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      Murder is such an up-close and personal venue.

      Especially if the weapon of choice is a garrote made with piano wire. The C-string. With wood handles carved with a craftsman’s precision to fit the end of the wires for a firm, deadly grip.

      Yes. A garrote is a very intimate form of death. It requires strength. Perseverance. Patience. It’s not like shooting someone with a 9mm. Stand ten feet away. Aim at the chest. Pull the trigger and then walk away. The garrote is not mundane and pedestrian. To kill with a garrote means you must stand close to your victim. As close as two bodies intertwined in a lover’s embrace. You must stand close enough to feel the victim’s body heat. Smell the victim’s fear. Taste the victim’s blood.

      It’s messy.

      The victim doesn’t die by strangulation so much as by drowning. If the proper technique is used the carotid artery is severed. Blood spurts everywhere. The victim drowns in his own blood. A macabre sense of retribution. Dying by drowning in your own blood.

      Yes. Garroting is very personal. Someone choosing this method meant the killer wanted to enjoy the act of snuffing someone’s life out. Like a wine connoisseur wanting to savor every passing second of a rare wine.

      The victim was Dr. Walter Holdridge. The Walter Holdridge. Nobel prize winner in Physics and for the last dozen years the academic catch for our own Anderson University. The victim lay sprawled across a computer terminal in the basement of the campus’ Computer Sciences building. Very dead. Very messy. And promising to be a case which would bring an overwhelming amount of bad publicity to the university. Publicity of the unwanted kind.

      Anderson University is a synonym for ‘money.’ It’s in the dictionary. Look it up in Webster’s and the number three definition will say, “Anderson University–and lots of it.” The campus is six blocks of downtown prime real estate. Sculptured lawns, big platters of well-manicured flower beds, and red brick buildings of various architectural styles which somehow blend together describes the school. It has ten thousand students, and each student is in the top three percent in the nation. Smart kids. Rich kids. Money and lots of smarts.

      For a cop that’s a bad combination.

      The tiny room the victim claimed as his own was all white. White walls. White ceiling. White tiles for floors. The only thing not white in the room was the black vinyl office chair, two small black chairs sitting against one wall, the CRT screen, and the keyboard. There was also the professor’s scruffy-looking leather briefcase lying on one of the chairs. A big thing, looking as old as the professor himself, heavy and locked tightly shut. Everything else was pure white. Add in the fluorescent lights in the ceiling and one could easily get the impression of the movie character HAL in the movie, 2001.

      Disregarding extraneous oddities out of my head, I concentrated taking in the crime scene. The professor’s dark blood contrasted sharply with the white. Reminding me, gruesomely, of a surreal painting by a moribund Picasso or de Kooning.

      Ah! Murder as an art form! The ultimate sacrifice to create the ultimate piece of art. A thin crease in my lips told me I was grinning. Sometimes I have very bizarre thoughts. And my sense of humor needs working on as well.

      The price you pay, I suspected, for working in Homicide too long.

      Behind me I heard my partner, Frank Morales, step into the room and grunt in curiosity. Turning, I nodded, and he looked at me and shrugged.

      “Must have been a bleeder.” Frank grunted, shoving hands into his pockets.

      “Yeah, must have,” I nodded, my eyes returning to the body. “Who called in the report?”

      “Campus security. The prof’s student-assistant came down here and found him. Dispatch sent Gonzales and Charles over in a black-and-white to take the initial squawk.”

      Officers Alonzo Gonzales and Tubby Charles were two beat officers whose beat would include the campus. Good men. Good beat cops who preferred remaining beat cops.

      “Where are they now?”

      “Upstairs interviewing anyone who was in the building at the time the body was discovered.”

      I nodded, frowned, and looked at the blood again.

      “Lots of blood.”

      “Yeah, a hell of a lot of blood,” Frank repeated softly, nodding. “Garroting someone is messy. But this. This is really messy.”

      “The prof put up a heck of a fight. Maybe some of this belongs to the killer. When are the lab boys due?”

      “Any time now.”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, find the security guys who found the body, and the ones who were on duty during the approximate time of the murder if there was a shift change. Interview everyone.”

      Frank turned on a heel and left. I frowned and glanced at my watch. Technically the lab boys are supposed to come in and do their thing before the investigating detectives begin poking around. Technically. They weren’t here yet, so what was I supposed to do? Frowning, I turned and stepped out into the hall directly in front of the room.

      The hall was an exact copy of the room. All white. White ceiling, white walls, white tile floors. Fluorescent lighting. I read somewhere about polar explorers worried about walking into a situation where everything turned white, leaving no way to ascertain a horizon or any sense of direction. Snow blindness they called it. I could understand the worry. I felt a slight sense of vertigo. Welding goggles came to mind. Something to cut down the glare of everything white.

      The hall was one side of the basement. It was wide, empty, and ran past nine other rooms exactly like that of the crime scene. To my right and to my left the hall ran maybe one hundred feet in each direction. Staring in one direction and then the other, I found it most curious. All that blood in the room behind me. Lots of blood which covered both the victim and had to cover the killer as well, yet the pristine white halls were spotless. Not even a shoe scuff mark could be seen decorating the white tile. Either our killer was damned lucky in getting nothing on him. Or he was damn fastidious. Pulling on my ear thoughtfully I turned and reentered the room.

      I searched the man’s pockets. I know I should have waited for the crime team to arrive first. Although, I didn’t and hurriedly, but efficiently, searched the corpse. Keys, wallet, change in his pockets, a second set of keys on a single key ring, and two pens and a mechanical pencil comprised the man’s possessions. His wallet had three credit cards and fifty bucks in cash in it. There was a driver’s license, a university medical card, a couple of phone numbers hurriedly written on two pieces of paper and folded in half before being inserted into the wallet. There were two library cards. One for the campus library and one for the city’s. What was not in the billfold was any kind of a photo. No wife, no kids, no precocious grandchildren. Nothing. As I carefully put everything back into the billfold and inserted it back into the man’s rear trousers pocket, I found myself wondering what that meant. No photos.

      Although, I did find one curious item. A torn paper, ripped from a memo pad, with the words “Gamma-ray outbursts!!!!!” scribbled across it. Written so fast it was barely discernable. With five exclamation points. Folded in half, it was in the man’s upper left hand shirt pocket. It appeared like something one might find in a physicist’s pocket. However, there was something in the way it was so hurriedly scribbled which made me curious as I folded it and slipped it back into the pocket.

      There were bruises around the man’s mouth and jaw. The man’s well-manicured fingernails looked messy. Meaning, with luck, there might be some skin material of his killer there. Only a good going over in the morgue would tell me that. Coming to my feet, I turned and decided to take a good look at the briefcase.

      It was a big clunker of a leather briefcase. Engraved into the metal latch were the letters WH. The leather handle was sweat stained from years of toting things around in it. Where it opened, the leather was worn and grooved. Old, worn, but still serviceable. Like an old friend who should retire but can’t because he would be missed too much. Nevertheless, the clasp showed no markings of someone trying to open it. Gently lifting it with a finger it weighed enough to make do for a temporary anchor for the Queen Mary.

      Frowning, I stepped back to the cubicle’s single entrance and looked the scene over again. We had a murder of a physics professor, a professor in a small, private, and I should say very expensive, college who prided itself on its academic reputation of elusiveness in its selection of students. First glance suggested it was not a murder by impulse. No thief suddenly caught in the act of burglary turning and killing his discoverer here. The garrote, a weapon of intimacy, suggested premeditation. To use a garrote, one had to be willing to take a chance, a chance of his would-be victim being more ferocious in his defending himself. And taking the chance of being caught in the act itself. This grisly picture before me looked more like an execution. Someone really disliked the idea of the good professor taking one more unnecessary breath on this planet.

      I stepped out of the room, and looking down the white hall, saw the lab boys lugging in their gear herding down the hall, and behind them, Frank strolling down the hall with a scowl on his face. Nodding and waving the tech boys into the room I waited for Frank to pull up beside me and tell me what, or who, had just rained on his parade.

      “Christ, this is going to be a bitch, Turn. A royal bitch.”

      “How so?”

      “Finished talking to the security guards. Get this. In order to get down here you have to have an identification card. It’s a magnetized card which directly connects into the campus’ mainframe. It recognizes your number and then unlocks the door to let you in. Except, you don’t automatically get in. After the computer scans the card you then have to have your thumb print scanned.”

      “That’s a lot of security for a computer research area like this. What’s down here so important?”

      Frank’s scowl darkened as he nodded in agreement.

      “Apparently the research computer they’ve got down here is very fast, very experimental, and very expensive. The Air Force is interested in it, and they have a couple of research grants being worked on here. So, they added a third layer of security to monitor anyone coming or going. At each end of the hall there is a guard assigned to monitor those who come and go. Anyone who wants in has to scan his card, scan his thumb print, and then sign his name in a logbook, indicating the time he entered and the time he left.”

      “So, we should know who was in the basement at the time of the professor’s death, right? We find out approximate time of death, then we check the logbook and computer logs, and we have our killer.”

      A wicked little grin spread across the thin lips of my pasta-loving partner. Frank had this twisted sense of humor I found amusing. He loved to irritate others. He enjoyed portraying himself as a thick-headed, stupid cop who wore badly fitting cheap suits. Furthermore, he would surprise everyone by saying something or doing something which was astonishingly brilliant. He hated to investigate cases which contained any form of a puzzle in it. An incongruity, if you ask me because of his high I.Q. yet he loved to torment me by adding layers upon layers of additional complexity to an already complex case. The little twist of his lips on his cement-block head told me another little wrinkle was coming.

      “Oh, but you’re gonna love this, Turn. Ready? From 2 p.m. to 5:40 p.m. the only person in here is the victim. His student-assistant comes in at 5:40 to see if he needs anything before she goes back to the dorm. That’s when she found him.”

      “Well, before the professor arrives. Anyone check in but not check out?”

      “Nope. The two security officers covering this area swear the students who came in before two were gone by the time the stiff arrives. When the professor comes swinging down the steps with his briefcase, something he did like clockwork every day, he was alone. No one was down here, except for security, during that time.”

      There it was. A genuine, honest-to-God puzzle. Someone knows the professor’s habits and knows he comes down here to do work precisely at two. Either the killer is down here waiting for the professor, and somehow knows he is going to be in that given cubicle and no other, or he somehow has a way to bypass all the layers of security and enters unseen. Or there was, possibly, a third alternative.

      “Yeah, don’t say it,” Frank grunted, frowning, and shaking his head no. “It could be one of the security officers. I thought of that too. No joy there, chum. My hunch is both are squeaky clean boy scouts and ex-marines. If it were one of them it’d have to be one hell of a reason. Except, I doubt that’s gonna pan out. So, my bucko, you have one hell of a case in front of you! Moreover, I am sooooo glad you have it, and I don’t.”

      I smiled, sighed, and shrugged. Glancing at my watch I noticed it was almost seven pm. I had hopes of going down to where I kept my cars stored and working on the Road Runner for an hour or two tonight. That wasn’t going to happen. We still had the initial investigation to do. Hours of assembling the sometimes fabricated pieces of the puzzle and doing it by the numbers in a procedure every working cop knows inside and out. We’d be lucky if we rolled into our beds by midnight.

      “No surveillance cameras?”

      “Nope. To be installed next week.”

      I nodded, wondering if this too was planned or if it was just a dumb stroke of luck for the killer.

      “Who’s the student-assistant?”

      Frank looked down at the small spiral notebook he used to jot down everything, flipped a couple of pages, and found the name.

      “A graduate student by the name of Alicia Addams,” he said, looking up and grinning even more insidiously. “She’s upstairs in the professor’s office waiting to be interviewed. I thought you might want that one. You know … playing the brilliant young Shylock of a detective and interviewing the pretty young damsel in distress.”

      I grinned and patted the hulking giant of a man on the shoulder as I stepped around him.

      “That’s Sherlock, bub. Not Shylock. So, why don’t you go talk to the security guys again. See if they can give you more about our victim and about anyone who might want to see a physics professor dead.”

      The computer lab in the basement was only half of the basement. Also down there were a series of chemistry, biology, and physics laboratories. The building we were in was called Ames Hall. It housed the departments of Biology, Chemistry, and Physics. Four floors up from the basement was the floor where most of the professors had their offices. Stepping off the elevator I found Dr. Holdridge’s office quickly enough. I followed the sounds of someone sobbing, and between her sobs, blowing her nose into a wad of tissues.

      “Alicia Addams?”

      “Yes … yes, I’m Alicia.”

      Surprise. I had this impression female grad students in physics had to look like some Russian female mud wrestler. Foolish me. Alicia Addams was in her twenties, with long brown hair, green eyes, and long, finely chiseled gams. Her face was not pretty. Nevertheless, it wasn’t ugly. However, save for her legs, she was wearing a one-piece blue dress, her legs were crossed as she sat in a chair in front of the dead stiff’s desk. They were long and nice to look at. Very nice.

      Her eyes were red, and her face was puffy from a long jag of crying. The wad of Kleenex in her hands looked like shredded mush. On the corner of the desk, and just out of reach, was a freshly opened box. Stepping into the closet-room sized office I reached for the box and handed it to her.

      “Detective Sergeant Turner Hahn, Southside Division. I need to ask you a few questions.”

      “Yes, I know. The two officers in uniform told me you would want to talk to me.”

      I nodded and glanced at the office. It looked like what you might expect a Physics professor’s office should look like. Books everywhere. The wall immediately behind the desk was nothing but books from ceiling to carpeted floor and a small computer desk with a very large CRT screen. The interior wall was bare except for a set of photos of a living Dr. Holdridge standing either besides, or shaking hands with, a number of distinguished-looking men. The exterior wall had a long and narrow slit of a window which looked down on the campus commons below. The last wall was more photos.

      I was impressed with the man’s desk. It had the look of precision to it. Mostly bare, with the few papers on it stacked in a neat stack, yet what caught my eye were the three pens placed with unerring accuracy directly onto the middle of the desk’s surface. They were precisely aligned. Looking at them, the word ‘perfectionist’ crossed my mind.

      “You were the professor’s student-assistant?”

      “Yes. For two years now. I’m working on my master’s degree in physics and chemistry.”

      “When did you see the professor last? That is, before you found him in the lab below.”

      “Oh, let me see …” she sighed, sniffling, and staring up at the ceiling for a moment or two to think. “This morning around ten, I think. He was here in the office working, and I just popped in to ask if he needed anything.”

      “Okay, how did he look and sound?”

      “He was upset. Really angry. He told me he didn’t want to be bothered until later this afternoon when he went down to work on the computer. Really, I’d have to say, it was just another normal day.”

      “Normal? An upset professor is normal?”

      A whiff of a smile momentarily played on the girl’s lips before disappearing. Tears welled up and she hurriedly pulled out of the Kleenex box a dozen or more and buried her face in them for a short jag of crying. It ended with her blowing her nose loudly before she looked up at me.

      “That was Dr. Holdridge, Detective. He was always mad at someone. He was a great teacher and a brilliant mind. I have never heard anyone explain Quantum Mechanics so clearly like he could. Except, he was … he was … hard to get along with. He was tough. Tough and abrasive. He made a lot of demands on his students and on his peers. He often said he could not tolerate fools and he thought humanity in general were fools of the first order.”

      Ah. A perfectionist and egotist.

      “So, who had angered him this time?”

      “Oh, that’s simple. The head of the department, Dr. Murphy. Lots of his peers angered the professor. Although, Dr. Murphy was special. He would usually become livid if he got into a row with her.”

      “Dr. Holdridge was not the department head?”

      “Oh, no. No way. He wanted to be. He campaigned for it. Plus, he made no effort to conceal his ire at being superseded by a woman as chair. Furthermore, there was no way Dr. Holdridge would ever become the Physics department head. He was just too … too severe. He could make the most brilliant of his students feel like a stuttering idiot when he dressed them down. He could have the entire faculty on the verge of mutiny with some of his biting commentary. To be a department head, especially the department head in physics, you must be something of a skilled diplomat and politician. You must schmooze with the alumni and with big-time business leaders. To be a top-drawer department you need lots of people and lots of corporations donating huge sums of money. You have to be a colleague with your peers. I am afraid Dr. Holdridge was not that kind of personality.”

      The personality of the late Doctor Walter Holdridge sounded like that of a Rottweiler with rabies. That kind of personality guaranteed the creation of a lot of enemies. The question was, was the killer on the campus? Or were there more out there we hadn’t heard about?

      “So, who else on the faculty could yank the professor’s chain?”

      Again, that whiff of a smile played across the plain, yet attractive, face of the student. For a brief moment a small flicker of humor lit her green eyes, making her even more attractive. I wondered if this smiling girl, this feminine geek, might also have a motive for murder.

      “Oh, goodness. Everyone, at one time or the other, yanked the professor’s chain, Detective. Just get a campus directory and go down the list. That would include the janitors for this building and the gardeners, the electricians, the plumbers. Everyone.”

      I sighed and sat down in one of the small chairs beside the desk and directly opposite the child. Funny, here she was in her twenties, and not bad looking, and I was a single male barely in my forties. Nevertheless, somehow, I was thinking of her as if she was a child. A kid. Someone barely out of puberty. I was looking at her more like a father might look at his daughter.

      Frankly, I didn’t like the thought. Although women and I was like mixing nitroglycerin and gasoline together, and any relationship with a woman, including my brief marriage, usually fell apart with a sudden finality to it, nevertheless I still liked to gaze upon a good-looking woman. I thought there might be a chance I might find a girlfriend. One who actually found me both attractive and interesting. One I could actually tolerate and appreciate.

      Hell, it was a thought. A hope. Everyone must have a measure of hope in their souls.

      “Who else on the faculty could repeatedly anger the professor?”

      “Hmmm, let me see,” she began, furrowing her eyebrows and thinking for a moment before answering. “There’s Dr. Armand Peltier. He’s head of the Chemistry department. His office is next door. Dr. Peltier is very good at agitating the professor.”

      “And then there’s Dr. Hodgeskins. He’s one of the professors in the Archeology department. There’s no love lost between there. Between those three, Dr. Murphy, Dr. Peltier, and Dr. Hodgeskins, that would be the list.”

      I nodded.

      “Tell me about this afternoon. Was it usual for the professor to be in the basement at that time of the day?”

      “Yes. Every day. You could use the professor to set your watch. Every day exactly at the same time.”

      “You usually checked in to see how he was doing?”

      “Every day,” she smiled weakly, more tears flowing down her ruby cheeks, her lower lip beginning to tremble. “Clockwork.”

      “It was you who found the body?”

      For an answer she broke into a fit of hysterical crying. More Kleenex left the box in one rapid sweep of the hand. I waited in silence for the moment to pass. You learn to be patient as a cop. Especially when you’re investigating a murder.

      “Yes, I came in precisely at 4:15. That’s when the professor wanted me to interrupt him. That’s when I … found him like that.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I … I screamed. Screamed like a silly little girl. It was then I went running to find Ralph.”

      “Who’s Ralph?”

      “He’s the campus security officer on duty at the south entrance. I say hello to him every day at that time. I found him and we both ran back to see if the professor might still be alive. However, he wasn’t. Ralph told me to follow him. We called the police from the phone down in the basement.”

      So. There it was. A dead professor with a piano wire around his neck and an entire university as primary suspects. Swell. I smiled with an appreciation, again, of Frank’s uncanny ability at sniffing out tough cases with the least amount of knowledge and handing it to me with a smirk on his face.

      Well, that’s okay. That’s why I’m paid by the city. I’m a cop. Besides, truthfully, I like what I do.

      “Thank you, Miss Addams.” I said, coming to my feet and stepping toward the entrance. “We might need to contact you again with more questions later on. Please stay in town until the investigation is done. Here is my card. If you think of anything else don’t hesitate in giving me a call. Okay?”

      She reached out and took the card I held in my hand. Her face came up and there was this certain look, a look I was all too familiar with, clearly painted on her face. Shit. Here it comes again.

      “Detective, somehow you look familiar. You look like an old movie star. Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean old. Just, your face, seems so familiar to me. Although, I can’t seem to remember the actor’s name.”

      Clark Gable. Yes, I know. You must think I am an arrogant sonofabitch with an ego problem of my own if I think I look like Clark Gable. However, that’s a mistake. It’s not an ego problem. It’s genetics. One look at my mug and you can’t help but have the impression a bigger, taller, Clark Gable is standing in front of you. Besides, I don’t like it. It’s a curse.

      I’m not Clark Gable. I don’t think I look like the dead actor. Although, others do. The women, for some reason, latch onto it right from the get-go. Maybe you think that’s good. Women being attracted to me. Nevertheless remember; my wife tried to poison me. Twice. At the time we were only married for three months. That should tell you something about my success with women.

      I smiled and half turned as I stepped out into the carpeted hall.

      “Where might I find this Dr. Murphy?”

      “I think she’s downstairs in one of the labs.”

      “Thanks,” I said, nodding, and turning away.

      No. I’m not Clark Gable. I’m Turner Hahn. Cop. Nothing more and nothing less. Deal with it.
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      Where to begin next?

      I decided to go find Dr. Karen Murphy. Murphy and Holdridge were in the same department, and it occurred to me that as vindictive and acerbic as the victim could be to his peers, the idea of a woman heading his department in what normally is a man's field of intellectual endeavor, would be a prime source of irritation for both parties.

      I found the good doctor deep in the basement of the building, in a laboratory, sitting on a high bar stool peering into a microscope. So, for the second time in this investigation I was surprised at what I found. What I expected was a woman in her sixties, wearing glasses and looking through lenses about the thickness of coke bottles, hair streaked with gray, uncombed and possessing the personality of a Komodo dragon.

      What I found was someone quite different in complexion and construction.

      Karen Murphy was, maybe, in her late thirties or early forties. She did have patches of gray around her temples, but the shoulder length hair was mostly raven black, combed back behind her head and neatly bundled up into one long ponytail. I watched her sitting on that tall wooden stool. Her white smock was open. I could see the red and green plaid skirt she was wearing. She was also wearing bobby socks, white bobby socks pulled up over her ankles and halfway up her calves, with comfortable looking shoes on petite feet. She wore glasses, but not the thick lens affairs. Her glasses were wire-rimmed, and for now, pushed up on her forehead as she sat curled over the microscope, peering intently at something. She had on a dark maroon pull-over sweater and a quick glance at her left hand told me there was no wedding band.

      While I would not call Dr. Karen Murphy beautiful, nevertheless she did not look like a physicist, nor someone strong enough to stand up in front of a curmudgeon like the murder victim and come out an equal in the debate.

      “If you've brought the slides I wanted, Thomas, just lay them down on the counter and I'll get to them in a moment or two.”

      “Sorry,” I said, closing the door to the lab behind me and grinning, “but I'm afraid I'm here on different business.”

      She looked up from her microscope with a quick, violent jerk of her head, sending the black-haired ponytail flying across one shoulder in the process. Dark, violet-blue eyes blinked at me a couple of times after she reached up and dropped her wire-rimmed glasses down off her brow.

      “And who are you?”

      “Detective Sergeant Turner Hahn, Southside Division. It's about Dr. Holdridge.”

      “What about Walter?”

      “You haven't heard?”

      “I've been down here in this lab since seven this morning, grading final exams. I haven't even been out to eat lunch.”

      “I'm sorry to be the one to tell you then, Dr. Murphy. But Dr. Holdridge was murdered on campus sometime this afternoon.”

      Violet-blue eyes blinked at me several times from behind the wire-rimmed glasses. There was no change in her facial expression, and even though I am an experienced homicide detective and have over the years seen the full gamut of emotions painted on the faces of the grieved loved ones and the bad guys, no such flood of emotion swept over this woman's face. She merely blinked a few times at me and then slowly twisted around in her chair and faced me directly.

      “So, the pig-headed iconoclast finally got himself killed. Wonderful.”

      “You don't act surprised,” I said, walking closer to the woman and finding an empty stool to sit on. “Should I be surprised that you're not surprised?”

      “Do you know anything about Walter and his warm personality? I'm sorry. I said that sarcastically.”

      “Only what little his student-assistant told me.”

      “Alicia? Yes, she might know a little about Walter. But I can tell you, Sergeant.”

      “Hahn, Turner Hahn.”

      “Is Hahn the first name or the last?”

      “The last. Just call me Sergeant if you want to be official. Or Turn if you want to be social.”

      “What an interesting name. And say, you do look like Clark Gable. But I suppose you hear that three or four times a week, don't you, Sergeant?”

      “At least,” I nodded, smiling, as I leaned an elbow on the counter and looked into her face, “but you were telling me about Dr. Holdridge's personality.”

      “Right … right.” she said, nodding and smiling. “Oh, Jesus. I suppose I should experience some feeling of loss, or remorse, on hearing of Walter's death. But to be quite honest, Sergeant, I'm not surprised in the least someone finally summoned up enough internal fortitude and killed him.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, to be honest,” she went on, picking up a pencil and using the eraser to scratch one temple as her violet eyes looked above my head in a thoughtful glance before she went on, “he was a user. He used people and then discarded them when he was finished, much like we use some inanimate object and then get rid of the empties. Sooner or later everyone he was around realized what he was doing to them. But he didn't care what they thought of him. He was a despicable little man.”

      “Yes, I get that impression,” I nodded, looking around the lab slowly and then back to the woman. “So, who, in your opinion, had the greatest reason for wanting Dr. Holdridge dead?”

      Karen Murphy lifted her head and laughed softly, sadly, shaking her head in the effort. The dark, straight black hair of her ponytail fell luxuriantly from her shoulders. She looked like a teenager in her thirties. Or a woman in her thirties who was living in her past again. She was an attractive woman with a lot of brains and even more chutzpa.

      “Everyone. I can't think of anyone who knew him who wouldn't want to kill him. I'm afraid, in your position, Sergeant, you have every faculty member and half of the students enrolled in physics as suspects.”

      “When did you see Dr. Holdridge last, Professor?”

      “Please, I don't allow my students to call me that. Call me Karen. Now, when did I last see him alive? Oh, I guess that would have been last night. Yes, last night.”

      “Could you tell me about it?”

      She smiled, got up off the stool and walked around the counter to a small electric burner. Picking up a coffee pot, she found two coffee cups and poured coffee in both before looking at me again.

      “Sugar? Cream?”

      “Both.”

      She nodded, smiling, fixed the coffee, returned to her stool, and handed me my cup. Lifting it I could feel the heat lifting off the black liquid and braced myself. It was hot, thick, and tasted like something one only dreamed about in nightmares. I tried not to make a face, but apparently failed, as an amused look spread across her face.

      “I'm sorry about the coffee. I'm a damned good scientist but a sorry cook. I can't boil water without screwing it up.”

      I put the cup of liquid glue onto the counter and hoped we all would quietly forget about it and give it a silent burial. But I later smiled, shrugged, and gamely swallowed the scalding liquid as quickly as possible without rolling off the chair and gagging.

      “Let me take you to a restaurant some time when you're free and give you the opportunity to taste a good cup of coffee.”

      She lowered her cup, holding it in both of her hands, tilted her head to one side, and smiled in a pleased fashion. There was a bright look of pleasure and amusement in her eyes as she looked at me, but she said nothing for a moment or two and continued to sip her coffee.

      “About last night?” I said, bringing the discussion back to the murder.

      “Oh. Yes, last night. Well, he came by my apartment last night and he was rather upset with me. I'm afraid he was actually very upset with me.”

      “Why?”

      “I was told he just had dinner with Marvin Sloan, he's the president of the school, and Marvin told Walter he was rejecting Walter's request for a faculty review of my tenure as department head. Walter's been after my job for years, Sergeant. He had this idea he was going to get Marvin to convene a faculty review board and look into my supposed indiscretions.”

      “What indiscretions?”

      “Walter accused me of having sex with several of my students. He said he even had proof and witnesses. He was quite confident he was going to get me ousted as department head and possibly fired altogether.”

      “How viable were his accusations?”

      Violet-blue eyes played across my face for a few moments as she held the cup of coffee in both of her hands in front of her lips. Again, no emotion played across her face as her eyes dug into my soul, but this time she did not have to physically reveal anything. We both knew the answer to my last question.

      “It was possible. Walter was worm enough to have conjured up incriminating evidence.” she said, some seconds later, sounding reluctant to admitting the truth. “I'm not saying I am proud of myself. I am saying that, with one student, I … well … I guess I might as well admit it, I had an affair. A brief one. Very brief.”

      It sounded like the truth. She was a mature woman with a firm, well-kept body that most men would find pleasing to fondle. Hell, even women with brains have lusts occasionally.

      “Who was the student?”

      At this she frowned as she put the coffee cup down and leaned towards me, placing her hands on her plaid skirt. I lifted my hand up in a warning gesture.

      “I can't promise anything.” I began, looking directly into her dark violet eyes. “All I can promise is that if he is not directly involved with the murder, we will try to keep his name out of the papers. But that's not much of a promise. The press has their own way of digging out the dirt.”She looked at me intently for a few moments and then took a deep breath and sat up on the stool. One hand strayed to the pencil lying beside the microscope and she began playing with it as she kept her eyes on me. I could see it in her face. She wasn't going to tell me the student's name.

      “I'm sorry, Sergeant, but this puts me in a position where I have to weigh several factors, one of them being the reputation of the student in question and what the revelation of my confession might do to this student's college career.”

      “And no doubt to your career as well?”

      “Sorry, I'm not worried about that.” she said, shaking her head quickly, discarding the idea as if it had no merit to it. “My position on this campus is set. I am this university's bank roll if you can imagine that. They can't afford to lose me. Something which Walter refused to believe even when it stared him straight in the face.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you know anything about university life, Sergeant? About what and how a university does to pay the bills?”

      “Very little,” I said, leaning on the counter again, even reaching for the coffee. “But you are going to inform me, I hope.”

      “Yes, it would be beneficial,” she said, nodding and watching me lift the coffee mug to my lips again. “There are two kinds of colleges. One believes in teaching students: undergraduate students; graduate students; foreign exchange, whatever. It's a teaching institution. They couldn’t care less about the billions of dollars the Federal government hands out yearly to research institutions.

      But on the other side of the coin is the research institution. They are big time campuses who want to make a reputation by their quality of graduate students and by the type of research they do. These types of institutions go for the big budget grants from the government. The more grants they get, the bigger and more prestigious they become.”

      “Anderson is a small university, Dr. Murphy. There are no basic research facilities on campus to do the work you are suggesting.”

      “That's correct … for now.” she nodded, smiling sadly, and taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “That's why Marvin Sloan came to Anderson. The alumni and board of regents want to change. That's why Marvin hired me away from Stanford. I'm a nuclear physicist, Sergeant. I need a nuclear reactor to do my research. In fact, the campus has one small reactor just barely large enough to be adequate for my purposes. Marvin had visions of turning Anderson into a huge center of learning. He believed he could acquire huge funds being funneled into my work in basic nuclear research. In fact, we are very close to having a one hundred-million dollar grant being awarded to this school. An award only possible because of my research.”

      I nodded. One hundred million dollars funded into this campus would drastically alter the campus of Anderson University altogether. Research facilities would have to be built. More doctoral positions would have to be funded and staffed. More prestige would automatically come, and with more prestige, more money.

      It was apparent that Dr. Walter Holdridge had no chance in getting Karen Murphy fired, and for Holdridge, that would be an infuriating slap in the face. For Holdridge it would be a severe insult to realize that a woman was more important in the scheme and texture of his college life than he was. But Walter Holdridge did not kill himself. Someone else had that distinct pleasure. Was it the mysterious Dr. Karen Murphy? Or the young student who had been her lover, even if for only a brief moment. I knew she was not going to tell me the lad's name, and I wasn't going to press the issue right now. In all probability I would find the student's name out when I finally got around to talking to the school's president. I had little doubt Holdridge revealed the name to Dr. Marvin Sloan. A little pressure on the university president and I was sure the name would be mentioned.

      Reaching inside my sport coat I pulled out a pack of cigarettes and then looked at the professor inquiringly. She smiled but shook her head no. Apparently it had something to do with introducing fire into a lab full of combustible chemicals. Or some other silly concept like it. I smiled in return and slipped the smokes back into my coat pocket. It was okay. I’d been trying to quit this nasty habit for the last four months. It was a grueling ordeal to quit. But I was making progress.

      Sighing, I sat up on the chair and asked her about Dr. Armand Peltier.

      “Arnie?” she repeated, smiling, and using one hand to throw back the long batch of her coal-black ponytail. It was an easy flowing movement of the hand from a woman who was in control of herself and knew it. I realized I liked the way she used her hands.

      “Arnie and Walter have been debating partners for years. They argued on just about everything. But especially over extraterrestrial life and the possibilities of ETs visiting Earth at some time in our history.I smiled, lifting an eyebrow in surprise. I anticipated her answer going in several different directions. But this was one area I was not expecting. The idea that the dead man would be arguing about UFOs was amusing.

      “Flying saucers?” I asked, looking at her and smiling, “I didn't think people with doctoral degrees lowered their intellect and discussed ideas coming out of the popular press.”

      It was her turn to laugh, and she did with a soft, melodious ease I found stimulating. She shook her head, still giggling, and put her coffee cup down as she looked at me.

      “We're not stuffy old bags of hot air, Sergeant Hahn. Well, most of us aren't, at least,” she began, chuckling again as I watched her through the somewhat stale and hazy air of a small chemistry lab. “Officially, the idea of UFOs and flying saucers have been a bane to college professors. Our colleagues frown on stoking those fires generated by the popular press. But among ourselves we can get into some truly magnificent debates. Debates which pull in almost every scientific discipline on a college campus.”

      “And Holdridge was a believer?”

      “A skeptic. A belligerent, raucous skeptic who loved to skewer any and all with his disbelief. He could get the entire faculty united in their hatred for him with an ease that was truly astonishing, Sergeant. I've never met a man who could be disliked so easily as Walter Holdridge.”

      “But in these debates what was your position?”

      “An interested spectator.” she said, a coy smile on her thin red lips. “I do not discount the possibility of extraterrestrial life. But I have my doubts any life forms have evolved into such a complex technology as to be able to traverse interstellar distances.”

      I nodded, pulling an earlobe a couple of times in thought, and came off the stool. Pushing my hands into my trouser pockets, I looked at the woman for a moment or two and wondered if I should ask any more questions. Actually, I wanted to ask more questions because I did not want to leave her. I found her attractive, mysterious, and in control. However, I couldn't think of anything else to ask.

      “One more question, doctor” I said, pulling out the slip of paper I had found folded up in Holdridge’s pocket. “I found this on the deceased. Whoever wrote it seemed to be very excited about it by the number of exclamation points he attached to it. Does it mean anything to you?”

      The violet-eyed woman took the paper from my hand, glanced at it, and frowned.

      “Interesting,” she said, frowning. “Gamma-ray outbursts. Hmmm. This isn’t Dr. Holdridge’s handwriting. You said you got that out of the dead man’s pocket? I don’t know what its about. But if you’d like, I could drop over to his office someday and do some snooping around.”

      “Maybe me you could,” I nodded, looking into her eyes. “But not for a while. We’re still looking at his office as a potential crime scene.”

      She nodded and smiled. I nodded and thought about asking another question and decided not to. Suddenly, the air in the room became a bit awkward. Suggesting to me it was a good time to leave.

      “Well, that's it for now, Dr. Murphy. But I'm sure I will have more questions for you.”

      “Please, whatever they are, come and ask. I found this to be an interesting experience.”

      She was smiling and looking at me with those dark blue eyes. Her hair, black as coal, even with the gray around the temples, fell past her shoulders in that long ponytail and the thought crossed my mind I wouldn't have minded in the least to run my hands through it. However, I kept my mouth shut as I pulled out a business card and laid it on the lab counter beside the microscope.

      “If anything of interest comes up, here's a number where you can reach me.”

      She nodded and smiled. I nodded, smiled, turned on my heel and walked out of the lab wondering if my heightened sense of awareness around me was due to my desire to sneak out and have a smoke. Or whether a woman’s presence so close to me had inadvertently flipped on some internal switches I wasn’t aware of.
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      We were sitting in the car eating double-decker burgers, scalding hot French fries, and washing our palates delicately with forty-four ounces worth of pure Coke syrup. The Cokes were strong enough to eat a man's ulcer and reroute his intestines at the same time. The car's engine was running, and the heater was roaring on full blast. The heat was almost taking the ice out of our veins. The little burger joint Frank and I liked to hit at least twice a week was just two blocks away from Anderson University. It's nothing but a cement block building, barely large enough to have a kitchen and a couple of rest rooms, painted a garish purple trimmed in yellow. It had to be the ugliest looking fast-food joint in the universe. There was no room to sit and eat. It was just a carry-out place. One dove in off the street and ordered the fine cuisine and then sat in their vehicles like caged dinosaurs eating the food before wiping the grease and ketchup off the steering wheel and seats. In the dead of winter, it sometimes was an empty place. But the food was good and any time the wind was not blowing, and the temperature was warm enough to allow a mammal's blood to flow unimpeded, the college kids came out in droves.

      I glanced at my wristwatch and noted it was well past 9:00 p.m. when we pulled in and Frank got out to order. I was tired. I knew Frank was tired and we both were thinking about going home and getting some sleep. Despite our fatigue, we sat in the warm car eating our food and not talking. It was one of our ways of trying to wind down from a long and grueling day.

      Holding a burger the size of a dinner plate and as thick as a Russian novel with both hands, I stared out my door window in a kind of hypnotic trance. The figure of one hundred million dollars kept circling through my head like some stuck record. Karen Murphy, the department head in physics at the university, said the school was close to receiving the huge grant from the Federal government. That was a lot of zeros behind the number one and this grant was due to her work. Her work. Not the victim's work. Her work. The doctor was a brilliant woman. A confident woman. She knew what she wanted, and she had the brains to go and get it. She also had the brains to murder someone. I was sure of that. And I was sure she had the mental toughness. Despite what many people believe it takes a certain type of toughness to kill someone in premeditation. Nevertheless, did that mean she did it? I didn't know.

      And there was the student she had the affair with. Was there a possible connection? It sounded like a road which had to be thoroughly looked at before it could be dismissed. The only problem with that was finding out who that student lover might have been. That would be no problem. There was always someone out there who was willing to mention names. Someone on campus who was curious and intrigued on what trash might be collected on someone else’s reputation. Sooner or later, someone would eventually spill the beans. All it required was patience. And asking questions. And being willing to listen attentively to what everyone said.

      We had two long lists of names. Frank had the list of faculty members who had some quarrel with the deceased. And I had a list of the deceased's students, both current and in the past, who had voiced their displeasures as well. In both cases they included just about everyone he met.

      Let's face it. Dr. Holdridge was not a nice guy.

      Frank belched as he rumpled up a hamburger wrapper and stuffed it into a paper bag. Sucking on his teeth loudly, he sat back and belched again, then looked at me and grinned.

      “A hell of a mess this is,” he said in an all-knowing tone.

      I nodded, finishing my Coke, and tossed it into the open sack on the floorboard. My stomach felt as if it were about to rumble dangerously as I sat back in the seat.

      “Yes, I know. And it's going to get even worse before it gets better.”

      “Sure. That's our luck. But hell, that's why they pay us these fabulous wages. We're servants of the people. Defenders of the Truth. It's our job to go wading ass-deep in shit and find a rose among the creeps.”

      I grinned, lifting an amused eyebrow, and glanced at Frank. He was using a toothpick and elbowing his way around in the gaps between his teeth as he spoke and gazed idly out of the front window of the car. Shaking my head, I leaned forward and started to pull the gear shift down into reverse when the radio squawked.

      “Unit six, unit six. Call Captain Flores as soon as you can. Unit six, call Captain Flores as soon as you can.”

      “Flores?” barked Frank, looking at me with an irritated, puzzled grimace. “Who the hell is Flores?”

      “Pull out some coins and use the pay phone inside to find out,” I said, sitting back in my seat and looking at my friend.

      “Shit. I don't like this. I don't like this at all.” Frank growled, throwing open the car door and rolling out with a groan.

      I watched him walk into the Burger Barn digging in a trouser pocket for change and not looking happy at the thought of telephoning someone we hadn't heard of before.

      For three or four minutes I watched Frank speak on the phone through the large plate glass window of the little building. Believe it or not, there are a few pay phones around. And surprisingly enough, there are times we prefer using one instead of using our cell phones. It’s a paranoid thing. The fear of Big Brother listening. Frank is convinced it’s happening all the time. I’m not so sure.

      But the car's engine was purring quietly to me. The fan was blasting away hot air. And I was feeling my eyelids growing heavier and heavier with each passing minute. My stomach was full, and my brain was gliding along in a holding pattern and not thinking of anything in particular. I was tired and I wanted to go home and get a few hours' sleep. But the way Frank was talking on the phone, intently for a few seconds, and worse, listening just as intently for long stretches of time, told me I wasn't going to go to bed soon.

      When he rolled back into the car, slamming the door angrily in the process, one look at his face told me enough. Reaching forward I pulled the gearshift down into reverse and started to back out of the parking space.

      “Where we going?”

      “Some apartment building on the corner of 112th and Vanier.”

      “What's there?”

      “We got another body in the Pickford case. And you're gonna love this. It's Bruce Abbott.”

      I grinned, glanced at my red-haired Neanderthal lookalike friend, then turned my attention back to the driving. Now we were working on another one of our homicide cases. Forget what’s seen on television where cops work just one case at a time. It doesn’t work that way in this city. Every detective we have in our three divisions works multiple cases at once. No one has the luxury to work exclusively on one case at a time.

      That would be rich, I thought to myself, if Bruce Abbott were dead and murdered by someone else. Bruce Abbott was a murderer himself. As the eyewitnesses confirmed several times over, Bruce Abbott was the one who stabbed to death his girlfriend, Rebecca Pickford, in her apartment after an hours-long quarrel. They began the quarrel sometime after six in the evening. They continued for three hours, ending violently with the woman getting stabbed sixteen times with a butcher's knife Abbott supposedly had pulled out of a chef's culinary knife case which had been sitting on the kitchen cabinet beside the sink.

      The problem with all this was that, even with all the witnesses, no one actually saw Bruce Abbott kill his girlfriend. The witnesses, all neighbors to Rebecca Pickford and living on the same floor as her apartment, had listened to them arguing. When they heard Rebecca screaming hysterically, several came out into the hall to see what was going on.

      These witnesses stated, with matching detail and little variation to their stories, they saw Bruce Abbott come running out of Rebecca's apartment with the knife in his blood-soaked hands. They said Abbott looked dazed and desperate. Maybe he was even crazy. He staggered to one side and had to catch himself with his free hand. It, too, was coated with blood and he left a red smear of blood on the door sill where he caught himself. Several witnesses said he mumbled something incoherently. No one could make out what he said, before he dropped the knife as he ran past them to the stairwell and disappeared.

      Two witnesses said he had the look of a wild man as he ran past them. Everyone agreed it had to be Abbott who killed such a nice girl as Rebecca Pickford. They had warned her on several occasions that they felt this Bruce Abbott was not the right type of man for her. Rebecca Pickford was fresh from rural Nebraska. She didn't know the types of men who lived in this city. It was her innocence, the witnesses kept telling us, that killed Rebecca Pickford. Her naivete, and a crazy man like Bruce Abbott.

      Now we had Abbott dead. As I drove to the location of the body, I wondered how this death was going to relate to the death of Rebecca Pickford.

      This city I call home and work in is a sprawling burg sitting between two rivers in the middle of the wide-open rolling plains. Go forty miles in any direction from the center of the city and you'll find yourself in the middle of wheat fields. This town, when it was young, was a town which helped open the West. River boats came steaming up from the Mississippi when there still was a West, bringing Russian, German, and Swedish immigrants out to the plains to build farms and new lives. When the Civil War broke out the state was split down the middle with their loyalties. There still are places in this town where bullet holes can be found gouged into the tough red brick of the exterior walls where one side fought it out with the other.

      It's a big city, with well over a million in population, if you include the surrounding suburbs and attached smaller cities in the metropolitan area. A city filled with tough people. Smart and independent people. They all come from immigrant stock, meaning they're fierce in keeping their freedoms and their privacy, but generally accepting the need for legitimate law and order.

      There are no subways, damned little public transportation, and more space to expand than they will ever need. It took us almost forty minutes to find Vanier and 112th street. The traffic was heavy, the streets were slick, and people were not in a good mood. When we found the right building, I wasn't surprised to find the uniformed officers in a cranky, tight-lipped facsimile of trying to act like human beings. You get that way, in this town, when the weather is about to take a turn for the worse. As we walked into the apartment building which held the Abbott body, large fan-shaped snowflakes were beginning to fall and the air had that calm, heavy feel which held a promise it was going to snow for a long, long time.

      Abbott's body was in the bathroom, and specifically, in the bathtub. He had a massive bruise just behind his right eye, but no other mark, and no blood, to indicate foul play. He was sitting half submerged in a tub of water, and as I walked into the bathroom to get a first look, I noticed the bar of soap was almost completely melted as it sat on the dead man's stomach.

      Clothes were strung out across the sink basin and toilet. In the man's trousers we found his wallet. It had about forty dollars in bills in it and had not been touched. Neither had the pocket change in a right front pocket. Our first look at the apartment indicated to us no one murdered Abbott with the intent of robbing him. It seemed rather plain to us that someone entered the apartment with the intent on murdering Abbott and only on murdering Abbott. Whomever that someone was, they used a key to get into the apartment. There were no jimmy marks on any of the windows or the front door. Someone who was familiar with Abbott, and had a key to his apartment, entered and killed him outright.

      “Roommates?” I asked the apartment building's landlord. It was his discovery of the body, and a rapid telephone call to the police, which had us here.

      “None to my knowledge. Seems to me he was a loner, detective. He didn't have too many people come over to visit him, and come to think of it, he didn't leave his apartment very much. I never had any trouble from him.”

      The building's manager was a small man dressed in blue trousers, a T-shirt, and a pair of rubber bathing thongs. He had no hair, except for the thick white mustache underneath a wide, bulbous nose, as two narrow little dots for eyes stared up at me from behind a thick pair of glasses. In his left ear was a hearing aid and he had the aroma of a man who smoked a pipe several times a day. I could smell the sweet, almost sickly, odor of pipe tobacco coming off him and I noticed the small little round burn holes in his T-shirt. Pipe smokers tend to try and burn themselves often when packing their pipe bowls.

      “How about girlfriends? Any women come to see him?”

      “Yes … hmmm … he did seem to like women, come to think of it. I remember at least two women who seemed to come over here on a regular basis.”

      “Oh?” I muttered, lifting an eyebrow in surprise and glancing at Frank.

      “Is this one of them?” Frank asked, pulling a 5 x 7 black and white morgue shot of Rebecca Pickford out from an inside coat pocket and handing it to the little man.

      “No … I don't remember her. Say, you know, she looks as if she's sick.”

      “Yeah,” nodded Frank, not able to resist the urge, and grinning like a smiling devil as he answered. “She's past the point of being sick. Let's just say she won 't be needing medical insurance anymore.”

      The little man blinked a couple of times behind his thick, heavy looking glasses, then turned visibly pale before turning his eyes in my direction.

      “She was found dead night before last. We had some indication that Abbott might have been her killer.”

      “Oh.”

      “When did you last see him alive?”

      “This morning. Around seven, I guess. I took the trash out and I saw him come running up the street like someone was chasing him. He ran past me like he didn't see me.”

      “Was anyone chasing him?” Frank asked, replacing the photo back into his inside coat pocket and looking at the little man with interest.

      “I didn’t see anyone. But I didn't have my glasses on, either.”

      “How about the rest of the day?” I asked, frowning. “See any strangers come in? Hear any unusual noises?”

      “I couldn't say. I go to work at 8:30 a.m. down at the bakery. I work only a few hours in the morning to help out on the bills. I didn't hear or see anything after I got home at around noon time.”

      “Who lives on either side of Abbott?” Frank asked, pulling out a spiral notebook and a pen to take notes.

      “In 13B is a retired librarian. She's limited to a wheelchair, so she doesn't go out much. Hard of hearing, too. Worse than I am. In 15B is a young couple who work crazy shifts. Sometimes the man is working days. Sometimes at night. I really don't know what he does, but they pay their bills and don't give me any trouble. The wife is a nurse, that I do know. She works crazy hours too.”

      “Were they in their apartments this morning?”

      “Mrs. Hatch, that's the librarian, would have been home. The Roberts, I dunno. Maybe.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I said, handing him a card and smiling, “We might want to talk to you again. And if you think of anything, you can get us at that number on the card.”

      He nodded, took the card, and disappeared behind his apartment door. We trudged back up the flight of stairs to Abbott's apartment and began systematically searching the place, while the lab boys dusted and took rolls of photos. The only thing of interest we found was in one lower drawer of a bedroom dresser. In it we found a woman's see-through nightgown, a couple pairs of see-through women's underwear, and a pull away bra. Holding the rather ample bra up with a pencil, Frank looked at me and grinned wickedly, then whistled softly in admiration.

      “I have a whole new opinion about our friend, Abbott. His choice of women was, shall we say, catholic in tastes.”

      “Whatever it was,” I went on, coming closer to the uplifted bra and looking at it, still frowning. “This doesn’t belong to Pickford. She didn't have enough to fill one cup, much less both.”

      “Yeah, that makes it interesting,” nodded Frank, frowning and looking at the bra in front of him. “Wow, whoever this is, I want to meet her.”

      “You probably will,” I nodded, rubbing my aching eyes with a hand, and trying not to yawn. “Why don't you go talk to the librarian and hear what she has to say, and I'll go see if the married couple are home.”

      “Right.” Frank nodded, dropping the bra back into the drawer and closing it before disappearing out of the bedroom.

      I started to follow him out, but the assistant coroner, a young kid by the name of Joe Weiser, came in chewing a big wad of bubble gum and looking over his notes scribbled on a green secretary's spiral note pad.

      “Turn, I'd say the guy's been dead for no more than two hours. Someone with a lot of muscle popped him in the side of the head with something blunt. Took just one blow to do it. Crushed in his temple like it was tissue paper.”

      “Blunt.” I repeated, thinking it over. “Heavy and blunt. Think a woman could have killed him?”

      Joe stopped chewing his gum for a moment, looked at me for a few seconds thoughtfully, then glanced at his notes before shrugging and quickly blowing a bubble with his gum and popping it.

      “Maybe. But she'd have to be built like an Amazon. And be damned strong. The guy in there is not a big guy. I'd say maybe one fifty, one sixty at most. I wouldn't classify him as being macho. He wasn’t an athlete. His muscles haven't had a good workout in years. Yes, maybe a woman could have written his ticket for him.”

      I nodded and said thanks. Joe grinned, saluted me with the eraser of a pencil and left the bedroom. I wanted to look at the body again, check out the dead man's clothes, but my eyelids were getting to feel like lead weights, and I still had to interview the young married couple.

      I got lucky. They left a small note on their front door saying they were on vacation. They left last week and were not due back until the end of the month.

      Lucky for me, maybe stupid for them. Why leave a note on your front door advertising to everyone you were not at home? It seemed like an invitation to find your apartment stripped down to the bare walls when you came home. God, I wanted to sleep for the next ten hours. But there were too many dead bodies and not enough cops around to soothe the hurt and stop the mayhem.
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      The wind was blowing off the Little Brown as Frank and I walked briskly across the campus toward Carlson Hall. The three storied, red brick building had a steeply pitched green tile roof, with round turrets at either end of the building's main wings. Wide based elms flanked the sharp base of the exterior stairs, sweeping up from the sidewalk to the main entrance of the building. To me it looked like a building from a Victorian Gothic novel. As we approached, hands shoved in our coat pockets and heads down in coats from the frigid wind, I wasn't too eager to enter the building. We had an appointment to interview Dr. Marvin Sloan, the school's president. It was not an interview set up by us.

      We went up two flights of stairs and down a long hall of thick burgundy red plush carpet, with giant paintings of several of the more illustrious alumni who had made their way through this institution glaring down silently at us as we walked past. Frank and I finally found a large room filled with potted green plants and a wizened, gray haired old woman looking up at us from behind ancient eyes. “Detectives Hahn and Morales to see Dr. Sloan.”

      “He is expecting the both of you. Please go in.”

      

      She spoke in a harsh, tobacco-infested whisper with a distinct German accent to it. As we walked past her Frank looked at me, grinned, clicked his heels in a smart, Prussian-like gesture and gave a quick nod of the head. I grinned but noticed that the old woman was turning slowly in her chair to watch us. Watch us with eyes as black as anthracite coal.

      We entered the large, dark-oak paneled office of the school's president and I felt as if we had walked into the main Mormon tabernacle. The ceilings were eighteen feet above our heads and braced with large wooden beams blackened with age. Baroque furniture, heavy and massive in deep, burgundy-red leather, lined the walls. The floors were old oak, polished to a deep luster, with an expensive Afghan rug covering the center of the room in deep burgundies and old gold colors. Sloan’s desk sat on the Afghan. It was a big desk, dark in color, and littered with papers and file folders. On one corner of the desk was a huge brass lamp with a glass Tiffany shade. It was on, flooding the rather dark room with a warm, glowing ball of light. Sloan was sitting behind the desk with most of his body, except for his face, within that inviting ball of light. He was dressed in a light gray suit. He looked tall, with gray hair of what little hair that was left and sitting on his nose was a pair of half-mooned shaped reading glasses.

      “Ah, good afternoon, gentlemen. So good of you to come by.”

      He came to his feet, and he was considerably taller than either Frank or me. I'm tall, but he stood about three inches taller. Coming around the big desk we each shook hands and then he waved us to the big leather chairs in front of his desk as he resumed his position on his personal throne.

      

      We sat down in the chairs on the other side of the desk and for several seconds the three of us eyed each other. From somewhere behind us we heard the seconds ticking away from the large grandfather clock. The air seemed heavy and abstract in this room, and with the man sitting on the far side of the paper cluttered desk, sitting back in his large office chair with one leg crossed across the other and with the reading glasses still riding low on his nose, I had this uncomfortable feeling it was Frank and me who were in trouble.

      “This is a terrible shock to us all, gentlemen. A terrible shock. Dr. Holdridge was a brilliant teacher and a cornerstone to this institution.”

      “And one with an attitude problem, from what we hear,” Frank grunted, smiling inanely as he reached into his coat for his small notebook and a pen. “I mean, he got everyone pissed off at him in a fairly regular fashion, didn't he?”

      “Hmm, well … I wouldn't say often. No, not often, Detective …”

      “Morales. Frank Morales. This is my partner, Turner Hahn. Sergeant Turner Hahn. He's in charge of this investigation.”

      Sloan's light-gray colored eyes were troubled as he looked at Frank's head of unruly carrot-colored hair atop a face scarred and battered yet filled with raw curiosity and blunt honesty. He looked as if he were about to become nauseous. But he slid his eyes over to where I was sitting. A look of relief drifted into his craggy face as he quickly sized me up.

      “Tell me, Dr. Sloan,” Frank broke in again, and again making Dr. Sloan’s face cloud over with ill-concealed pain. “If Dr. Holdridge was so good at making both students and faculty so pissed off at him, why wasn't he told to pack his tote bag and get the hell out?”

      Had anyone ever talked to Marvin Sloan like this before? Apparently not. Frank's blunt, no-nonsense, and non-sophisticated way of being direct rattled Marvin Sloan’s quiet little world. It had been on his insistence we come to his office the moment we came back on duty. Summoned to the eagle's nest for an ass-chewing, as the way Frank described it, when he handed me the note left on his desk telling us to report here.

      It might have been Sloan was going to interrogate us on our efforts in this investigation, and maybe intimidate us with his high station in life, but he hadn't figured on meeting a buzz saw personality like Frank's.

      The only thing I could do was grin, cross my legs as I sat back in the comfortable chair, and join in on the fun.

      “Dr. Sloan, my partner has made an interesting point. So far, we've interviewed several people, all suspects in the case I might add, and every one of them say the same thing. The deceased was a scintillating intellect who took an almost puerile joy in provoking others. The question which obviously comes to mind is this. If Dr. Holdridge was like this to everyone, why was he retained?”

      “Scintillating?” Frank asked, turning to look at me, puzzled.

      “Very smart. Extremely clear in his intellect,” I said, defining the word and keeping a straight face.

      

      “Oh. I thought so,” my partner grunted, nodding, and turning his attention back to Sloan.

      Marvin Sloan took off his reading glasses and was now sitting back in his chair, gnawing quietly on one earpiece as he kept looking at the two of us with an expression of near disbelief etched into his eyes. Obviously, his plan to dictate to us was not going to work, and as I watched him running the plastic earpiece of one bow across the white enamel of his teeth, I could almost hear his brain's little cogs trying to adjust their machinations and address us in a different tone.

      “Err, Sergeant Hahn … how long have you been in the police department?”

      It was a soft voice, a friendly voice, dripping with a large portion of intellectual smugness. Just the thing to activate Frank’s unique attitude.

      “Do you mean is my partner smart enough to get your killer?” Frank barked, pulling a handkerchief out and blowing his nose. Loudly. “Worried about that, huh?”

      “No, no, not worried!” Sloan almost shouted, throwing up one hand in an apologetic fashion and coming forward in his chair, leaping out of if almost in a defensive fashion. “I'm not questioning your professional abilities, gentlemen. Not in the least! But … but I have … my board of directors have … concerns on how this case should proceed. We want this affair brought to a quiet conclusion as rapidly as possible. And with as little publicity as possible!”

      

      “Worried you won't get that hundred-million-dollar grant, huh?” Frank said, smiling sweetly. That is if you can imagine a white-skinned cement block for a head, filled with bright carrot-colored red hair, with apparently nose and ears glued on, capable of grinning. “We've heard about the pending grant Dr. Murphy has applied for. The Feds gonna make a decision soon?”

      Sloan blinked incredulously a few times at Frank and then looked at me with an exasperated, almost helpless facial expression, and then in sheer frustration threw up his hands and stalked over to the window. For a moment or two he glared out the window and visibly tried to rake in his anger and keep it under control. Turning back to us he stalked back to his desk and quickly sat down on the corner nearest to me.

      “Sergeant, do you know what we are talking about here? It's not just the money, although the sum we are discussing is enormous. We are talking about transformation! That grant is going to turn Anderson University into one of the premiere research institutions in the country. With Dr. Murphy's work we are going to transform this small school into one of the few institutions who are on the cutting edge of nuclear research. Gentlemen, we are talking about a twenty percent increase in faculty, five new buildings and one of the most well-equipped research labs in the world!”

      He came off his desk and looked at Frank as he circled around the desk to resume his seat.

      “So, to answer your question, Officer Morales … yes. Yes, I am worried what a raucous, publicity-fueled murder investigation which could drag on for weeks on end, disrupting both students and faculty in the process, will do to this institution.”

      I nodded. Frank nodded. We both heard the man's words and the man's driving ambition. Would such driving ambition be a strong enough reason for murder? I found that an interesting thought. I wondered if we could tie it in.

      “Doctor Sloan, I understand your concern,” I began, trying to sound conciliatory but firm at the same time. “And I assure you we want to solve this case as rapidly as possible. But I'm afraid we have no control over the press, nor on whom we might have to label as a suspect. Until we find the culprit, everyone is automatically under suspicion.”

      “Including Dr. Murphy?”

      “Sure,” Frank grunted, lifting a wiry eyebrow, wrinkling his forehead in a formation of heavy wrinkles in the process. “Why not? She and the deceased were not friends. He even accused her of having an affair with a student. He'd made no bones about wanting her job. Don’t that sound to you like enough motive to clean someone's slate?”

      I smiled then wiped if off my lips quickly. Again, Frank was trying to sound like the tough, but dumb, cop. He knew the difference in usage between the singular and plural verbs. And probably more than the man in front of us. But the point was he didn't look smart. His rectangular head, crowned with a mass of unruly red hair, and his broken nose which ambled off in several directions, along with the scars around his lips and chin, suggested Frank was straight off the streets and as dumb as a lamp post. He looked tough, mean, but not too bright. And because of his looks we tripped a lot of criminals into revealing something they shouldn't have when Frank started asking questions

      On the other hand, with my black mustache and my thick black hair pulled straight back, and dressed in decent clothes, I make people believe I am a far more sympathetic figure to appeal to. My looks, as I've mentioned before, make people think of an ancient matinee idol. The innocent, and the victims, opened to me and talked to me more readily than they do to my hoodlum-looking friend. For the innocent and the victimized, I projected an image of concern, of someone who they can trust. So, Frank and I make a good pair. We get people to talk, and sometimes we get them to say things they didn't want to say. Or even more interestingly, to say things and give out facts they didn't know they knew.

      “But surely you don't think Karen … uh … Dr. Murphy had anything to do with this murder!”

      Sloan looked pale, almost sick, over the thought that his lunch ticket for this school was a suspect. We both noted how he quickly refrained from using her first name. I logged that little glitch in the back of my head and shrugged.

      “Everyone who had difficult times with Dr. Holdridge is, by definition, a probable suspect. How about you, Doctor? Can you describe your relationship with the deceased as being amicable?”

      “Well, no. I would have to say they were strained as well, Sergeant. But that was the kind of man he was!” Sloan answered, becoming rattled again and reaching for a Kleenex from a hidden place on his desk and wiping his forehead with it. “Walter was, well, gifted with a pugnacious attitude toward his peers. It was sometimes a strain to be around him.”

      “And what kind of specific strains tested your relationship with Dr. Sloan?” I asked, feeling it was time to explore this area in more detail.

      “Well,” the school's president mumbled, looking above my head, and taking time to compose his thoughts as he fidgeted with the Kleenex in his hand. “He and I had different opinions on a number of issues. Walter was a man with strong opinions and with an ability to express them forcefully.”

      “I see,” I nodded, glancing at Frank and then back at Sloan. “Would one of these differences be over Dr. Murphy's ability to run her department?”

      “Yes, that was one. Among many.”

      “And what exactly was Dr. Holdridge's opinion of Dr. Murphy?” I asked, keeping my eyes on his face and watching every muscle twitch and flutter.

      “Well … uh …” he began, twisting around in his chair and flushing a dark shade of pink around his neck and ears as he looked away and refused to look me straight in the eyes. “He thought Dr. Murphy was a fool. He often told me he was positive she was going to blow the grant proposal, as well as ruin the reputation of this school, with her amorous adventures.”

      “Amorous adventures?” Frank repeated, breaking out into a slow spreading devilish grin. “You mean Dr. Murphy likes to play around?”

      “Certainly not!” Sloan thundered, becoming obviously flustered from the insinuation and glaring at Frank. “Dr. Murphy has been open and candid and an exemplary faculty member! As far as I am concerned her private life is her own business!”

      “And how about if her private life involved a student, Professor?” I asked, looking casually at my fingernails and then back up to his face. “What would happen if, say, she broke up a romantic involvement with a student and that student became belligerent? Would that not be a source of embarrassment to the school? To you?”

      “That accusation from Walter was never proven! Absolutely no such involvement happened!” Sloan countered, looking at me just as angrily. “Furthermore, I find that an insult to Karen's good name!”

      “Okay, skip that one for a while,” Frank growled, grinning, and plunging on. “What other beefs did you have with the deceased?”

      “Beefs?”

      “Complaints. Issues of hostility,” Frank corrected.

      “Several,” Sloan replied, taking a deep breath, and relaxing again. “Walter had a list, for instance, of a number of his peers whom he thought should be removed from their teaching positions. We constantly went around and around on the issue of his budget. He insisted on doubling his budget for his classes. Some of his demands were quite outlandish.”

      “Who were the faculty members he wanted fired?” I asked, curious.

      “Oh, Dr. Peltier. He's the head of Chemistry. And Dr. Hodgeskins, our resident archeologist. Both men had a way of making Walter particularly combative.”

      “And were you going to follow the deceased's suggestions? Were you going to fire these people?”

      “Certainly not. Both men are fine instructors and would be damned near impossible to replace! I have to say that, for now, our salary structure for many of our department heads is not the highest in the world. To find qualified PhD candidates to replace these men would be almost impossible.”

      “When did you last see Dr. Holdridge alive?” Frank asked, writing something hurriedly in his notebook.

      “Let me see. It must have been Sunday. Yes, it was Sunday. He and I had lunch at the club.”

      “And how was he feeling? Acting?” I asked.

      “Like his usual self. He wanted to talk to me about Karen … uh … Dr. Murphy again. And again, he wanted to convince me that he would be a better department head than she was.”

      “You said you saw him Sunday last?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow.

      “Yes. Yes, I think that is correct.”

      “Okay, what about this?” Frank began, looking up from his notes and boring into Walter's face with hard, unblinking eyes. “In your opinion who would you say might have had the best reasons to kill Dr. Sloan?”

      “If I were you, I would talk to a student by the name of Gino Alberti. He was one of Walter's doctoral students.”

      “And what makes him a suspect?” Frank asked, frowning as he kept his gaze on Sloan.

      “Last Friday, Gino came to my office extremely upset over something he claims Walter inflicted upon him. Gino is a brilliant, but excitable, young man. Friday he was extremely agitated. Extremely.”

      “What was it that got his rocks off?” Frank asked.

      “I'm sorry?” Sloan stammered, looking askew at Frank again. “I don't know what you mean.”

      “What was it that agitated Alberti?” I clarified.

      “It had something to do with Gino's research. The lad was quite flustered. He kept insisting that Walter stole an idea of his and was going to submit it under his own name at some research symposium next month. Gino was quite livid. He made several loud threats.”

      “Did he say he was going to kill Dr. Holdridge?”

      “Yes, Sergeant. I'm afraid he did.”

      “And you feel that he might have been capable of harming Dr. Holdridge?” I asked.

      “Very much so.” Sloan nodded, looking serious. “The student and Walter were not getting along well. Walter was constantly complaining that Gino's work was slipshod and pedestrian in nature. I'm afraid Gino, while in my office last Friday, repeatedly threatened to get even with Walter if Walter stole his ideas and went to that symposium.”

      “What was the idea supposedly stolen from this kid's work?” Frank asked.

      “Oh, I'm sure I don't know, Detective. It had something to do with physics and deep space exploration. He never did elaborate. But he was sure Walter wrote a paper using his basic research and was going to present it to a prestigious group of fellow scientists next month.”

      I nodded, thinking that stealing ideas from a student who was probably working his tail off to get his doctoral would be a good enough reason to kill someone. Especially if that idea was so new, and so fundamentally different, it might have made that student's professional career a shoe-in.

      I couldn't think of any more questions, and neither could Frank. We came to our feet, shook hands with the clearly shaken school president, and made our way out of his office and past his secretary before either of us said a thing.

      On the landing of the first flight of stairs, Frank grunted and made one casual commentary of the interview.

      “Funny he didn't answer my first question.”

      “About why no one ever considered firing Holdridge?”

      “Yeah, right. Funny, huh?”

      “Interesting at least.” I agreed, nodding, as we went down another flight of marble steps. “Did you get the feeling his emotions for Dr. Murphy were more than he wanted to let on?”

      “Like maybe he had the hots for her?” Frank mumbled, smiling wickedly and nodding. “Yeah, I think that's possible.”

      

      We turned our coat collars up as we stepped out into the cold wind and made our way down the steep stairs towards our car. Climbing in, Frank was driving today, he got the engine running and the heater blasting on high before either of us said anything else.

      “We go find this Alberti kid now?” Frank asked, looking at me quizzically.

      “Yes, we'd better. And after we have a talk with him maybe we'd better get across town and talk to someone who knew Bruce Abbott's place of work.”

      Frank nodded, pulled the car into gear and we rolled out of the campus’ main administration lot and headed for the nearest student dormitory.

      We were working four murder cases at once. Right now, we were in the middle of working the college professor's death, but something was chewing on me in the back of my mind about the supposed murderer of Rebecca Pickford. Plus, we had to do some more work in the other two cases before the day was out and before we got back to screening more suspects on the professor's murder.
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      We could not find Gino Alberti. After asking a few questions we found the dorm the kid lived in.

      Empty.

      Gino had not been seen for at least two days. Frank and I talked to everyone on the floor Gino's dorm room was on. The last time anyone remembered seeing Gino was two days earlier, and what they remembered was that Gino had been extremely upset … mad at someone … and he made his anger known to anyone who asked. Several of his dorm mates told us that Gino really was upset with Dr. Holdridge. So upset, he was talking about doing the professor in. Several times he said he wanted to kill that dickhead professor, and, put away forever that lousy excuse for a teacher.

      The last time Gino was seen was around eight in the evening. Someone on the floor answered the pay phone down at the end of the hall and the call had been for Gino. A couple of grunts and then a loud, “Fuck you!” and Gino hung up and stormed off the floor, fit to skewer the nearest faculty member he met.

      He hadn't been seen since. Although, we did get a lead on someone who might know where he was. His girlfriend, Alicia Addams, knew just about everything that was going on around the campus. She and Gino were tight, really tight, we were told. If anyone knew where Gino was it would be Alicia.

      “Isn't that Holdridge's student-assistant?” Frank asked as we climbed back into the old Ford.

      “Yep.” I answered, sitting back in the seat and hitting the fan controls on the heater. “Sweet little thing too. I can see why Gino went for her. Smart, working on her master’s degree as well. In physics.”

      “Two eggheads fall in love with each other. Gee, ain't love funny?” Frank said, dripping in syrup and grinning as he rolled the car out of the parking lot and onto the street. “Where to now?”

      “A change in course, Captain. Let's find Abbott's place of work. I want to know how many women he was involved with romantically.”

      “You mean how many he screwed?”

      “Right, something like that.” I nodded, smiling.

      We crossed town as snow began to fall from low hanging, gray and black clouds. Only, this time the snow was falling with no wind. They say Chicago has a lot of wind. But I'm here to tell you no place on earth has as much wind as this city does. The yearly average is fifteen miles per hour daily. It’s not uncommon to see the wind kicking along about twenty miles per hour all day long, especially in the summertime. If you are born in this state, then you better be prepared for wind. In fact, the wind needs to blow in my face every day. I need to have a fan blowing in my face at night when I go to bed. A day without wind is a day I'm nervous and jumpy. There was no wind kicking the snow around at the moment. But the snow was falling and making the city sort of relax and slow down. As we drove across town, I found myself mellowing out and unwinding. I even saw pedestrians wave and smile as we drove by. It was a good feeling.

      We went back to Abbott's apartment and asked a few more questions. Eventually we found out that he worked at a health spa down on 137th street South and Woodlawn. Climbing back into the car we drove south until we found the spa. About twenty minutes of asking questions there we found out that he had two loves in his life. One was Rebecca Pickford and the other was a girl by the name of Eudora Felting.

      “You think this Eudora Felting is the big-boobed mystery girl who kept extra underwear over at Abbott's apartment?”

      “Won't know that until we find her, Sherlock,” I said, smiling at the face of Frank. He had this lecherous old man's grin on his face, and he was cracking me up. “Let's see if she's got a driver's license in this state.”

      She did. We got her address and took our time driving over to where she lived. It was, we were curious to find out, in a quiet residential neighborhood on the east end of town. An old, well-established neighborhood, with big oak trees towering over the small, bungalow-styled homes, and deep, luxurious front yards.

      As we climbed out of the car the snow by now was beginning to come down at a faster rate. So fast in fact I didn't see Eudora come out of her front door until she was off the porch and walking to the attached garage.

      

      “Miss Eudora Felting?” I said, startling her as she jerked her head up and looked at me through the falling snow.

      She was a tall woman. Much taller than Bruce Abbott and considerably huskier in build. She was big boned. Yet far from being fat. She had on a long, gray wool coat and around her head was a scarf to protect her shoulder length blonde hair. She was well endowed with a chest that would make a man stagger with anticipation.

      “Yes? Who are you?

      “Sergeant Turner Hahn, of Homicide. And this is my partner, Sergeant Frank Morales. Do you have time for us to ask you a few questions?”

      “Concerning?

      “You have not heard of the deaths of Bruce Abbott, or a girl by the name of Rebecca Pickford?” Frank asked, glancing at me, and stepping closer to the powerful looking woman.

      “Wha … what? Bruce has been murdered!” she said, her eyes widening. Then she suddenly grew weak and bent at the knees.

      We caught her just as she was about to do a dive into the large, snow-covered bush at the edge of her sidewalk. With each of us gripping an arm we carried her up onto her porch and out of the snow. By time we got to the porch, her eyes were running over with tears and messing up the thick coating of mascara she had only recently applied.  Generously.

      With shaking hands and a face as pale white as the falling snow, Eudora found her house key and fumbled around enough to open the door. We three walked into a small, but warm front room of the home. Shrugging off her coat, which fell off her and straight to the floor, she made her way over to a recliner chair and sagged into its deep cushion, burying her face into her hands to cry for a few moments. But only for a short time. She finally sobbed, blew her nose with a Kleenex she reached for from a box of Kleenexes on the coffee table between us, then wiped the tears from her eyes.

      “Jesus! Bruce is dead? How? Who?” she sobbed, her eyes red and her face still streaked with black runs from the mascara.

      “That's what we were hoping you would be able to tell us, Miss Felting,” I said. I looked at her and then pointed to a couple of suitcases which had been quickly deposited in the hallway, visible from the living room and in front of a door that might have led into a bedroom. “Just returned from a trip?”

      “Yes … yes. I've been in St. Louis since last Thursday,” she nodded, blowing her nose in another Kleenex, and then reaching for a third. “I'm a nurse. The head nurse at a retirement home. I've been in St. Louis at a convention for nursing home staff. I was a speaker at two meetings, plus I attended several others. But tell me, who killed Bruce?”

      “We don't know,” Frank said, looking Eudora Felting over carefully. “But someone entered his home while he was in his bathtub and smacked him upside the head.”

      “My God! The poor little man,” she whimpered, eyes filling with tears again as she lifted a hand up to cover her trembling lip, “I … I was just about to get into my car and rush over to his apartment! I … I've missed him so much and I was eager to see him!”

      She broke into a low moan of sobbing again and we sat back and waited for her to regain control. She was a woman in her mid-thirties and decent enough at which to look. Her face had too much make up on for my tastes, and she liked to wear her hair in some fashion straight out of the nineteen fifties, but she was narrow in the hips and with a flat stomach … plus very well supplied with breasts. Her bosom was large, healthy, and obviously something she was proud of. She had on a tight, form fitting dress that accentuated her best anatomical features. It was a yellow dress with big, white plastic buttons running down the front. I could imagine her and Abbott rolling around on the bed with Abbott unbuttoning each big button, one button at a time, as she struggled to rip his pants off.

      Eudora Felting was a woman who had a taste for men. She was earthy. Willing. Appreciative of a male being around. She radiated a kind of invitation which naturally drew men to her. She was big framed, but not fat. She looked strong, possibly stronger than Abbott would have been. Certainly, strong enough to hit such a small man with a blunt instrument on the side of his head and crush it in.

      Her crying was too convincing … too genuine. And there was the other problem. She said she had been out of town since Thursday of last week. That could be checked, it would be checked, but I was fairly sure she was telling the truth.

      “How long did you know Abbott, Miss Felting?” Frank asked, his voice growing soft as we listened to her genuine anguish at the loss of a loved one.

      “Maybe three, four months. He works … worked … down at a spa I have a membership in. I joined it soon after my husband and I got a divorce. He gave the best massages I've ever had.”

      “Did you know a girl by the name of Rebecca Pickford?” I asked, watching her wipe her eyes free of tears again with shaking hands.

      “Well … not personally. But I think she was a member of the spa. Why?”

      “She was murdered, too. And she and Abbott knew each other as well,” I said, tactfully not mentioning that Abbott and Pickford had been lovers.

      “Oh. My God, what's happening here?” she whispered, her eyes growing big with fear. “Do you know who the killer is? Or killers?”

      “Not yet. We’ll find them soon,” I said, smiling and trying to sound confident. “But I have to ask you this, Miss Felting. Sorry about being so blunt. Did you and Abbott know each other intimately?”

      She looked at me and at Frank with big blue eyes, eyes lined red from crying, then she smiled that lost, forlorn smile of someone who has forever lost something cherished deep in their heart as she brought a trembling hand up to her cheek.

      “Do you mean were we lovers, Sergeant? Yes. I loved Bruce, and I'm sure he loved me.”

      “You said you were in St. Louis,” Frank broke in, glancing at me, frowning, then back at the big woman. “Can you give me the name of the hotel in which you stayed?”

      “Sure. It was the Holiday Inn Downtown. The convention was at the Memorial Hospital.”

      “And were you there Monday, this last Monday?”

      “Yes. Monday was my day to speak. I had two sessions, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. I gave a talk on how to minimize nurse staffing in private care institutions.”

      “At what times did you speak?” I asked, knowing that whatever she was going to say, it would be an air-tight alibi … and the truth as well.

      “The morning session began promptly at nine. I had maybe three, four hundred people at that one to hear me. The second one was at three in the afternoon. There was only fifty or so there.”

      “What did you do between those times?” Frank asked, writing notes in the notepad before looking up at her.

      “I had lunch with several old friends from the St. Louis area around noon, and then at one there was a lecture I wanted to attend … Oh my God! You think I killed Bruce, don't you, and it happened on Monday!”

      More tears. More sobbing. I thought she was going to cry herself right off the chair and onto the floor. Frank and I kept our mouths shut and when she finally got control of herself, we assured her we were not accusing her of the crime. All we were doing was asking the required questions.

      We both knew there was no way the woman could have killed Bruce Abbott on Monday. She had the build, the strength and possibly a motive for killing both Abbott and Pickford. She knew Pickford was a member of the same spa she was a member of, and that Abbott worked in, something we weren't quite sure about earlier. If she was the jealous type, knowing that Abbott was sleeping with Pickford as well as with her, that might have been motive enough for a double murder.

      But St. Louis is seven hundred miles away as a Boeing 737 flies. No way to fly back here, kill the two, and then get back to St. Louis for her meetings on Monday if her alibi checked out. I was sure it was going to check out as gospel.

      So, Eudora Felting was not our murderess, and somehow, I didn't think she was the type to kill a man. She loved men too much. She might bash them around like a trash bag being tossed into the dump. Or she might be bashed around by a man. But not kill. It didn’t fit her personality.

      We still had a murderer to find.

      “So, where does that leave us now, sport?” Frank asked, as we backed the old Ford out of Eudora's driveway and onto the snow-covered street.

      We asked Eudora a few more questions and then we quietly left her crying in the recliner. Leaving people crying their hearts out over the loss of a loved one is part of the job I do not handle very well. And I've been in homicide a long time.

      “Well,” I sighed, running a hand down my face, and collecting my thoughts as we listened to the tires crunching through fresh snow, “We know that Pickford, Abbott, and Felting all are connected by the link with the spa. Maybe if we go back down there and nose around some more, we might find a link that connects Pickford and Abbott with someone else.”

      “Maybe, and maybe we might win the lotto. But hell, we've got to do something.”

      I nodded in agreement, and we drove back to the spa. Two hours of asking a lot of questions gave us a list of names of people who may or may not have known both Rebecca Pickford and Bruce Abbott.

      It was on the way back to the station that Charlie Ten gave us a squawk over the radio and told us of a phone number to call. A Charlie in this town is a black-and-white patrol car. Beat officers are who do the day-to-day work of rolling along the streets and answering all the first calls which come in on 911.

      Charlie Ten was a beat car with two big, gregarious Irish cops in it by the name of Ian McNutty and Carl Flannery. They were second generation cops. In fact, their fathers had served as partners back in the early fifties together. Nut and Flack were their nicknames, and their beat was a section on North Broadway and Hanover streets.

      In the same beat where our third murder investigation was going on.

      Our third homicide case was fairly cut and dried. We knew who the killer was, and this time, witnesses easily identified Ricky Martinez as being the trigger man who killed Leon Graham. We had five witnesses who watched the murder happen in a small beer joint down on Grover and Simpson. Every witness was willing to testify. There was no doubt about it. To a man everyone agreed that Ricky Martinez was the killer.

      Now all we had to do was find Ricky Martinez … which was not going to be easy since Ricky was part of a gang, and soon after he put the 9 mm to the back of Leon Graham's head and pulled the trigger, an act of murder being the requirement to enter the gang, Ricky disappeared. The gang whisked him away and not a trace of Ricky could be found. We had been keeping contacts within the community around Grover and Simpson streets, the gang's main turf, waiting for some sign of Ricky's return.

      Nut and Flack were beat officers that had the gang as their prime source of their nightly activity to contend with. Driving fast across town, Frank and I knew getting a call from them could only mean Ricky Martinez must have made an appearance somewhere.

      Over the phone they told us to meet them behind a small neighborhood grocery store just a block away from Grover Street. We found them sitting in their car in an empty lot behind the store waiting for us. Rolling up beside them on my side, I rolled the window down and Ian McNutty rolled down his window and then lifted a thermos mug.

      “Coffee? It's colder than a frozen Eskimo's pecker out here today.”

      “No thanks. We just had some something,” I said, shaking my head. “What's up?”

      “Had a friendly little kid tell us he saw Ricky last night at a party just up the street from here,” Carl Flannery said, leaning forward on the far side of his black-and-white to answer while McNutty poured himself a cup of coffee. “It was supposed to have been a big party that went all night and all day this morning. The way our source told us, they should be all down and out for the count by now.”

      I glanced at Frank, and then turned my attention back to the two beat cops.

      “You can trust this source?”

      “The kid's a brother to someone who was badly cut up by Ricky and a couple of gang members. He wants Ricky roasted over an open pit. Sure, we think his information is legit.”

      “I know the kid, Sergeant,” McNutty said, lowering his coffee cup and looking at me, “He's okay. So is the kid’s brother. Both kids have tried to stay away from the drugs and the gangs. That's the reason the older kid got messed up. The gangs felt like the older brother should have been one of them.”

      I nodded and looked out of the front of our car, thinking it over. It was a cold, gray day with the snow falling, sitting in the middle of an empty lot behind the grocery store. This part of town had row after row of brown brick buildings, remnants of the early 1900s immigrant influx that now had become the city's basic slums. It was an island of apartments between two large steel mills and an automobile assembly plant. Mostly Black, Hispanic, Vietnamese and Korean families lived in this part of town, with the Vietnamese and Koreans rapidly buying up all the local businesses and making a go of it in spite of the economy.

      The successes in being astute in business the Vietnamese and Korean families were having were upsetting a number of the Blacks, especially the gangs, since they had been the first to enter this neighborhood the moment the Whites began to move out. The friction was running over into the rival gangs. There were Black and Asian gangs all over this section of town.

      “Okay. Let's go with it,” I said, looking at the two beat cops. “But we're going to have to have a search warrant.”

      “Sure. Got one.” Flannery nodded, holding one up in his hand and grinning. “Thought you might want one, so we got an official complaint from a Korean businessman we know claiming there are drugs being sold in that apartment. Want us to call for backup?”

      “Naw. Let's just go with the four of us,” I said, after looking at Frank, then back at the two. “Four of us can be a hell of a lot quieter than fifty.”

      They nodded in agreement and so the four of us went after Ricky Martinez. We parked our cars on the street on which the building sat where the party had been. However, we parked three buildings down. Instead of the four of us walking back to the building, we disappeared into the alley and made our way back to the building, with the idea in mind that maybe we wouldn't be seen so readily. Nut and Flack had flak jackets on and holding ugly looking short-barreled riot guns in their hands. We dug our flak jackets out of the Ford's trunk but decided not to bring the riot guns lying beside the flak jackets. We wanted our hands relatively clear, so the only weapons we had was Frank's 9mm Glock and my .45 caliber Kimber.

      In the back of the building, we talked it over as to what our plan was going to be. At first the idea was to send Nut and Flack to cover the front and back exits of the building. Frank mentioned that busting into an apartment filled with gang members with only two police officers armed with handguns seemed a sure-fire way to either early retirement, due to on-the-job disabilities, or an eternity sleeping in a coffin with gophers. We thought that over and saw the sense to it, so all of us decided to go in together. The next problem was getting upstairs without being seen. Or without the gang members being warned of our approach. It was only seven p.m. in the evening. There were a lot of people home cooking their suppers and watching TV. No one was outside. It was too damned cold. So, with luck we thought we could climb the three flights of stairs to the floor the apartment was on without someone letting out a shout.

      We entered the building, the four of us, through the back door and quietly slipped down the hall and headed up stairs. We could hear through the paper-thin walls of the building as people watched TV, played their stereos, or shouted at each other in about twenty different languages. From just about every apartment, some aroma of food being prepared drifted out into the hall and collected with the rest of the aromas before floating down the hall to the stairwell, where the wind currents swirled them around and around all over the building. The stairs were old, creaky, and sang loud songs of protest as four armed police officers tried to climb them as quietly as they could. We had to step around kids' toys as we climbed. On the second floor Nut accidentally slapped a size ten shoe into a soccer ball he didn't see in time, sending the big ball caroming off one apartment door loudly before it bounced down the hall and came to a halt against a hall window. The apartment owner, a small Korean man about fifty or sixty, opened the door and looked out. He was dressed in an undershirt and a pair of slacks and wearing socks. In one hand was a small bowl filled with rice, in the other some chop sticks. He took one look at us, eyes growing wide in surprise, and Frank lifted a finger up to his lips in the silent, universal, gesture to keep quiet. Numbly the old gent nodded and disappeared back into his apartment. Fortunately, he didn't slam the door, and more importantly, he didn't start shouting in Korean to everyone in the building that four armed police officers were making their way upstairs.

      My hands were sweating buckets, my mouth was as dry as cotton. The heavy flak jacket I had over my sport coat was as heavy as ten men and it seemed as if I could not get a tight enough grip on my .45. Coming to the third floor, leading the pack, I hesitated on the first step before taking a quick breath and peeking around the corner of the stairwell wall and down the hall itself. No one was visible. Everything looked quiet. Relieved, I hurried off the stairs and the four of us fanned out down the hall on either side of the apartment door we thought the gang members were in.

      They all looked at me, expectantly, and I looked back at them. I knew what they wanted me to do. Shrugging, I stepped to one side of the door and with my free hand I pounded on the door and shouted “Open up! It's the police!” But quickly I stepped in front of the door and used my right foot to kick it open before leaping to one side.

      The door flew open about the same time we heard windows smashing and bodies jumping around and running. There was a gunshot, from a 9 mm which slapped into the cheap plaster wall on the other side of the hall behind us. If I had stayed in the middle of the doorway after kicking the door open, I would have taken that bullet right in the middle of my flak jacket. As it was, the 9 mm drilled through the hall wall, the bedroom wall of an apartment, then through the brick wall on the outside of the apartment before it disappeared into the night. Fortunately, no one was hurt.

      The four of us went in two at a time. We went in low, shouting, and waving our guns around. Gang members were scrambling everywhere, most of them undressed, with two of them flying out of the broken windows with only a pair of blue jeans on and nothing else. It was a madhouse until Flack pumped a round into his riot gun, lifted the muzzle above his head and let go with a round through the apartment's ceiling. Fortunately, we were on the top floor, so the Double O buckshot went through the roof without scratching anyone. Luckily, a lot of old plaster crashed to the apartment floor and all the gang members suddenly stopped what they were doing and raised their hands over their heads.

      We had sixteen of them. Nine men and seven women. We had crack cocaine, some meth, and about $10,000 in brand new bills. We had Tec 9 automatic weapons, knifes, handguns and two wanted felons. What we did not have was Ricky Martinez.

      Ricky, it turned out, had been at the party but he didn't drink much and didn't use any of the drugs. So, he was alert and fast when I pounded on the door. He was the first one out of the window and halfway down the fire escape before I had time to kick the door open.

      Still, we had a good collar on several gang members who were wanted, including two of the four gang members identified as being with Ricky when he blew away Leon Graham. They were charged with Murder, First Degree and thrown into a cell. The rest were charged with various felonies, mostly drug possession and drug trafficking possessions of illegal firearms, or possession of stolen goods.

      It wasn't until ten that night before we had everything wrapped up. I was just finishing my report, sitting at my desk at the station, facing Frank, when my phone rang.

      “Hello? Sergeant Hahn?”

      It was a woman's voice. A voice I recognized.

      “Yes, Dr. Murphy. What can I do for you?”

      “Well, you might think this forward of me. But I've just finished with some of my research work tonight with the reactor. And I'm famished! I thought I might call you and see if you'd let a female buy you a late supper.”

      “I've never shied away from someone buying me a meal,” I answered truthfully, winking at Frank, who was looking at me with a puzzled frown. “Got any place in mind?”

      “What do you think of Italian?”

      “I think it's a great idea. Where?”

      She gave me the address and I scribbled it down on a notepad. We talked a couple of seconds more and then hung up. I leaned back in my chair, dropping my hands behind my head, and grinned like the Cheshire cat at my genetic freak for a partner.

      “Got a date tonight, baby.”

      “Be careful that dame doesn't nuke you into raw toast.”

      “Naw. No way.”

      I came out of my chair, still grinning, and started to leave. Frank cleared his throat, stopping me, and went on.

      “And say, when you're with the professor tonight, ask her how in hell is it possible to slip into the computer room without logging in on the computer files, or on the logbook by the guards.”

      “What makes you think she would know?”

      “She's a physicist. That makes her smart, and smart with computers. Right?”

      “Smart enough to rig the computer security system to let her in and not be logged in?”

      “What do you think?” Frank asked, opening his bottom right hand desk drawer and pulling out the brown paper bag which was his lunch.

      “I think I'll ask,” I nodded, but not smiling now, “But I'm fairly sure she's not the person we're looking for.”

      “And what makes you think that way, me boyo?”

      I started to make a reply, but I didn't. I just had a feeling she wasn't a killer. I had no proof. Just a feeling.

      Though, there have been times when my feelings have steered me the wrong way.
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      I found her sitting in a corner booth underneath a red lamp shade. She was sitting alone at the table, nursing a glass of beer, with her coat lying in an empty seat beside her neatly folded over and with her purse lying on top of that. Beside the glass of beer was an ashtray. While waiting she smoked two cigarettes and drank at least half of the glass of beer.

      The little restaurant was only three blocks from campus. Not much light was available except for the small red lamps at each table. But I had enough light to see that the place was mostly empty. A young girl was standing behind the cash register busy reading some college textbook. In the back I heard men's voices, the hiss of high-pressure water running and steel pots banging around as the men talked loudly. In an opposite corner was a couple of college kids sitting close together as they talked and only aware of each other, and no one else, in the entire universe. I smiled and walked across the empty floor toward her.

      “Well, it's about time. I am beyond starvation,” she said, seeing me and smiling as I slid into the empty booth seat across from her. “Hungry?”

      “Always,” I nodded, shaking out a cigarette and lighting it, blowing smoke above us. “What's on the menu tonight?”

      “I'm not particular. How about spaghetti and meatballs? They make the best meatballs in the country here.”

      I smiled, nodded, and looked at her for a second or two.

      She had on a dress tonight. A dark blue dress of conservative cut that had a relatively low neckline which allowed just the suggestion of her cleavage to show. Around her neck was a plain gold chain with a little pendant at her throat which had a blue stone set in it. Her long, jet black hair fell in soft, dark waves and her dark violet-colored eyes were looking at me through glasses barely held together by fine gold wire. It occurred to me this lovely woman probably had not been dressed like this working late in the laboratory. Nevertheless, I wasn't complaining. She was a lovely woman, with a warm, seductive smile playing across her red lips and I found myself enjoying sitting across from her.

      “Well, how goes the investigation?” she said, smiling even more, then suddenly dropping the smile and looking seriously at me. “I guess I shouldn't ask that since I'm a suspect in the case. Have I placed you in a compromising position by asking you to eat with me tonight, Sergeant?”

      “Call me Turner. And no, I'm not compromised, if you're not compromised in having a homicide detective sharing a meal with you.”

      “And how would that make me compromised … Turner?” she asked.She smiled, killed the cigarette I just lit up in the ashtray, and ordered for both of us, when the waiter came up before answering.

      “I'm just a cop, lady. My IQ maybe hits a 100 on a good day. I would think someone with your brains would need to be around someone with equal brains.”

      She lifted her head, laughed, and shook her head before reaching for her beer.

      “I suspect you are somewhat more intelligent than that, Sergeant Hahn. And besides, I try not to limit my friends to only those who can talk to me easily using complex math formulas. In fact, you might be surprised to learn there are very few of my peers who want to be around me.”

      She frowned for a moment, then smiled, and looked at me before lifting her glass and drinking. Lowering her beer, she took her other hand and tossed some raven black hair over her shoulder. I watched her, and in watching her, thought she was a remarkably beautiful woman for a physicist.

      “Being smart, and a woman, and the department head somehow makes it difficult to attract the opposite sex. Unless you want to include attracting those few male students in my classes who think seducing me will give them a better grade.”

      “Is that a problem? Fighting off the students?”

      She smiled, shook her head, and even laughed softly. Furthermore, when she laughed her eyes lit up with a mischievous gleam I found attractive.

      “Actually, I find it both amusing and something which stimulates my vanity. It hardly ever happens. Maybe once every five or six years. When it does, I find it makes me think that possibly I'm still a woman, a pretty woman, and that some men may find me attractive.”

      “I find you attractive,” I said truthfully, waiting for the waiter to put my cup of coffee down and leave before I said any more. “I'm surprised you're not married to some kind of college professor and safely tucked away in an institution of higher learning with tenure and five kids.”

      She lifted her head and laughed again, sweetly, and with a light femininity which stimulated me to no end. In a casual, natural gesture, she reached across the table with a hand and gave my hand a gentle, playful squeeze before it went back across the table to her side. I found her squeezing my hand was like being touched with a slight charge of electricity.

      “Oh, thank you for that compliment! I think I needed that tonight,” she said, still breaking out into giggles as the waiter came with our food. “But to tell you the truth, I was married for a short time some years back. And he was a college professor at a large institution.”

      “But it didn't work.”

      “No, it didn't,” she said, smiling sadly and staring down at her plate of food. “He was somewhat older than me, dedicated to his work, and not particularly interesting in making a go of wedded life. It only lasted a couple of years.”

      She picked up her fork and stirred her food around, not looking at me, while I kept looking at her closely. For some reason I could not figure out, I found myself fascinated in the way the light from the red lamp played across her hair. When she looked serious, like now, her deep violet-colored eyes became even darker in color. I smiled, picked up my fork and aimed it for the first big meat ball I could find.

      “Listen, I didn't mean to be nosey. What I am though, is hungry. Why don't we talk about something more pleasant while we scarf down the food?”

      She looked up at me, flashed me a bright smile, nodded and started eating. The food was good. I wanted a beer to wash down the food, but this was just my lunch break. I was still on duty. So, I nursed my cup of coffee along and we ate for a couple of minutes in silence. Finally, when I was finished, I pushed my plate away and reached for my cup again.

      “Somehow I can't see a high-powered research physicist working in a dress. Blowing up atoms and stirring up the cosmos makes me want to think of either blue jeans and T-shirts or plate armor and lead gloves.”

      “I have to admit I called you from home. I went home first, changed, and then called you. In fact,” she said, suddenly laughing again. “I was in blue jeans. I'll be damned. You're a good detective.”

      “Just average.”

      “Would it be impolite to ask you for information about how the case is going?” she said, looking at me with a bright look of burning curiosity in her eyes, like a child eager to latch its hands onto a brand new toy. But unsure how the parents would react. “Jeez, I have to admit, Walter's murder is making me just itch all over. I love a good mystery. I read them whenever I can. And now, in my own department, there is a murder investigation going on! I can't believe it!”

      It was my turn to laugh. I knew the look in her face the moment she asked if we could talk about the case. Amateur detectives come in all sizes and shapes. I didn't for a moment think she was our guilty party, although technically, she was a suspect in the case.

      “Sure. What do you want to know?”

      “Everything. Anything. Anything that you can safely tell me without compromising your investigation. Even more questions to me! Am I still a suspect? Do you think I did it?”

      

      She was bubbling with excitement … like the kid again with the new toy. It was hard to not laugh. I smiled, pulled out another cigarette and lit it, as I twisted to one side in the booth and threw my legs out from under the table to cross one over the other.

      “Yes, you are a suspect. And a very good one, at that. So far Frank and I think you have a good motive, a lot of moxy, and the ability to get up close to Dr. Holdridge to do the deed. In fact, Frank has you pretty high on his list of suspects.”

      “And where am I on your list?” she asked, her bright eyes filled with intense curiosity which almost bored through my head, as she sat on her side of the booth, one elbow down on the table and propping her head up as she watched me.

      “Maybe fifth or sixth. Maybe higher, I don't know yet,” I said truthfully, smiling again. “Who knows? I need more information before I can start suspecting someone. We are still asking around for that.”

      “Who else is on your list?”

      “Everyone. I'm not crossing off anyone just yet.”

      “Marvin Sloan on your list?”

      “Yes.”

      “He is? Why? What would be his motive?” she asked, sitting up and contorting her pretty face into a perplexed mask. “He didn't like Walter, that's true. But what motive would Marvin have in wanting to kill Walter?”

      

      “One motive comes to mind. How about love?” I said, watching her very carefully now.

      “Wha … You mean Marvin is in love? With whom? How did Walter find out Marvin was in love with someone?”

      “Your president is in love with you, Dr. Murphy. And it's rather plain as day he's been in love with you for a number of years. How far back do you and Dr. Sloan go?”

      “Ten … twelve years at least!” she said, stammering, and looking incredulous at me, “You mean Marvin is in love with me? Me? My God! The poor man!”

      I frowned. She looked dumbfounded. She was trying to smile, but the thought that Marvin Sloan was in love with her seemed too incomprehensible to absorb. I was frowning because I found myself wondering what my reaction was going to be if she decided Marvin Sloan’s love should be reciprocated.

      She had both hands up to her lips in a surprised gesture, her eyes wide with astonishment as she watched me. She lowered her hands, shook her head and smiled sadly.

      “How incredible! I … he was … my tutor while I worked on my doctorate at Stanford. It was Marvin who accidentally introduced me to my ex-husband eight years ago. God! To think that not once did I suspect his interest in me ran any deeper than professionally.”

      “And what does it make you feel now?”

      

      “Stunned. And sad, Turner. Really sad. Poor Marvin Sloan is a nice man. A brilliant man in his own right. He's an exceptional computer specialist, and an even more accomplished administrator. But he's not, uh, the kind of man I could fall in love with. Does that sound mean and cruel of me? I don't mean to be. But he's too … too impressed with himself, you know what I mean?”

      I nodded and found myself feeling immensely relieved. I found myself not wanting her to love any man. I found myself wanting her to find me that type of man she wanted. I found myself wanting to act like a fool.

      “Well, that's what we think,” I said, shaking off that feeling and trying to remain calm. “We think he's in love with you. And the motive would be that he finally became fed up with Dr. Holdridge's constant attempt to tarnish your reputation and his seedy efforts to have you fired.”

      She looked at me with those deep violet eyes for a few seconds, thinking over something, and then her nose and forehead wrinkled up into a scowl as she shook her head.

      “Forgive me, Turner. But the rumor is going around campus that Walter was horribly murdered down in the computer lab. Something like his throat was cut and there was blood all over the room?”

      “Yes, that's correct. Garroted. Piano wire around his neck pulled so tight it cut the carotid artery. Messy.”

      “Yes, yes,” she nodded, curling a lip up at the mental image of it, “But wouldn't that mean that whoever did it had to be strong?”

      

      “Yes. At least in this case,” I nodded. “Holdridge put up a real fight. Whoever did it had to be strong enough to fight it out with him and hold on to the piano wire.”

      “Then that would mean Marvin couldn't be the killer!” she said, sitting up suddenly and smiling gleefully.

      “Why not?”

      “Marvin has a heart condition which makes him weak. He can't do anything which requires physical strength. There is no possible way he could have garroted poor Walter.”

      I nodded and logged that bit of information into a back file for future reference.

      “Who else is on your suspect list?” she asked, reaching for her beer.

      “We are looking for a kid by the name of Gino Alberti. He may not be a suspect, however we heard he was extremely upset with the victim at one point. He even told a few he would like to kill Holdridge.”

      “Gino is a kid who's very excitable. Very. He's been working on his doctorate degree and he's very close to getting it. He works hard, gets little sleep, and he gets irritable.”

      “Strong enough to kill someone?”

      She looked at me thoughtfully, sipping her beer again before lowering it and nodding.

      “Yes. He's not big, but he is strong.”

      

      “Got any idea where we might be able to find him?”

      “He should be over in the dorm. If he's not working at the lab, he's in his room. Or over at Alicia’s apartment. Alicia should be able to help you. She's his girlfriend.”

      “I'll talk to her soon. But tell me, and this will be something you'll find interesting, how can someone open the computer lab's locked doors without it being recorded? We have all the log records. We show the victim coming in at five after four in the afternoon. We have the log where his assistant …”

      “Alicia.”

      “… right, Alicia Addams, logs in at five forty-five and finds the body. But there's nothing in between.”

      She was hooked. The kid again with an even more interesting new toy. She frowned, drummed her fingers on the table, took another drink of her beer, then looked at me quizzically.

      “You are assuming that someone logged into the computer room after Walter came down and before Alicia arrived?”

      “That's one working theory,” I nodded, after taking a sip of my coffee, “But we have a couple of other ideas.”

      “Like?”

      “Like maybe the killer logged in before the victim arrived, say around noon. The computer records have a list of those who came in before two in the afternoon. We're going to look those names over soon.”

      

      “So, the idea is the killer logs in early, waits for Walter to arrive, then kills him and disappears without being seen?”

      “Getting out wouldn't have been a problem,” I said, shaking my head. “When the victim's assistant found the body, she went screaming down the hall to grab one of the security personnel. They both went back to the computer room where the victim was lying. They both entered the room and stayed in the room for a few moments. That's when I figure the killer stepped out of an empty computer stall and escaped unseen.”

      “How many log entries do you have before Walter checked in?”

      “It must have been a slow day. Just eight. All students.”

      “And they have alibis?”

      “I dunno.” I shrugged, grinning sheepishly for once, “To be honest, we haven't had time to track them down. Frank and I are working on three other homicide cases as well. We haven't had time to do justice to any of them.”

      She was beaming again at me, her eyes afire with curiosity. She started to ask about them, but I held my hand up and smiled.

      “No, not now. Let's just stay with this case. And if you will, tell me is it possible to jerry-rig the computer system and slip into the computer lab without being recorded.”

      “Absolutely.” she answered, smiling, “No computer system is perfect and our students majoring in computer science would find this kind of system the challenge they thrive on. Computer time in the lab is a premium commodity if you're doing advanced research. And the part of the lab Walter was killed in was reserved for those doing just that. I can see where half the computer science kids could bypass the system and come and go at will. I wouldn't be surprised if most of our physicist students were doing the same thing.”

      I nodded, not liking what I was hearing. Anybody smart enough could have sneaked down into the computer lab and killed Holdridge. Anybody with a motive that is. It seemed like everyone on campus had a motive.

      “Are you sure someone came in before Walter checked in?” she asked, dark eyes looking at me quizzically.

      “No, I'm not sure. Until I check out the eight students who checked in before the victim did all I am doing is guessing. Maybe someone stole a card and checked in using a different name. Who knows? Anything is possible.”

      She nodded, reached over, and squeezed my hand again. This time I closed my hand around hers and didn't let go.

      “You know, this is going to sound like a come on, but you have the darkest blue-violet eyes I've ever seen in a nuclear physicist.”

      “And how many physicists do you know, Turner?” she asked, her voice dropping down into a sultry whisper as she smiled into my face.

      “Not many. But there's one I'd like to get to know better.”She didn't pull her hand away. Instead, her other hand came up and rested on mine, with one of her fingers arching over, letting a fingernail run lightly across the back of my hand.

      

      “It's been a long time since someone tried to interest me in something other than science.”

      “Maybe I was thinking of science when I said I was interested in getting to know you. Anatomy, or Biology, comes to mind.”

      She smiled at me, her eyes showing interest in my suggestion. Her eyes turned and looked at something behind me. Curious, I turned to see what it was.

      It was Frank strolling into the restaurant, his head snapping back and forth looking for me. The moment he saw us he came striding over to us with a determined purpose in his odd, waddling stride of a land-locked sailor.

      I let go of her hand and she pulled both back to her and under the table.

      “Sorry to break this love nest up,” Frank growled, grinning at the two of us devilishly, “And especially so since I know Turner hasn't had a date with a live woman for more than two years. But something's come up on a case, and I need to borrow him for a while.”

      “Certainly, Sergeant,” Karen said, smiling at me, slightly embarrassed, then looking at Frank again, “I hope something serious has come up. I was about to ensnarl him into my web and reel him in.”

      “Not much of a catch, if you ask me,” Frank said, grinning and then turning to leave, “Turn, it's about the Morgenthau case.”

      “Another case?” Karen chipped in, curiosity afire again.

      “Forget it,” I said, sliding out of the booth, “Have breakfast with me tomorrow and I'll fill you in.”

      “When and where?”

      “At Denny's on Iron, say round eight?”

      “I'll be there,” she nodded, reaching for her purse and the ticket lying on the table. I nodded, then turned and hurried out of the empty restaurant after Frank.

      It was our fourth homicide case. Did I say we were working on four homicide cases at once? Did I mention that the police department was fifteen percent understaffed? Did I say anything about not getting any cost of living raises for the last three years?

      Frank and I had four working homicide cases on our hands. This case load was not by choice. Normally a homicide team had two, possibly three, cases they're working on. Four or more cases and generally something gets missed in the shuffle. However, in our case we had no choice. Detectives in this city were at an all-time low. There was very little promotion going on within the department, thanks to the city's monetary crunch, and very little hiring. We had been under a hiring freeze for three years and to say the department was low on numbers would hardly describe our situation. We were working our tails off with four active cases and hoping like hell nothing else broke open until at least one of them was cleared up.

      The Morgenthau case involved the serial thefts, and murders, of jewelry store merchandise and personnel. This was an old case. We had been on it for about two months with no lead strong enough to even generate some strong suspects. The M.O. was this. Two men with ski masks covering their faces would walk into a jewelry store, usually on a late Friday night, and wave big caliber revolvers around. They would gather all the store's customers and workers together in a small cluster and herd them to a back room. Generally speaking, if none of the customers nor workers said anything or made any sudden moves, the two heist men would leave them alone. One would cover them with the big bore revolver while the other made one of the workers open the back safe. They usually took diamonds and whatever gold might be handy. Twice they ran into large piles of cash.

      In one heist they shot a man between the eyes with one of the .41 magnum revolvers. The man made the mistake of having a cold. While standing in the terrified group in the back of the store, one of the witnesses told us, the masked figure guarding them with the .41 magnum seemed jittery and hyper with energy. The victim started to sneeze, threw up his arm to cover his face, and was shot in the head before he finished sneezing. A .41 magnum bullet hitting a man's head makes as much damage as a 2,000-pound rock smashing into an over ripe tomato. The last time we checked, all the survivors of this robbery were seeing psychologists to help get rid of their nightmares.

      “We got a call from a little lady who lives across the street from a jewelry store on 39th and Waterman,” Frank began as we climbed into the big Ford, “She said that at about 9:30 tonight she thought she heard the sound of a car backfiring. Backfiring twice. When she went to the window to take a look, she saw two men running out of Vogelmann's Fine Jewelry. It's that big store on the corner of Waterman. That's where I bought the missus her wedding ring, come to think of it.

      Anyway, she saw the two men leave in a big car. And then she said she saw a light was on in the back of the jewelry store. Thinking this was odd, since this was well past closing time and no other lights had ever been left on, she called the police. Officers McGuire and Wu answered the squawk. They found two bodies, one man and one woman, in the back room. Shot with a big bore revolver.”

      It did not take long to get to 39th and Waterman. When we arrived, we found three black-and-whites sitting in the street, a coroner's van up against the curb, and very few curious onlookers. We went inside, nodded to Joe Weiser, who was working this case for the coroner's department, then talked to officers McGuire and Wu. They told us that the caller was an interesting old lady and maybe we wanted to go across the street and up to her apartment and talk to her immediately.

      As we crossed the street the snow was beginning to slack off, but the wind was picking up. The wind blowing down the middle of Waterman was like a surgeon's frigid scalpel cutting across raw nerve endings. We hurried across the street and found the witness's apartment on the second floor above a drug store. Officers Flannery and McNutty grinned and waved at us when we walked in. They looked pleased. Standing between the big boned cops was a little woman who almost came up to McNutty's belt buckle. She had pure white hair and looked about as frail as any eighty-eight-year-old

      woman can get. She stood between the men with a stout looking cane in one shaking hand and clear, sharp eyes looking at Frank and me as we walked in.

      “Turner, I think you've got a lucky break on this case,” Nut said, grinning even wider as he flipped his notepad closed and pushed it inside his leather coat. “Sergeant Turner Hahn and Frank Morales, this is Cecilia Brown. She's the one who called in the squawk.”

      We nodded and said hello and the elderly woman took one look at Frank and me, made a sort of snorting noise in her throat, then turned around and hobbled over to her rocking chair. The chair was in front of the front windows of her apartment. The windows looked down onto Waterman Street and at the jewelry store.

      “I saw everything, you know. Everything. I even saw that kid pull his sock hat off just before he climbed into the car. Why I betcha I could pick him out of a hundred guys with blond hair!”

      I didn't say anything but glanced at Frank. Frank was about as speechless as I was. His eyes were big, his mouth open. He glanced at me quickly then we both looked at the old woman. She was dressed in a long, heavy looking nightgown and on her white feet were big, fluffy red pillows that looked incredibly comfortable but as ugly as sin.

      “Miss Brown, you called in at about 9:30 p.m. It was dark outside, and it was snowing when you looked across the street. How could you see clear enough to know that one of the men had blond hair?” I asked, walking over to her, lifting the window curtain, and taking a look out the window before I spoke to her. “It must be a good two hundred or two hundred fifty feet from this window to the front of the jewelry store.”

      “I know, I know.” she began cackling in a hard, disgusted voice as she rocked in her chair. “I know you boys think I'm an old witch who's probably blind and therefore only making this story up. But I ain't and I can prove it!”

      “Oh man, I hope so. I really do,” Frank muttered, taking a look out the window as well before looking at me. “It would be nice to get at least one case out of the way, wouldn't it?”

      I nodded in agreement and looked at Cecilia Brown. She looked at me, grinned, then held up one finger.

      “Watch,” she said, rocking forward and reaching for the window shade.

      It went straight up the window with a snap. The window was tall and narrow, but it had a perfect view of the jewelry store across the street. As elderly women usually do, she had placed her rocking chair in such a position to watch everything that went on in the street below.

      “See that corner light over there?” she said, pointing an arthritic bent finger at the light on the street corner beside the jewelry store, “That gave me just enough light to see that the boy had blond hair. And to see that they got into a black Cadillac. I know it was a Cadillac because my grandson sells 'em and he even owns one just like the one the boy got into.”

      I started to say something, but she held up a shaking hand and shook her head no. She leaned forward and from underneath a pile of knitting needles and yarn she pulled out a pair of opera binoculars.

      “With these my eyes are as good as they were twenty years ago,” she said, holding them up for Frank and me to see. “And I'm telling you I saw the kid pull his mask off just before he got into his car, and I don't give a damn who I have to tell it to! I knew those two young people who got shot over there in the store and I liked 'em a lot. I want to see those two hoodlums roast in hell for that. Roast for eternity.”

      I looked at Frank and nodded. Frank agreed, so we turned and looked at Nut and Flack.

      “Take Miss Brown downtown and help her go through some mug shots. That is,” turning to look at the frail, petite old woman worriedly, “if you think you are up to it.”

      “Sonny, I'm old, but I'm not useless,” she snapped, pulling herself out of the rocking chair with her cane. “Just help me downstairs and into the car and I'll recognize that young ass if you got a picture of him. Trust me on that.”

      We did and she did identify him in less than two hours.
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