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​​Foreword
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“Theodor Gottlieb Ursinus (1749–1800), a high-ranking Prussian civil servant and justice official, was poisoned by his wife Charlotte Ursinus (1760–1836). At the time, his death was ruled a stroke, but soon after the widow was found to have poisoned, between 1797 and 1801, not only her husband, but also her aunt and her lover, as well as to have attempted to poison her servant in 1803. Her sensational trial led to the first reliable method of identifying arsenic poisoning.” — Wikipedia article on Arsenic Poisoning

There was a king reigned in the East;

There, when kings will sit to feast,

They get their fill before they think

With poisoned meat and poisoned drink.

He gathered all that springs to birth

From the many-venomed earth;

First a little, thence to more,

He sampled all her killing store;

And easy, smiling, seasoned sound,

Sate the king when healths went round.

They put arsenic in his meat

And stared aghast to watch him eat;

They poured strychnine in his cup

And shook to see him drink it up:

They shook, they stared as white’s their shirt:

Them it was their poison hurt.

-I tell the tale that I heard told.

Mithridates, he died old.

-A. E. Housman, “Terence, this is stupid stuff,” A Shropshire Lad 1896
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​​​Chapter 1 
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​The Sayak Solution

In ancient Korea, and particularly in Joseon Dynasty, arsenic-sulfur compounds have been used as a major ingredient of sayak, which was a poison cocktail used in capital punishment of high-profile political figures and members of the royal family. Due to social and political prominence of the condemned, many of these events were well-documented, often in the Annals of Joseon Dynasty. — Arsenic Poisoning

John Fulghum, Private Investigator, was stopping at the Dunkin’ Donuts on the way to his office as he always did when he first heard the news of Judge Stephen Anderson’s death on WBZ News Radio. Suffering from a splitting headache, courtesy of a late night meeting with his old friend Jack Daniels, he was more worried about the meaning of “regular, regular” in the context of his morning coffee than the unsurprising demise of a centenarian Boston blue-blood in a secluded mansion near Pittsfield, Massachusetts.

“Good morning, Mr. Fulghum! Will that be ‘regular, regular’ like usual?”

The detective scowled and said gruffly, “Why are you always so gleeful at this god-awful hour of the morning?”

The server’s face fell. Fulghum felt like a heel. It was a gray, melancholy day. He did not like being gratuitously unpleasant, especially with a young man who showed promise.

“Forget that. It was a long night, and I’ve got a hangover. Give me a regular, with two extra shots, Bennie.”  He held up a ten-dollar bill as a peace offering.

“You got it.”  Perking right up, Bennie grabbed a cup and began shoveling the sugar, flooding the sugar with cream, and then pouring the coffee with enough room for the extra shots. He was holding the first extra over the cup when he asked, “Did you hear about old man Anderson being murdered? It’s all over the radio this morning.”  He handed Fulghum the coffee with a stir stick and napkins. In return, he received the ten-dollar bill that included his generous tip.

“Thanks, Mr. Fulghum.”  He made the change and ostentatiously dropped the bill and coins in his tip cup by the window. “The tip will go right into my college savings account, like always.”

“Bennie, have you ever thought of joining the US Army?” Fulghum asked. As a former Special Forces officer and war hero, he knew both the advantages and drawbacks of military service.

The server shook his head pursing his lips as if he had heard that distant call before. He smiled affably and waited patiently for his best tipper to move right along. As an afterthought, he added, “When I think about that old geezer living like a hermit in an old haunted house in Pittsfield, I get the chills. Whoever killed him probably was doing God’s work. Geez, he was over a hundred years old. I hope I don’t live that long.”

“‘Mithridates, he died old,’ Bennie.”

“Mithra who?” The young man was nonplussed and scratched his head before replacing his Red Sox ball cap.

Fulghum sipped the coffee before he left the drive-in window to check that it passed muster. He nodded approvingly without another word to Bennie as he put it in his cup holder and drove away. A block away his headache eased off, and his memory kicked in. He stopped to pick up the Boston Globe and the Daily Racing Form. He scanned the headlines in the newspaper and read the article, “Judge Stephen Anderson, life-long Boston native.”  He shrugged and sighed. 

Instead of proceeding to his office, he lit up a Marlboro and drove into the city to visit the Boston Globe archives. He smoked three more as he fought the morning traffic and edged his way through rush hour traffic into Bean City.

Fulghum was a Netizen, but he still relied on old forms throughout the day. According to the masthead of his favorite rag, The Daily Racing Form was “America’s Turf Authority Since 1894.”  His preferred news source, the Boston Globe, was founded by a man named Charles H. Taylor in 1872. Fulghum knew that not everything in print would be transferred to the World Wide Web in searchable ways. Metadata was only a kind of shorthand that filtered out a lot of essential data. Old newspapers provide a treasure trove for the professional sleuth with a special connection to an insider at the papers. Besides, the archivist at the Globe was his old friend and sometime lover, Silvia Blackwood. 

To her beautiful face buried in the print documents she was searching on her desk, he called out, “What’s good about this morning, my buxom hard-boiled archivist?”  

Sylvia looked up from her research and smiled. Formidable and obdurate to everyone else, she melted when she saw Fulghum walk into her office. She rose from the cushion on her captain’s chair and sidled around her enormous, cluttered desk to hug the detective. He stood at attention like a wooden toy soldier while she pulled him close into her arms. She stood back and held him at arm’s length while she examined him closely.

“You’re a sourpuss today, I see. Fulghum, did you get out of bed on the wrong side?”

He gave her his crooked, ironical smile and said, “Figlear, Darcy. I’m not amused.”

Silvia got a guilty look as she gazed down at her feet and shook her head. She went back to her chair mumbling, “I knew I’d pay for that.”  

She sat back and appraised Fulghum for a reaction. Her hand reached out instinctively for her ashtray, but she withdrew it immediately. The pristine glass bowl was only ornamental now because of Boston’s draconian no-smoking laws. Yet Silvia remained a chain smoker outside her office building. “So will you ever forgive me?” she asked.

Fulghum’s sharp eyes glanced over the piles of reference works that lined Silvia’s back wall, floor, desk and oak library tables. The main part of her desk was occupied by computer paraphernalia and displays. The Boston Globe Archives was one of the world’s great on-line news repositories. Still, he saw that on all of the archivist’s walls the same original prints hung as before. There were a few personal touches including her diploma from Wellesley alongside her first and second Pulitzers. Silvia was the only person Fulghum knew who kept her office as cluttered as his was though hers was at least spotlessly clean. She also kept a beaver’s skull as a memento mori on the corner of her desk.

“Beaver!” he remarked sarcastically. He hoped to break the ice that had formed between them before he took the conversation in the direction he wanted.

“That one’s a lot like you, always having to gnaw on something to keep his teeth from growing too long for his own good.”  Silvia squinted at Fulghum. She furrowed her flawless brow. “You could have called me about Figlear, but you didn’t.”

He walked over to the library table that held the old-fashioned globe of the world. He turned it on its axis to find Massachusetts. Boston was labeled, but not Pittsfield. “Actually, I like Darcy. She had me stumped with her disguise at first, but the way she held her firearm was pure Agency.”

“I hope she survived whatever you two got into. I like her too. She reminds me of the daughter I wish I’d had—or may yet have if I’m lucky.”  She folded her hands on the table and looked at Fulghum, her eyes imploring him to cut her some slack.

Darcy Figlear had come to John Fulghum’s office in the middle of a difficult case involving a female lone-wolf assassin and an Agency hit team. Together they had managed to interdict the four-man hit team sent to murder the assassin on Margareta Island off the coast of Venezuela. In actuality a clandestine CIA operative, Figlear had claimed on entry that she was Silvia’s new protégé newshound at the Globe following up on a story that had been spiked. She was so talented playing her role—as well as intelligent and good looking—that Fulghum did not telephone Silvia to verify the girl’s story.

He said, “I know why you didn’t call me. I suspect both of your phones were monitored from the time the Agency approached you about Figlear. I blame myself for not penetrating her facade. Her disguise was perfect, down to her carrying the Tennessee Squire ID. You briefed her well. She fooled me. To answer your original question, she survived our mission abroad and returned safely to the USA. Where she is now and what she’s doing are anyone’s guess.”  

He advanced to run his hand over the top of the beaver’s skull. He lifted the skull gently and took the top of the skull in one hand and the jaw on which it sat in the other. He gently put the pieces together again, with the molars occluded and the incisors poised for gnawing. Moving precisely, he put the skull on her desk where it had been and looked Silvia directly in the eyes.

“This is a warning. Turnabout is fair play.”  He gave her his sardonic smile. Then he slumped into the captain’s chair across the desk from hers. The two watched each other for a long moment until Silvia shook her head and looked away. 

He noticed her hair was loose around her beautiful face. She was self-conscious about his admiration and used her fingers to pull her hair behind her ears. He knew that in another mood, she might have pulled one strand across her nose like a mustache. She suddenly folded her hands on her desk and in a husky voice asked, “What brings you to my lair this Monday morning, John?”

He thought of a dozen wisecracks but simply said, “Anderson, Stephen. Federal Judge. Boston blue blood. Centenarian. Recently deceased.”

He stopped as he saw her hand reflexively reach towards the ashtray again.

“That ashtray is certainly tempting me too. Of course, if you care to step outside into my mobile office, we could both have a smoke while you give me the skinny. Oops. That’s not very politically correct of me.”

Silvia laughed out loud, slapping the desk to break the tense mood. Fulghum liked that, pointed a finger at her and smiled. She stood, lifted her cardigan off the back of her chair and pulled it on. She absent-mindedly looked in her right desk drawer, then the center drawer, but did not find what she was looking for.

“Damn!” she exclaimed with a frown.

“I’ve got plenty of Marlboros for both of us.”  He smiled and gestured for her to precede him out the door.

She raised one finger signaling she had to cover her exit. She picked up her office phone and made a quick call to the City Desk.

“Hi Tony, this is Silvia. I’m going out on a story. Back in the office in an hour. I’ll be available on my cell during the interval. Ciao.”

She left with Fulghum trailing behind her through the office maze to the street.

When they were in his powder-blue Saab and moving towards the highway, they both lit up and smoked in silence. Fulghum knew she was collecting her thoughts about Anderson. 

Silvia’s memory was legendary. She was a walking catalog of everything that had appeared in the Globe but also of everything that had not been printed but lay somewhere in the dusty print archives. She blinked in the gray light and squinted before she took a long drag on her Marlboro. She breathed out slowly before she began to talk.

“Anderson, Stephen. Yes, well, his family on both sides was always extremely wealthy and connected almost everywhere to money and power, especially the latter. Married three times. Lucky thirteen children total. Grandchildren in the dozens along with great grandchildren in the hundreds. God knows how many in the next generation after that, but you can bet great great grandchildren aplenty. Always something of a recluse. Korean War hero and received the Congressional Medal of Honor. Retinue of well-paid servants, some foreign, mostly Korean. I met him once twenty-four years ago at a lawn party at his estate on Onota Lake in Pittsfield. Brittle man, handsome and tall, painfully polite and artfully attentive; his Korean companion at his side. Always plagued by relatives wanting his money or influence. His ice-blue eyes sparkled but never settled on anything. He focused on my eyes just once, and a chill ran down my spine. I’ve never seen such invasive, penetrating eyes. It seemed as if he was looking into my soul.”

She paused and thought about what she had just said. Fulghum saw that she trembled slightly at the memory of the old man’s eyes. He handed her another cigarette. She took it and smiled, aware that he had broken her trance. He struck a match and held it so she could light up. Then she regained her serious look.

“I heard a rumor he was murdered,” Fulghum said to refocus her.

“Forensic work hasn’t been completed. Rumors are flying. I believe the Globe reported—and I quote, ‘Foul play has not been ruled out definitively.’”

Fulghum thought about that. “The byline for the morning story was Derek Frost.”

“Society columnist. Feature writer. He called me for background on Anderson before completing his story. That’s why I seem so up to date.”

“What’s the scuttlebutt inside the paper about the scope and tone of coverage?”

“We’ve been asked not to sensationalize the Judge’s death. Anderson’s obit will appear as soon as we’ve cleared it with the executor, named Dr. Harold Anderson, nickname Harry. There’ll be coverage of the funeral, perhaps. Unless something unusual breaks, the story is dead-ended as far as Editorial is concerned. Is your friend Pounce involved?”

Nigel Pounce was the head of homicide for the Boston Police. Complex cases were normally given to him exclusively if a Boston figure was the victim. He and Fulghum had been friends since Fulghum helped with a celebrity murder that occurred in broad daylight right on Boston Common. Fulghum cracked the case when the police were stymied. Since then the detective and the homicide policeman had frequent contact. Fulghum was the unofficial uncle for Pounce’s son Joseph and daughter Colleen. Pounce’s wife Molly called Fulghum when her husband needed the kind of competent counsel he could trust to be quiet.

Fulghum answered, “I’ve no idea about Pounce’s involvement. I don’t even know if the Judge’s death’s been declared a homicide.”

“So you’re investigating on a hunch? Is someone paying you to look into the matter? Or did you just want to drop by to pick my brain and admire my legs?”

“Your legs are always worth my time. They always were.”  He smiled and continued looking out the windshield at the traffic. “Seriously, though, this morning when I grabbed my coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts, my young friend Bennie Santorin asked me about Anderson’s murder. Without thinking, I quoted a line from an A. E. Housman poem about Mithridates. I don’t know why the quote popped into my head.”

“Connections that aren’t conscious work in strange ways.”  Silvia mused on this idea. “Terence, this is stupid stuff was the poem. Mithridates is buried in the closing line, or rather not, because he miraculously lived through innumerable attempts at poisoning.”  She concentrated on the obvious detail. “So poison? By someone who used the same poison on himself as an antidote?”

“I’ve no conscious idea about that. Why would someone want to use poison to kill someone whose life had already run its course?”

“Where there’s a will, there are relatives,” Silvia answered with a grim smile. Fulghum knew she was thinking of the infighting among her siblings that had followed her parents’ simultaneous death in an automobile accident five years ago. Their wills were bitterly contested by her brothers and sisters and had only recently made it through probate.

“Can you tell me anything about the Anderson family dynamics?”

Silvia drew another deep draft on her cigarette and exhaled the smoke. She lowered her window another inch to let some of the smoke out of the car.

“It’s not news that the Anderson family is dysfunctional.”  She gave her ironical smile.

“In my experience, that’s a redundant expression anyway. All families are dysfunctional. Maybe that’s the way they ought to define family in the dictionary.”

Silvia laughed and nodded in agreement. “Anderson’s heirs have been waiting for years for his death, many spending money they don’t have with great expectations. Consider that all his children are octogenarians and his grandchildren are sexagenarians. Oops, there I’m being non-PC!”  She hesitated for a moment. “Depending on the terms of the will—if one exists, the settlement of the estate should make some heirs immensely wealthy. That’s always a motive for murder, isn’t it?”  

“Put me in the picture with the relatives as much as you can. I’ll just listen and smoke while you talk. Here are a couple of cigarettes for you to enjoy in the process.”

While they smoked, Silvia gave Fulghum a character-by-character analysis of the Anderson family to the grandchild level. He asked no questions but remembered everything she told him. He dropped off Silvia at the Globe building and watched her all the way to the door. Actually, he watched her skirt swinging against her shapely legs all the way to the door. She turned before she entered the building and with a smile to kill for, waved goodbye. With a mock salute and returning her smile, he drove to his office thinking about the woman’s prodigious memory and her alluring legs. 

When he climbed out of his car across from Joe’s Malt Shop, Fulghum picked up the newspaper and racing form from his back seat. He went through the side entrance that led up a rickety stairwell to the second level above the malt shop. There was his office, littered with stacks of racing forms and illuminated by a small, begrimed window high above the rear of his desk. A captain’s chair stood on either side of the desk. An overflowing ashtray was at its center like a used funeral pyre.

Fulghum placed the paper and racing form on his desk and straightened the stacks of old racing forms on the floor. Having dumped the contents of his ashtray into the metal trash basket he kept under his desk, he used his handkerchief to dust off his desktop, chair, and phone. He looked around and dusted his glass display of medals, including three Bronze Stars. The detective closed his office door, sat at his desk and lighted a Marlboro. He then picked up a pencil and, hunched over the Globe, scrutinized Frost’s story about Anderson’s demise.

It was refreshing to see Silvia again, he thought. She’s as beautiful and brainy as ever. We think so much alike, it’s scary. It was still a dirty trick for her to send Darcy Figlear into the lion’s den with me. Come to think of it, I haven’t heard from Miss Agency lately or the assassin whose shapely ass we saved. Maybe it’s time for a quarterly postcard, if only I had a current address for either of them. It’s time to get down to business. The racing form is calling.

John Fulghum, unlike most other private investigators, had plenty of money. He did not have to take business that ordinary gumshoes could handle. In fact, if a man wanted a stakeout on his cheating wife or a tail on a business rival, Fulghum knew to refer him to Sam Surlick or James Dempsey. If a favorite pet was missing, Fulghum referred the anxious owner to Mark Selvage or Harry Sugden. If a missing person needed finding, Martha Delaney was the person who got the call. Fulghum did not want to waste his time on comparatively minor concerns like those. 

Instead, this detective concentrated on cases that somehow did not fit the standard molds. The police had a jurisdiction; therefore, Fulghum might work on a police case that eluded easy compartmentalization. The intelligence agencies also had confining rules that impinged on their operations. The FBI handled cases within the USA, mostly. The CIA handled cases outside the USA, as a rule. Fulghum could work government cases whose boundaries were fuzzy. 

As for military intelligence, Fulghum was an expert with extensive overseas experience in war zones. He could accept cases where the uniformed services’ investigations were stuck. He could also work where the evidence led overseas for any reason. For murders of his comrades in arms, he knew no boundaries. Solving one such out-of-box case, a veteran found dead in a dumpster, had netted him a large fortune in overseas accounts. Then again, if a case involved horses, he was fully ready to commit his full effort, pro bono if necessary. He had solved the horse lady murders, for example. He had also found a stolen horse the hard way and earned its owner’s eternal gratitude.

Absent a current case, Fulghum loved to play the ponies. One of his clients was a gypsy fortuneteller. Her tips had once made him a small fortune. Through her and her husband, he had become a blood brother of a gypsy family with a long suit in clandestine service for the United States government.

Fulghum’s list of associates was growing, but he did not advertise his handful of secret friends. Kenneth Mander, the CIA agent, was an example. The PI had worked quietly with Mander on many cases that were too hot for either the local police or the Agency to handle on their own. Fulghum did not make friends easily, but when he did, his was a friendship for life. That went for Silvia, the Globe’s archivist, as well as the undercover agent Alia, whom he knew overseas while he was in uniform as well as locally when she passed through Boston tracking tangos. It also went for Darcy Figlear, though they had parted abruptly and might never see each other again. Like him, they were all natural loners and misfits who had an uncommon regard for doing impossible missions for the common good.

Fulghum had no Dr. Watson as his foil and alter ego. He was no Sherlock Homes. The man loved women though he was no womanizer. Strong, brainy women loved him because he was virile, witty and solid all at the same time. The way women could see things as a whole appealed to him. Their clairvoyance complemented his knack for uncannily reliable hunches and intuition.

Fulghum had just lighted another Marlboro. He was about to put his feet up on his desk when his office phone rang to interrupt his reverie.

“This is Fulghum. It’s your nickel,” he answered.

“Mr. John Fulghum, I don’t have an appointment, but I’d like to stop by to talk. I’m willing to make it worth your time.”  Her voice was husky like that of a mature woman.

“I’m just finishing an important meeting. I have another meeting soon. When would you like to drop by?”

“What if I come in fifteen minutes? What I have to say won’t take more than half an hour.”

“That’ll be fine. Let me check my calendar. Yes, come on by. Do you have directions?”

“Above Joe’s Malt Shop, top of the stairwell to the left beside the malt shop’s entry.”

“That’s right. Whom should I expect?”

She had already hung up. Fulghum sighed and went around his office dusting up again. He even dusted his trophies on the table against the back wall. He adjusted the position of his customers’ captain’s chair. Dumping his new cigarette butts and ashes in his trash can with the old ones, he laid out an unopened box of Marlboros and a book of Boston Hilton Hotel matches. The day’s racing form went into the smallest pile of forms against his left wall by the trophy table. 

He muttered to himself, “If I were going to do more, I’d have to renovate.”  With that, he sat behind his desk doodling on a yellow pad with his pencil. Following a random train of thought, he turned the pad sideways and wrote the name Anderson at the top of the page with the names of his thirteen children on the next line, equally spaced. He was about to write the names of the grandchildren on a line below that when he heard a knock on his door.

“Enter. Just turn the knob and push.”  He spoke loudly enough so that he could be heard through the door. He watched as the shadow of a woman became the real thing as a beautiful twenty-something Korean looking woman dressed all in mourning black entered, adjusting her eyes to the dim light and the ambient cigarette smoke.

“Mr. John Fulghum? The private investigator?” she inquired.

“Yes. Come all the way in and close the door. Please take a seat.”

The woman stepped up to the desk in a stately fashion, fumbled in her purse and pulled out a business card. Bowing slightly, she handed Fulghum her calling card with both hands in the Asian fashion, recto up with the text facing Fulghum. Fulghum fumbled in his shirt pocket to find one of his own business cards. He extended his arms holding his card face-up with both hands and bowed slightly while they exchanged cards. 

While she made a point of examining his card, he examined hers carefully. Hers, an expensive and tasteful letterpress card with indentation, read, “Kim Su Baek, Executive Assistant, Stephen A. Anderson, J.D., Pittsfield, Massachusetts, USA.”  No street mailing address or phone number appeared on the card.

“Please accept my condolences, Miss Kim, for the demise of your employer, Judge Anderson. Will you please sit down?”

She sat and took a handkerchief from her purse. She sobbed and dabbed her eyes before she spoke. “Kamsahamnida. Thank you, Mr. Fulghum. It’s all so sudden. No one knows what to do.”
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