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  Perfectly Impossible




  Mike Ashley




  Welcome to my second anthology of impossible crimes and seemingly unsolvable mysteries. If you’ve read the first, The Mammoth Book of

  Locked-Room Mysteries and Impossible Crimes, you’ll have some idea what to expect. There’s a fair amount of the same here – but this time there’s an extra twist.

  I’ve included some seemingly perfect crimes as well.




  Of course the true perfect crime would have been undetectable. There may have been many committed over the centuries, we’d just never know. They might have been regarded as accidents or

  disappearances or utterly unsolvable.




  It’s that unsolvable part where the perfect crime meets the impossible one and where I’ve had some fun in selecting the stories for this anthology. You’ll find some impossible

  crimes that were far from perfect, and you’ll find a few perfect crimes that weren’t really impossible, but you’ll also find plenty that are both – or as close as

  you’ll get. It’s not much fun if the police or detectives are completely baffled. The delight in these stories is unravelling the puzzle and trying to work out what on earth

  happened.




  Here are some of the puzzles you’ll encounter:




  

    

      [image: ] a man alone in an all – glass phone booth, clearly visible and with no one near him, is killed by an ice

      pick.




      [image: ] a man sitting alone in a room is shot by a bullet fired only once and that was over 200 years ago.




      [image: ] a man enters a cable-car carriage alone and is visible the entire journey but is found dead when he reaches the

      bottom.




      [image: ] a man vanishes at the top of the Indian rope trick and is found dead miles away.




      [image: ] a dead man continues to receive mail in response to letters apparently written by him after he’d

      died.


    


  




  There are plenty more like those. We start the anthology with a crime so impossible that it’s damned near perfect, and end with one that is so perfect that it’s impossible to

  solve.




  As ever the anthology includes several brand new stories never previously published, plus a range of extremely rare stories, many never reprinted since their first appearance in increasingly

  rare magazines. This time I’ve avoided using any stories by the more obvious authors. Most of the works of John Dickson Carr (whose centenary coincides with the publication of this book), or

  Jacques Futrelle, for instance, are either in print or may easily be found on the second-hand market. The same applies to the Father Brown stories by G.K. Chesterton, many of which fall into the

  “impossible mystery” field. Instead I’ve gone for the rare and ingenious.




  The task would have been far harder had it not been for Robert Adey’s invaluable reference work Locked Room Murders (second edition, 1991), which I would recommend to all devotees

  of the baffling and unsolvable. I must also thank Steve Lewis, whose additions to Adey’s compendium also proved invaluable. Generally, in both this volume and my earlier one, I have avoided

  stories previously included in anthologies. Anthologies of impossible mysteries are rare, so for those interested I would heartily recommend the following: The Art of the Impossible by Jack

  Adrian and Robert Adey (1990), Death Locked In by Douglas G. Greene and Robert Adey (1987), Tantalizing Locked Room Mysteries by Isaac Asimov, Charles G. Waugh and Martin Greenberg

  (1982), Whodunit? Houdini? by Otto Penzler (1976) Locked Room Puzzles by Martin Greenberg and Bill Pronzini (1986), and All But Impossible! by Edward D. Hoch (1981).




  That’s more than enough to set your brain reeling. So settle down, get your deductive powers honed and see if you can solve the perfectly impossible.




  Mike Ashley




  February 2006




  
 





  An Almost Perfect Crime




  William F. Smith




  

    

      We start with one of those utterly baffling mysteries that keeps you guessing right to the end. William Smith (1922-2009) was a long-time fan of crime and mystery fiction,

      but only got round to selling stories late in his career, having spent over forty years as a high-school teacher of French, German and English. He started by selling brief, clever little poems,

      called “Detectiverse” to Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine in 1980 and then the occasional story, including “Letter Perfect”, which won a story competition

      in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine in 1992. A methodical craftsman, William’s output was small – six stories in all – but each one perfectly formed, as this

      one demonstrates.


    


  




  “According to six eyewitnesses,” said Captain Jack Parker, handing a manila folder to Detective Sergeant Raymond Stone, “a man named

  Richard Townsend entered a telephone booth last night, closed the door, and toppled dead a few minutes later with an ice pick in his back. Crazy, huh?”




  Stone grunted a monosyllabic affirmative. “Are you sure it’s murder?”




  “A blade in the back usually is. Read the report Paul Decker turned in. You know him. Meticulous.”




  “Why don’t you keep him on it?” Stone suggested.




  “He prefers to stick to the night shift. Decker’s excellent at accumulating details, but he’s not keen on these brain busters. He thought you might be better suited to solve

  this one. So do I. I’ve notified Curtis and Lissner to report to you.”




  Parker returned to his office, leaving Stone to glean the salient facts from the report, which was a typical Decker job, complete with a detailed account of the crime, statements of

  eyewitnesses, photographs, charts showing the location of the booth, and its exact description and measurements. The works.




  Stone marveled at the thoroughness of the report. He skimmed through to familiarize himself with the details. A large number of fingerprints had been found both outside and inside the booth, but

  only Townsend’s were on the phone itself. Decker had noted that the usual litter – candy wrappers, cigarette butts, soda pop cans, and so on – was outside the booth. Each item

  found inside was listed separately. There were two crumpled Doublemint gum wrappers, a foot long piece of dirty string, a Dr Pepper bottle cap, a scrap of paper with a grocery list written on it,

  one Lucky Strike stub, and a two inch piece of shiny black electrical tape that had been found stuck to the glass at the bottom of the booth. Decker had made the notation that the tape probably had

  been left by the telephone repairman who serviced the booth just prior to Townsend’s using it.




  The death weapon was an ice pick with a blade four and three-quarter inches long, set in a round wooden handle a fraction over one half inch in diameter and four and a half inches long. The ice

  pick was in the folder, and Stone noted that although the handle was newly painted with shiny red enamel, the blade showed signs of years of use. It was an excellent homemade job, perhaps

  manufactured especially for the murder.




  The results of the post mortem were not in yet, but the medical examiner had speculated that death had probably been the result of a puncture wound through the heart. The pick had penetrated

  just below the left shoulder blade in a manner virtually impossible for it to have been self-inflicted. The photographs showed Townsend twisted in a heap on the floor, the handle of the weapon

  clearly visible in his back. The fold-in door was completely closed and held in place by the victim’s body. The door had had to be taken off so that Townsend could be removed.




  Nothing out of the ordinary had been found on the body, nor was anything conspicuous by its absence. Townsend had carried the normal items a man might be expected to have on his person.




  Stone sighed and leaned back. Although the report was a masterpiece of detail, it contained nothing to indicate who had put the ice pick into Townsend’s back or how the deed had been

  accomplished.




  At nine Harvey Curtis and Fred Lissner came in. Stone assigned the detectives to a check on Townsend’s background, personal and business, and told them to report back at noon. Having come

  to the conclusion that the scene of the crime was the most significant aspect of the investigation so far, Stone decided to visit Lew Hall’s Service Station at the corner of Halliday and

  Twenty-seventh Streets.




  Lew Hall was eager to tell Stone everything he had told the “other cops.”




  “This guy drives in about nine last night, tells me to fill it up, and gets change for a dollar to make a phone call. I see him go into the booth and dial.”




  Stone noted that the booth, except for its aluminum framework, was all glass, enabling him to see straight through to the concrete block wall beyond.




  “While I’m cleaning the windshield, I glance over, see him hang up, and turn to open the door. But before he gets it open, he staggers backwards, then falls on the floor. I get the

  hell over there quick. Some other customers seen it too and hurry over with me. We see through the glass how he’s slumped over with this dagger or whatever in his back. I don’t know

  whether he’s dead or not. He could still be breathing, but he doesn’t move none. We try to open the door, only his body wedges it shut. I call the cops. They have to take off the door.

  The whole thing takes half an hour. By then he’s already dead.”




  “You didn’t see anyone else by the booth?”




  “Nary a soul,” Lew replied. “I been thinking, though. There was one other person that might have seen it. The phone booth had an out-of-order sign on it last night. The service

  man fixed it just before the dead guy drives in. Matter of fact, he was still at the station when the guy was in the booth. Over there at the air hoses.” Lew indicated a small service island

  at the left of the station. “Probably didn’t see nothing, though, the way he was bent over his tires. Must’ve drove off just before I ran to the booth.”




  “Did you notice the truck’s number or get a good look at him?”




  “Naw, you know how it is. They all look alike. A repairman and his truck. Guess I should say repairperson. Could have been a gal under that uniform and cap. Just noticed the . . . Excuse

  me a minute.” He dashed out to collect from a self-service customer who appeared ready to drive off without paying.




  Stone studied the booth. It was a good thirty feet from any part of the station building and the same distance from the street. The door of the booth faced the station, so that anyone making a

  call would have his back to the pumps. On the right side of the booth were parking spaces for several cars. A small self-service air and water island was halfway between the booth and the service

  bay area, exactly twenty-eight feet, four inches from the booth, according to Decker’s precise measurements. The rear of the booth was no more than two feet from a seven foot concrete block

  wall, on the other side of which was a vacant lot.




  Stone walked over and examined the structure carefully. It had suffered no vandalism. There were no holes in any of the panes of glass and the aluminum framework was intact. When the door was

  closed, the booth was completely sealed with the exception of a two inch ventilation space around the bottom of the structure. Stone kneeled and tried to reach into the booth with his right hand.

  It wouldn’t go beyond the wrist. Impossible for anyone to get an ice pick into Townsend’s back that way.




  Inside the booth, Stone saw that the phone was attached to the right rear corner. To the left was a narrow shelf for the telephone directories, but both the yellow and white pages were hanging

  from it by their short lengths of chain. Even though it was daylight, Stone noticed that the booth light was not working. He recalled that Decker had stated in his report that the bulb was burned

  out. The telephone itself was in perfect working order.




  Shaking his head, Stone walked back to Lew, who was leaning against a pump watching him.




  “You said he opened the door and then staggered backwards?” Stone queried.




  “No,” Lew replied. “He didn’t get the door opened. Just touched the handle, near as I could tell. You think someone threw the ice pick at him and he fell back into the

  booth?”




  “It’s a logical conclusion.”




  “Well, it’s a good thing there were five other witnesses, or you might think I could’ve done it. The door was closed. It was like some invisible man pulled him backwards and

  shoved a shiv through his ribs. Only I’m tellin’ you there ain’t no one else in the booth or anywhere near it. And you can’t throw nothing through solid glass without

  breaking it. You got a tough case here, sergeant.”




  “I’m well aware of that,” Stone admitted. “Well, Mr Hall, thanks for your help. I may drop back for another visit.”




  A check with the other witnesses verified Lew’s version and gave Stone absolutely no new information. He returned to headquarters somewhat discouraged. He hadn’t a thing that

  wasn’t already in Decker’s fine report.




  The autopsy report was lying on his desk. It proved to be a bombshell. The coroner had discovered that the ice pick wound had not been the cause of death. The point of the pick had been coated

  with curare, and it was the poison that had caused Townsend’s death. The M.E. believed the wound alone would not have been fatal if the victim had received medical attention. He theorized

  that the poison had been used to make certain death would occur if the blade missed the heart.




  There were other surprises in the report. Traces of opiates had been found in Townsend’s blood and he had a malignant brain tumor. The M.E. didn’t speculate about the significance of

  these two facts, leaving that to Stone.




  Stone tossed the report into his out-basket just as Curtis and Lissner came in. “Well?” he said as the two detectives plopped onto straightbacked chairs by his desk.




  “It’s disappointing, Ray,” Curtis said. “Never saw a guy less likely to get murdered than Townsend. Happily married. Has two teenaged sons. Haven’t been able to dig

  up a ghost of a motive.”




  “Townsend himself?” Stone suggested gently.




  “Age forty-nine. Quiet type, almost shy. No known enemies. We talked with dozens of people. Everybody really liked him. Said he was the type who wouldn’t hurt a fly. No one could

  imagine him ever getting murdered.”




  “Business?”




  “Ran a bookstore with his wife. Not lucrative, but he earned a living.”




  “Will? Insurance?”




  “Haven’t had time to check on those,” Lissner put in.




  “Did you talk to his wife?”




  “No, not yet,” Curtis said. “Thought you’d prefer to do that. She’s still under her doctor’s care.”




  “All right. Go on out and do some more digging. Get a complete financial picture. Give the store a good going over, check on his insurance, and see if he left a will.”




  “Okay if we get some lunch first?” Lissner asked.




  “Certainly. But don’t make it a seven – course meal. I want some answers fast.”




  Helen Townsend was very attractive, even in her grief. Wearing a pink quilted bed jacket, she was propped up in bed with several pillows behind her when Dr Wagner ushered Stone

  into the room. Her dark, wavy hair framed a face made pale by her ordeal. To Stone, the whole story was in her eyes, dry but still glazed from shock and recent tears. Stone knew she would be

  devastatingly beautiful if her face were not devoid of color and if she were smiling.




  Dr Wagner, tall, ruggedly handsome, and just on the underside of fifty, stood by like a mother hen protecting her chicks. “You must realize, sergeant, that Mrs Townsend has suffered severe

  shock. I hope you’ll be discreet in your questioning.”




  “It’s all right, Kurt,” Helen Townsend said. “I want to do everything I can to help.” She looked at Stone and waited for him to begin.




  “I’ll try to be brief, Mrs Townsend,” Stone said gently. “I’m fully aware of the strain you’re under, but I’m certain you’re anxious to learn the

  reason for your husband’s death and who is responsible for it. I’ll have to ask you some forthright questions. Do you know of any reason why someone might want to murder your

  husband?”




  She swallowed, and spoke slowly in a way that tugged at Stone’s heart. “No. I just can’t understand. It’s utterly inconceivable. If he’d been the victim of an

  accident, I could reconcile myself to it. But that he could be murdered is beyond my comprehension.”




  “Could there be another woman? A jealous husband?”




  Dr Wagner spoke sharply to Stone. “Look here, I object to your asking Helen such questions at this time.”




  “It’s all right, Kurt. No, Mr. Stone, there was no other woman, no jealous husband, and I have no lover who would want to kill my husband. One of the things I’m very grateful

  for is my seventeen years with Rich. We were completely faithful to one another.”




  Stone hoped she was right. “You worked with your husband at the store, Mrs Townsend. Wasn’t it customary for you to come home together?”




  “No, I always left about two, in order to be here when the boys get home from school. A young college girl, Janice Carter, comes in shortly before I leave and also works on Saturday. Rich

  usually closed the store at six, but last night he stayed to check a shipment of books. I expected him about ten.”




  “The station he called from is at least three miles out of the way if he was driving here from the shop. I’m wondering if he went there for a particular purpose. He made a telephone

  call just before he was killed.”




  Helen Townsend bit her lips. “I know,” she said in a choked voice. “I know. He called me.” She buried her head in her arms and sobbed uncontrollably.




  Stone didn’t know what to say. He had never expected to find out whom Townsend had called. Why had he driven several miles out of his way to call his wife? Why not call her from the

  store?




  Dr Wagner had opened his medical bag and was preparing an injection. “I’ll have to ask you to leave now, sergeant. Helen is in no condition to continue.”




  “All right, doctor, but, please, just one more question. Mrs Townsend, what did your husband say to you?”




  Dr Wagner injected the sedative.




  “He said he was on his way home. Then he said goodbye in a strange way. It was,” she fought for control, “almost as if he knew he wouldn’t be seeing me or the boys again.

  ‘‘ She closed her eyes and lay back quietly. Stone couldn’t tell whether she was asleep or not.




  Closing the bedroom door behind him, Dr Wagner escorted Stone to the living room.




  “I’m sorry if I disturbed her,” he apologized. “Please let me know when I can talk to her again.”




  “Not for a day or two at least,” the doctor said. “Now I think you’d better go.”




  “Of course. But may I ask you one or two questions?”




  “What do you want to know?”




  “The autopsy showed traces of drugs in Townsend’s blood. I’d like that explained. Was he an addict or had you given him medication?”




  Wagner considered for a moment. “Rich Townsend was no drug addict. As a matter of fact he took the prescription only with reluctance. About four months ago, he came in for a checkup. He

  mentioned he’d been having headaches which aspirin didn’t help. I gave him a thorough exam and found he had a brain tumor. Inoperable. I told him he had six months to a year at the

  most. He took it better than I expected and asked me not to tell Helen or the boys. I probably will now that he’s gone. It might help.”




  “I see. Tell me, was he in much pain?”




  “He said no, but he could have been lying. A tumor like that can be relatively painless at first, but as the pressure increases, so does the pain. I gave him a prescription, and I suppose

  he had it filled. He wasn’t a great talker, you know. Preferred to suffer in silence.”




  “Would the end have come quickly, or would it have been a long, lingering one?”




  “Hard to say exactly,” Wagner said. “He might have had several months in severe agony, or he could have gone just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “The odds are

  for the longer period, but we’ll never know for certain now. I can’t see that it has anything to do with his murder. Or are you thinking it was suicide?”




  “We’re looking into all possibilities,” Stone said. “I need all the information I can get. Have you been his doctor long?”




  “For over sixteen years,” Wagner admitted. “I’ve been his friend even longer.”




  “Do you know if he took out an insurance policy recently?”




  “I don’t think so. I happen to give all the physicals for the agency that insures him. I couldn’t have signed a favorable exam report, which is required before a policy is

  issued. I suppose he could have gone to another company, but I don’t think he could have fooled the doctors. You might check with his agent, Hal Harris. I’m sure he’ll know more

  about it.”




  “I’ll do that,” Stone replied, moving toward the front door. He turned to face the physician. “By the way, doctor, do you happen to know anything about curare?” He

  noticed his question brought a slight smile from Dr Wagner.




  “I don’t wish to seem immodest, but I happen to be an expert in that field. Why do you ask?”




  “The coroner has attributed Mr. Townsend’s death to curare on the point of the ice pick.” Stone paused slightly to allow Wagner to make a comment, but the doctor betrayed no

  reaction to the news. “Now I’m wondering how easy it would be for a person to get his hands on some of that poison.”




  “Not too easy for a non-medical person unless he has friends along the Amazon,” Wagner replied. “Curare does have medicinal uses. Someone working for a pharmaceutical firm

  might be able to obtain it. Say, here’s a coincidence. Some crude curare I had in my office was stolen just a few weeks ago.”




  Stone’s eyebrows shot upward. “Oh?”




  “You can get complete details from your burglary department,” Wagner said. “When I reported the theft, I assumed the burglar was a drug addict, since my entire supply of drugs

  was taken. But it could have been the curare he was after, and he took the rest as a cover-up.”




  “Possibly. May I ask why you had such a bizarre poison in your office?”




  “It’s not so bizarre, sergeant,” Wagner explained. “It’s quite a natural hunting tool for South American Indians, and refined forms of it are often used in the

  medical field as a muscle relaxant. For the past several years I’ve been doing research to find additional uses for it. As an avocation I’ve made many canoe trips on the Amazon River,

  and I became interested there in curare. I was able to obtain a considerable quantity of it for research purposes.”




  “Is it always fatal?”




  “If the dose is large enough. In its crude form, curare is a deadly poison when injected into the victim’s bloodstream. Death occurs because, to put it simply, the respiratory

  muscles are paralyzed, and the victim dies because he is unable to breathe. If it’s injected into a vein, a man could die almost instantaneously. With a smaller dose, a person would live

  longer, depending on his size, and might even recover. There are antidotes which, if administered soon enough, can reverse the effect and save the victim’s life. If taken orally, the poison

  is ineffective. This is why the natives are able to eat the meat of poisoned animals.”




  “Who knew you had the poison in your office?”




  “Only several thousand local TV viewers, in addition to my office staff and a few patients.”




  Stone paused to let this startling news sink in. “Would you mind explaining?”




  “Not at all. It’s really very simple. I’ve taken movies of all my Amazon journeys and show them on TV. Channel 12 has a program called Adventurous Voyage, which I

  appeared on a few weeks ago. During the interview portion of the show, the host asked me questions about the poison the Indians in the film had used to kill game animals. I explained everything,

  even mentioning that I was doing research with the poison in my office lab. I didn’t know someone was going to steal it in order to kill Rich Townsend.”




  “We don’t know where the curare came from, but it’s a good bet it could have been yours. You don’t suppose Mr Townsend could have taken some from your office?”




  The doctor reflected a moment. “He had the opportunity. But for what purpose?”




  “Perhaps to bring a swift end to his painful headaches,” Stone suggested.




  “Not Rich. He wasn’t one to take his own life. Yet if the pain were unbearable . . .”




  Stone extended his hand. “Thank you, Dr Wagner. You’ve given me some very useful information. I’ll try not to disturb Mrs Townsend again unless it is absolutely

  necessary.” The front door was closed behind him, and Stone returned to headquarters.




  Curtis’s second report was in Stone’s in-basket. Lissner had yet to return from the bookstore. Curtis had been able to ascertain that all of Townsend’s

  property was held jointly with his wife. The big surprise was that Townsend had taken out life insurance for half a million dollars just three months previously. Stone whistled and gave Hal Harris

  a call.




  Harris was on edge. Stone could hear the worry in his voice as he explained the situation. “Mr Townsend had all of his business and personal insurance with my agency. Until about three

  months ago he had only twenty-five thousand in term on his life. Then he came in and wanted a policy for half a million. That’s not so uncommon nowadays. You know, when a man reaches his late

  forties he begins to be a little more concerned about what might happen to his family if he should suddenly die. He wants a lot more protection. I was only too happy to service his insurance needs.

  I sent him to Dr Kurt Wagner, who does all our insurance physicals. Townsend came back with a report stating he was in excellent health and fully insurable. However, he did seem somewhat concerned

  about making the monthly premiums.”




  “Did you try to talk him out of it?”




  “Of course not. My business is trying to talk people into buying insurance. He paid the first month’s premium right away, of course, but he was considerably late with the second, and

  missed the third completely. The policy is still in force because there’s a thirty-day grace period. Sergeant, the company that underwrote the policy is not going to like paying. Any chance

  it was suicide?”




  “You’re the second person to ask about that today,” Stone replied. “All I can say is that we are exploring all possibilities. Does his policy have a suicide

  clause?”




  “You bet. Standard two-year,” Harris said. “By the way, sergeant. I’ve got a very special policy for police officers. If you’re interested, I’ll send you a

  brochure.”




  “Well, thank you very much, Mr Harris. I’ll get in touch with you if I need any more information.”




  Stone hung up and mulled over the conversation. Dr Wagner had stated he could not have signed a favorable physical exam report for Townsend, yet Harris had just told him that Townsend had a

  clean bill of health from Dr Wagner. Why would Harris lie? Stone could think of no reason. Why would Wagner lie? Townsend was his friend, and he might do it for a friend, especially if he were in

  love with the friend’s wife. The doctor could have wanted to be certain the window would be well provided for after her husband’s death. Stone decided it would be interesting to see a

  copy of that report.




  Lissner’s rushing in caused Stone’s train of thought to run off the tracks. The young detective had a smile a mile wide across his face.




  “I see you’ve had some luck,” Stone remarked.




  Lissner could hardly contain himself, but he wanted to milk the suspense. “You call it luck. I call it hard digging.”




  “Well, let’s have it.”




  The burly detective took a crumpled slip of paper from his pocket and spread it out on the desk. “Found this in the wastebasket in Townsend’s office at the bookstore.”




  Stone read the note. Call from Lew’s station – 9 P.M.




  “Know who wrote it?”




  “Townsend himself,” Lissner replied. “The bookstore was closed today, of course, but Townsend’s salesclerk, Janice Carter, showed up while I was there and helped me

  search. She identified the handwriting. The paper’s from a pad by the telephone. Someone set him up for the kill.”




  “Could be,” Stone said. “On the other hand, he could have simply written himself a reminder. But it does show he knew where Lew’s is located. Didn’t even have to

  write down the address. Did you come up with anything else?” He noticed that Lissner was still grinning.




  “Not much. Everything was in good shape, especially Janice. Now there’s one bright chick. When I mentioned insurance, she dug these out of the files. I can’t see they have

  anything to do with the case.”




  He handed Stone two letters. The first one was from some insurance company’s main office, informing Townsend that the enclosed check for $3,482.87 was in full payment for his accident

  claim, policy number 987 756 32. The second letter was from Hal Harris, thanking Townsend for returning the insurance company’s check for $3,482.87, which had been sent to him inadvertently

  by the head office of one of the firms Harris represented. The letter went on to explain that such checks were normally sent to the local representative, who then presented them to the claimant.

  Through a computer error, the check had been erroneously sent directly to Townsend; moreover, it actually was intended for another Richard Townsend, a man who had been involved in an automobile

  accident. Harris thanked Townsend and commended him for his honesty in returning a check he could easily have cashed.




  “More evidence that Townsend was a real nice guy,” Lissner commented.




  Stone just hummed, not mentioning the matter of the spurious physical report. Or was it spurious? Dr Wagner might have lied about telling Townsend about his tumor. He had volunteered much

  confidential medical information. He could have given Townsend a favorable report for personal reasons. A beautiful widow with half a million could be sweet temptation.




  After Curtis returned, without much useful information, Stone sent him and Lissner out with instructions to check very carefully on Dr Wagner, Hal Harris, Lew Hall, Janice Carter, and any other

  close friends or business associates of Townsend. He specifically instructed them to be alert for any connections one might have with another.




  For a few minutes Stone sat thinking. The threads of evidence he had were now beginning to form a pattern in his mind. Then he called the telephone company. As he had expected, he was told that

  the phone booth at Lew’s station had not been out of order and that no service truck had been dispatched to repair it. Mr Larking, the manager, added that the truck seen at Lew’s was

  probably one that had been stolen and was later found abandoned a mile or so from the station. Larking was of the opinion the truck had been taken by a gang of coin box burglars. Numerous other

  trucks had been “borrowed” for a few hours during the past several days. It was the gang’s M.O. to place an out-of-order sign on a booth, then send a “service” man,

  who calmly emptied the coin box as he “repaired” the phone. The company had lost several thousands of dollars in the past few days.




  Although Larking said officers from Burglary had already checked the stolen truck, Stone insisted that it be kept out of service until he personally released it. He thanked Larking for his

  cooperation, hung up, and dialed Burglary. Sergeant Kendrick answered.




  “Kenny,” Stone asked, “what can you give me on the phone truck stolen last night?”




  “Not much. Wiped clean. Not a single usable print. We think it was used by the coin box looters. It’s their M.O. all the way, and they’re known to be working this

  area.”




  “How much was taken from the booth at Lew’s station?”




  “Funny you should ask,” Kendrick replied. “Nothing.”




  “How do you explain that?”




  “On that kind of job they use a key or pick the lock and put everything back in order. Ordinarily we don’t know a booth’s been hit until a company collector opens the box and

  finds only a few coins. We wouldn’t have checked the box at Lew’s station if Townsend hadn’t been killed there, but when we did, we found it nearly full. I figure Townsend’s

  coming scared the guy off. He was probably waiting around the water and air hoses until the coast was clear so he could have another try. When he sees all the commotion, he beats it.”




  “But the phony repairman was there almost ten minutes before Townsend arrived. Wouldn’t that have given him time to clean out the box?”




  “Normally more than enough. But he could have run into difficulties. The phone company’s been installing tougher locks recently.”




  “Sounds logical,” Stone conceded. “Okay, Kenny, thanks. Ring me if anything you find ties in with Townsend’s death.”




  Kendrick’s explanation fit Lew Hall’s story all the way, but Stone had an uneasy feeling that something wasn’t as logical as Kendrick’s version made it seem. The sudden

  arrival of Curtis and Lissner interrupted his thoughts.




  The subordinates dragged up chairs and plopped into them. It had been a tedious shift and Stone could tell from their demeanor that they were anxious to call it quits for the day and go home.

  Stone felt the same.




  “Okay, boys, let’s hear it.”




  “Hell, Ray,” Curtis complained, “we’re up a blind alley. We can’t find a motive for anyone to kill Townsend.”




  “Just tell me what you’ve learned.”




  “Wagner’s been a friend of Townsend for nearly twenty years. He’s been a widower for six. No children. Admittedly he’s fond of Helen Townsend, but we couldn’t come

  up with any evidence of hanky-panky. Wagner knew Townsend had only months to live. All he had to do was sit around and wait if he wanted the wife. He’s got a good practice. Makes great money.

  Several years ago he helped out Townsend financially.” Curtis unwrapped a stick of chewing gum and slid it into his mouth. He caught Stone looking at him. “You don’t mind, do

  you?”




  “Not if you keep it noiseless. Continue.”




  Curtis shifted the wad to the side of his mouth. “Hal Harris moves in an entirely different social circle than Townsend did. He’s the country club type. Young, dynamic. Hell,

  he’s only twenty-nine, but he has an extremely lucrative business. He has a gorgeous wife, no kids. His only connection with Townsend is that he happens to be his insurance agent.”




  “What about any others? Lew Hall, the bookstore girl?”




  Lissner stirred uneasily. “Nothing there, Ray. Janice Carter is just a college student who works part time at the bookstore. No romantic involvement with Townsend. She’s got a steady

  boyfriend. Townsend bought his gas regularly at a station downtown. Probably had never been to Lew’s before, but he could have driven past it many times because it’s near Dr

  Wagner’s office.”




  “It would be great to find a motive,” Curtis added. “A motive would lead to a suspect. Now we don’t have either.”




  “So where does that leave us?” Lissner answered his own question: “With an unsolvable murder. Cripes, let’s face it, this one’s impossible. No one could’ve

  killed Townsend from either inside or outside the booth.”




  Curtis was quick to agree. “Right. And even though Townsend had a motive for suicide, he couldn’t have stabbed himself in the back. Not even a well-trained contortionist could have

  done that. And even if he could have, he would have left prints on the ice pick handle. And there were no prints.”




  All three sat silent, thinking. After a few moments, Stone said, “Look, either it’s murder or suicide. There’s no way we can call it an accident. Now, Townsend did have a

  compelling motive for suicide. He had a brain tumor and could have been suffering unbearable pain. But why would he want his suicide to look like murder?”




  Curtis’s eyes widened with sudden understanding. “The insurance! His wife couldn’t collect if he took his own life.”




  “Right. But why such a bizarre death?” Stone wanted to know. “He could have ‘accidentally’ stepped in front of a vehicle moving at high speed or driven his car into

  a telephone pole, and there would have been no question of suicide or murder.”




  Lissner was right on it. “Townsend was a really nice, thoughtful guy. He never wanted to do anything to hurt anyone. He probably felt a car accident might involve others or that he might

  be horribly injured but not killed. I think he figured if he set up an impossible murder, no one could be charged with the crime, and his family would be certain to collect his insurance.

  He’d taken one of those pain-killing pills and put curare on the ice pick to make death quick and certain.”




  Curtis put a damper on this theory. “Yeah, but how?”




  Stone didn’t answer the question. “That’s what I want you two to think about. Go on home, get a good night’s rest, and we’ll talk it over in the morning.”




  After Curtis and Lissner had left, Stone sat meditating. He let his mind replay the conversation with Sergeant Kendrick and suddenly it was clear to him why Kendrick’s logical explanation

  was not so logical. Stone decided it would be very wise to visit the scene of the crime once more.




  Lew waved to him as he pulled into the station. It was nine p.m. – about the same time that Richard Townsend had died on the previous night.




  “Hi, sergeant! What can I do for you?”




  Stone nodded a greeting. “Mind keeping an eye on me the way you did on Townsend?” He walked over to the booth, stepped inside, closed the door, and performed a brief experiment. Then

  he went back to the pumps.




  “Well, Mr Hall?”




  Lew pushed back his cap and scratched his forehead. “Looked like you were reenacting the crime. You went through all the same motions the dead guy did, ’cept you didn’t fall

  down dead. How come?”




  “It helps me immensely in solving crimes if I don’t fall down dead,” Stone retorted with a suggestion of a smile. “Now pretend I’m the telephone repairman. Tell me

  if what I do is about what you saw last night.”




  Stone drove over to the booth. He got out of his car, entered the booth, closed the door, took the receiver off the hook, put it back, bent down, straightened up, then stepped outside to the

  back of the booth. He knelt for a moment, then moved slowly over to the air and water service island, returned to the booth, and drove his car to the island, where he checked the tires. He walked

  back to where Lew was standing.




  “Pretty good show, sergeant,” Lew laughed. “Like I said this morning, I didn’t see him all the time, but I’d say he did pretty much what you just went

  through.”




  “Thanks for your help, Mr Hall.” Stone extended his hand and got a firm return shake from the station operator.




  “Don’t mention it. Think it’ll help you find the killer?”




  “It wouldn’t surprise me at all,” Stone flung over his shoulder and he got into his car and drove off.




  Harvey Curtis was already in the squad room when Stone arrived at eight the following morning. Lissner came swinging in moments later with that mile-wide grin across his

  face.




  “Looks as if you have something to tell us,” Stone said.




  “Would you believe I’ve solved this one? I knew my TV watching would pay off.”




  “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Curtis said.




  “You know how we were talking about Townsend being the only one with a motive but we couldn’t figure out how he could have got that ice pick in his back? Well, I can tell you, thanks

  to a movie I saw last night. It’s called Rage in Heaven. Stars Ingrid Bergman and Robert Montgomery. Both dead now, but they live on in the movies. Maybe you saw it?”




  “Can’t say that I have,” Stone replied. “Well, get on with your story.”




  “The picture’s about this nutty millionaire who kills himself so it looks like murder, so the guy he thinks is his wife’s lover will get executed. The guy wedges a knife in the

  door jamb, then walks backwards into it. He falls on the floor and it looks like somebody has stabbed him in the back. That’s how Townsend did it. He wipes the handle of the ice pick clean,

  and holding it by the tip, puts it into the return coin slot, which held it at the right height and angle to penetrate his heart. Then all he had to do was to be sure someone was around to witness

  his murder and fall backward onto the blade. Sort of hara-kiri in reverse.”




  Curtis slapped his thigh. “Hot damn, Fred, that’s it! Suicide made to look like murder. That’s the only solution. Well, Ray, it looks like we can toss this one in the closed

  file.”




  “I don’t think so,” Stone said. “Townsend didn’t kill himself; he was murdered. A very clever murder, which was supposed to be termed suicide. Just as you two

  did.”




  “Come again,” Lissner blurted.




  “I don’t get it,” Curtis admitted.




  Stone sighed. The two detectives were good investigative officers, but without much imagination. “The murder of Townsend was well planned and executed. Incidentally, Fred, I thought of the

  ice-pick-in-the-coin-slot ploy yesterday and nearly came to the same conclusion you did. I let you go through the suicide theory to see if you would agree it was the only solution, and you did.

  That’s the conclusion the killer wanted. He knew we’d sooner or later figure out how Townsend could have put the ice pick into his own back. Once we thought of that, we’d call it

  suicide and close the case. I’ll admit I was almost ready to do it. But a few things didn’t fit.”




  “Such as?” queried Lissner.




  “First, the telephone booth was supposedly out of order and had been fixed just before Townsend used it. Logically the repairman’s fingerprints should have been all over the phone,

  yet only Townsend’s were found. That told me that the repairman must have wiped the phone clean. No legitimate repairman would have done that. He might have cleaned the phone, but his prints

  should have been on it. Also a genuine company employee would have replaced the burnt-out light bulb and swept out the booth before putting it back into service. This one didn’t. That tells

  me he was a phony.”




  “But,” Lissner interrupted, “the phone company told us he was a fake attempting to rifle the coin box. We know that.”




  “We know nothing of the kind,” Stone said gently. “Sure, he could have been one of the gang. Stranger coincidences have happened. But a couple of things told me he

  wasn’t. If he had been attempting to break into the coin box, he wouldn’t have taken down the out-of-order sign before successfully looting it and putting everything back in order. If

  he hadn’t opened the box in a few minutes, he would have run. He certainly wouldn’t have waited around for a second chance.”




  Both Curtis and Lissner were more than a little dubious. Lissner had come up with a perfectly good explanation of Townsend’s death, and they were reluctant to abandon it. However, they

  could see some logic to Stone’s reasoning. “What else?” Lissner asked.




  “That piece of electrical tape found in the booth. We assumed that the phone company’s serviceman left it there. But remember the phone company hadn’t sent out anyone to fix

  the phone, so that little piece of tape set me thinking. It convinced me that the fake repairman murdered Townsend and then drove off in the stolen truck while Lew and the other witnesses were

  discovering the body.”




  The two detectives looked at each other and shook their heads. Curtis spoke for both of them. “I can see how Townsend could have killed himself, Ray, but what you say is impossible. The

  booth was completely closed. How could anyone get the ice pick into the booth without breaking the glass?”




  “Very simply,” Stone explained. “He put it into the booth before Townsend entered.”




  Curtis seemed puzzled. “Okay, say the ice pick was in the booth when Townsend entered. Why didn’t he see it? How’d the fake repairman get it into his back when he was at least

  thirty feet away?”




  Stone hesitated. In his mind he had already worked out the solution to how the crime was committed and he was positive he was correct. “The ice pick wasn’t in the coin return slot.

  The killer used compressed air to project the ice pick into Townsend.”




  “Compressed air?” The puzzled look remained on Curtis’s face.




  “You know that Lew’s station has water and air hoses situated at a distance from the gas pumps, so drivers using those facilities don’t hold up the gas lines. It’s the

  only place in town with a setup like that. That’s why the murder occurred there. That’s why Townsend was lured to that telephone booth. It had been converted into a death chamber. The

  mechanics of the thing are simple. Dr Wagner’s mentioning South American Indians hunting with the poison started me thinking. The hunters use poison darts and blowguns. The killer used the

  ice pick as his dart and had his own version of a blowgun.”




  “Sounds complicated to me,” Lissner remarked.




  “Not really. This is the way I think it happened. The murderer, posing as a telephone repairman, arrives in the stolen truck ostensibly to fix the phone. Earlier he had put an out-of-order

  sign on the booth to keep it free for his use. He then attaches his blowgun – a light-weight cylinder of some kind, probably cardboard or plastic, and about five inches long – to the

  underside of the telephone book shelf with some electrical tape, so that it hangs just slightly below the shelf and points to a predetermined spot which he is sure will coincide with the

  victim’s heart. The shelf is just slightly lower than the shoulder blade of a man of Townsend’s height. The killer inserts the ice pick into the tube, which is just a fraction wider

  than the diameter of the handle. Hanging phone books effectively conceal the device from anyone entering or standing in the booth.”




  Stone paused to see if Curtis or Lissner wanted to make a comment. Neither did.




  “Attached to the closed end of the cylinder is a length of transparent flexible tubing – probably plastic – which the killer runs through the rear ventilation opening at the

  bottom of the booth. He uses a couple of short pieces of electrical tape to hold the thin hose against the framework, where it is virtually invisible. Then he goes over to the air and water island,

  connects his tubing to an air hose, and pretends to be checking his tires. A few seconds later Townsend enters the death chamber. The killer uses the free compressed air supplied by Lew to blow his

  ‘dart’ into Townsend’s back. He gives a hard tug on the tubing; the cylinder comes loose from the shelf and drops to the floor. The killer pulls it and the tubing over to his

  truck and drives off just as Lew and the other witnesses are rushing to the booth. Unfortunately for the murderer, one small piece of his tape remains in the booth. Any questions?”




  Lissner was dubious and blunt. “Well, it’s a helluva lot more complicated than my suicide theory, but I’ll have to admit, it does account for all those bothersome little

  details.”




  Curtis went further. “Okay, suppose we agree that the phony repairman is the killer. How do we find out who he is? He wasn’t recognized and left no fingerprints.”




  The reaction of the two officers to his splendid deductions was not as enthusiastic as Stone would have liked. To give them time to appreciate his mental efforts, he got up and walked to the

  window. The view wasn’t good – the police parking lot with a couple of billboards thrown in for good measure. He turned to face his subordinates.




  “I know,” he teased. “Don’t you?”




  Both shook their heads.




  “I take it we agree that Townsend was murdered. Okay, then we have to accept as fact that the murder was conceived to lead the police to label it suicide, just as you did, Fred. The

  murderer has to be someone who knew Townsend might have a reason to kill himself and make it appear to be murder.”




  Jumping to conclusions was one of Curtis’s weaknesses. “Dr Wagner! He was the only one who knew Townsend had a tumor. And he had possession of the poison. He could easily have faked

  that robbery. He could get his hands on the insurance money by marrying the widow.”




  “Wagner knew Townsend was going to die,” Stone said, “but I don’t believe he knew about the insurance, since he was aware Townsend was not insurable. And even if he did

  know about it, he had no motive to kill Townsend, since the man was going to die in a few months. Now, we know that Townsend didn’t tell his family about his illness, and Wagner says he told

  no one. I believe him. But Townsend himself may have told another person, and I’m certain he did.”




  Curtis and Lissner sat there with open mouths.




  “Fred, get a warrant and search for rubber or plastic tubing, red paint, and electrical tape. Also check the area where the telephone truck was abandoned. The blowgun device may have been

  discarded near there. I’d sure like to get a look at that thing. Harve, you bring in the suspect for questioning.”




  “Who?” both detectives asked.




  “Hall Harris.”




  By five in the afternoon proof that Stone’s deductions were amazingly accurate started coming in. A search of Harris’s garage yielded some plastic tubing, a can of

  paint that matched that on the ice pick handle, and a roll of tape like the piece found in the booth. Detective Lissner even managed to come up with the death device Harris had put together. It was

  found by neighborhood youngsters in a trash dumpster a few blocks from where the phone truck had been abandoned. Lissner had enlisted the kids in the search and it had paid off for both the

  detective and the children. It had cost him twenty dollars in rewards, but it was well worth the money, for Harris’s fingerprints were all over the gimmick. The device looked almost exactly

  as Stone had envisioned it – a five-inch piece of PVC sprinkler pipe on one end of a forty foot length of quarter-inch plastic tubing and a connecting tire valve on the other. The files at

  Harris’s office contained a copy of the medical report supposedly signed by Dr Wagner. It was an obvious forgery.




  The result of all this evidence was that Hal Harris, after having been questioned for more than two hours in the presence of his attorney, calmly dictated and signed a full confession. It was

  probably his best move, for by doing so he was certain to avoid the death penalty.




  At six in the evening Sergeant Ray Stone sat in an upholstered chair in front of Captain Jack Parker’s desk. Parker wanted some personal explanations. “I still don’t see how

  you knew it was Harris.”




  “It had to be Harris or Wagner. Those were the only two who knew of Townsend’s impending death. Wagner had no reason to murder Townsend. Harris was the only one with a motive.

  Townsend was blackmailing him.”




  Parker leaned forward eagerly. “How’d you figure that out?”




  “Townsend managed to get a whopping big insurance policy when he had only a short time to live. Dr Wagner said he didn’t give Townsend an insurance physical, yet Harris told me

  Townsend came in with a clean bill of health from Wagner. He was lying. No doctor lets the patient carry the exam report back to the company. He sends it. Harris had to have forged the examination

  report that was sent in with the policy application. It wasn’t worth the risk to do that unless someone forced him. That someone could only have been Townsend.”




  This explanation did not completely satisfy Parker. “What did Townsend know that enabled him to blackmail Harris?”




  “It’s not so much what he knew, but what he guessed,” Stone replied. “Those two letters we found in Townsend’s files put me onto it. Harris was filing false claims

  and pocketing the proceeds. Townsend threatened to tell Harris’s parent companies to examine his claims for fraud unless Harris got the policy approved. Townsend, normally a very nice and

  honest guy, was not concerned for himself when he learned of his terminal illness. He wanted his family to be without financial worries after he was gone. That’s why he felt forced to

  blackmail Harris.”




  Stone leaned back, lacing his fingers behind his head. “Any more questions, Jack, or have I completely satisfied your curiosity?”




  “Not quite,” Parker said. “How did Harris get Townsend to go to the telephone booth? After all, he was the blackmailer. You’d think he’d set up the

  meeting.”




  “We got the answer from Harris himself. Townsend wasn’t able to come up with the third month’s premium, so he asked Harris to give him a receipt stating the premium had been

  paid. Now Harris began to sweat. If Townsend didn’t die soon – and many who are given months hang on for years – he was afraid he would be paying all the future premiums for

  Townsend. He had to come up with a way to get rid of Townsend and have the policy canceled without an extensive investigation. ‘Suicide’ was the answer. It would appear as if Townsend

  were trying to bilk the insurance company by faking his own murder.”




  Stone’s pausing briefly caused Parker to blurt out, “So what did Harris do?”




  “He telephoned Townsend and suggested that for formality’s sake the premium should be sent to the main office. He persuaded Townsend to go to Lew’s station at nine

  o’clock that night and make a phone call from the booth there. Harris told Townsend that when he got back to his car he would find the necessary cash in an envelope on the front seat. Then

  all Townsend would have to do was to deposit the money in his account and send in a check for the premium.”




  “You know, Ray, Harris’s plan was ingenious,” Parker remarked. “It would have succeeded, too, if it hadn’t been for your keen observations.”




  “Could be,” Stone said. “It was an almost perfect crime.”




  
 





  The X Street Murders




  Joseph Commings




  

    

      Joseph Commings (1913–92) was one of the masters of the impossible crime story. He started his career in the old pulp magazines in the 1940s. He stockpiled stories

      written during the Second World War and some of these, possibly rewritten, did not appear in magazines until well into the 1950s. Most feature the larger-than-life and frequently over-bombastic

      character of Senator Brooks U. Banner. Banner has an uncanny knack of stumbling across baffling crimes of which the following is generally regarded as his masterpiece. Amazingly, although he

      later sold a number of erotic novels, Commings never published a collection of his stories. Fortunately for impossible-crime enthusiasts, Robert Adey assembled a collection called Banner

      Deadlines, published in 2004, which contains plenty more like the following.


    


  




  Carroll Lockyear came out of the attache’s private office at the New Zealand Legation on X Street, Washington, D.C. He was tall and skinny.

  The sallow skin of his gaunt face was drawn tight over his doorknob cheekbones like that of an Egyptian mummy. The resemblance to a mummy did not end with the tightness of his skin. Sticking out

  from his sharp chin, like a dejected paintbrush, was a russet-colored King Tut beard. He looked like a well-dressed beatnik. In his left hand he carried a brown cowhide briefcase, his long fingers

  curled under the bottom of it.




  The secretary in the reception room, Miss Gertrude Wagner, looked up at him. He approached her desk and laid his briefcase carefully down on it, then towered over it toward her.




  “Yes, Mr Lockyear?” she said.




  “I have another appointment with Mr Gosling on next Tuesday, Miss Wagner.”




  Gertrude penciled a line in an appointment pad.




  “Good day,” said Lockyear. He picked up his briefcase and walked out.




  Gertrude smiled thinly at the Army officer waiting on the lounge. He was reading a copy of the Ordnance Sergeant, but it wasn’t holding his attention as much as it should. He wore a

  green tunic with sharpshooter medals on the breast, and his legs, in pink slacks, were crossed. Gertrude stopped her professional smile and picked up the earpiece of the interphone and pressed a

  button.




  “Mr Gosling,” she said, “Captain Cozzens is waiting to see you.” She held the earpiece to her head for a moment, then lowered it. “Captain,” she said. Cozzens

  looked up with bright expectancy from his magazine. “Mr Gosling wants to know if you’d mind waiting a minute.”




  “Not at all,” said Cozzens, eager to agree with such a good-looking girl. No doubt, visions of dinners for two were dancing in his head.




  Gertrude stood up suddenly and tugged her skirt straight. She had black hair cut in a Dutch bob and dark blue eyes. The austere lines of her blotter-green suit could not entirely disguise her

  big-boned femininity. She gathered up a steno pad and a mechanical pencil and started to walk toward the closed door of Mr Gosling’s private office. Glancing at the slim bagette watch on her

  wrist, she stopped short. It was as if she had almost forgotten something. She went back to her desk. On it lay a sealed large bulky manila mailing envelope. A slip of paper had been pasted on its

  side. Typed in red on the paper was the Legation address and:




  Deliver to Mr Kermit Gosling at 11:30 a.m. sharp.




  Gertrude grasped the envelope by the top and proceeded into Gosling’s office, leaving the door open. This private office, it was carefully noted later, was on the third floor of the

  building. It had two windows and both these windows were protected by old-fashioned iron bars. It was a room in which an attaché might consider himself safe.




  Captain Cozzens had been following Gertrude’s flowing progress with admiring eyes. Those narrow skirts did a lot for a girl if she had the right kind of legs and hips. And Gertrude

  definitely had the right kind.




  Another man sitting near Cozzens was watching her too. He was red-haired and young, with a square face and a pug nose. The jacket of his black suit was tight across his shoulders. He was Alvin

  Odell and it was his job to watch what went on in the office. He was an agent from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. But he too was watching Gertrude with more interest than his job called

  for.




  From where Cozzens and Odell sat they could see the edge of Gosling’s desk. They saw the closely observed Gertrude stand before it, facing across it, and she held the bulky envelope up

  waist-high.




  There was a slight pause.




  Then three shots spat harshly.




  Cozzens and Odell, shocked at the sudden ripping apart of their daydreams by gunfire, saw Gertrude flinch before the desk. Then the two men sprang up together and rushed in to her side.




  Gosling, a heavy-featured man with limp blond hair, was tilted sideways in his desk chair. Blood stained his white shirt front, Odell stared at the three bullet holes under the left lapel of the

  grey business suit.




  Captain Cozzens’ voice was hoarse. “Those three shots – where did they come from?”




  Gertrude’s blue eyes, dazed, searched Cozzens’ face as if she had never seen him before. Dumbly she lifted up the heavy envelope.




  Before Cozzens could move, the FBI man was faster. Odell snatched the envelope out of her hand.




  It was still tightly sealed. There were no holes or tears in it. Odell started to rip it along the top. A wisp of bluish smoke curled up in the still air.




  Odell tore the envelope wide open and out of it onto the desktop spilled a freshly fired automatic pistol.




  Heavy blunt-tipped fingers on speckled hands turned over the brown State Department envelope. It was addressed to Honorable Brooks U. Banner, M. C, The Idle Hour Club,

  President Jefferson Avenue, Washington, D.C.




  The addressee was a big fat man with a mane of grizzled hair and a ruddy jowled face and the physique of a performing bear. He wore a moth-eaten frock coat with deep pockets bulging with junk

  and a greasy string tie and baggy-kneed grey britches. Under the open frock coat was a candy-striped shirt. On his feet were old house slippers whose frayed toes looked as if a pair of hungry field

  mice were trying to nibble their way out from inside. He was an overgrown Huck Finn. Physically he was more than one man – he was a gang. Socially and politically he didn’t have to

  answer to anybody, so he acted and spoke any way he damned pleased.




  He was sipping his eighth cup of black coffee as he read the letter.




  It was from the Assistant Secretary of State. In painful mechanical detail, it reported the murder on X Street with as much passion as there is in a recipe for an upside-down cake. Toward the

  end of the letter, the Assistant Secretary became a little less like an automaton and a little more human. He confessed to Banner that both the State Department and the FBI were snagged. They

  couldn’t find an answer. And considering the other harrowing murder cases that Banner had solved, perhaps he could be of some help in this extremity.




  Banner crumpled the letter up into a ball and stuck it into his deep pocket. Thoughtfully his little frosty blue eyes rested on the white ceiling. He had read about the case in the newspapers,

  but the account had not been as full as the State Department’s.




  He pulled the napkin from under his chin, swabbed his lips, and started to surge up to his feet. He looked like a surfacing whale.




  A waiter hurried up with a tray. On it were three more cups of black coffee, “Aren’t you going to drink the rest of your coffee, sir?” asked the waiter in an injured tone.




  “Huh?” said Banner absently. Already his mind was soaring out into space, grappling with the murder problem. “I never touch the stuff,” he said and went lumbering

  out.




  Jack McKitrick, who looked like a jockey trainer, was an FBI department chief. He stood near Captain Cozzens in the New Zealand Legation office. When Banner came trotting in

  the door McKitrick said sideways to Cozzens: “That’s Senator Banner. They don’t come much bigger.”




  Cozzens shook his head as he eyed the impressive hulk that rumbled forward.




  “Morning, Senator,” said McKitrick to Banner.




  Banner grunted an answer, mumbling words around a long Pittsburgh stogie clamped in his teeth.




  “Senator,” continued McKitrick, “this is Captain Cozzens of the Ordnance Division, U.S. Army.” The two men clasped hands. “Cozzens is a small firearms

  expert.”




  “Mighty fine,” said Banner.




  “You were an Army officer yourself, weren’t you, Senator?” said Cozzens.




  Banner truculently chewed on the stogie. “Yass. I never got above the rank of shavetail. We were the dogfaces who gave ’em hell at Chateau Thierry. But I’ll tell you all about

  my war experiences later, Cap’n. We’ll all work together on this. Not nice seeing our New Zealand friends getting bumped off. Not nice at all.”




  “No, certainly not,” said Cozzens.




  Banner struck an attitude of belligerent ease. “Waal, I’m listening, Cap’n. You were one of the witnesses to this murder. What were you doing at the Legation?”




  Cozzens frowned. “I was here by appointment, Senator. Mr Gosling wanted me to suggest a good handgun for his personal use and to give him instructions in how to handle it.”




  “Why?”




  “I think,” said Cozzens slowly, “he wanted to use it to protect himself.”




  “Against what?”




  “He never had a chance to tell me. But I think this might supply part of the answer.” He held up a wicked-looking pistol. “This is what did the trick, Senator.

  It’s all right to handle it. No fingerprints were found on it.”




  Scowling, Banner took it from him. “So that’s the Russian pop-pop.”




  “Right,” said Cozzens. “A Tokarev, a standard Russian automatic. It’s a 7.62-mm. with a Browning-Colt breech-locking system and it uses Nagant gas-check

  cartridges.”




  “This was the gun in the sealed envelope,” said Banner. “Are you sure it wasn’t some other gun you heard being fired?”




  Cozzens slowly shook his head. “I’ve spent a lifetime with guns, Senator. I’ve got to know their ‘voices’ just the way you know people’s. When you hear an

  accent, you know what part of the world the speaker comes from. That’s the way I am with pistols and revolvers. So I’ll stake my reputation that the shots we heard had a Russian accent,

  meaning they were fired from a Tokarev automatic, slightly muffled. Besides that, ballistics bears me out. The bullets found in Gosling’s body were indisputably from that gun.”




  Banner grunted. “And all the while the gun was sealed up tight in an envelope and you could see the secretary holding the envelope while the shots were fired?”




  “That’s right,” answered Cozzens.




  “How d’you explain it, Cap’n? What’s your theory?”




  “Theory? I haven’t any. I can’t explain it. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it.”




  “Anything else you have to offer?” asked Banner.




  “Nothing. That’s all.”




  The stogie in Banner’s mouth was burning fiercely. He looked around the office where the murder had been committed. It was a completely equipped modern office. Nothing had been disturbed.

  He mumbled: “Gosling knew his life was in danger!”




  Banner turned to McKitrick. “I’ll see Odell.”




  Cozzens left while Banner was being introduced to the FBI agent, Odell.




  “You heard Cozzens’ story about the shooting, Odell,” said Banner. “Have you anything to add to it?”




  Odell shook his red-haired head. “No, it happened just that way, Senator.” His frank boyish face was grave.




  “Why were you stationed here?”




  “At a request from Mr Gosling. He asked for our security.”




  “How long’ve you been hanging out here?”




  “About a week, Senator.”




  McKitrick interrupted to say: “Odell asked for this assignment.”




  Banner studied the young man with the rusty hair. “What’s the reason, Red?”




  Odell hesitated, growing crimson around the ears. “Well, Senator – a – Miss Wagner – Well, you’ll have to see her to appreciate her—”




  Banner suddenly chuckled. He was thinking of his own misspent youth chasing the dolls.




  Odell sobered. “She’s a hard girl to make friends with,” he admitted ruefully.




  “It’s tough, Red,” grinned Banner. “Fetch in the li’l chickie and we’ll see if I can’t make better time with her than you did.”




  Odell went out of the office and returned with Gertrude. She looked scared at Banner. Big men in authority seemed to have given her a sudden fright. Her shoulders were hunched up as if she were

  cold. Odell held her solicitously by the elbow.




  “Hello, Gertie,” boomed Banner as familiarly as if he had helped to christen her. “Siddown.”




  She dropped gratefully on the leather lounge as if relieved to get the strain off her shaky knees.




  “Gertie, there’s no reason why you should think I’m gonna panic you. I’m your big Dutch uncle, remember?”




  She smiled at him.




  “Now, Gertie,” he resumed, “you live with your people, don’t you?”




  “No,” she said hoarsely, then she cleared her throat. “No, Senator. I have no relatives in America. They’re all living in Germany.”




  “Germany?” Banner made a quick pounce. “What part of Germany?”




  “On a farm outside of Zerbst.”




  Banner’s little frosty blue eyes looked shrewd. “That’s in East Germany, ain’t it, Gertie?”




  “Yes.”




  “Tell me about ’em. And how you got out?”




  It wasn’t too complicated a story. Gertrude had been born just after the end of World War Two. She grew up in a Communist dominated land, where everybody was schooled in the Russian

  language. She learned to speak English too – from an ex-Berlitz professor who ran a black market in verboten linguistics. Farm life had been stern, as she grew big enough to help her father

  and crippled mother with the chores, but Gertrude had become sturdy on plenty of fresh milk and vegetables, and she used to walk back from the haying fields with her rakehandle across her back and

  shoulders and her arms draped over it. It made her walk straight and developed strong chest muscles.




  “Yass,” muttered Banner at this point. “Like those Balinese gals carrying loads on their heads.” He dwelt silently on Bali for a moment, then he said: “Go on.

  How’d you get outta East Germany?”




  She had, she explained, visited East Berlin several times, helping to bring farm products to market. Each time she came an urge grew stronger in her to see all the things she had heard rumors

  about, the free and wealthy people of the West, the shops and cinemas along the Kurfurstendamm, and the opportunities for a better life. One day, at the Brandenburg Gate, the urge overcame her. She

  made a wild, reckless dash, eluding Soviet soldier guards, and made it, panting, falling into the arms of sympathetic West Berliners in the American Sector. She had thought that she would surely

  find somebody who could help to get her crippled mother and her father free too, but so far there was nobody who could perform that miracle.




  Her good looks and quick learning ability eventually got her sponsored for a trip to the United States. Mr Gosling, of the New Zealand Legation, had proved kind to her and had got her the

  job.




  She stopped talking, her brunette head with the Dutch bob bent low.




  “Haaak!” Banner cleared his throat, making a sound like a sea lion. “Who’re you living with now?”




  “Nobody. I have a small apartment to myself. I have become an American citizen.”




  Banner sourly eyed the chewed wet end of the stogie in his hand. “Now about this envelope with the gun in it. When did it come to your desk?”




  “Sometime near 11:00 o’clock in the morning, Senator.”




  “Who brought it?”




  “A man from the special messenger service.”




  “Would you know him if you saw him again?”




  “I think I would.”




  “Was your boss, Mr Gosling, engaged at 11:00?”




  “Yes, Mr Lockyear was in there.”




  “What time did Cap’n Cozzens come into the reception room?”




  “Around 11:15.”




  “Did anyone tamper with that envelope once it reached your desk, Gertie?”




  “No, sir. No one.”




  “What time did Lockyear come outta the private office?”




  “It was nearly 11:30.”




  “When he came out,” said Banner carefully, “did he go straight out?”




  “Yes – he stopped only to make an appointment for next Tuesday. I jotted it in my pad.”




  “Then what’d you do?”




  “I spoke to Mr Gosling on the interphone,” she said in a low hushed voice. “I told him that Captain Cozzens was waiting to see him next. He told me to withhold him for a minute

  and for me to come in with my notebook. I started to go in, then remembered the envelope. The sticker on it had said: Deliver to Mr Kermit Gosling at 11:30 a.m. sharp. I went back to my desk

  for it.”




  “It was now just about 11:30, eh? When you went into the private office, what was Gosling doing?”




  “He was sitting at his desk.”




  “He was perfectly all right?”




  “Yes, Senator.”




  “Did he say anything to you?”




  She opened her mouth. She paused. “No, he didn’t actually say anything. He just smiled and motioned me toward the chair I usually take dictation in. I held up the envelope. I was

  just about to tell him about it when the gun went off.”




  “And you saw Gosling being hit with the bullets?”




  She nodded wretchedly. “He jerked back, then started to sag over. Then Captain Cozzens and Mr Odell rushed in.”




  “Is that all?” rasped Banner.




  She bowed her head again.




  McKitrick, the FBI departmental head, stirred uneasily by the wall. “Now,” he said, “you see what’s got the wits of two organizations stymied!”




  Banner was looking down at his stogie. It had gone out, but he wasn’t even thinking about it. He said: “I’ll tell you what I think about it.”




  McKitrick looked at him hopefully. “What?”




  “It couldn’t’ve happened! It’s too damned impossible!”




  Ramshaw must have been about forty-five. A cigarette dangled limply out of his slack lips as he sat on the bench at the special messenger service. He wore a weather-faded blue

  uniform with shrunken breeches and dusty leather leggings.




  Banner loomed over him, his enveloping black wraprascal increasing his already Gargantuan size. “You remember the envelope you delivered to the New Zealand Legation yesterday?”




  “That’s easy, mister. I never handled one like that before. A 10-year-old kid came into our agency about 10:00 in the morning and said somebody told him to leave the envelope with us

  to be delivered immediately. We didn’t ask too many questions, seeing as the kid had more than ample money to pay for the delivery.”




  “Did he say whether the someone was a man or a woman?”




  “Nope.”




  “Did anyone tamper with the envelope while it was here?”




  “Nope. I was assigned to do the job, mister. I kept the envelope right in front of me till I delivered it to the Legation at 11:00. It had written on it, Deliver to Mr Kermit Gosling at

  11:30a.m. sharp, so I wanted to be sure it got there in plenty of time.”




  Banner glowered. “Didja know there was a gun in it?”




  Ramshaw squirmed as if his shrunken breeches chafed him. “I – I thought there was. That’s what it felt like through the heavy paper.”




  “Nobody stopped you on the way to the Legation? Tell me if someone even bumped into you.”




  “Nope, nope. Clear sailing all the way, mister.”




  Banner looked down at a pocket watch that must have been manufactured by the Baldwin Locomotive Works. He muttered: “I can still ketch Lockyear before lunch.”




  He went out of the agency, leaving behind him a grinning messenger. “Say, mister! Thanks for the tip!”




  Lockyear, in his office on Pittsylvania Avenue, played with his King Tut beard as Banner made himself known to him.




  “It’s the strangest thing I ever heard of, Senator,” said Lockyear. “But I’m afraid I can be of very little help. Gosling was far from dead when I left

  him.”




  “While you were in the office,” said Banner, “did you notice anything threatening?”




  “Threatening? No, not a thing, Senator.”




  “Perhaps you’d tell me what you were seeing Gosling about.”




  “Of course I have no objection, Senator. I’m an exporter-importer. I’ve been seeing Gosling about clearing some shipments that have been going in and out of New Zealand.

  Governments are touchy these days about cargoes.”




  “That’s all?”




  “That’s all, Senator.”




  In a few minutes Banner was on his way back to the Idle Hour Club. As he entered the convivial surroundings and lumbered into the dining room, he found McKitrick waiting for him.




  “The only thing about this case that’s plain,” said McKitrick abruptly, “is the motive. We know why Gosling was killed.”




  “Do you?” Banner squeezed in behind a table and told a waiter he wanted some straight whiskey.




  McKitrick said in a lower voice: “Gosling was collecting information on a spy who’s been selling all our secrets to the Russian Government. Gosling didn’t know exactly who it

  was, but he was getting dangerously close to that truth. Unfortunately the spy got to Gosling first. The Russian pistol is evidence of that.”




  McKitrick stopped talking long enough to allow the waiter to place Banner’s whiskey before him.




  “Yass?” Banner fired up another big stogie.




  McKitrick continued: “I’ve been thinking about Gertrude Wagner. She admits she’s from East Germany. Her sympathies might easily lie with the Commies. We have only her word that

  she’d broken with them. What’s more to the point, Banner, she was in the room with Gosling when he was killed. The only person in the room with him. And she was holding the gun

  that killed him!”




  “So?” muttered Banner. “Mebbe you can explain away the sealed envelope.” When McKitrick didn’t answer, Banner shrugged. “How was she able to shoot the gun

  through the envelope without making any holes in it?”




  McKitrick sighed. “Times are getting brutal for us investigators when all a murderer has to do is send his victim a gun by mail and it does the killing for him.”




  The wind coming across the Potomac River that afternoon had the icy sting of early winter on its breath.




  Gertrude Wagner, wrapped up in a cloth coat, walking on the park path, stopped suddenly. She stared nervously around her. A man in an oystercolored balmacaan, who had been following her, veered

  around a turn in the path. When he saw her looking straight at him he hesitated for a fraction of a second, then he kept on coming, his pace more deliberate. Under the slant brim of his hat

  Gertrude could see the bright red hair. The wide shoulders were familiar.




  She stood there until Odell came up to her. He grinned sheepishly. “Hello, Gertie. Mind if I walk the rest of the way with you?”




  She drew back a pace as if she was afraid he might contaminate her. Her face looked pale and scared. “You’ve been following me,” she accused him.




  Odell was sober. “To tell the truth, Gertie—”




  “Why do you have to hound me? Can’t you leave me alone?”




  “I’m not hounding you,” he said, disheartening to know that she had interpreted his actions that way.




  “You are, Mr Odell. I haven’t been able to make a move since you came to the Legation without having your eyes on me. You people are watching me all the time, waiting to pounce on me

  for the least slip I make. I thought America was a free country, but the police watch you here as much as they do over there . . . You think I killed Mr Gosling!”




  “Did it ever occur to you,” he said through clenched teeth, “that I might have other reasons for wanting to be near you?”




  “What?” she said, hardly believing her ears. “What did you say?”




  “You’re not hard to take, Gertie,” he said.




  “Take?” she said in confusion. “Oh but—”




  “You never gave me much encouragement. You always seemed to have so much on your mind, Gertie.”




  “If that’s really true, Mr Odell, I’m sorry I – if I offended you just now.”




  “If it’s really true! You don’t think I’m telling you the truth?”




  “I can’t be sure of anything any more.”




  “I was in that office to protect Mr Gosling – and you.” He looked at her steadily. “You believe me, Gertie.”




  She looked back at him for a long moment, and he thought her eyes were watering.




  She lowered her gaze. “Yes, Mr Odell, I do. I do believe you.”




  “Well, then,” smiled Odell, “I hope you’re not doing anything tonight, as I want—”




  “Oh,” she said, “I’m sorry. Not tonight. I have an appointment I can’t break. Shall we make it some other time?”




  “Sure, Gertie. I’ll see you tomorrow.”




  “Tomorrow.” She smiled. “So long then.” She had her right hand in her coat pocket. She took it out and held it toward him. He grasped her palm. And then he felt that she

  had something in her hand – a slip of paper. When she drew her hand away she left it in his palm. He felt, with a rush of intuition, that everything was wrong. He pretended not to notice what

  she’d left in his hand. As she turned on her high heels to walk swiftly away from him, he thrust his own hand into his pocket.




  He watched her go out of sight along the path, then he walked out of the park in the opposite direction. He was curious about what she was trying to convey to him. He went into the first street

  corner phone booth he came to and took the slip of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it.




  The wrinkles of perplexity increased on his forehead.




  The paper was blank except for two circles, a small one inside a much larger one, drawn on it in pencil.




  Gertrude, the cold night wind whipping the coat about her knees, went up the legation steps. All the windows were dark. X Street was dark. Fumbling in her handbag, she took out

  a key, unlocked the front door, and slipped into the vestibule. It was all cold marble, like a mausoleum. She left the front door unlocked behind her as she went in, as if she was expecting someone

  else to follow her.




  She flicked on a cigarette lighter to light her way up the plush carpeted stairway to the third floor. This was the floor on which the murder had been committed. She went into the office,

  tiptoeing past her desk in the reception room, going into the private office.




  She looked at Gosling’s empty chair behind the desk. Gosling’s bloodied ghost still seemed to occupy it. And she shuddered.




  She remembered a line from one of the newspapers . . . A nameless horror has stalked through the Legation . . .




  The watch on her wrist ticked away loudly. She was painfully conscious of time. Everything had depended on time.




  She did not know anyone was in the room with her until she heard the door between the offices click softly closed.




  She turned around with a violent start. The cigarette lighter flicked out when she released her thumb. A shadow moved against the closed door.




  “Is that you?” she gasped.




  A powerful flashlight blinded her.




  “Yes,” answered a voice. “Have you done all that was expected of you?”




  She nodded miserably.




  “Fine.” She heard a heartless chuckle.




  And that was all she heard, for it is doubtful if she heard the two quick coughs before the lead slugs tore into her breast.




  She was dead before she hit the floor.




  McKitrick was saying: “The patrolman on the X Street beat saw the door of the Legation swinging open in the wind. He thought something was up, so he took a prowl through

  the building. He was the one who found her.”




  Someberly Banner looked down at all that was left of Gertrude. “It’s a crying shame,” he muttered.




  Odell sat gloomily on the edge of the desk. He roused himself up enough to say: “Well, this isn’t as puzzling as the first shooting. I talked to Gertie in the park this afternoon,

  Senator. She said she was going to meet someone tonight. Whoever it was just followed her in here and shot her. If I had any inkling this would happen, I never would have left her alone.”




  Banner nodded. “It’s not your fault, Red.” He glared around. “What kinda gun this time? D’you know?”




  McKitrick answered: “The medical examiner thinks it’s a .38.”




  Banner snorted. “An American gun! This’s striking closer to home.”




  Odell said: “There’s something else I’ve got to tell you, Senator. It might help you. I confess it doesn’t mean a thing to me. In the park today Gertie slipped this into

  my hand. She acted mighty secretive about it.” He gave Banner the paper with the circles drawn on it.




  “Whatzit mean?” snapped Banner.




  “Circles within circles. Wheels within wheels. You tell me, Senator.”




  Banner looked at it front and back and held it up to the light to see if there were any pinpricks in it. Then, without saying anything, he crumpled it up and shoved it into his marsupial pocket.

  Plainly he could not make head or tail of it, but he wasn’t going to say so.




  Though they stayed there till dawn they found no other clue to point to Gertrude’s murderer.




  McKitrick woke up to find his phone ringing insistently and Banner on the other end of the wire.




  “You never sleep, do you?” snorted McKitrick.




  “Hardly ever, Mac. We ain’t got time for that now. It’s after breakfast. Come to the Legation and bring that small arms expert with you.”




  “Captain Cozzens?”




  “Yaas. Him. I’ve figgered out what everything means.”




  “What put you on it?”




  “Those circles.”




  “Suppose you quit being so damned mysterious, Banner, and—”




  “Get cracking to the Legation,” interrupted Banner. He hung up.




  Banner was sitting in a leather chair, comfortably waiting for them to arrive. He bobbed his big grizzled head at McKitrick and Cozzens. His grizzled mane looked like a fright wig this morning,

  as if he had been trying to comb it with an eggbeater.




  “Gennelmen,” he said, “this won’t take too much of your precious time. Lemme get on with it. First off, you will swear that there ain’t any Tokarev pistols hidden

  in that private office.”




  “Of course not,” responded McKitrick a little testily. His face bore the results of a very hasty shave. There was a nick on his chin. “There isn’t as much as a needle

  hidden in there that we don’t know of.”




  “And you can search me and find out I’m not packing a Russian pop-gun.”




  “We’ll take your word for it, Senator,” said McKitrick shortly.




  “We get on together,” chuckled Banner. He got up with a heave and a vast grunt. “You two sit here on the lounge, the way you were the other day with Odell, Cap’n.”

  He watched them sharply as they followed his suggestion. “I’m going in there.” He entered the private office, where Gosling and Gertrude had been killed, leaving the intervening

  door open. He was out of sight from the two watchers for about five minutes, then he reappeared and stood in the doorway, filling the frame with his bulk, his hands deep in the bulging frockcoat

  pockets. “Nothing up my sleeve, mates,” he announced.




  They both stared at him, not knowing what to expect. Then both of them leaped to their feet.




  Three loud shots had crashed out in the empty office behind Banner’s back!




  Banner did not even take his hands out of his pockets. “And there you have it,” he said.




  “But, great Godfrey!” yipped McKitrick, pushing past Banner to see who else was hidden in the private office. “Who fired that pistol?”




  “It was a Tokarev automatic!” said Cozzens. “I’ll swear to that!”




  “But there isn’t anyone here but you!” McKitrick glared helplessly around the room.




  “Neverthless—” began Banner. “But let it keep awhile. There’re more important things like searches and seizures to be made.”




  “Confound you, Banner!” said McKitrick, but he was in good humor about it.




  “You can begin by arresting—”




  The search was fruitless until Banner suggested that what they were after might be on microfilm and if they could not find microfilm in all the obvious places, it might be

  hidden in the electric light sockets.




  That was where they found it.




  They had all the proof they needed to arrest their man for espionage and murder.




  And Carroll Lockyear, the export-import man, almost pulled his King Tut beard out by the roots when they confronted him.




  McKitrick and the Assistant Secretary of State made impressive members of Banner’s small audience. Banner was prancing back and forth, gnawing a long stogie, as if he were holding a press

  conference. But he had not let the reporters in yet. They were all ganged up outside in the hall, waiting.




  The Assistant Secretary of State fingered his chin reflectively. “The riddle of the sealed envelope—”




  “Yaas, yaas!” Banner chuckled. “It’s simple when you know the sorta thimble – rigging that went on behind the scenes. I said in the beginning that I thought the

  murder was too damned impossible cuz one person alone couldn’t’ve accomplished it. Lockyear is the murderer and spy, all right, but he had forced poor Gertie to help him. Y’see,

  he was a Commie agent and Gertie told us that her crippled mother and her father are still stranded in East Germany. You can now see how easy it was for him to get her to agree to his scheme. He

  could tell her he’d get ’em outta East Germany if she played ball. If she still didn’t agree, he could easily threaten to turn the old folks over to the untender mercies of the

  MVD agents.”




  He paused a moment before going on. “Gosling was getting onto Lockyear’s trail. Some time before the murder, Lockyear used a standard tape recorder. Lockyear let the tape run

  silently for three minutes, then he fired his Tokarev pistol three times near the recorder. He now had a tape recording of three minutes of dead silence, followed by three quickly fired shots. He

  handed that roll of tape over to Gertie for her to put in Gosling’s private office where he could get his hands on it later on. When he went into Gosling’s office to commit the murder

  that morning he had in his briefcase the Tokarev pistol with silencer on it, and also in the briefcase was a large manila mailing envelope that was a duplicate of the one to be delivered to

  Gertie’s desk by the messenger service. The gun that was delivered to Gertie by the special messenger route was probably a toy pistol, so that if the envelope were opened prematurely the

  whole thing could be laughed off as a practical joke.




  “It was all timed to the split second. Lockyear stalled with Gosling till almost 11:30, talking business, then swiftly he pulled the silenced automatic outta the briefcase and shot Gosling

  in the chest three times with it before his victim could blink or cry out. Naturally the shots were not heard outside the room with the door closed. He whipped out the prepared envelope, snatched

  the silencer off the pistol – barrel, and shoved the pistol, still smoking, into the envelope, sealing it immediately. Next he set the prepared reel of tape on the recorder alongside

  Gosling’s desk – there’s one in every office and you’ve noticed that Gosling’s office had all the modern equipment – and then picked up the envelope and

  briefcase. It was now, according to his watch, 11:27. He flipped the tape recorder switch to on. Three minutes of dead silence, remember, then three shots. He put his arm around both the envelope

  and the briefcase so that the briefcase would entirely conceal the envelope to anyone waiting in the lounge. He came out of the private office and walked to Gertie’s desk on which the second

  envelope with the toy gun in it was lying, waiting to be delivered at 11:30 sharp. He put his briefcase down on her desk, so that it covered both envelopes. After getting Gertie to jot down his

  phony appointment for next Tuesday, Lockyear picked up his briefcase again – together with the envelope that had been lying on Gertie’s desk! In its place he left the one with

  the real murder weapon in it. He carried the other envelope out with him, still concealed behind his briefcase, and nobody was aware of the switch. So the gun that had just been used to commit the

  murder was now waiting for Gertie to carry it back in. She had been forced into it. She knew Gosling was already dead. She had to play out her part. She pretended to talk to Gosling on the

  interphone to give the illusion that Gosling was still alive after Lockyear left. Then she started to go into the private office, looked at her watch, knew the three minutes were almost up, then

  carried the sealed envelope in.”




  He stopped and glowered around the room. “The three shots that were heard by the two witnesses were the ones already on the tape recorder! Cozzens even remarked that they were somewhat

  muffled! . . . The tape recorder ran itself out silently again, till Gertie, in the excitement that followed the discovery of Gosling’s dead body, managed to flip the switch

  off.”




  “Good God!” muttered somebody in the room,


  

  Banner cleared his throat with a big sea lion noise. “Haaak! Although Gertie had been terrorized into helping Lockyear remove a

  threat to his existence as a spy, she wanted desperately for one of us to know the truth. She knew she was being watched by everybody, their side as well as ours, so she couldn’t come right

  out and tell us about it. She drew two circles, one inside the other, on a piece of paper. She didn’t dare hint further. She was trying to call our attention to the reel of the tape recorder

  – circular. Yunnerstand? And she was trying to help us, boys. If she had completely obeyed the instructions of the murderer, I never would’ve found the tape still on the recorder in

  that office – she would’ve destroyed it. Last night the murderer killed her as a safety measure, thinking that his trail on tape had been completely wiped out.”
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      Those of you who have seen my anthologies of historical whodunits will know that Mary Reed and Eric Mayer are the authors of the stories featuring John the Eunuch, set

      in 6th-century Constantinople. One or two of those stories have been locked-room mysteries. John the Eunuch also features in a series of novels that began with One for Sorrow (1999).

      Besides John, they also have another continuing character, Inspector Dorj of the Mongolian Police, who first appeared in “Death on the Trans-Mongolian Railway” in Ellery

      Queen’s Mystery Magazine (March 2000). The following is a brand new Inspector Dorj story involving a travelling circus and a puzzling corpse.


    


  




  During his years with the Mongolian police Inspector Dorj had witnessed crimes in sufficient variety to inspire several Shakespearean tragedies,

  but until the crowbar-wielding midget sent the locked door of the circus caravan flying open the inspector had never seen a man murdered by a corpse.




  Hercules the lion-tamer was, it is true, an exceptionally large and powerful corpse, but a corpse nevertheless. He lay wedged between the bed on which Dorj had last seen him and the

  blood-smeared door of the ancient caravan’s lavatory cubicle. His enormous hands were still reaching for his victim. Nikolai Zubov, sprawled partly under the table near the door, was now

  beyond Hercules’ reach, but the ugly welt ringing the circus owner’s neck made it clear what must have happened. Dorj said so.




  “Clear?” muttered Dima, the midget, peering around Dorj into the disordered caravan. Dima’s bone white clown makeup ran with sweat from his efforts with the crowbar, turning

  his face almost as ghastly as Zubov’s. “How can you say it is clear when it seems Zubov was strangled by a dead man?”




  “Of course the lion-tamer was dead,” said Batu, Dorj’s assistant. “The lion went berserk and practically disembowelled him. No one could have survived a

  gaping wound like that. You’re lucky you got bored and left the performance before the lion-taming act started.”




  Dorj now regretted dragging the young man to the circus, which had turned out to be a sorry affair even before the accident. “You kept an eye on the caravan while I returned to town to

  make arrangements?”




  “I would have seen anyone approaching.”




  “So only Zubov and Hercules were inside?”




  A cloud-like frown passed over Batu’s round, flat moon of a face, a typical Mongolian face in contrast to Dorj’s sharper-angled features. “The names of those deceased should

  not be spoken so soon after death. Souls linger. So many people, saying their names – they may call the dead back from the lower world.”




  Dorj had long since abandoned trying to talk Batu out of his native beliefs and instead had taken to occasionally exposing the young man to some culture – unfortunately, as it turned out,

  in the case of the circus. So now he simply instructed his assistant to begin the tedious collection of evidence and then, to be alone to consider the conundrum, walked away from the caravan and

  the abandoned Russian airplane hangar the circus had borrowed for its performances.




  A rutted track led into the desert where a cold September wind rolled small bits of gravel against his carefully polished shoes. Unlike Batu, who had grown up in a ger, the traditional

  movable tent of the Mongolian nomads, Dorj was city bred. Until the great earthquake that some called freedom had driven him to a posting in the Gobi, he had rarely strayed far from the relatively

  cosmopolitan world of Ulaanbaatar.




  He was not comfortable in his own country. He hated the Gobi, a featureless immensity beside which men and the culture Dorj valued so highly seemed small and insignificant. Out here Batu’s

  half-civilized ideas about returning souls seemed almost plausible. Or at least as good as any explanation the inspector had for a murderous corpse.




  Staring out to the far off horizon where mountains sat like clouds, Dorj tried to recall what he had witnessed earlier. It was possible those events might have something to tell him about

  Zubov’s mysterious death. But since the lion-tamer’s death had been a grisly accident, Dorj had not examined the scene as carefully as he would have if a crime had been committed, and

  he regretted it now.




  The inspector had arrived at the hangar door just as the lion-tamer’s corpse was being laid beside it, beneath a line of carelessly slapped on posters advertising that

  those who visited the circus would, among other delights, view a recreation of:




  “The First Labour of Hercules. See The Mighty Hercules Slay the Nemean Lion.”




  Dorj had been struck by the irony of Hercules’s death because, while some survived the vagaries and misfortunes of life by seeing dark humour in it all, he survived by noting the

  irony.




  And thinking back now, what else had he noticed, aside from distressed circus-goers edging past the corpse?




  Zubov was standing outside the hangar, still wearing his ringmaster’s top hat, speaking to a muscular young man decked out in spangled tights.




  “Perhaps if I go back and perform my act, it will distract the crowd,” the young man suggested.




  “Conceited fool!” the older man snapped back. “Go help direct them out the exits and make sure they don’t panic. Do you think anyone wants to see you preening and

  swinging like a monkey, with a man lying dead right outside?”




  Zubov was soft featured, chubby around the middle, but his voice was harsh. His magic tricks involving a red ball and three boxes with obviously false bottoms had driven Dorj outside.




  Dorj also remembered a woman standing beside the door, head bent. She was a tall, striking blonde, perhaps nearing middle age but it was difficult to be certain, given her heavy make-up. She was

  dressed in layers of diaphanous sequined material that billowed in the bitter wind, but she stood motionless, a great glittering icicle.




  Because he was a government official at the scene, Dorj introduced himself to Zubov. There were arrangements to be made.




  “We’ll put the fat man in my caravan where I can keep on eye on him for now,” the circus owner said brusquely. “Dima! Get the wheelbarrow!” He looked around for the

  clown.




  “Where’s that idiot runt?” Turning back to Dorj, he continued, “You can’t rely on anybody these days. But you must know how it is, Inspector. I suppose you deal

  with enough underlings yourself – and all of them slackers and idiots.”




  Dorj followed as the dead man was taken to the ringmaster’s caravan and laid on the bed. A few moments later, the blonde woman appeared at the caravan door. She resembled a ghost, icily

  composed, arms folded around herself as if she were trying to hold in a terrible storm of emotions. At last she was overwhelmed.




  “Ah, Cheslav! My poor husband, I am so sorry! So sorry!” Weeping, she threw herself onto the corpse.




  “Stop it, Ivana,” barked Zubov. “It’s too late to be sorry.”




  But Ivana continued to sob hysterically, embracing her dead husband, smoothing his hair and rearranging his blood-soaked clothing as if to somehow repair the damage the lion had inflicted.




  Dorj had hesitated, uncertain whether to intervene. He preferred the theatre where tumultuous emotions could be safely observed, caged upon the stage. He had been thankful when some of the other

  performers finally escorted Ivana away. The chilly wind no longer billowed out her robes; they had been soaked with her husband’s blood.




  And those few impressions seemed to tell Dorj nothing at all about how the dead man had committed a murder. Perhaps there was something in Batu’s theory of returning souls after all.




  “Watch out!”




  As he approached the back of the caravan, returning from his solitary walk, Dorj felt a hand on his shoulder and paused in midstep. There was a loud metallic snap. Glancing down, he saw a trap,

  rusty jaws now locked shut, sitting on the gravel a centimetre or two from his foot. Turning around, he saw he had been warned by a woman. It was difficult to tell her age because of her beard.




  “We catch marmots to feed to the animals,” she explained in Russian. Seeing Dorj understood, she added, “You’re lucky you didn’t step in one of these traps before.

  I saw you wandering around out here during the show, didn’t I? I’m sorry our performance drove you out into the cold.”




  Dorj tried to think of something polite to say while at the same time trying not to stare too obviously at the woman’s somewhat sparse but unmistakable dark beard.




  He had a soft spot for circuses. They had a certain magic, an otherworldly air, reminding him of Prospero’s island. Lights, sequins and distance transformed even the plainest of performers

  into fabulous creatures. But in truth, the Circus Chinggis had immediately struck him as the sort of seedy undertaking where the owners would be more likely than not to toss the main tent into the

  back of a 25-year-old Russian military lorry, herd the trained fleas onto a dusty lion and slip out of town under cover of darkness. Except, in a nation where thousands of people actually lived in

  tent-like gers, this forlorn circus apparently had no tents to call its own.




  “You sold a programme to my colleague earlier, didn’t you?” was all Dorj could think to say.




  “I suppose you’re one of those who never forgets a face! My name is Larisa Sergeyevna.”




  Her voice was soft, her skin fair. To his chagrin Dorj found his gaze, leaving her beard, caught by her eyes, as blue as the sky over the Gobi.




  Embarrassed, the inspector introduced himself. “I regret I will have to ask you some questions. For instance, I gather you haven’t been the Circus Chinggis for long.” He

  indicated the fresh and badly painted lettering on the side of the caravan.




  Larisa glanced quickly at the caravan and then looked away, perhaps mindful of the two dead men inside. “You’re right. A few weeks ago Zubov decided he would have a better chance of

  meeting expenses by charging tugriks rather than rubles, not that any of us have actually seen either since we crossed the Mongolian border.




  “But,” she continued, “Since you asked, let’s see, we were the Comrades’ Circus at one time, not to mention the Paris Troika. I even recall a time when we were just

  plain Buturlin’s. But I expect we’ll have to remain Mongolian for a while since we’re nearly out of paint, as well as running low on food. Perhaps you’ll give us another

  chance, and not want your admission money back?”




  “I’m sure you put on a fine show. Perhaps it is just that I am out of humour. Or more in the mood for Shakespeare. Not that a circus doesn’t have more than a touch of

  Shakespeare.”




  “You have a silver tongue, Inspector Dorj! I’ve never heard a circus compared to Shakespeare before. He wrote mostly about boring old kings killing each other, didn’t

  he?”




  “But even his historical plays have a lot of magic in them, really. All manner of ghosts and portents, witchcraft and unnatural creatures . . .” Realizing his gaffe, his voice

  trailed off, but the bearded lady just smiled quietly at him. Then, to his distress, her blue eyes pooled with tears.




  “Poor Cheslav,” she said. “He was always so afraid of the lion.”




  Dorj gave her a questioning look.




  “Cheslav – Hercules – was no lion-tamer. He was our strong man,” she explained. “Alexi, our real lion-tamer, he left us in Erdenet a few weeks ago. He thought he

  could find work in the copper mines. So Zubov ordered Cheslav to take over. Just like Zubov, that was!”




  She turned away and pitched forward suddenly. Dorj caught her arm to keep her from falling. In the instant her warm weight was on him, his breath caught in his chest.




  “My weak ankle,” she said. There was anger in her voice. “I used to be an acrobat. Imagine that. Then I got injured, but Zubov insisted I keep performing. He even forced me to

  keep training on the trapeze. My back is bad now, too. So I’m reduced to hawking programmes.” A tear ran down Larisa’s pale cheek and into her beard. “He was a hateful man.

  I could almost believe a corpse would rise up to kill one like him!”




  When Larisa had gone Dorj remained aware, uncomfortably so, of the pleasurable sensation of her warmth near to him. It occurred to him that she was not so much ugly as she was . . . exotic . . .

  magical.




  He checked around the caravan again. The murder had occurred, it seemed, just before Dorj returned from Dalandzadgad, where he had gone to arrange for an ambulance to take the

  dead man away. It would have been much easier to have been able to call one with the aid of a portable telephone, but nothing of the sort had been made available to him out here in the desert.

  Batu, whom he had left at the circus as an official guard, had heard strange noises from the caravan. When there was no reply to the young policeman’s shouted inquiry, he had finally tried

  the door. It had been securely locked from the inside.




  The small caravan was of vintage nineteen fifties design; no doubt it was towed behind one of the circus’s old lorries as the troupe moved from place to place. But now it stood alone,

  surrounded by flat, empty ground, some distance from both the hangar and the other circus vehicles. Dorj’s footsteps crunched on the gravel as he circled it. Batu would probably have heard,

  and surely seen, anyone trying to approach by stealth.




  The caravan was as decrepit as the rest of the circus, Dorj thought as he noted a couple of badly patched holes in its rusted walls, half hidden by the freshly applied paint. There was a tiny

  window in each side wall and a vent in the curved roof. Dorj paced back a short distance, to get a better look at the vent. The opening was far too small for anyone to squeeze through. Dorj, thin

  as he was, wouldn’t have got more than an arm through it. For a moment he wondered about Dima, the small clown, but decided that even Dima could never have managed to squeeze through the

  vent. As for the windows, he noticed on closer inspection that they were sealed shut by carelessly applied and obviously undisturbed paint.




  Glancing through the window, he saw the two dead men, Zubov now on the bed and his apparent murderer on the floor near him, were decently covered by a couple of pieces of canvas, perhaps the

  remains of the Circus Chinggis’s missing Big Top.




  “Ah, Cheslav, I wish you could speak,” muttered Dorj. Then he recalled what Batu had said about calling back the souls of the dead, and hurried away from the caravan.




  “Everyone hated Zubov,” Dima stated, confirming what Larisa had told Dorj. The midget, wiping dry, cracked make-up from his chin, was seated on a crate near the

  hangar door.




  The inspector inquired why Zubov had been so hated.




  “You saw the way he treated me! Do you doubt it?”




  “He treated everyone the same, then?”




  “Of course he did. Isn’t that always the way with people like him?” Dima climbed off the crate. He barely came up to Dorj’s waist. “He used to constantly criticize

  me for not being short enough,” he continued. “Can you imagine that? He’d laugh and shout at me that I couldn’t even manage to be small enough to be a proper

  midget.”




  “He kept you on, though,” the inspector reminded him.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
Edited by Mike Ashley





OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF

PERFECT CRIMES
& IMPOSSIBLE
MYSTERIES

Edited by Mike Ashley

ROBINSON

London





