said as they got out of the car, “but the place is pretty crowded. I don’t think they find anything, because, after all, the murder ain’t committed here. But I get an idea maybe you might find something in the kitchen or bathroom medicine chest the way you do in that Joe Dark murder. You don’t mind, Doc?”

“Mind? Max, you know that for years I’ve been madly in love—with the truth.”

The late May Mailing’s apartment was something out of a dream world—a nightmare in which ambition and extravagance fought desperately with tastelessness and immature imitation. The sunken living room was furnished with shoddy imitation antiques and ankle-deep wall-to-wall carpeting. The walls were hung with heraldic fanions, regimental flags of U. S. units, and tattered insignia from enemy aircraft shot down by May’s friends. Sauntering through the apartment, Dr. Coffee blinked at the bedroom’s cascading pillows, patchwork slips made up of the shoulder patches worn in two world wars and a police action in Korea. The kaleidoscope of color inundated all the furniture, including an outsize Louis XV bed canopied in apricot satin.

Dr. Coffee invaded the bathroom to examine the medicine cabinet, so often indicative, but was overwhelmed at first by the squadrons of model fighters and bombers dangling from the ceiling, and by the gallery of helmeted airmen whose photos lined the walls shoulder to shoulder, staring down into the empty bathtub. Dr. Coffee had just begun to inventory the bottles and vials in the medicine chest when a loud and profane exclamation from Max Ritter recalled him to the next room.

“Doc, give a look!” the detective said. “Somebody’s been here since I left last night. Look at the drawers in the Looie Cans secretary. They been rifled. And the breakfront. And all those books that nobody ever read—pulled out of the bookcases.”

“Didn’t you post a guard here last night, Max?”

“What for? This ain’t the murder scene. And besides we find everything we re looking for.”

“Except the murderer, Max. But you’re probably right. I doubt if the murderer would have come back if you had one of your boys in blue standing at the portals.”

Ritter swallowed hard, and his magnificent Adam’s apple bobbed twice in his long throat. “Why would he come back here anyhow, Doc?”

“Why did he practically undress the corpse? Why did he rip open the girl’s blouse? Where does a woman hide things? And what would a man do who killed a woman to get something he expected to find secreted on her person—and found nothing?”

The detective nodded. “Maybe you got something there, Doc. What do you suppose this guy Buford is after?”

“That, Max, is a question for a cop, not a pathologist. But since I promised Doris I’d help get to the bottom of this, I’ll try to find your answer. First of all, I want to talk to Captain Buford. I also want to talk to the general, to Major Thissel, and to Lieutenant Quail. And I want to know everything you’ve found out about May Marling.”

“I’m ahead of you, Doc.” Ritter grinned and reached into his inside coat pocket. “I brought you carbons of my reports. You can read ’em tonight.”

Within 48 hours, Dr. Coffee thought he had a pretty fair grasp of the case of the wayward Wac. After reading Ritter’s reports, he had interviewed all the obvious principals. His interview with the victim was perforce one-sided, since it was conducted posthumously—the pathologist had easily persuaded the three-chinned, redfaced, pinochle-playing coroner to let him do the autopsy—yet it produced more pertinent information than did either the reluctant monosyllables which General Spence confided to the telephone or the cryptic remarks of Major Harry Thissel.

The life of the deceased, Dr. Coffee decided, had been blighted at birth when Mr. and Mrs. Flowers, her whimsical parents, had christened her “May.” Escape from the legal cognomen of Flowers must have been at least partial motivation for her marriage to Master Sergeant Bill Marling, a breach of regulations for which she had been tossed out of the Women’s Army Corps after a year’s service. Why else should a girl of her dazzling physical endowments have married a rather unprepossessing noncom—her subsequent behavior indicated no overwhelming love—instead of one of the many handsome young officers who had been pursuing her? Why, in fact, had she joined the WAC in the first place? She would have looked more at home in the spangled bikinis of a chorus line than in olive drab, although apparently she had been able to coax more tantalizing appeal from a Wac uniform than most girls could conjure from black-lace pretties.

At any rate, soon after the wedding, Master Sergeant Marling had gone off to Laos with the U. S. Military Mission and had promptly disappeared en route from Vientiane to Padang by air. “Missing and presumed dead,” the Defense Department had wired May.

May Marling made a most attractive widow if not a very mournful one. Her gentlemen friends who rallied round nobly to console her were pleased to note that May, who had formerly been both subtly provocative and demure, was no longer subtle or demure once she had collected Sergeant Marling’s G.I. insurance and signed papers for a widow’s pension. She became a laughing, dashing, beguiling figure at the Wild Blue Yonder Bar and Grill, a sort of unofficial junior officers’ club near McAbrams Air Force Base across the river from Northbank. She also moved into the plush apartment on the Heights for which her widow’s pension could not have covered more than maid service, gas and light, and perhaps tips for the elegant doormen. Such incidentals as rent, food, drink, garage, furs, Dior originals, and payments on a Jaguar she had apparently left to Providence.

The identity of the agents of Providence was a mystery. Despite her many gentlemen friends, May apparently had never entertained (intimately, at least) any officer of field-grade rank or above, and she did not seem to be polyandrous. Although the normal rotation of officer personnel was obviously sufficient to furnish May with the spice of life, it hardly seemed capable of supplying the staples, let alone the luxuries, of the life to which the Widow Marling had become accustomed.

Studying May’s romantic roster as prepared by Max Ritter, Dr. Coffee noted a marked favoritism for the Air Force, although May had not been snobbish about it. In fact, since General Spence’s mission had set up shop in Northbank, May had gone out of her way to brighten the lonely nights of some of his younger officers, notably Captain Joe Buford. And Captain Buford had repaid her generous hospitality, according to General Spence, with death.

“No doubt about it, Coffee,” the general had insisted on the telephone. “Buford shot the girl. I heard the shot and I saw him with my own eyes when he came out of the office and ran down the stairs. No, Coffee; there’s no use of our meeting because there’s nothing I could tell you that I haven’t already told to that detective. I’ve already been subpoenaed to testify before the grand jury, and that’s enough. Good-bye.”

Dr. Coffee had wanted a look at the young captain so peremptorily condemned by General Spence, so Max Ritter had arranged an interview at the Northbank county jail. Buford spoke freely and apparently frankly. A handsome blue-eyed, fair-haired Southerner who had managed to lose his grits-and-drippin’s accent, Buford was a product of V.M.I. He had won his first lieutenancy in Germany, his captain’s bars in Japan, and manifold feminine hearts in most intervening longitudes. After the blonde buxomness of the Fäuleins and the dark, glossy, stylized ardor of Tokyo’s nightblooming beppin, the all-American, free-wheeling, hoyden approach of redheaded May Marling had been like a whiff of new-mown hay on the banks of the Wabash. So Captain Buford had made hay, and May had taken him into her heart and oversized bed.

The captain had not been in love with May; he had never been in love with anyone when he met May. He had accepted the favors of any woman as his just due. Although he thoroughly enjoyed the warmth, talents, and natural charms of the ex-Wac, he felt no obligation toward her other than his contribution of transient affection and an occasional minuscule financial gesture. When he fell in love with Ruth Andrews, he had no compunction about dropping May. He was sure May understood. Ruth was an unspoiled, honest-to-God girl-next-door type that any man might want to marry.

“Didn’t you ever promise to marry May Marling?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“Never.”

“Didn’t she tell you that she was in trouble and demand that you make an honest woman of her?”

“She never mentioned marriage. We never discussed it.”

“Didn’t she threaten to go to your fiancée with the whole story of your liaison?”

“What for?” Captain Buford asked. “Ruth knew all about May. I told her everything before I asked her to marry me. Ruth isn’t jealous of the past.”

“Even so, didn’t May Marling try to blackmail you? Didn’t she ask you for money?”

“Money?” The captain laughed. “May knew exactly how much a captain gets—$415 a month base pay, $85.50 quarters allowance, and $47.88 subsistence.” He laughed again. “We used to blow the whole subsistence money on one night out.”

“You of course had a key to Mrs. Marling’s apartment,” Dr. Coffee said.

“I gave it back two or three months ago. It had a gold-plated heart-shaped thumbpiece set with a ruby.”

“And who has his thumb on the ruby now?”

Buford shook his head. “I could guess,” he said, “but I’d rather not.”

“I got a list from the doorman,” Ritter volunteered. “Lieutenant Quail’s leading the field, looks like.”

A jailer approached with a jangle of keys. “Time’s up,” he said.

“One more question,” Dr. Coffee said. “Did I understand you to say you hadn’t seen May Marling in two or three months?”

“No, I didn’t say that. I’ve seen her since.”

“When was the last time?”

Captain Buford chuckled grimly. “The day she was shot.”

“Where?”

“In Major Thissel’s office.”

“Then General Spence is right when he says he saw you leave Major Thissel’s office and run down the stairs.”

“No, he’s not. I left the office a little after four o’clock. The general says he heard the shot and saw me run down the stairs nearly an hour later.”

“But you had an appointment to meet May Marling?”

“No. I just happened to see her in the major’s office as I passed. I stepped in to say hello. I was on my way to meet my fiancée.”

“What was Mrs. Marling doing in Major Thissel’s office?”

“She said the major had sent for her. She said she had something important to tell him, but she didn’t say what. It must have been pretty important if May waited all that time. She doesn’t—didn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“You sure you didn’t keep your fiancée waiting?” Max Ritter asked.

“Positive. I met her at four-thirty sharp. You can ask her.”

“I already did,” Ritter said. “Too bad your date wasn’t with somebody else, Captain. A fiancée’s alibi don’t go down too well with a jury.”

“That’s all, gents,” the jailer said. “Time’s up.”

When the pathologist returned to his laboratory, Doris Hudson questioned him with her eyes.

“It’s too early to tell, Doris,” Dr. Coffee said. “He has a nice, innocent smile, but the odds are against him. If our friend Ruth is a religious girl, tell her she better pray like hell.”

“Thanks for seeing him, Doctor,” Doris said. “There’s a Lieutenant Quail waiting in your office. He says you phoned him. He’s anxious to do anything he can to help your investigation, he says. I hope it was all right to let him wait inside.”

Dr. Coffee nodded absently and stepped into his office. A towheaded young officer jumped to attention.

“I’m Lieutenant Quail, sir. I told the police—”

“Yes, I know. You told the police you wanted to help hang the s.o.b. that shot your girl friend. Were you in love with May Marling?”

“Yes, sir. We were going to be married.”

“The police say they already have the murderer. Don’t you agree?”

 “Well.…” Quail shifted uneasily from one foot to the other.

“Sit down, lieutenant,” said Dr. Coffee, slipping behind his desk. “Well, what? Do you think General Spence is lying?”

“Oh, no, sir. Nobody doubts General Spence. But…” Lieutenant Quail remained standing. “I know the general’s theory about Joe Buford’s motivation sounds logical, except I don’t think May would have—I mean, is it true that you did a post-mortem on poor May?”

“Yes.”

“Then you must know—I mean, was she—” He stopped, his lips parted on the last word. He flushed to the roots of his wheat-colored crew cut.

Dr. Coffee studied the young officer’s obvious perturbation, trying to analyze the cause. It was possible, of course, that Quail had actually been in love with the ex-Wac and was seriously stirred by a compulsion to avenge her death. However, there seemed to be no apparent element of grief in his reactions. If Max Ritter had not verified the lad’s alibi—Quail had said he was at the Wild Blue Yonder Bar at the time May Marling was shot, and the tavern keeper had confirmed the fact—Dr. Coffee might have laid the officer’s tenseness to another kind of involvement. He asked:

“Is that why you came to see me—to find out if May Marling was pregnant?” Mentally, Dr. Coffee amended the question: And to find out, if the answer is yes, whether it would be possible to tell by the stage of the embryo, which of the two officers was the father?

“Oh, no, sir.” Lieutenant Quail colored again. “I came to tell you about Major Thissel, in case you didn’t know. You’ve talked to Major Thissel, of course.”

Dr. Coffee nodded. He had talked to the major and Max Ritter had talked to the major, but the major had done very little talking to either of them. Major Thissel admitted having talked to May Marling on several occasions, but refused to discuss the subject of their conversation on the grounds that it was classified information affecting the national security. He admitted that the gun which had killed May was issued to him, but denied that he had been in the office at the time. He denied he had any idea of what May was doing in his office. He refused to say where he had been at the moment of the murder, also on security grounds. Perhaps he would be a little more talkative before the grand jury.

“What about Major Thissel?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“He’s gone back to Washington,” said Lieutenant Quail.

“He’s what?”

“He left Northbank for the airfield about an hour ago. I guess he’s halfway to Washington by now.”

“Why, that—! And General Spence promised—!” The pathologist reached for the phone.

“The major is really not under General Spence’s command,” Quail said. “He was only here on assignment from the C.I.D. in Washington. He finished his investigation, so he went home.”

Dr. Coffee’s hand was still on the phone when it rang.

“Pathology,” he said. “Oh, hello, Max. I was just going to call you. Major Thissel—You did? … The air field? … I see.… Really? … I’ll be damned! … He will, eh? … Maybe you’d better set up a meeting with the general. Or I will.… Okay, Max, I’ll wait for you here.”

The pathologist replaced the instrument and turned to Quail.

“Major Thissel will return to Northbank if his testimony is needed,” he said. “That was Detective Ritter of Homicide at the airfield. I suppose you know the major was here to investigate reported irregularities in the finances of General Spence’s unit.”

Yes, sir.

“You’re General Spence’s finance officer, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir. I am.”

“How much were your accounts short?”

“They weren’t short at all, sir. There was an apparent shortage of ten thousand dollars, but it was all a mistake. Some Wac corporal must have punched the wrong key on the adding machine. It didn’t take Major Thissel long to find out that the money was in the bank, all right, and that the books balanced. He found the error and went home.”

“Yes, well.…” Dr. Coffee stood up and extended his hand. “Thanks for coming in,” he said. “And as for that question that you didn’t quite ask, the answer is, No, she wasn’t.”

The round brown face and pink turban of Dr. Mookerji appeared in the doorway when Lieutenant Quail had left.

“Am delegated by Miss Hudson, who cannot interrupt current counting of red blood cells,” said the Hindu, “to inquire as to present life expectancy of Captain Joseph Buford, U.S.A.”

“You may tell Doris,” said Dr. Coffee, grinning, “that the captain’s prospects of longevity are unchanged.”

The day before the Northbank County Grand Jury was set to indict Buford for the murder of May Flowers Marling, General Spence condescended to have lunch with Dr. Coffee and Max Ritter. To Dr. Coffee, the luncheon represented Captain Buford’s last chance. From what he had learned of the general, the grand jury would believe him implicitly.

Brigadier General Spencer H. Spence, the pathologist had discovered, liked to think of himself as a general’s general. He was certainly not a soldier’s general. He had never commanded anything except enforced respect—it would do a G.I. no good to cross the street to avoid saluting; the general would cross, too—and divers projects of military procurement and construction. None of the ribbons in the fruit salad adorning his welltailored chest was for combat, yet the general was a fierce fighter for the prerogatives of his rank and for what he considered a fair shake for the Army. The Army was a way of life to which war and heroics were only incidentally related, a haven from competition, and a sure, if slow, road to security. He had performed unspectacularly in the housekeeping branches of the service, but the tedious routine of promotion had at last elevated him to one-star rank. Now that he had reached a somewhat flabby and pasty-faced fifty-eight, he was no doubt looking forward wistfully to a second star so that he could retire with the increased pay of a major general. In any event, whatever his lack of imagination and martial glory, the general’s integrity was above reproach. And if he testified that he had seen Captain Buford running from the scene of May Marling’s murder, the captain’s goose was already in the oven.

Goose just happened to be the specialty of the house at Raoul’s the day the general came to lunch with Dr. Coffee and Max Ritter. Raoul was a red-faced black-mustached Norman who ran a two-by-four restaurant one flight up, around the corner from the Barzac soup cannery in the grimy industrial section of Northbank. Every Wednesday Raoul served Cassoulet Toulousain—goose simmered in a great earthenware pot with white beans, lamb, sausages and onions stuck with cloves—and the air of the little place was bright with the fragrance of garlic, thyme and laurel.

Dr. Coffee arrived early and chose a table overlooking the top of the stairway. He had just told Raoul to chill two bottles of Livermore Valley Pinot Blanc when Max Ritter arrived and pulled out a chair opposite. The pathologist waved him off.

“Sit over here, Max. Do you mind? I’m saving that for the general.”

The detective blinked. “What gives?” he asked. “Is this chair bugged or something?”

“I want the general to sit opposite me,” Dr. Coffee said. “I have a theory which is probably all wrong, but I want to give it a try. Have you anything to report?”

“A couple things,” Ritter said. “First, this Major Thissel opens up to me before he flies to Washington and admits he give us a wrong answer when he said he didn’t know what May was doing in his office. She’s there because he sends for her. He wants to keep her waiting so he can run through her apartment with no audience. This is before the murder, so he’s not the guy who leaves the place looking like a rummage sale the morning after. His chauffeur makes an affidavit. Seems the major thinks he might find some clue to where’s the ten grand missing from the general’s accounts. Only the ten grand ain’t missing after all.”

“What made Major Thissel think it was?” Dr. Coffee asked.

“The general thinks he spots a shortage and yells for C.I.D. help. Another thing. I find out where May Marling’s dough comes from. She owns a big piece of the Wild Blue Yonder Bar and Grill. Buys it with the late Sergeant Marling’s G.I. insurance money and maybe a smile or two for the Blue Yonder boss.”

“Is a bar and grill that kind of gold mine, Max?”

“Wild Blue Yonder is. Gambling upstairs. Big stuff. Roulette, craps, blackjack, faro—take your pick. The redhead makes a fine shill. Ex-fighter pilot name of Jack White runs the joint. He’s the guy arranging the redhead’s funeral. I got a stake-out on him.”

“Do you think Jack White profited financially from May’s death?”

“I’m checking. But White sure as hell ain’t the guy the general sees running down the stairs. He’s a husky bruiser, twice the size of Buford and dark as an Arab. Hey, here come’s the general now.”

General Spence emerged from the doorway, patently out of breath. He paused a moment, looking around the room with ill-concealed distaste. When he spotted Ritter, he headed for the table. He was not a big man, but his cocky bearing seemed to add to his stature. He walked with a curious jerky gait, Dr. Coffee noted, kicking out his toes slightly with each step. He nodded his greetings without shaking hands and sat down to pant audibly for a moment.

Dr. Coffee leaned across the table solicitously, hoping he would not appear to be smelling the general’s breath.

“Something long and cool to drink, General?” he suggested. “I’m afraid Raoul doesn’t have a Martini license. Some wine, maybe?”

“A tall glass of water, please,” said General Spence. “I’ll have a little wine later.”

The general had more than a little wine later. In fact, both bottles were empty by the time the casserole had been emptied of its goose and beans, the flakes of French bread crust swept from the red-and-white checked tablecloth, and the general repeated for the ninth time that he was convinced Captain Buford had killed May Marling and that he was certainly going to testify to that effect before the grand jury the next day.

“The autopsy showed the girl wasn’t pregnant,” Dr. Coffee said. “That sort of removes the motive you attribute to the captain, doesn’t it, General?

“Not if she told him she was in a family way. How would he know she was lying?”

“There’s one point that’s not quite clear to me,” Dr. Coffee said. “You say you saw Captain Buford burst from Major Thissel’s office after you heard the shot, and that he ran down the stairs and out of the building. Now the street entrance is immediately opposite the foot of the stairs, is it not?”

“It is”.

“So that Captain Buford had to turn neither to the right nor left to exit to the street?”

“That is correct.”

“He didn’t look back to see if anybody was following him?”

“He did not.”

“In other words, you saw him only from above and the back. You didn’t see his face.”

“I don’t remember if I did or not. But it was certainly Buford.”

“Aren’t you just a little reluctant, General, in a matter of life and death, to positively identify a man whose face you didn’t see?”

“My dear Coffee.” The general smiled condescendingly. “I’m so familiar with the officers of my command that I can recognize any of them by a gesture, by the way he walks or carries his head. And Buford happens to be the only towheaded captain in my outfit.”

“Are you sure that the insignia—?”

“I’m positive, I tell you. I have twenty-twenty vision. Never wore glasses in my life. And even a blind man can see a captain’s bars at ten paces.”

Dr. Coffee seemed to be studying his empty wineglass which he turned slowly in his fingers. “General,” he said, “I wonder if you would do us both a favor. Come back to my lab with me now.”

“Now?” The general glanced at his wrist and squirmed in his seat. “Impossible. I’m already late for an appointment.”

“Later this afternoon, then?”

“What for?” The general stood up. “I see no reason—”

“It won’t take a moment, General, and I promise that this will be strictly private—between you and me. I’d like a sample of your blood.”

“My blood? Certainly not.”

“I strongly advise you to come, General,” the pathologist said quietly. “Otherwise I may be forced to give medical testimony before the grand jury tomorrow that you may find rather disagreeable.”

“I’ll not be blackmailed!” the general declared.

“This is a matter of life and death, General—not only for Captain Buford, but quite possibly for yourself.”

Tight-lipped, General Spence glowered but said nothing.

“I’m at Pasteur Hospital, General. I’ll be in my lab until six-thirty this evening,” Dr. Coffee said.

“Don’t stay on my account,” the general said. “Thank you for the lunch. ’Afternoon, gentlemen.”

As General Spence’s steel-gray crewcut disappeared into the stairway, Max Ritter leaned over to watch his descent.

“Hey, he didn’t go out,” Ritter reported. “He turned back toward the phone booth. Who do you think he’s going to phone?”

“Nobody, Max. The little-boys’ room is also in that direction.”

The detective frowned. “What do you think he’s going to do, Doc?”

“I think he’ll come to see me today,” the pathologist said. “I. also think there’s sixty per cent chance the grand jury won’t indict Buford tomorrow—one hundred per cent if you can dig up a good substitute suspect. Can you, Max, in less than twenty-four hours?”

Ritter grunted. He shrugged. He rubbed his long nose. Then: “Any ideas, Doc?”

“Just the ones you’ve given me. First, find what the murderer was looking for on May Marling’s person and in her apartment. Where? Well, you mentioned a possibility before lunch. What about May’s partner?”

“Yeah.” Ritter nodded. “I thought of the Wild Blue Yonder. But this Jack White is a tough baby and he don’t have what you might call a soft underbelly. His joint is across the river in a different state. The cops and the sheriff’s office on the other side ain’t very co-operative with Northbank police. I don’t say they’re corrupt or anything, but they just think gambling’s no worse than a bad cold.”

“Then why not short-circuit the cops and the sheriffs office? I doubt if Jack White can subvert the U. S. Air Force. Didn’t you say, Max, that most of his clientele comes from McAbrams Field?”

“Doc, you’re a genius! I’ll throw the Air Force at him. Co-operate, or the Wild Blue Yonder is off limits to all military personnel. ’Bye, Doc. Call you later.”

Dr. Coffee puckered his lips in a silent whistle as he jotted figures on his desk pad.

“Most revealing,” said Dr. Motilal Mookerji, peering over his shoulder.

When he heard his office door open, Dr. Coffee looked up to see Doris Hudson standing in front of him.

“You still here?” the pathologist asked. “I’ll report you to your union for staying overtime without time-and-a-half pay. Why don’t you go home, Doris?”

“You know very well why,” Doris said. “Wasn’t that General Spence that just walked out of the lab, looking grim and white around the gills?”

“Your power of observation is most acute, Doris.”

“Then it was general’s blood sample that Dr. Mookerji ran through the photoelectric colorimeter. Bloodsugar estimation, wasn’t it?”

“Yes on both counts, Doris.”

“I peeked at the reading,” the girl said. “Rather high—no?”

Dr. Coffee nodded. “About twice normal,” he said. “Does the general’s blood-sugar have anything to do with getting Captain Joe Buford out of jail?”

“In a way, yes.”

“In what way, Doctor? Good or bad?”

Dr. Coffee raised his eyebrows at his Hindu assistant, who said: “For General Spence, bad. For Captain Buford, fairish to good, I think.”

Doris tried to read Dr. Mookerji’s face, which was more expressive than his reply. She thought she caught a smile and immediately beamed.

“Can I call Ruth, Doctor? Can I—?”

“Hold on, Doris. Not so fast. All I’ve done so far is persuade General Spence not to testify before the grand jury tomorrow. What happens next depends on whether the D.A.—”

The ringing phone interrupted him. Dr. Coffee’s grab was quicker than Doris Hudson’s.

“Pathology,” he said. “Hello, Max. Did you…?” He leaned back, listening. He could not have looked more smugly pleased if he had just discovered the cause of the common cold. “Good boy, Max…. He will? … Oh, that’s wonderful. … Well, I guess that wraps it up.… I see. … Sure, Max. I’ll be here.”

He hung up, still very smug.

“Well?” asked Doris anxiously.

“Well what, Doris?”

“That was Lieutenant Ritter.”

“Great stars, Doris, I can’t hide a thing from you, can I?”

“Doctor, you’re mean! You’re a sadist! Stop torturing me and tell me what Max said.”

“Max? Oh, he said he was being unavoidably detained at the District Attorney’s office.”

“Doctor, stop! What did he say about Joe Buford?”

“Oh, yes. Buford.” Dr. Coffee chuckled. “Maybe you’d better phone Ruth after all. Tell her to put on her prettiest dress and hurry down to the county jail. They’re going to turn her sweetie-pie loose in about half an hour.”

“Doctor, you angel! I knew you’d do it! You better plan on a champagne supper tonight. I know Ruth and Joe are going to want to thank you.”

“They’d better thank Max Ritter, Doris. He’s the one who dug up the real culprit. He’s at the D.A.’s office now, swearing to a homicide complaint.”

“And who, please,” asked Dr. Mookerji, “is felonious murderer?”

“That’s for the courts to decide,” Dr. Coffee said, “but the warrant is for the arrest of Lieutenant Frank Quail.”

Dr. Coffee and Max Ritter did not have a champagne supper. Instead they were back at Raoul’s, eating eels stewed in red wine and drinking Corton 1945 while the detective told his story.

“You were right about this guy Jack White,” Ritter said. “He had what the murderer was looking for, all right. But he don’t open up till I tell him the Wild Blue Yonder is going to be off limits unless he plays ball. I also tell him that giving a bum alibi to a murderer is not only perjury but makes him an accessory to murder after the fact and that he can be extradited. Besides, I think he was a little soft on May Marling himself. Anyhow, he says he’s only doing a favor for a good customer and would never poke sticks between the spokes of the wheels of justice. So he tells all.

“Seems this bird Quail drops a wad—but a real wad—playing blackjack at the Wild Blue Yonder. He’s trying to make an impression on this May Marling while she’s still Buford’s baby doll. And when Buford moves out, Quail moves in—and the redhead really falls for Quail. When he tells her the ten G’s he dropped at the blackjack table is Army money he sneaked out of General Spence’s till and that Washington is going to investigate, she covers up for him. She gives him the dough so the accounts will balance for Major Thissel, but she does it by check made out to Quail personally—and she keeps the canceled check.

“Then she finds out that Quail is going to run out on her, too. He applies for a transfer without telling her, but she has her own CIA. The Wild Blue Yonder intelligence network keeps her up to the minute. So she gets mad. So that’s the way the louse is going to pay her back for saving his skin, is it? Well, okay, so two can play dirty! When she gets word that Major Thissel wants to see her, she decides to tell all. Only she leaves the canceled check with White for safe keeping.

“And what does Quail think when he sees her waiting in the major’s office? That she’s bringing the check to show to Thissel. She may even have told him she was. You know how redheads are. So he kills her to get it, because he wants to stay out of jail and in the Army. And when he don’t find it, he ransacks her apartment. He’s got a key, remember.

“Well, Jack White admits the alibi he gives Quail is phony. He thought he was just doing Quail a favor to keep him out of some minor trouble with the Army. And he turns over the check which is now in the D.A.’s safe.”

“Does the D.A. buy that story, Max?” the pathologist asked.

“He buys the evidence of the canceled check,” Ritter replied, “and Jack White’s promise to testify. But what I want to know, Doc, is how you blackmailed the general out of testifying.”

“I didn’t blackmail him, Max. We made a deal. Look, Max, when two people tell opposite stories, either one is lying or one is mistaken. I was sure both Buford and the general thought they were telling the truth. Where, then, was the margin for error?

“When I saw Buford and Quail, I thought I knew. Here were two fair-haired young officers who, seen from the back and above, must have looked alike to General Spence except for their shoulder bars. Suppose the general was suffering from diplopia—that’s double vision, Max. He would have seen First Lieutenant Quail’s single silver shoulder insigne as a captain’s double bar. And his only towheaded captain was Buford. All right. Assuming this to be true, what could have caused the general’s double vision? I decided to see the general.

“When he climbed the stairs at Raoul’s, I was pretty sure I had the answer. First of all, he had a little trouble with the stairs. He was short of breath and his legs didn’t seem too serviceable. And he kicked out his toes when he walked. When he sat down, he breathed noisily for a moment, and I could detect the fruity odor of acetone on his breath. He was terribly thirsty, and he was in a hurry to leave us—to go to the little-boys’ room.

“All these symptoms add up to a typical picture, Max. The loss of power in his legs, the disappearance of the knee reflex, his air hunger—dyspnea—and the fruity breath—ketosis—spell diabetes. And another symptom of diabetes is frequently double vision. That would explain the general’s honest error in identifying a lieutenant—whose face he hadn’t seen—as a captain. To make sure, though, I had to test his blood sugar.”

“How could you be so sure he’d come to your lab?” Ritter asked.

“The general knew something was wrong with him, Max. He couldn’t help feeling it. I scared him when I said it was a matter of life and death for him as well as for Buford. He certainly wasn’t going to commit suicide, particularly when the alternative was my telling a grand jury there was something wrong with him physically. You see, the reason the general didn’t go to an Army hospital for a checkup was that he was afraid they’d give him a medical discharge from the service. He wanted badly to hang on until retirement age on the chance that he could pick up that extra star and retire with the rank and pay of a major general.

“I told the general he was risking his life by not going on insulin immediately—if further tests confirmed my blood-sugar estimation. He really should go through the fasting, test meal, and glucose tolerance routine. It’s none of my business if he wants to go to a civilian physician instead of checking in at Walter Reed or another Army hospital. I merely told him that if he insisted on telling the grand jury he had seen Captain Buford running away from the murder room, I should be forced to rebut his testimony on medical grounds. I was counting on you of course, Max, to come up with the real culprit. You wouldn’t call that blackmail, would you, Max?”

“I’d call that serving the ends of justice,” the detective said.

“Good. Then pour me some more of that Corton, Max,” Dr. Coffee said, “and let’s drink to the ends of justice.”
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