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INTRODUCTION


Mr. and Mrs. North may well be the most beloved married couple in the history of American detective fiction. A strong case could be made for Nick and Nora Charles, of course, but they appeared in only a single book, The Thin Man (1934), and undoubtedly became more and more loved because of the superb acting job of Myrna Loy and William Powell, who portrayed the boozy couple in six motion pictures.


Both couples were crafted in response to trends in mystery novels of the era, many of which feature young women as charismatic as they are scatterbrained. These characters often find themselves in unlikely and somewhat dangerous situations, never quite knowing how they got there, only escaping some horrible fate in the nick of time. While their actions may be exasperating to their husbands, to the police, and often to the reader, their indisputable charm can squeeze sincere affection out of even the grumpiest of those parties.


No character better exemplifies this type of personality than Pam North and her effect on her long-suffering but loving husband, Jerry. Created by Richard Lockridge for a series of vignettes and short stories, published in the New York Sun and The New Yorker, it was Frances who conceived of a series of mystery novels based on the entertaining couple. Together, with Frances creating the plots and Richard supplying the actual writing, the Lockridge’s produced twenty-seven books (twenty-six of which were mysteries) featuring the Norths, the series ending when Frances Lockridge suddenly died in 1963. In addition to those twenty-seven books, Mr. and Mrs. North appeared in a Broadway play, a motion picture, and several radio and television series.


Richard Lockridge was born in St. Joseph, Missouri, in 1898, attended Kansas City Junior College and the University of Missouri, served in the Navy in 1918, and became a reporter for two Kansas City newspapers in 1921 and 1922, the year he married Frances Louise Davis. They moved to New York City’s Greenwich Village the same year. He joined the New York Sun as a reporter, becoming its drama critic in 1928. His background covering the theatrical world is evident in several books, including Death on the Aisle, with its insider and backstage knowledge and portrayal of theaters and the people who work in them.


Richard Lockridge was responsible for four other detective series, three of which he began with Frances and then continued on his own after her death. Think of Death (1947) launched a series of twenty-two novels about Lieutenant (later Captain, then Inspector) Merton Heimrich of the New York State Police. Most of the action takes places in the suburban counties of Westchester, Putnam, and Dutchess, where the Lockridges lived after they left New York City. The Norths met Heimrich with their friend Bill Weigand, an NYPD homicide detective who regularly appears in the Mr. and Mrs. North series.


Also in collaboration with Frances, Richard began a series in 1956 with a diffident New York City police detective, Nathan Shapiro, who, when moved up in rank, cannot understand why he received the promotion. He always appears to be depressed. He starred in ten books, beginning with The Faceless Adversary in 1956.


The ever-busy Lockridges began a short-lived third detective series with Night of the Shadows (1962), a police procedural featuring NYPD detective Paul Lane. Lane and his partner Sergeant, later Lieutenant, John Stein, were later prominently featured in the fourth Lockridge series, this one by Richard alone, focused on New York County Assistant District Attorney Bernard Simmons, that followed that character’s first appearance (in a Paul Lane novel), And Left for Dead (1962).


Two years after Frances Lockridge’s death, Richard married Hildegarde Dolson, also a mystery writer, though they did not collaborate. They moved to Tryon, North Carolina, where Richard died in 1982.


More details about the Norths, and the Lockridges, may be found in a delightful essay written by Richard in 1977 and published the following year in The Great Detectives, which I edited; it was published by Little, Brown. It follows as a foreword to Death on the Aisle.


—OTTO PENZLER




MR. AND MRS. NORTH


Mr. and Mrs. North had been fictional, or semifictional, characters for several years before they first met murder. I paraphrase the title of the first mystery novel about them—The Norths Meet Murder. I had written pieces about them for The New Yorker—not short stories, precisely, but what The New Yorker then called “casuals.” Brief domestic comedies, I suppose they were. And they were based, sometimes closely, on things which had happened to my wife, Frances, and me.


I wrote, and the magazine bought, a good many of those pieces, and eventually they were collected in a book called Mr. and Mrs. North. The publisher, rather ill-advisedly, called this collection a “novel.” Several reviewers snorted and so, in a mild way, did I. Novels, like short stories, require plots, and I, then, was plotless. And the Norths, in the early New Yorker pieces, were without first names.


The surname was easy. It was merely lifted from the somewhat amorphous, and frequently inept, people who played the North hands in bridge problems. In The New Yorker, in their early appearances they were merely “Mr.” and “Mrs.” But midway of one piece, it became necessary for Mr. North to call to his wife in another room of their apartment. It seemed unlikely that he would call out, “Hey, Mrs. North.” So, on the spur of the moment, he called for “Fran.” I do not remember that I had ever called Frances that, although, among other things, I did call her “Francie.”


When proofs—The New Yorker always sent proofs—came back the “Fran” stuck out. The spur of the moment had, clearly, struck too close to home. As a one-time printer I could count spaces, so that only one line would have to be reset. (I had been, a few years earlier, the printer in the Kansas City, Missouri, post office. I had learned to set type in a “journalism” course at Kansas City Junior College, where journalism certainly started with the fundamentals. I was taught to run a job press at the office by an elderly man, who really was a printer and was retiring. He lacked two fingers on his right hand, which was conventional for long-time operators of job presses. I did manage to retain mine.)


Anyway, I counted spaces, and “Pam” came close enough, and Mrs. North became Pamela, “Pam” for that line of type. I have no idea how her husband became “Jerry” or, for that matter, how he became a publisher. In The New Yorker stories, he had no occupation, so far as I can remember. Except, of course, that of being foil, straight man, to his wife.


Actually, I suppose the Norths did not first appear in The New Yorker, although that was the first time they had names.


When we first went to New York to stay, the New York Sun devoted that part of its back page not occupied by John Wanamaker to a department called The Sun Rays. It consisted of very short, preferably humorous pieces, and fragments of verse. We were broke; flat broke is not excessive. Frances got a job reckoning payments due from people who were buying on time—buying electric generators, as I recall. She was paid twenty-five dollars a week. It was a job for which she was totally unsuited, and which she did very well. We paid twenty dollars a week for a large room with a bath and a gas plate at one end. I, for some months, had no job at all, although I kept applying to all the city’s newspapers, which then were numerous. So I started submitting pieces to The Sun Rays.


Most of them were about the “babes in the studio apartment.” In retrospect, the “babes” seems to me unbearably cute. It was also inaccurate. We were both experienced newspaper reporters, Frances much more experienced than I. But we were babes in Manhattan and had fallen into the habit of eating. The Sun Rays pieces helped us sustain the habit. They also helped me, finally, to get a job on the city staff of the Sun.


The “babes” were the Norths in embryo. And the time was fifty years ago. You could buy twenty-five cents’ worth of stew meat and make it do for two dinners. If, of course, the stew didn’t spoil between meals: we had no refrigeration in the studio.


I kept on writing North stories while I was doing rewrite, and covering murder trials, on the Sun. We seemed to spend more than our combined salaries, although by then Frances had found a job more suited to her skills, and somewhat better paying. The New Yorker kept on buying. And we both, from time to time, read detective stories—mystery novels, novels of suspense, whatever publishers care to call them. (My own preference is for “detective stories,” or the variants which I think of as “chases.” Chases are more likely to become one-shots in magazines, or did before general magazines shrank so drastically in size and, of course, in number.)


It was Frances who first decided to write a detective story of her own. For several days her typewriter clicked happily. Then she came to me. There was one point with which she was having a little trouble, and perhaps I could help.


I read the dozen or so pages and it seemed to me to start very well. Then there was a scene, obviously crucial. A rowboat, apparently with nobody in it, was crossing a lake in the moonlight. I recognized the lake; we were renting a summer weekend cabin on just such a lake.


The rowboat came ashore. There was a body lying in it.


“Fine,” I said. “Very good scene. Foreboding. Only, with only this dead man in it, what made the boat move? You say it was a still night; no wind to blow it ashore. So?”


“Yes,” she said, “that’s the point I’m having trouble with. I though maybe you could help. After all, you were in the navy.”


I had been. On a battleship which had spent most of 1918 in what was then Brooklyn Navy Yard. New engines were being installed. With new engines she could move herself. In fact, she did move while I was still aboard. Across water in the yard and, with a considerable bang, into a pier. U.S.S. North Dakota managed, later, to steam to a drydock for junking.


None of this seemed to have much to do with a rowboat, occupied only by the dead, moving across a quiet lake under a full moon.


Frances was disappointed. I promised her we would work on it.


We did work on it. And we got nowhere. I still think about it now and then. I still get nowhere.


But then we got the idea of collaborating on a mystery, without the magical boat, but with Mr. and Mrs. North, already established characters.


The way we worked together, on that and subsequent books in what became a series, was to have story conferences. Who will we kill this time? Male or female? And who will do the killing, and why?


We would talk things out, making notes, coming up—usually slowly—with ideas, each of us accepting or rejecting the other’s notions.


After some hours of this, each of us would type up a synopsis of the book and of individual scenes in it. We would name the characters, which is often a tricky business. We would, finally, jumble it all together. Then I would write the story, drawing on our outlines and my experience, not very extensive, as a police reporter. And also my experience in covering murder trials, which was much greater. (Hall-Mills, Snyder-Gray and others celebrated in the now-distant past. Newspapers went all out for trials in those days. Some rented houses to lodge their covering staffs. The Sun made do with three of us and now and then, as in the Browning separation suit, with only two.)


I did all the writing on all our books. Frances summed it up neatly in one speaking appearance we made together: “I think up interesting characters and Dick kills them off.”


(The Norths themselves almost got killed off before, as detectives, they were ever born. Somebody, and I am afraid it was the late George Bye, my agent and close friend, suggested that they be renamed—perhaps become the Souths, or maybe the Wests.)


It would be too much to say that by then the Norths had a following. But they were known to New Yorker readers. The suggestion that this perhaps minimal advantage be thrown away was hooted down, mostly by me, but also by the editors.)


When Frances died very suddenly and I kept on writing, several reviewers searched diligently for change in our style. One or two found it, which I thought very astute of them.


I wrote no more North stories after Frances’s death, partly because, in my mind, she had always been Pamela North; partly because the spontaneity seemed to be ebbing out of them.


People used to ask me what Pam and Jerry looked like. I could never tell them. I have always avoided detailed physical descriptions of characters. It is better, it seems to me, to let readers form their own conceptions. (This attitude of mine may stem from the days when I was a boy and my mother read Dickens to me. She ready from heavy volumes of an edition set two columns to the page in six-point type. There were sketches of the characters. None of them ever looked remotely like the people I had learned to know so intimately from Dickens’s words).


So Inspector Heimrich is a big man, who thinks he looks like a hippopotamus; Lieutenant Shapiro is tall and thin. He wears gray suits which need pressing and has a long sad face. Readers can take it from there.


They have taken Pam North a good many places. Nobody ever seemed to care much about what Jerry looked like. When the collection of North stories was published in England, the publishers decided they needed to be sketched as chapter headings. They were stolid-looking characters. Pam was matronly; Jerry smoked a pipe. Neither was in the least what I had, vaguely, imagined.


I suppose I had thought, insofar as I thought of it at all, that Pam was small and quick and blond. I had no quarrel with the casting of her in either the play or the television series. Either Peggy Conklin in the play or Barbara Britton in the TV series was all right with me. (During rehearsals of Owen Davis’s play, Miss Conklin used to crouch in the wings, for all the world like a runner preparing for the hundred-yard dash, and make her entrances at a runner’s speed. Which was, to my mind, entirely appropriate.) Gracie Allen, in the movie, seemed to me a triumph of miscasting.


Pam’s mind is another matter. It seemed to me to glint. Its logic was darting, now and then bewildering but always acute. The female mind is often like that. Owen Davis once told me that Pam North was what every well-married man likes to think his wife is.


I have been most lucky to be twice married to women with minds like that, which is obviously more than any man deserves. Men plod their ways on paths of logic, and laboriously reach conclusions to find women sitting on them, patient as they wait for laggards.


Men like to call this superior mental alacrity “womanly intuition.”


—RICHARD LOCKRIDGE




I


Tuesday, October 28


2:20 P.M. TO 3:10 P.M.


This time, they assured each other, nothing was going to intervene. They agreed to this and nodded confidence over their coffee cups, with the gravity of children, and were for their purposes quite alone in the un-childlike atmosphere of Club 21.


“Absolutely nothing, this time,” William Weigand promised himself and her. “Right?”


“Right,” Dorian said. “Exactly right.”


They nodded again.


“And so,” Weigand said, “are we waiting for something?”


Dorian Hunt said she couldn’t think what.


“Approved and ready,” she said. “That’s what we are. Approved for matrimony by the Empire State.”


She finished her coffee and put the cup down and looked, turning a little to face him, at Weigand on the seat beside her.


“And who are we,” she wanted to know, “to disappoint the Empire State?”


“And ourselves,” Weigand said. “Do we want brandies or something?”


Dorian thought they didn’t. She said she had no use for people who had to get drunk to get married. She said that Bill would have to marry her cold sober.


“Any time,” Bill said, firmly. “Now.”


“We’ll go find a little minister,” Dorian said. “A very quiet little minister.”


Bill said, “Right.”


“Only,” he said, “don’t you have to find a little dressmaker and a little milliner first? I thought that was a rule.”


Dorian didn’t say anything for a moment. She looked at Bill through eyes which always seemed to him to have a glint of green in them, and which now looked darker than they usually did. That might, he thought, be the lighting in the upstairs room at “21.” For a moment they looked at each other, slowly, with a kind of care.


“We are right, aren’t we, Bill?” Dorian said. Her voice was grave; the question was a real question.


“Yes,” Bill said. “For a long time, now. Didn’t you know?”


She smiled a little then, quickly.


“Whose fault was it that it was such a long time?” she wanted to know.


“Well,” he said, “for a good while, yours. All that stuff about marrying a cop. And then, I’ll grant you—”


“Then,” she said, “it was you being a cop, and too busy. What with men in cement. And men without teeth in condemned houses. And such charming incidents.”


Bill would, he realized, have risen to that not so long ago; have answered, worried and anxious, and tried to make her see that something had to be done about men who killed other men and, for reasons which rather slowly became apparent, pulled out all their teeth; about men who encased their fellows in cement, and lowered them into rivers. Lieutenant William Weigand of the Homicide Bureau had often argued such matters with Dorian Hunt since that first day, which came so quickly after their first meeting, when they had realized that they were going to have to explain themselves rather fully to each other.


The fact that Weigand was Lieut. Weigand of the police, and that it was his primary duty to pursue, had been the one thing most difficult to explain to Dorian. At first she had said only “why?” and then, which was even more difficult, “why you?” It had taken time to explain that last, and a good many words, and in the end, Weigand suspected, it was not really the words that had done it. Never, he somewhat suspected, had Dorian come to approve his occupation, because she felt strongly, and with a personal bias, on the subject of hunters. His profession had become, in the end, merely a somewhat unfortunate attribute of William Weigand, and Dorian had decided to overlook it. After that, she seemed quite light-hearted about it, and even interested in pursuit as an exercise in logic. But Weigand did not suppose that she had changed essentially on the matter, and, since he was logical and wanted everything thrashed out fully, this sometimes puzzled him. He looked at her now and decided it was not an important puzzlement.


“Well,” he said, “I’m off today, if nothing breaks. So why not today? Why not”—he looked at his watch—“three o’clock at some small, and convenient, clergyman’s? The Little Church?”


“No,” Dorian said, firmly. “Not the Little Church. Just some little preacher’s, where nobody’s ever gone before—a new little minister’s, without any tradition.”


“Right!” Weigand said, and raised eyebrows at a waiter. He looked at the check, managed not to wince, and laid bills on the tray. The waiter pulled out the table and they wriggled forth and Weigand held Dorian’s fitted, furless gray coat. It looked military, he thought, and said “Damn” under his breath. Dorian’s eyebrows went up.


“Things,” he said. “Your coat looks like part of a uniform.”


Her eyes darkened again and she waited until he came beside her. Then she took his arm, suddenly, almost angrily. It was not like Dorian, who seldom took arms.


“Come on,” she said. “We’ve got to hurry, Bill. We’ve got to hurry—so fast! They’re taking all our time away, Bill.”


Urgency went with them down the stairs. Bill was abrupt, hurried, as he collected hat and coat. He was quick and casual with the doorman who opened the door of his car—parked prominently and conveniently, as became the car of a police lieutenant. Inside the car his fingers moved automatically, hurriedly. The radio switch clicked in response to one familiar gesture; the fingers of the other hand twisted the key in the ignition lock. The motor took hold and the radio said, harshly, indifferently:


“—call your office.”


“Bill—” Dorian said. Unconsciously he held up his hand, quieting her as he listened.


“Car 8 call your office,” the radio said. “That is all.”


It was enough.


“Damn!” Weigand said, not under his breath. “Damn it to hell!”


“Oh—Bill!” Dorian said. “Again?”


The motor died as Weigand cut the switch.


“Maybe it’s nothing,” he said. He didn’t believe it. It was one of those things—when the car radio spoke metallically; when the telephone demanded angrily in the middle of the night; when a police messenger appeared suddenly at his desk, it was always one of those things. A man with his teeth out. A man in cement. One of those things. People, Weigand thought angrily, picked the damnedest times to murder.


“Maybe it’s nothing,” he repeated. “I’m supposed to be off today. But I’ll have to see.”


“Of course,” Dorian said, in a small voice. “You’ll have to see. Oh, Bill—why don’t you sell ribbons?”


“Nobody buys ribbons any more,” he said, opening the door. “Didn’t you know about ribbon clerks, Dor? Technological unemployment—dreadful thing.”


He was out, and leaned back in.


“We’ll hope,” he said. “You wait and hope.”


But it was no use hoping. Weigand turned away from the telephone in “21” knowing that. It was murder again, and Bill cursed it. But there was excitement, still, in a new case starting, and excitement ran under his disappointment. And then, half pleased and half perturbed, he contemplated the message he had just received, relayed, as to instructions, from Deputy Chief Inspector Artemus O’Malley and, as to information, from Detective Sergeant Aloysius Clarence Mullins.


The instructions were simple. There was a man dead in a seat in the West 45th Street Theatre, which was against regulations. Lieutenant (Acting Captain) Weigand to investigate and report. The information, added with a touch of amusement in the voice by the patrolman on telephone duty, amplified by one sentence, quoting Mullins:


“Tell the Loot the Norths is here.”


To that, Weigand had said, simply, “My God!”


He repeated the gist of it to Dorian. It wasn’t nothing; it was a case.


“And,” he said, “Jerry and Pam seem to be in it.”


“Again?” said Dorian.


“I know,” Weigand said, “it’s peculiar. And what do we do with you?”


“We don’t get married?” Dorian said. “There isn’t going to be any little preacher?”


“I know,” Weigand said. “But there’s a man dead. We’ll fix that, and then the little preacher.” He looked at Dorian. “Damn,” he said, “it’s a note, Dor.”


Dorian admitted, a little drily, that it was inconvenient. She said she had had her afternoon all planned.


“This is leaving me at loose ends,” she explained. “You should never leave a fiancée at loose ends, Bill. Didn’t you know? So I think I’ll just go along.”


“But—” Weigand began, getting into the car.


“If the Norths can, I can,” Dorian said, making movements of not getting out.


“But—” said Weigand, starting the motor.


“Of course,” Dorian said, “our other plan was better. But you would be a detective, and whither thou goest—”


“That,” Weigand said, “was said by one woman to another woman. Which nobody seems to remember.”


He turned on the siren, and cars scattered like alarmed chickens before a hawk’s dive. Cars stopped at Fifth Avenue by the lights surged ahead in answer to commanding whistles and a traffic patrolman’s strangely indignant gestures. Weigand’s Buick, wailing, turned south on Fifth, and civilian cars hugged the curb obediently.


Dorian grabbed the door handle as the car swerved off Fifth into Forty-fifth and sent more traffic scattering. She gasped as the Buick swerved left and right again to avoid a grinding truck. She shouted something, and Bill leaned toward her.


“—stay dead—” he heard, and said, “What?”


“He’ll stay dead,” Dorian shouted. “You don’t have to—”


“Custom,” Weigand shouted back. “Cops always do. Regulations.”


They were beyond Broadway when Weigand flicked the siren off and put the brakes on. For a moment the change in sound was one rather of pitch than volume, as the tires shrieked on the pavement. Then the Buick nosed in beside a police radio car which was one of a covey of radio cars. The Homicide Squad car was against the curb in front of a theatre entrance. The marquee of the theatre had a title spelled out in light bulbs, with a word preceding it. The bulbs spelled out:


“Coming: two in the bush.”


There was a crowd, held back by patrolmen, so that the sidewalk immediately in front of the theatre was clear except for three lean men with cards in the bands of their hats. They saw the Lieutenant and started for him. Weigand waved at them.


They advanced with modified eagerness, and Weigand shook his head.


“Later,” he said. “I don’t know myself.”


Dorian held on to Bill and the reporters looked at her curiously. They pushed through glass doors and patrolmen inside displayed interest. Weigand said “Homicide” and one of them jerked a directing thumb.


The lobby was long, and Dorian’s heels clicked on tile. There were more doors and another lobby, and her heels dug into carpet, scarred with cigarette burns. Then they were in the theatre. The seats were empty under dim lights. Ahead and down, it was lighter and men and women were clustered, some on the flatly lighted stage, others in the rows of seats nearest the orchestra pit. At the head of each of the four aisles a uniformed patrolman stood, waiting and detached. Weigand started left and the patrolman there stiffened when he saw Dorian, and waved them the other way. They went down the right-center aisle and Weigand looked across the house. There was a little knot of men in the left-center aisle, toward the rear of the house, and as he looked a light flared, blindingly, and went out.


“Over there,” Dorian said, pointing.


“Right,” Weigand said. “Later.”


They came into the reflected light from the stage, and Pam North, trim in a yellow dress which had the look of a uniform about the shoulders, stood up from a seat on the aisle.


“Bill!” she called. “Here we are!”


“Hello, Pam,” Weigand said, and Pam said, in a tone of pleased surprise: “Dorian!” Then she went on:


“Bill,” she said, “he says it’s me! Did you ever?”


Weigand was conscious of a slight loss of contact with reality.


“Who says what’s you, Pam?” he said, slowly and carefully. Then he said: “Just a minute, Mullins.”


“O.K., Loot,” Mullins said. “The Norths is here.”


“He says if it hadn’t been that I came he would still be alive,” Pam said. “I don’t think he means it, but he sounds as if he did. You tell him, Bill.”


Bill looked inquiringly at Mr. North, who was still sitting in the seat next that from which his wife had risen. Mr. North was running the fingers of his right hand through his hair.


“Hello, Jerry,” Weigand said.


“Probably,” Mr. North said, “it is nothing. Of course it is nothing, really.” He looked up at Weigand. “But,” he said, “you can’t help wondering, can you? Wherever we go. I can’t even sit up with a sick author.”


“Jerry,” Bill said. “For God’s sake, don’t you!”


Gerald North stood up and smiled at Dorian and said he was sorry.


“Penfield Smith,” he said. “He’s the author here. We publish him. He said it was driving him nuts, and would I sit in one afternoon just to see who was crazy. And Pam said she had never seen a rehearsal and wanted to come, and it seemed all right.” He paused, and looked around the gloomily lighted auditorium. “At the time,” he added darkly. Pam said: “Jerry!” and he reached out and touched her shoulder, gently.


“All right, Pam,” he said. “It’s just a coincidence.”


He still, Weigand thought, seemed rather haunted by it. And so, a little way under the surface, did Pam North. Her eyes were wide and alarmed, Weigand thought. He could sympathize.


“I know,” Pam said, uncannily astep with his thoughts. “Typhoid Mary—Homicide Pam.” She stopped and looked at him: “Bill, you don’t think—”


Weigand shook his head, and told her to forget it. He said, “All right, Mullins,” and Mullins said, “O.K., Loot, back here.” Weigand left the Norths and Dorian together and sidled between seats to the other aisle. He walked back up it and a man in white who was bending over a dark huddle in a seat on the right of the aisle stood up.


“Dead,” he said. “Stabbed in the back of the neck. Punctured the spinal cord, apparently.”


He was a young man, and looked pale.


“Do you know who this is?” he asked suddenly.


“No,” Weigand said. “Do you?”


“Sure,” the ambulance surgeon said. “I heard him lecture once. Carney Bolton—the Carney Bolton.” He looked down at the huddle. “Sinus man,” he said. “About the best.” He looked at Weigand, waiting for comment. It came in a soft whistle.


“Well,” Weigand said. “So this is Dr. Carney Bolton! So it caught up with him, finally.” The ambulance surgeon looked as if he knew what Weigand meant, and nodded. “Right,” Weigand said.


“Nothing for me,” the ambulance surgeon said. “He hasn’t been dead long; an hour or two. But that’s the M.E.’s guess.”


“Right,” Weigand said, and waved him on his way. The detective watched a moment as the young man in white went up the aisle, nodded to the patrolman at its head, went out through the lobby doors.


“Well,” Weigand said, to nobody in particular. “Dr. Carney Bolton. Let’s have a light here, one of you.”


Dr. Carney Bolton had been a long, thin man and was now a long, thin corpse. The body had folded up in the seat, the head fallen forward and to the left, so that it partially rested on the arm of the orchestra chair which was farthest from the aisle. A plain, wooden handle stuck out of the back of the neck: a handle of unpainted wood. If you wanted to straighten Dr. Bolton up and look at his face the handle would, Weigand thought wryly, be very convenient. The Medical Examiner’s man, when he came, would no doubt find it convenient. Now it was hard to see much of what had been Dr. Carney Bolton. Weigand lowered the seat in front and knelt on it and stared at Dr. Bolton without touching anything.


He had been around fifty-five, Weigand guessed—a man almost starkly thin and almost arrestingly tall, with thinning blond hair which did not show the gray that must be there. His face was long and narrow and the staring eyes—staring now at the floor and the back of the seat in front—were set close together. The lips, partly open, were unexpectedly soft, and sensual in the long face, above the long chin.


“He looks,” Pam North said from behind Weigand, “as if he had been somebody. If you didn’t know, you asked, like Chesterton.”


“Look,” said Weigand, twisting toward her, “you are supposed to be down with Jerry and Dorian, Pam. Not—this.” He gestured toward the corpse, and curiosity overcame him. “What about Chesterton?” he asked.


“I know,” Pam said. “It’s awful, but I had to see. And Mullins said it wasn’t very awful. He said that when he went down the street if people didn’t know who he was they asked. Because he was so funny looking, he meant. And this man, because he would look as if he were somebody you ought to know. Was he?”


Weigand sorted out the pronouns, deduced which “he” applied to Chesterton and, belatedly, nodded.


“He was Dr. Carney Bolton,” he said. “You know?”


Mrs. North said, “Oh!”, and looked at the body with renewed interest.


“Always in the papers,” she said. “Lots of women; lots of fingers in lots of pies. At all the first nights. Yes.”


That, Weigand told her, was Bolton. Backer of plays and beguiler of women; physician to the theatrical profession at its most solvent; dabbler in motion-picture enterprises. A man who got around and was a good name in gossip columns; a man who frequently had been sued, with one hope or another, by women, and had always seemed to enjoy it. And now—


“Now somebody’s stuck an ice-pick in his neck,” Mrs. North pointed out. “Not even a very good ice-pick. Just the dime kind, or maybe just given out by ice-men.”


Weigand looked at her and then at the wooden handle in the back of Bolton’s neck. Obviously, when you looked at it with that in mind, it was the handle of an ice-pick, and a very cheap ice-pick.


“It’s funny how seldom you see an ice-pick nowadays,” Mrs. North said conversationally. “They’ve gone out. Only we have them in the country just like that.”


Weigand nodded. Somebody, he said, had been bright. Mrs. North made an inquiring sound, and said it seemed very ordinary, somehow. Not ingenious. Weigand nodded in approval and said that that was, of course, precisely it.


“That’s the beauty of it,” he said. “Nothing complicated to misfire. No special weapon to be traced. Not even a handle which will take fingerprints. Just an ordinary ice-pick from the nearest hardware store: cost, ten cents; traceability, zero. Next to a club on a dark night, the perfect weapon.”


Mrs. North said “Um-m-m!” and shivered. She said she didn’t like them this way, so much.


“It’s too real,” she said. “Too close. I think I’ll make Jerry get an electric one in the country.”


Weigand’s mind hesitated almost imperceptibly at the jump. He was, it was gratifying to realize, improving rapidly. He could recall the time when that would have left him flatfooted. He recalled his mind and slid to the floor; he dismissed the flashlight with a gesture and it went out. And where the hell, he asked, was the man from the M.E.’s office? A couple of detectives made low, agreeing sounds.


“Got your pictures?” Weigand wanted to know. The police photographer wanted another shot or two. Weigand said “Right,” and that they could get on with the printing, not moving it more than they had to. He pushed Pam North gently in front of him, and went down toward the stage, his eyes flickering over the people on it and in the seats in front. He wriggled through the seats to Mullins and smiled fleetingly at Dorian, and shook his head ruefully. The headshake reported that this one was going to take time and doing; it relegated into the uncertain future the little preacher. Dorian looked resignation at him. Weigand shook his head sadly and went to business. He said, raising his voice for the first time, “Mullins.”


The Manual of Procedure specified that “what is desired at the scene of the crime is a dominating mind, exemplified by the Commanding Officer present.” It was time, Weigand decided, to exemplify a dominating mind. He wished his felt more like one.


“O.K., Loot,” Mullins said. Weigand moved down the aisle toward him. He said, “Let’s have it.”


“People?” said Mullins. “Or just generally where we are?”


“Where we are,” Weigand told him. “Too many people to start with.”


Mullins said “O.K.” He said the first report came through at 2:11, apparently only a few minutes after the body was found. Weigand interrupted. Who found it?


“Him,” Mullins said, pointing. He pointed to a thin young man, almost as tall and thin as Dr. Bolton had been. But this man was twenty years younger, and stooped, and a lock of red hair fell down over his forehead. A gray suit hung on him indifferently, with an air of only casual acquaintanceship, and a blue shirt gaped open at the neck.


“That’s—” Mullins said, and consulted a notebook. “Humphrey Kirk. He’s a director.” There was a slightly rising inflection on “director.” Weigand nodded. “Right,” he said.
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