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Francis M. Nevins, Jr.

IF EVER THERE WAS a member of an endangered species it’s Edward D. Hoch, the only person alive who makes his living as an author of mystery short stories. By the time this collection is published, he will have sold approximately 700 tales, and at his current rate of productivity he should hit the 1,000 mark in the early 1990s. As if turning out two to three dozen stories a year were not enough, he fills his odd moments with writing a monthly column for Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, editing the annual Year’s Best Mystery and Suspense Stories anthologies, and serving tirelessly on various committees of the Mystery Writers of America organization. In addition he has published five novels and is presently collaborating on a series of mystery-puzzle paperbacks. Not exactly the lightest of work schedules; and yet he never seems harried or overcommitted and comes across in person and correspondence as an amazingly placid and easy-going fellow. His secret? If you are doing precisely what you want to do with your life, and making it pay besides, the distinction between work and play becomes meaningless and every hour is a pleasure.

Edward Dentinger Hoch was a Washington’s Birthday boy, born in Rochester, New York, on February 22, 1930. His father, Earl G. Hoch, was a banker, but despite the precarious nature of that line of work during the Depression, the family weathered the ’30s without serious problems.

From a very early age Ed was fascinated by mystery fiction. “When I was a young child,” he said, “I used to draw cartoon strips and have masked villains running around. They were terrible, just stick figures, because I wasn’t much of an artist, but I’d try to draw in cloaks and masks to identify the villains so that I could have a final unmasking to surprise the reader. Of course, I was the only reader. No one else saw those strips.”

In June of 1939, when the 60-minute Adventures of Ellery Queen series debuted on the CBS radio network, nine-year-old Ed Hoch was one of its staunchest fans. Later that year, when Pocket Books, Inc., launched its first 25¢ paperback reprint books, the boy discovered that his hero Ellery Queen had been the protagonist of many novels as well as a radio sleuth. The first adult book he ever read was the Pocket Books edition of Queen’s 1934 classic The Chinese Orange Mystery. “It was among the first group of paperbacks published, and I recall going down to the corner drugstore and seeing them all lined up with their laminated covers. I debated for some time between James Hilton’s Lost Horizon and an Agatha Christie title [probably The Murder of Roger Ackroyd], and finally settled on Ellery Queen because I had heard the Ellery Queen radio program which was so popular in those days. I bought The Chinese Orange Mystery and was completely fascinated by it, sought out all the other Ellery Queen novels I could find in paperback, as Pocket Books published them over the next few years, and from there went on to read other things. I read Sherlock Holmes at about that time too.”

It was during the ’40s that, one by one, Ed Hoch discovered the masters of fair-play detection: Conan Doyle, Chesterton, Christie, John Dickson Carr, Clayton Rawson, and countless others besides of course the cousins Frederic Dannay and Manfred B. Lee who wrote as Ellery Queen. In 1947, after completing high school, he entered the University of Rochester, but left two years later to take a researcher’s job at the local public library. He enlisted in the army in 1950, during the Korean conflict, and once out of basic training he was assigned to Fort Jay, on Governor’s Island just off Manhattan, as a military policeman. He took advantage of being stationed near the headquarters of Mystery Writers of America, which was then only five or six years old, to attend the organization’s monthly meetings (in uniform) and to mingle with the giants of deductive puzzlement whose books he’d been hooked on since age nine. Discharged from the service in 1952, he went to work in the adjustments department of Pocket Books, the house that had started him reading detective fiction, and continued to write short mysteries as he had since high school. In 1954, back in Rochester, he took a copywriter’s job with the Hutchins advertising agency, and late the following year he knew the special pleasure of seeing his first published story on the newsstands. That was the start of Ed Hoch’s real career, one that is still going strong thirty years and almost seven hundred stories later.

For more than a dozen years after that first sale he kept his job at the ad agency and saved his fiction writing for evenings, weekends, and vacations. But he was so fertile with story ideas and such a swift writer that editors and readers could easily have mistaken him for a full-timer even in those early years. In 1957 he married Patricia McMahon, with whom he still shares a small neat house in suburban Rochester. (Two of its three bedrooms were long ago converted into his office space, and the basement into a library filled with thousands of mystery novels, short story collections, and magazine issues, few of them without at least one Hoch story.) The field’s top publications, Ellery Queen’s and Alfred Hitchcock’s mystery magazines, began printing his tales in 1962. Six years later, having won the coveted Mystery Writers of America Edgar award for the best short story of 1967, he decided that he could support the family on his writing income and left the advertising agency. He continues to write full time (many would say more than full time) today. During 1982–83 he served as president of the organization to whose annual dinners he had first come in military khaki more than thirty years earlier. In his mid-fifties he shows not the least sign of slowing down, and readers around the world hope he’ll stay active well beyond his thousandth story.

Why so few novels and so incredibly many short stories? It boils down to Hoch’s special affinity for the short form. “Writing a novel has always been, to me, a task to be finished as quickly as possible. Writing a short story is a pleasure one can linger over, with delight in the concept and surprise at the finished product.” Or, as he put it elsewhere, “I guess ideas just come easily to me. That’s why I’ve always been more attracted to the short story form than the novel. I am more interested in the basic plotting than in the development of various sub-plots. And I think the basic plot, or gimmick—the type of twist you have in detective stories—is the thing that I can do best, which explains why so many of my stories tend to be formal detective stories rather than the crime-suspense tales that so many writers are switching to today.”

Those words are misleading in one sense: more than two hundred of his published stories are nonseries tales of crime and suspense, and the best of them—like “I’d Know You Anywhere” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, October 1963), “The Long Way Down” (Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, February 1965) and “Second Chance” (Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, July 1977)—would fill a book the size of the present collection. But most of Hoch’s energies have gone into the creation of short-story series characters and the chronicling of their exploits. To date he’s launched 23 separate series, dealing with all sorts of protagonists from an occult detective who claims to be more than two thousand years old to a Western drifter who may be a reincarnation of Billy the Kid to a science-fictional Computer Investigation Bureau. Whatever the concept of a series, whatever its roots, Hoch’s tendency is to turn it into a series of miniature detective novels, complete with bizarre crimes, subtle clues, brilliant deductions and of course the ethos of playing fair with the reader that distinguishes the work of Carr, Christie, and Queen. The best introduction to the world of Ed Hoch is a quick tour through each of his series in the order in which they were created.

SIMON ARK, the two-millennia-old Satan-hunter, was the central character in Hoch’s first published story, “Village of the Dead” (Famous Detective Stories, December 1955), and appeared in many tales which editor Robert A. W. Lowndes bought for the Columbia chain of pulp magazines during the late ’50s. The ideas in these apprentice stories are occasionally quite original (e.g. the murder of one of a sect of Penitentes while the cult members are hanging on crucifixes in a dark cellar), but the execution tends to be crude and naïve at times, and the Roman Catholic viewpoint somewhat obtrusive. Eight of the early Arks were collected in two already rare paperback volumes, The Judges of Hades and City of Brass, both published by Leisure Books in 1971, but the most readily accessible book about this character is the recently published The Quests of Simon Ark (Mysterious Press, 1984). In the late 1970s Hoch resurrected Simon for new cases in the Alfred Hitchcock and Ellery Queen magazines, but these tales play down the occult aspects to a bare minimum and present Ark simply as an eccentric old mastersleuth.

PROFESSOR DARK, apparently an alter ego of Simon Ark, popped up in two obscure pulp magazine stories of the mid-’50s under Hoch’s pseudonym of Stephen Dentinger, but they have never been reprinted and are of interest only to completists.

AL DIAMOND, a private eye character, began life in “Jealous Lover” (Crime and Justice, March 1957), which featured a walk-on part by a certain Captain Leopold. After two appearances Hoch changed his shamus’ name to AL DARLAN so as to prevent confusion with Blake Edwards’ radio and TV private-eye character Richard Diamond. Although little known and rarely reprinted, Hoch’s best Darlan tales, like “Where There’s Smoke” (Manhunt, March 1964), are beautiful examples of fair-play detection within the PI framework.

BEN SNOW, the Westerner who may be Billy the Kid redux, was created by Hoch for editor Hans Stefan Santesson, who ran Ben’s adventures in The Saint Mystery Magazine beginning in 1961. Perhaps the best of the Snows is “The Ripper of Storyville” (The Saint Mystery Magazine, December 1963), a first-rate Western detective story if ever there was one. Recently Hoch has revived the character for Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine.

CAPTAIN LEOPOLD, the protagonist of the present collection, will be considered at greater length after the rest of the parade has passed by.

FATHER DAVID NOONE, parish priest and occasional detective, was Hoch’s version of a clerical sleuth in the great tradition of G. K. Chesterton’s Father Brown, but was dropped after two rather feeble cases, beginning in 1964.

RAND, of Britain’s Department of Concealed Communications, was created in 1964 for Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine and has since appeared in more than fifty short episodes of espionage with strong elements of cryptography and fair-play deduction. Originally called Randolph, the character was renamed at the suggestion of EQMM editor Fred Dannay, who wanted a name that subliminally evoked James Bond even though there wasn’t a thing Bond-like about the stories. The series began with “The Spy Who Did Nothing” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, May 1965), and most of the Rands retain “The Spy Who” in their titles, reminding us that the greatest espionage novel of the era in which Rand came to life was John LeCarré’s The Spy Who Came In from the Cold. Rand is now officially in retirement, but Hoch still brings him back for an EQMM assignment once or twice a year. Seven of his early cases are collected in the paperback volume The Spy and the Thief (Davis Publications, 1971).

NICK VELVET is perhaps Hoch’s best-known character, a thief who steals only objects of no value and who is usually forced to play detective in the course of his thieving. He debuted in “The Theft of the Clouded Tiger” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, September 1966) and quickly became an international hit. More than fifty short Velvets have been published over the past twenty years. Seven of Nick’s early capers are included in The Spy and the Thief, and a total of fourteen (of which two come from the earlier volume) are collected in The Thefts of Nick Velvet (Mysterious Press, 1978). Several books of Velvet stories have been published in Japan and, re-christened Nick Verlaine, our contemporary Raffles has been the star of a French TV mini-series. The character is presently under option by 20th Century-Fox and may receive prime-time exposure on NBC if all goes well.

HARRY PONDER, a short-lived spy-cum-sleuth whose name subliminally suggests the Len Deighton-Michael Caine movie spy Harry Palmer, first appeared in “The Magic Bullet” (Argosy, January 1969), an excellent mixture of espionage and impossible-crime detection, but was dropped after one more case.

BARNEY HAMET, a New York mystery writer, turned amateur sleuth in Hoch’s first novel, The Shattered Raven (Lancer, 1969), and helped untangle a murder at the Mystery Writers of America organization’s annual dinner. In a recent short story, “Murder at the Bouchercon” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, November 1983), Hamet probes another killing among his colleagues and adds himself to the roster of Hoch series characters.

CARL CRADER and EARL JAZINE, who solve crimes for the Federal Computer Investigation Bureau in the early 21st century, were created by Hoch in “Computer Cops,” a story he wrote for Hans Stefan Santesson’s science fiction-mystery anthology Crime Prevention in the 30th Century (Walker, 1969). Later Hoch made them the protagonists in his trilogy of futuristic detective novels: The Transvection Machine (Walker, 1971), The Fellowship of the Hand (Walker, 1972), and The Frankenstein Factory (Warner Paperback Library, 1975). They haven’t been seen since.

DAVID PIPER, director of the Department of Apprehension and popularly known as The Manhunter, shows that even when Hoch creates a character in the tradition of The Executioner, The Butcher, and other macho action heroes, he converts the man into a mainstream detective. Piper starred in a six-installment serial, “The Will-o’-the-Wisp Mystery,” published in EQMM between April and September of 1971 under the byline of Mr. X. The entire serial was reprinted under Hoch’s own name in Ellery Queen’s Anthology, Spring-Summer 1982.

ULYSSES S. BIRD was Hoch’s attempt to fashion a criminal character who would not turn into a detective-in-spite-of-himself. The first of this con artist’s four published exploits was “The Million-Dollar Jewel Caper” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, January 1973), but all of them were negligible except the third, “The Credit Card Caper” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, October 1974), which is a gem.

SEBASTIAN BLUE and LAURA CHARME, investigators for Interpol, vaguely resemble the stars of the popular British TV series The Avengers, but as usual when Hoch spins off a series from a preexisting source, he moves it into the domain of fair-play detection. The characters have appeared more than fifteen times in EQMM, beginning with “The Case of the Third Apostle” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, February 1973).

PAUL TOWER, who becomes involved in criminal problems while visiting local schools as part of the police department’s public relations program, was suggested to Hoch as a character by Fred Dannay. “The Lollipop Cop” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, March 1974) and Tower’s two subsequent cases were excellent, and it’s a shame the character was dropped so quickly.

DR. SAM HAWTHORNE, Hoch’s most successful character of the 1970s, narrates his own reminiscences of impossible crime puzzles which he unofficially investigated in the late 1920s and early ’30s while serving as a young physician in the New England village of Northmont. To date he has spun yarns and offered “a small libation” to his listeners more than two dozen times, beginning with “The Problem of the Covered Bridge” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, December 1974), which remains one of the best in the series. Hoch’s Northmont has long ago overtaken Ellery Queen’s Wrightsville as small-town America’s Mecca for bizarre crimes.

BARNABUS REX, a humorous sleuth of the future who debuted in “The Homesick Chicken” (Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, Spring 1977), has since appeared in only one more story. But two cases make a series character even in the world of tomorrow.

TOMMY PRESTON, the young son of a zookeeper, was created by Hoch for the juvenile book market. In The Monkey’s Clue & The Stolen Sapphire (Grosset & Dunlap, 1978) he solves a pair of mysteries involving animals.

NANCY TRENTINO, an attractive policewoman with a deductive flair, could almost be Connie Trent from the Captain Leopold series under a different name. Which is precisely what she was, until the editors of Hers (later Woman’s World), who bought her first solo case, asked Hoch to give her more of an ethnic flavor. Since her debut in “The Dog That Barked All Day” (Hers, October 1, 1979) she has solved a handful of puzzles.

CHARLES SPACER, electronics executive and undercover U.S. agent, figures in espionage detective tales, the first of which was “Assignment: Enigma” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, September 10, 1980), published as by Anthony Circus. (Later Spacers are under Hoch’s own byline.) The ambience of all these tales and the pseudonym on the first may vaguely suggest John Le Carré, but the leitmotif as usual in Hoch is the game of wits.

SIR GIDEON PARROT, whose name reminds us of two of John Dickson Carr’s mastersleuths and one of Agatha Christie’s, stars in a series of gently nostalgic parodies of the Golden Age deductive puzzles on which Hoch was weaned. His first appearance was in “Lady of the Impossible” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, May 20, 1981).

LIBBY KNOWLES, ex-cop and professional bodyguard, debuted in “Five-Day Forecast,” a Hoch story first published in Ellery Queen’s Prime Crimes, edited by Eleanor Sullivan (Davis, 1984). With her second case, published in EQMM late in 1984, she becomes the latest affirmative action recruit in Hoch’s small army of series characters.

MATTHEW PRIZE, criminology professor and ex-private eye, is the detective in a pair of paperback mystery puzzles inspired by Thomas Chastain’s best-selling Who Killed the Robins Family? (1983). Hoch created the plot outlines for these books, just as Fred Dannay did for the Ellery Queen novels, and the writing was done by others. Prize Meets Murder (Pocket Books, 1984) and This Prize Is Dangerous (Pocket Books, 1985) are published as by R. T. Edwards. (As this collection went to press, it became uncertain whether Pocket Books would actually publish This Prize Is Dangerous.)

Now that the troops have passed in review, it’s time we turned to the protagonist of this collection and the most durable Hoch sleuth of them all.

When Captain Leopold first appeared in print, no one noticed, for he began life as a subsidiary character in two Hoch short stories of 1957, and only five years later, in “Circus” (The Saint Mystery Magazine, January 1962), did he become a protagonist in his own right. The saga has since grown mightily, with a total of seventy-two Leopolds published as of the end of 1984, making it the most numerous of Hoch’s twenty-three series. (Rand and Nick Velvet with a few over fifty exploits apiece are the nearest runners-up.)

Why has Hoch written more about Leopold than about any other continuing character? I suspect because it’s the most flexible of his series, the least restrictive in terms of plot requirements: for a Leopold he needn’t come up with a new worthless object to be stolen or a new espionage-detection wrinkle but simply has to create a fresh detective plot, and these seem to come to him as naturally as breathing. But if anything sets off the Leopolds from Hoch’s other series, it’s that they frequently offer so much more than clever plots and gimmicks. In the best Leopold tales Hoch fuses the detective gamesmanship stuff of the Ellery Queen tradition with elements derived from Georges Simenon and Graham Greene, burying unexpected nuances of character and emotion and meaning beneath the surface of his deceptively simple style.

But beyond their individual strengths, when these stories are read in chronological order, as they are arranged in Leopold’s Way, they take on something of the nature of an episodic novel, with characters who appear, vanish and return, grow and suffer and die. Leopold is around forty years old when we first meet him in “Circus” and near sixty when we say goodbye to him in “The Most Dangerous Man Alive,” and the stories reflect not only his own development from the early 1960s through the end of the ’70s but also that of the large northeastern city in which he serves as the resident Maigret.

The city is not named in any story collected here, but in “The Killer and the Clown” (Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, October 14, 1981) it’s given the name of Monroe, which is the name of the county in which Hoch’s native Rochester is situated. As he visualizes the fictitious city, he says, it “bears some slight resemblance to Rochester turned upside-down, with the Sound substituting for Lake Ontario.”

The origins of Leopold himself are more complex. Hoch says he took the name “from Jules Leopold, a frequent contributor to a puzzle magazine I read as a youth.” In “Suddenly in September” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, September 1983), a recent story not collected here, Leopold admits for the first time in the series that his first name is Jules—which of course is the first name of Simenon’s immortal Maigret. Although in one sense this is a coincidence—Hoch says that he read very little of Simenon till around 1964—it’s one of the most fitting coincidences in crime fiction. For the Simenonian feel in many of the best Leopold tales is palpable, and Leopold himself is a sort of Maigret who works by rational deduction rather than immersion in a milieu and intuition.

The main events of his life are described at various points in the saga and form a biography as complete as the sketches Simenon habitually prepared for the protagonists of his nonseries novels. Jules Leopold was born in Chicago in 1921. His parents died in an accident when he was eight, and he spent the next six years in the Midwest community of Riger Falls, being raised by relatives whom we meet in “Captain Leopold Goes Home” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, January 1975). At age fourteen he came to Monroe, apparently to stay with other relatives, and graduated from George Washington High in 1939. Even then he was considered the class brain. He entered Columbia University, was awarded his degree during World War II and joined Army Intelligence, serving first in Washington and later in North Africa, where he interrogated Italian prisoners. After the war he opted for a career in police work and spent a short time with a force out west, then a stint in Monroe, then a period with the New York City Police Department. In the late 1950s he returned to head the city’s Homicide Squad. He had married several years earlier but the ten-year relationship shattered a few years after he accepted the Monroe position, and he never saw his wife again until her tragic reunion with him in “The Leopold Locked Room” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, October 1971). After the divorce he lives an exceptionally lonely life, drowning his solitude in work. His one serious affair of the ’60s comes to an end when he has to arrest the woman for murder in “The Rusty Rose” (Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, May 1966.) Thereafter his only pleasures in life are the solitary satisfactions of smoking and reading. By the late ’60s he’s fighting to kick the tobacco habit, as were countless Americans who were frightened by the 1964 Surgeon General’s Report, and apparently he licks it at last. But he remains as avid a reader as ever, referring at various times to Chesterton, Stevenson, James Fenimore Cooper, Oscar Wilde, Hemingway and Le Carré among others. In the tales of the ’70s he’s described as “middle-aged and stocky,” but gratifyingly enough, feminism and the sexual revolution enrich his emotional life as he encounters a number of younger professional women. With policewoman Connie Trent, who enters the saga in “Captain Leopold Gets Angry” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, March 1973) and presently holds the rank of Detective Sergeant, he is clearly tempted to have more than a working relationship, but he resists for the same reason that he won’t bring his personal auto to be washed at the police garage, and forces himself to think of her only as the daughter he never had. His relationship with pathologist Dr. Lawn Gaylord, whom he first meets in “Captain Leopold Looks for the Cause” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, November 1977), is less inhibited but leads nowhere. His luck improves with defense attorney Molly Calendar, whom he first encounters in “Captain Leopold Beats the Machine” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, June 1983) and who becomes the second Mrs. Leopold at the close of “Finding Joe Finch” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, February 1984). Whether this marriage will work out or run into snags like that of another divorced police captain with a beautiful defense attorney who are the Thursday evening favorites of millions of televiewers (including Ed and Pat Hoch), only time will tell.

In many respects the Leopold stories mirror the development of American social concerns over the past quarter century. There’s a clear line of evolution, for example, from the primitive brutalizing tactics of Mat Slater in the pre-Miranda days of “Circus” to the quiet professional interrogations of suspects in the later tales, and another evolution in Leopold’s attitude towards women from the early years when he says flat out that their function is to stay home and have babies to the affirmative action decade when he comes to accept the opposite sex not only in his personal life but in the police department. But not every detail in the lives of Leopold and the other continuing characters of the saga is worked out in advance. Indeed the Leopold stories are like virtually every other long-running series—including the adventures of Sherlock Holmes, Tarzan, Hopalong Cassidy, Ellery Queen, Nero Wolfe, and my own modest creations—in being strewn with inconsistencies that reflect the author’s forgetfulness or changes of mind or both. Some of those in the Leopolds can readily be explained away. In the early “Death in the Harbor” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, December 1962) the captain’s office is on the upper floor of a high-rise headquarters building, and in “Reunion” (The Saint Mystery Magazine, December 1964) and all subsequent tales it’s located on the second floor rear, but this hardly counts as an inconsistency: what career bureaucrat hasn’t changed offices on occasion? Then there’s the fact that even though Leopold and his first wife are clearly together in “The Tattooed Priest” (The Saint Mystery Magazine, British edition, November 1962), he tells several people in later stories that they’d broken up before his move back to Monroe. Again, no huge problem. Many divorced men misremember or lie about the circumstances surrounding the collapse of their marriage, and Leopold in “Circus” and other early tales seems exceptionally sensitive to questions about his marital status and whether he has children. But what are we to make of the remarkable ocular transformations of Connie Trent, who enters the police department with brown eyes which turn green a few months later (in “Captain Leopold Plays a Hunch,” Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, July 1973) and then go back again to brown? And how do we account for the miraculous move of the entire city of Monroe from upstate New York, where it’s firmly situated in “A Place for Bleeding” and “Reunion,” to Connecticut, where it has stayed since “Bag of Tricks” (Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, November 1970)? Here’s a puzzle by which even Dr. Sam Hawthorne might be stumped!

Edward Hoch

The Leopold locked room

CAPTAIN LEOPOLD HAD NEVER spoken to anyone about his divorce, and it was a distinct surprise to Lieutenant Fletcher when he suddenly said, “Did I ever tell you about my wife, Fletcher?”

They were just coming up from the police pistol range in the basement of headquarters after their monthly target practice, and it hardly seemed a likely time to be discussing past marital troubles. Fletcher glanced at him sideways and answered, “No, I guess you never did, Captain.”

They had reached the top of the stairs and Leopold turned in to the little room where the coffee, sandwich, and soft-drink machines were kept. They called it the lunchroom, but only by the boldest stretch of the imagination could the little collection of tables and chairs qualify as such. Rather it was a place where off-duty cops could sit and chat, which was what Leopold and Fletcher were doing now.

Fletcher bought the coffee and put the steaming paper cups on the table between them. He had never seen Leopold quite this open and personal before, anxious to talk about a life that had existed far beyond the limits of Fletcher’s friendship. “She’s coming back,” Leopold said simply, and it took Fletcher an instant to grasp the meaning of his words.

“Your wife is coming back?”

“My ex-wife.”

“Here? What for?”

Leopold sighed and played with the little bag of sugar that Fletcher had given him with his coffee. “Her niece is getting married. Our niece.”

“I never knew you had one.”

“She’s been away at college. Her name is Vicki Nelson, and she’s marrying a young lawyer named Moore. And Monica is coming back east for the wedding.”

“I never even knew her name,” Fletcher observed, taking a sip of his coffee. “Haven’t you seen her since the divorce?”

Leopold shook his head. “Not for fifteen years. It was a funny thing. She wanted to be a movie star, and I guess fifteen years ago lots of girls still thought about being movie stars. Monica was intelligent and very pretty — but probably no prettier than hundreds of other girls who used to turn up in Hollywood every year back in those days. I was just starting on the police force then, and the future looked pretty bright for me here. It would have been foolish of me to toss up everything just to chase her wild dream out to California. Well, pretty soon it got to be an obsession with her, really bad. She’d spend her afternoons in movie theaters and her evenings watching old films on television. Finally, when I still refused to go west with her, she just left me.”

“Just walked out?”

Leopold nodded. “It was a blessing, really, that we didn’t have children. I heard she got a few minor jobs out there — as an extra, and some technical stuff behind the scenes. Then apparently she had a nervous breakdown. About a year later I received the official word that she’d divorced me. I heard that she recovered and was back working, and I think she had another marriage that didn’t work out.”

“Why would she come back for the wedding?”

“Vicki is her niece and also her godchild. We were just married when Vicki was born, and I suppose Monica might consider her the child we never had. In any event, I know she still hates me, and blames me for everything that’s gone wrong with her life. She told a friend once a few years ago she wished I were dead.”

“Do you have to go to this wedding, too, Captain?”

“Of course. If I stayed away it would be only because of her. At least I have to drop by the reception for a few minutes.” Leopold smiled ruefully. “I guess that’s why I’m telling you all this, Fletcher. I want a favor from you.”

“Anything, Captain. You know that.”

“I know it seems like a childish thing to do, but I’d like you to come out there with me. I’ll tell them I’m working, and that I can only stay for a few minutes. You can wait outside in the car if you want. At least they’ll see you there and believe my excuse.”

Fletcher could see the importance of it to Leopold, and the effort that had gone into the asking. “Sure,” he said. “Be glad to. When is it?”

“This Saturday. The reception’s in the afternoon, at Sunset Farms.”

Leopold had been to Sunset Farms only once before, at the wedding of a patrolman whom he’d especially liked. It was a low rambling place at the end of a paved driveway, overlooking a wooded valley and a gently flowing creek. If it had ever been a farm, that day was long past; but for wedding receptions and retirement parties it was the ideal place. The interior of the main building was, in reality, one huge square room, divided by accordion doors to make up to four smaller square rooms.

For the wedding of Vicki Nelson and Ted Moore three-quarters of the large room was in use, with only the last set of accordion doors pulled shut its entire width and locked. The wedding party occupied a head table along one wall, with smaller tables scattered around the room for the families and friends. When Leopold entered the place at five minutes of two on Saturday afternoon, the hired combo was just beginning to play music for dancing.

He watched for a moment while Vicki stood, radiant, and allowed her new husband to escort her to the center of the floor. Ted Moore was a bit older than Leopold had expected, but as the pair glided slowly across the floor, he could find no visible fault with the match. He helped himself to a glass of champagne punch and stood ready to intercept them as they left the dance floor.

“It’s Captain Leopold, isn’t it?” someone asked. A face from his past loomed up, a tired man with a gold tooth in the front of his smile. “I’m Immy Fontaine, Monica’s stepbrother.”

“Sure,” Leopold said, as if he’d remembered the man all along. Monica had rarely mentioned Immy, and Leopold recalled meeting him once or twice at family gatherings. But the sight of him now, gold tooth and all, reminded Leopold that Monica was somewhere nearby, that he might confront her at any moment.

“We’re so glad you could come,” someone else said, and he turned to greet the bride and groom as they came off the dance floor. Up close, Vicki was a truly beautiful girl, clinging to her new husband’s arm like a proper bride.

“I wouldn’t have missed it for anything,” he said.

“This is Ted,” she said, making the introductions. Leopold shook his hand, silently approving the firm grip and friendly eyes.

“I understand you’re a lawyer,” Leopold said, making conversation.

“That’s right, sir. Mostly civil cases, though. I don’t tangle much with criminals.”

They chatted for a few more seconds before the pressure of guests broke them apart. The luncheon was about to be served, and the more hungry ones were already lining up at the buffet tables. Vicki and Ted went over to start the line, and Leopold took another glass of champagne punch.

“I see the car waiting outside,” Immy Fontaine said, moving in again. “You got to go on duty?”

Leopold nodded. “Just this glass and I have to leave.”

“Monica’s in from the west coast.”

“So I heard.”

A slim man with a mustache jostled against him in the crush of the crowd and hastily apologized. Fontaine seized the man by the arm and introduced him to Leopold. “This here’s Dr. Felix Thursby. He came east with Monica. Doc, I want you to meet Captain Leopold, her ex-husband.”

Leopold shook hands awkwardly, embarrassed for the man and for himself. “A fine wedding,” he mumbled. “Your first trip east?”

Thursby shook his head. “I’m from New York. Long ago.”

“I was on the police force there once,” Leopold remarked.

They chatted for a few more minutes before Leopold managed to edge away through the crowd.

“Leaving so soon?” a harsh unforgettable voice asked.

“Hello, Monica. It’s been a long time.”

He stared down at the handsome, middle-aged woman who now blocked his path to the door. She had gained a little weight, especially in the bosom, and her hair was graying. Only the eyes startled him, and frightened him just a bit. They had the intense wild look he’d seen before on the faces of deranged criminals.

“I didn’t think you’d come. I thought you’d be afraid of me,” she said.

“That’s foolish. Why should I be afraid of you?”

The music had started again, and the line from the buffet tables was beginning to snake lazily about the room. But for Leopold and Monica they might have been alone in the middle of a desert.

“Come in here,” she said, “where we can talk.” She motioned toward the end of the room that had been cut off by the accordion doors. Leopold followed her, helpless to do anything else. She unlocked the doors and pulled them apart, just wide enough for them to enter the unused quarter of the large room. Then she closed and locked the doors behind them, and stood facing him. They were two people, alone in a bare unfurnished room.

They were in an area about thirty feet square, with the windows at the far end and the locked accordion doors at Leopold’s back. He could see the afternoon sun cutting through the trees outside, and the gentle hum of the air conditioner came through above the subdued murmur of the wedding guests.

“Remember the day we got married?” she asked.

“Yes. Of course.”

She walked to the middle window, running her fingers along the frame, perhaps looking for the latch to open it. But it stayed closed as she faced him again. “Our marriage was as drab and barren as this room. Lifeless, unused!”

“Heaven knows I always wanted children, Monica.”

“You wanted nothing but your damned police work!” she shot back, eyes flashing as her anger built.

“Look, I have to go. I have a man waiting in the car.”

“Go! That’s what you did before, wasn’t it? Go, go! Go out to your damned job and leave me to struggle for myself. Leave me to—”

“You walked out on me, Monica. Remember?” he reminded her softly. She was so defenseless, without even a purse to swing at him.

“Sure I did! Because I had a career waiting for me! I had all the world waiting for me! And you know what happened because you wouldn’t come along? You know what happened to me out there? They took my money and my self-respect and what virtue I had left. They made me into a tramp, and when they were done they locked me up in a mental hospital for three years. Three years!”

“I’m sorry.”

“Every day while I was there I thought about you. I thought about how it would be when I got out. Oh, I thought. And planned. And schemed. You’re a big detective now. Sometimes your cases even get reported in the California papers.” She was pacing back and forth, caged, dangerous. “Big detective. But I can still destroy you just as you destroyed me!”

He glanced over his shoulder at the locked accordion doors, seeking a way out. It was a thousand times worse than he’d imagined it would be. She was mad — mad and vengeful and terribly dangerous. “You should see a doctor, Monica.”

Her eyes closed to mere slits. “I’ve seen doctors.” Now she paused before the middle window, facing him. “I came all the way east for this day, because I thought you’d be here. It’s so much better than your apartment, or your office, or a city street. There are one hundred and fifty witnesses on the other side of those doors.”

“What in hell are you talking about?”

Her mouth twisted in a horrible grin. “You’re going to know what I knew. Bars and cells and disgrace. You’re going to know the despair I felt all those years.”

“Monica—”

At that instant perhaps twenty feet separated them. She lifted one arm, as if to shield herself, then screamed in terror. “No! Oh, God, no!”

Leopold stood frozen, unable to move, as a sudden gunshot echoed through the room. He saw the bullet strike her in the chest, toppling her backward like the blow from a giant fist. Then somehow he had his own gun out of its belt holster and he swung around toward the doors.

They were still closed and locked. He was alone in the room with Monica.

He looked back to see her crumple on the floor, blood spreading in a widening circle around the torn black hole in her dress. His eyes went to the windows, but all three were still closed and unbroken. He shook his head, trying to focus his mind on what had happened.

There was noise from outside, and a pounding on the accordion doors. Someone opened the lock from the other side, and the gap between the doors widened as they were pulled open. “What happened?” someone asked. A woman guest screamed as she saw the body. Another toppled in a faint.

Leopold stepped back, aware of the gun still in his hand, and saw Lieutenant Fletcher fighting his way through the mob of guests. “Captain, what is it?”

“She…Someone shot her.”

Fletcher reached out and took the gun from Leopold’s hand—carefully, as one might take a broken toy from a child. He put it to his nose and sniffed, then opened the cylinder to inspect the bullets. “It’s been fired recently, Captain. One shot.” Then his eyes seemed to cloud over, almost to the point of tears. “Why the hell did you do it?” he asked. “Why?”

Leopold saw nothing of what happened then. He only had vague and splintered memories of someone examining her and saying she was still alive, of an ambulance and much confusion. Fletcher drove him down to headquarters, to the Commissioner’s office, and he sat there and waited, running his moist palms up and down his trousers. He was not surprised when they told him she had died on the way to Southside Hospital. Monica had never been one to do things by halves.

The men — detectives who worked under him — came to and left the Commissioner’s office, speaking in low tones with their heads together, occasionally offering him some embarrassed gesture of condolence. There was an aura of sadness over the place, and Leopold knew it was for him.

“You have nothing more to tell us, Captain?” the Commissioner asked. “I’m making it as easy for you as I can.”

“I didn’t kill her,” Leopold insisted again. “It was someone else.”

“Who? How?”

He could only shake his head. “I wish I knew. I think in some mad way she killed herself, to get revenge on me.”

“She shot herself with your gun, while it was in your holster, and while you were standing twenty feet away?”

Leopold ran a hand over his forehead. “It couldn’t have been my gun. Ballistics will prove that.”

“But your gun had been fired recently, and there was an empty cartridge in the chamber.”

“I can’t explain that. I haven’t fired it since the other day at target practise, and I reloaded it afterwards.”

“Could she have hated you that much, Captain?” Fletcher asked. “To frame you for her murder?”

“She could have. I think she was a very sick woman. If I did that to her — if I was the one who made her sick — I suppose I deserve what’s happening to me now.”

“The hell you do,” Fletcher growled. “If you say you’re innocent, Captain, I’m sticking by you.” He began pacing again, and finally turned to the Commissioner. “How about giving him a paraffin test, to see if he’s fired a gun recently?”

The Commissioner shook his head. “We haven’t used that in years. You know how unreliable it is, Fletcher. Many people have nitrates or nitrites on their hands. They can pick them up from dirt, or fertilizers, or fireworks, or urine, or even from simply handling peas or beans. Anyone who smokes tobacco can have deposits on his hands. There are some newer tests for the presence of barium or lead, but we don’t have the necessary chemicals for those.”

Leopold nodded. The Commissioner had risen through the ranks. He wasn’t simply a political appointee, and the men had always respected him. Leopold respected him. “Wait for the ballistics report,” he said. “That’ll clear me.”

So they waited. It was another 45 minutes before the phone rang and the Commissioner spoke to the ballistics man. He listened, and grunted, and asked one or two questions. Then he hung up and faced Leopold across the desk.

“The bullet was fired from your gun,” he said simply. “There’s no possibility of error. I’m afraid we’ll have to charge you with homicide.”

The routines he knew so well went on into Saturday evening, and when they were finished Leopold was escorted from the courtroom to find young Ted Moore waiting for him. “You should be on your honeymoon,” Leopold told him.

“Vicki couldn’t leave till I’d seen you and tried to help. I don’t know much about criminal law, but perhaps I could arrange bail.”

“That’s already been taken care of,” Leopold said. “The grand jury will get the case next week.”

“I — I don’t know what to say. Vicki and I are both terribly sorry.”

“So am I.” He started to walk away, then turned back. “Enjoy your honeymoon.”

“We’ll be in town overnight, at the Towers, if there’s anything I can do.”

Leopold nodded and kept on walking. He could see the reflection of his guilt in young Moore’s eyes. As he got to his car, one of the patrolmen he knew glanced his way and then quickly in the other direction. On a Saturday night no one talked to wife murderers. Even Fletcher had disappeared.

Leopold decided he couldn’t face the drab walls of his office, not with people avoiding him. Besides, the Commissioner had been forced to suspend him from active duty pending grand jury action and the possible trial. The office didn’t even belong to him any more. He cursed silently and drove home to his little apartment, weaving through the dark streets with one eye out for a patrol car. He wondered if they’d be watching him, to prevent his jumping bail. He wondered what he’d have done in the Commissioner’s shoes.

The eleven o’clock news on television had it as the lead item, illustrated with a black-and-white photo of him taken during a case last year. He shut off the television without listening to their comments and went back outside, walking down to the corner for an early edition of the Sunday paper. The front-page headline was as bad as he’d expected: Detective Captain Held in Slaying of Ex-Wife.

On the way back to his apartment, walking slowly, he tried to remember what she’d been like — not that afternoon, but before the divorce. He tried to remember her face on their wedding day, her soft laughter on their honeymoon. But all he could remember were those mad vengeful eyes. And the bullet ripping into her chest.

Perhaps he had killed her after all. Perhaps the gun had come into his hand so easily he never realized it was there.

“Hello, Captain.”

“I — Fletcher! What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you. Can I come in?”

“Well…”

“I’ve got a six-pack of beer. I thought you might want to talk about it.”

Leopold unlocked his apartment door. “What’s there to talk about?”

“If you say you didn’t kill her, Captain, I’m willing to listen to you.”

Fletcher followed him into the tiny kitchen and popped open two of the beer cans. Leopold accepted one of them and dropped into the nearest chair. He felt utterly exhausted, drained of even the strength to fight back.

“She framed me, Fletcher,” he said quietly. “She framed me as neatly as anything I’ve ever seen. The thing’s impossible, but she did it.”

“Let’s go over it step by step, Captain. Look, the way I see it there are only three possibilities: either you shot her, she shot herself, or someone else shot her. I think we can rule out the last one. The three windows were locked on the outside and unbroken, the room was bare of any hiding place, and the only entrance was through the accordion doors. These were closed and locked, and although they could have been opened from the other side you certainly would have seen or heard it happen. Besides, there were one hundred and fifty wedding guests on the other side of those doors. No one could have unlocked and opened them and then fired the shot, all without being seen.”

Leopold shook his head. “But it’s just as impossible that she could have shot herself. I was watching her every minute. I never looked away once. There was nothing in her hands, not even a purse. And the gun that shot her was in my holster, on my belt. I never drew it till after the shot was fired.”

Fletcher finished his beer and reached for another can. “I didn’t look at her close, Captain, but the size of the hole in her dress and the powder burns point to a contact wound. The Medical Examiner agrees, too. She was shot from no more than an inch or two away. There were grains of powder in the wound itself, though the bleeding had washed most of them away.”

“But she had nothing in her hand,” Leopold repeated. “And there was nobody standing in front of her with a gun. Even I was twenty feet away.”

“The thing’s impossible, Captain.”

Leopold grunted. “Impossible — unless I killed her.”

Fletcher stared at his beer. “How much time do we have?”

“If the grand jury indicts me for first-degree murder, I’ll be in a cell by next week.”

Fletcher frowned at him. “What’s with you, Captain? You almost act resigned to it! Hell, I’ve seen more fight in you on a routine holdup!”

“I guess that’s it, Fletcher. The fight is gone out of me. She’s drained every drop of it. She’s had her revenge.”

Fletcher sighed and stood up. “Then I guess there’s really nothing I can do for you, Captain. Good night.”

Leopold didn’t see him to the door. He simply sat there, hunched over the table. For the first time in his life he felt like an old man.

Leopold slept late Sunday morning, and awakened with the odd sensation that it had all been a dream. He remembered feeling the same way when he’d broken his wrist chasing a burglar. In the morning, on just awakening, the memory of the heavy cast had always been a dream, until he moved his arm. Now, rolling over in his narrow bed, he saw the Sunday paper where he’d tossed it the night before. The headline was still the same. The dream was a reality.

He got up and showered and dressed, reaching for his holster out of habit before he remembered he no longer had a gun. Then he sat at the kitchen table staring at the empty beer cans, wondering what he would do with his day. With his life.

The doorbell rang and it was Fletcher. “I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again,” Leopold mumbled, letting him in.

Fletcher was excited, and the words tumbled out of him almost before he was through the door. “I think I’ve got something, Captain! It’s not much, but it’s a start. I was down at headquarters first thing this morning, and I got hold of the dress Monica was wearing when she was shot.”

Leopold looked blank. “The dress?”

Fletcher was busy unwrapping the package he’d brought. “The Commissioner would have my neck if he knew I brought this to you, but look at this hole!”

Leopold studied the jagged, blood-caked rent in the fabric. “It’s large,” he observed, “but with a near-contact wound the powder burns would cause that.”

“Captain, I’ve seen plenty of entrance wounds made by a .38 slug. I’ve even caused a few of them. But I never saw one that looked like this. Hell, it’s not even round!”

“What are you trying to tell me, Fletcher?” Suddenly something stirred inside him. The juices were beginning to flow again.

“The hole in her dress is much larger and more jagged than the corresponding wound in her chest, Captain. That’s what I’m telling you. The bullet that killed her couldn’t have made this hole. No way! And that means maybe she wasn’t killed when we thought she was.”

Leopold grabbed the phone and dialed the familiar number of the Towers Hotel. “I hope they slept late this morning.”

“Who?”

“The honeymooners.” He spoke sharply into the phone, giving the switchboard operator the name he wanted, and then waited. It was a full minute before he heard Ted Moore’s sleepy voice answering on the other end. “Ted, this is Leopold. Sorry to bother you.”

The voice came alert at once. “That’s all right, Captain. I told you to call if there was anything—”

“I think there is. You and Vicki between you must have a pretty good idea of who was invited to the wedding. Check with her and tell me how many doctors were on the invitation list.”

Ted Moore was gone for a few moments and then he returned. “Vicki says you’re the second person who asked her that.”

“Oh? Who was the first?”

“Monica. The night before the wedding, when she arrived in town with Dr. Thursby. She casually asked if he’d get to meet any other doctors at the reception. But Vicki told her he was the only one. Of course we hadn’t invited him, but as a courtesy to Monica we urged him to come.”

“Then after the shooting, it was Thursby who examined her? No one else?”

“He was the only doctor. He told us to call an ambulance and rode to the hospital with her.”

“Thank you, Ted. You’ve been a big help.”

“I hope so, Captain.”

Leopold hung up and faced Fletcher. “That’s it. She worked it with this guy Thursby. Can you put out an alarm for him?”

“Sure can,” Fletcher said. He took the telephone and dialed the unlisted squadroom number. “Dr. Felix Thursby? Is that his name?”

“That’s it. The only doctor there, the only one who could help Monica with her crazy plan of revenge.”

Fletcher completed issuing orders and hung up the phone. “They’ll check his hotel and call me back.”

“Get the Commissioner on the phone, too. Tell him what we’ve got.”

Fletcher started to dial and then stopped, his finger in mid-air. “What have we got, Captain?”

The Commissioner sat behind his desk, openly unhappy at being called to headquarters on a Sunday afternoon, and listened bleakly to what Leopold and Fletcher had to tell him. Finally he spread his fingers on the desktop and said, “The mere fact that this Dr. Thursby seems to have left town is hardly proof of his guilt, Captain. What you’re saying is that the woman wasn’t killed until later—that Thursby killed her in the ambulance. But how could he have done that with a pistol that was already in Lieutenant Fletcher’s possession, tagged as evidence? And how could he have fired the fatal shot without the ambulance attendants hearing it?”

“I don’t know,” Leopold admitted.

“Heaven knows, Captain, I’m willing to give you every reasonable chance to prove your innocence. But you have to bring me more than a dress with a hole in it.”

“All right,” Leopold said. “I’ll bring you more.”

“The grand jury gets the case this week, Captain.”

“I know,” Leopold said. He turned and left the office, with Fletcher tailing behind.

“What now?” Fletcher asked.

“We go to talk to Immy Fontaine, my ex-wife’s stepbrother.”

Though he’d never been friendly with Fontaine, Leopold knew where to find him. The tired man with the gold tooth lived in a big old house overlooking the Sound, where on this summer Sunday they found him in the back yard, cooking hot dogs over a charcoal fire.

He squinted into the sun and said, “I thought you’d be in jail, after what happened.”

“I didn’t kill her,” Leopold said quietly.

“Sure you didn’t.”

“For a stepbrother you seem to be taking her death right in stride,” Leopold observed, motioning toward the fire.

“I stopped worrying about Monica fifteen years ago.”

“What about this man she was with? Dr. Thursby?”

Immy Fontaine chuckled. “If he’s a doctor I’m a plumber! He has the fingers of a surgeon, I’ll admit, but when I asked him about my son’s radius that he broke skiing, Thursby thought it was a leg bone. What the hell, though, I was never one to judge Monica’s love life. Remember, I didn’t even object when she married you.”

“Nice of you. Where’s Thursby staying while he’s in town?”

“He was at the Towers with Monica.”

“He’s not there any more.”

“Then I don’t know where he’s at. Maybe he’s not even staying for her funeral.”

“What if I told you Thursby killed Monica?”

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t believe you, but then I wouldn’t particularly care. If you were smart you’d have killed her fifteen years ago when she walked out on you. That’s what I’d have done.”

Leopold drove slowly back downtown, with Fletcher grumbling beside him. “Where are we, Captain? It seems we’re just going in circles.”

“Perhaps we are, Fletcher, but right now there are still too many questions to be answered. If we can’t find Thursby I’ll have to tackle it from another direction. The bullet, for instance.”

“What about the bullet?”

“We’re agreed it could not have been fired by my gun, either while it was in my holster or later, while Thursby was in the ambulance with Monica. Therefore, it must have been fired earlier. The last time I fired it was at target practice. Is there any possibility — any chance at all — that Thursby or Monica could have gotten one of the slugs I fired into that target?”

Fletcher put a damper on it. “Captain, we were both firing at the same target. No one could sort out those bullets and say which came from your pistol and which from mine. Besides, how would either of them gain access to the basement target range at police headquarters?”

“I could have an enemy in the department,” Leopold said.

“Nuts! We’ve all got enemies, but the thing is still impossible. If you believe people in the department are plotting against you, you might as well believe that the entire ballistics evidence was faked.”

“It was, somehow. Do you have the comparison photos?”

“They’re back at the office. But with the narrow depth of field you can probably tell more from looking through the microscope yourself.”

Fletcher drove him to the lab, where they persuaded the Sunday-duty officer to let them have a look at the bullets. While Fletcher and the officer stood by in the interests of propriety, Leopold squinted through the microscope at the twin chunks of lead.

“The death bullet is pretty battered,” he observed, but he had to admit that the rifling marks were the same. He glanced at the identification tag attached to the test bullet: Test slug fired from Smith & Wesson .38 Revolver, serial number 2420547.

Leopold turned away with a sigh, then turned back.

2420547.

He fished into his wallet and found his pistol permit. Smith & Wesson 2421622.

“I remembered those two’s on the end,” he told Fletcher. “That’s not my gun.”

“It’s the one I took from you, Captain. I’ll swear to it!”

“And I believe you, Fletcher. But it’s the one fact I needed. It tells me how Dr. Thursby managed to kill Monica in a locked room before my very eyes, with a gun that was in my holster at the time. And it just might tell us where to find the elusive Dr. Thursby.”

By Monday morning Leopold had made six long-distance calls to California, working from his desk telephone while Fletcher used the squadroom phone. Then, a little before noon, Leopold, Fletcher, the Commissioner, and a man from the District Attorney’s office took a car and drove up to Boston.

“You’re sure you’ve got it figured?” the Commissioner asked Leopold for the third time. “You know we shouldn’t allow you to cross the state line while awaiting grand jury action.”

“Look, either you trust me or you don’t,” Leopold snapped. Behind the wheel Fletcher allowed himself a slight smile, but the man from the D.A.’s office was deadly serious.

“The whole thing is so damned complicated,” the Commissioner grumbled.

“My ex-wife was a complicated woman. And remember, she had fifteen years to plan it.”

“Run over it for us again,” the D.A.’s man said.

Leopold sighed and started talking. “The murder gun wasn’t mine. The gun I pulled after the shot was fired, the one Fletcher took from me, had been planted on me some time before.”

“How?”

“I’ll get to that. Monica was the key to it all, of course. She hated me so much that her twisted brain planned her own murder in order to get revenge on me. She planned it in such a way that it would have been impossible for anyone but me to have killed her.”

“Only a crazy woman would do such a thing.”

“I’m afraid she was crazy — crazy for vengeance. She set up the entire plan for the afternoon of the wedding reception, but I’m sure they had an alternate in case I hadn’t gone to it. She wanted some place where there’d be lots of witnesses.”

“Tell them how she worked the bullet hitting her,” Fletcher urged.

“Well, that was the toughest part for me. I actually saw her shot before my eyes. I saw the bullet hit her and I saw the blood. Yet I was alone in a locked room with her. There was no hiding place, no opening from which a person or even a mechanical device could have fired the bullet at her. To you people it seemed I must be guilty, especially when the bullet came from the gun I was carrying.

“But I looked at it from a different angle — once Fletcher forced me to look at it at all! I knew I hadn’t shot her, and since no one else physically could have, I knew no one did! If Monica was killed by a .38 slug, it must have been fired after she was taken from that locked room. Since she was dead on arrival at the hospital, the most likely time for her murder — to me, at least — became the time of the ambulance ride, when Dr. Thursby must have hunched over her with careful solicitousness.”

“But you saw her shot!”

“That’s one of the two reasons Fletcher and I were on the phones to Hollywood this morning. My ex-wife worked in pictures, at times in the technical end of movie-making. On the screen there are a number of ways to simulate a person being shot. An early method was a sort of compressed-air gun fired at the actor from just off-camera. These days, especially in the bloodiest of the Western and war films, they use a tiny explosive charge fitted under the actor’s clothes. Of course the body is protected from burns, and the force of it is directed outward. A pouch of fake blood is released by the explosion, adding to the realism of it.”

“And this is what Monica did?”

Leopold nodded. “A call to her Hollywood studio confirmed the fact that she worked on a film using this device. I noticed when I met her that she’d gained weight around the bosom, but I never thought to attribute it to the padding and the explosive device. She triggered it when she raised her arm as she screamed at me.”

“Any proof?”

“The hole in her dress was just too big to be an entrance hole from a .38, even fired at close range — too big and too ragged. I can thank Fletcher for spotting that. This morning the lab technicians ran a test on the bloodstains. Some of it was her blood, the rest was chicken blood.”

“She was a good actress to fool all those people.”

“She knew Dr. Thursby would be the first to examine her. All she had to do was fall over when the explosive charge ripped out the front of her dress.”

“What if there had been another doctor at the wedding?”

Leopold shrugged. “Then they would have postponed it. They couldn’t take that chance.”

“And the gun?”

“I remembered Thursby bumping against me when I first met him. He took my gun and substituted an identical weapon — identical, that is, except for the serial number. He’d fired it just a short time earlier, to complete the illusion. When I drew it I simply played into their hands. There I was, the only person in the room with an apparently dying woman, and a gun that had just been fired.”

“But what about the bullet that killed her?”

“Rifling marks on the slugs are made by the lands in the rifled barrel of a gun causing grooves in the lead of a bullet. A bullet fired through a smooth tube has no rifling marks.”

“What in hell kind of gun has a smooth tube for a barrel?” the Commissioner asked.

“A home-made one, like a zip gun. Highly inaccurate, but quite effective when the gun is almost touching the skin of the victim. Thursby fired a shot from the pistol he was to plant on me, probably into a pillow or some other place where he could retrieve the undamaged slug. Then he reused the rifled slug on another cartridge and fired it with his home-made zip gun, right into Monica’s heart. The original rifling marks were still visible and no new ones were added.”

“The ambulance driver and attendant didn’t hear the shot?”

“They would have stayed up front, since he was a doctor riding with a patient. It gave him a chance to get the padded explosive mechanism off her chest, too. Once that was away, I imagine he leaned over her, muffling the zip gun as best he could, and fired the single shot that killed her. Remember, an ambulance on its way to a hospital is a pretty noisy place — it has a siren going all the time.”

They were entering downtown Boston now, and Leopold directed Fletcher to a hotel near the Common. “I still don’t believe the part about switching the guns,” the D.A.’s man objected. “You mean to tell me he undid the strap over your gun, got out the gun, and substituted another one — all without your knowing it?”

Leopold smiled. “I mean to tell you only one type of person could have managed it — an expert, professional pickpocket. The type you see occasionally doing an act in night clubs and on television. That’s how I knew where to find him. We called all over Southern California till we came up with someone who knew Monica and knew she’d dated a man named Thompson who had a pickpocket act. We called Thompson’s agent and discovered he’s playing a split week at a Boston lounge, and is staying at this hotel.”

“What if he couldn’t have managed it without your catching on? Or what if you hadn’t been wearing your gun?”

“Most detectives wear their guns off-duty. If I hadn’t been, or if he couldn’t get it, they’d simply have changed their plan. He must have signaled her when he’d safely made the switch.”

“Here we are,” Fletcher said. “Let’s go up.”

The Boston police had two men waiting to meet them, and they went up in the elevator to the room registered in the name of Max Thompson. Fletcher knocked on the door, and when it opened the familiar face of Felix Thursby appeared. He no longer wore the mustache, but he had the same slim surgeon-like fingers that Immy Fontaine had noticed. Not a doctor’s fingers, but a pickpocket’s.

“We’re taking you in for questioning,” Fletcher said, and the Boston detectives issued the standard warnings of his legal rights.

Thursby blinked his tired eyes at them, and grinned a bit when he recognized Leopold. “She said you were smart. She said you were a smart cop.”

“Did you have to kill her?” Leopold asked.

“I didn’t. I just held the gun there and she pulled the trigger herself. She did it all herself, except for switching the guns. She hated you that much.”

“I know,” Leopold said quietly, staring at something far away. “But I guess she must have hated herself just as much.”
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