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1

DETECTIVE SERGEANT FRANK MALLOY PUSHED HIS WAY through the crowd gathered at the entrance to the modest office building. Murder always drew a crowd in New York City, even in respectable neighborhoods. Even on a peaceful, autumn Saturday afternoon. The uniformed copper guarding the door nodded and admitted him, causing much outrage to the curious onlookers, who had been fruitlessly demanding admittance for quite some time.

Inside, the building wasn’t so modest. Marble floors gleamed in the late afternoon sunshine, and rich, dark woodwork gave the place a distinct air of respectability. Not the kind of place where people usually got themselves murdered, Frank thought as he scanned the loitering figures for whoever was in charge of this investigation.

The man in question had already spotted Frank, and he disengaged himself from the men he’d been speaking with  and made his way across the marble floor. Frank recognized him immediately. They’d crossed paths before, and Frank knew he wasn’t the kind to resent Frank’s involvement in the investigation. In fact, he’d be glad to be relieved of the responsibility.

“Malloy,” he said, reaching out a hand. “Good to see you.” He was one of the ward detectives. His main job would be collecting bribes and blackmail money from the crooks and the madams and distributing it to the right places. But he was also responsible for reporting crimes in his ward to Police Headquarters and getting one of the detective sergeants down to investigate as quickly as possible. Today, Frank was the one called down. For some reason, he’d been asked for by name.

“Sullivan,” Frank replied, shaking the outstretched hand. “What’s going on?”

“Some fellow got his skull cracked open. Blood everywhere,” he added with obvious disapproval. “Not so bad when it’s in an alley, but in a place like this . . .” He shook his head again. He looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days, and his suit had probably been slept in. Frank could smell the whiskey on his breath, but his bloodshot eyes betrayed his intelligence. Sullivan might be a drunk, but he was no fool. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

“Have you sent for the medical examiner yet?” Frank asked as he followed Sullivan down a hallway.

“Yeah, as soon as I saw what happened, but nobody’s come yet.”

Frank heard an exclamation of surprise as they passed an open doorway, and a moment later, a round man with a shiny bald head popped out. “Mr. Malloy, is that you?”

Frank turned in surprise. “That’s right,” he said, thinking the man looked familiar but unable to place him.

“Edward Higginbotham,” he said, taking Frank’s hand and shaking it vigorously. “I’m the one who found Mr. Wooten.” He still looked a bit shaken, and his face was beaded with sweat, but that could just be because it was warm on this September afternoon.

“Mr. Higginbotham said he knew you,” Sullivan reported. “Asked me to send for you special.” Which explained a lot.

“Because of your son, you know,” Higginbotham said.

Frank frowned at the mention of Brian. Who was this man and how did he even know Frank had a son?

“You spoke to me about putting your son in our school,” Higginbotham reminded him eagerly. “The Lexington Avenue School, or rather the Institution for the Improved Instruction of Deaf Mutes. The name’s so long, we just call it Lexington Avenue, but you already know that.”

Now Frank remembered. He’d visited the place when he’d been trying to decide whether to send his boy to school at all. Finding out Brian was deaf had been a shock, but not as much as it might have been. Until then, he’d believed Brian was simpleminded and would have to be cared for his entire life. Now he’d enrolled him in a school where he would learn to read and write and eventually be able to learn a trade. But it wasn’t Mr. Higginbotham’s school.

“I remember now,” Frank said, deciding not to mention that he’d decided against the Lexington Avenue School. “Is that why you asked for me? Because we met before?”

“Well, yes, but . . . well, I mean, I thought you might be more . . . I mean . . . Mr. Wooten, he was very interested in our work. A great champion for the deaf. Tireless. And now—” His voice broke, and he pulled out a handkerchief and pressed it to his lips.

“You were friends with Mr. Wooten?” Frank asked.

“Oh, yes,” Higginbotham said, using the handkerchief to mop his face. “Well, not friends exactly. Not socially. Acquaintances, I suppose you would say. His daughter is one of our students, and he has been a great supporter of the school. He serves on our board, and he’s been an advocate for—”

“Mr. Higginbotham found the body,” Sullivan reminded Frank, eager to get on with it.

“How did you happen to do that?” Frank asked with interest.

“We had an appointment,” Higginbotham said. “And when I went to his office, there he was . . .” He grew even paler than he had been.

“Why was he in his office on a Saturday afternoon?” Frank asked.

“He would come in at all hours,” Higginbotham said. “Especially if he was seeing people about the school. He didn’t want it to interfere with his regular business hours, you see, and he didn’t want his family bothered at home.”

“Did you see anybody else when you got here?”

Higginbotham’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, dear, I didn’t think of that! I could have seen the killer!” Now he was chalk white, and Frank wouldn’t have been surprised to see him keel over in a dead faint.

“Why don’t you go sit down and wait for me. I’ve got to . . . to look around, and then I’ll be back to ask you some more questions,” Frank suggested.

“Oh, yes, yes, of course,” Higginbotham agreed weakly. “I’m only too happy to help.”

Sullivan was calling a uniformed cop over to escort Higginbotham back into the room where he’d been waiting. Frank could see now that it was some sort of conference room, with a large table surrounded by chairs. Higginbotham  didn’t object to the assistance the cop offered, and Frank and Sullivan were finally able to continue on their mission.

“I already questioned him,” Sullivan explained as they moved down the corridor. “He didn’t see anyone in the building, and he said the body was cold when he got here, so I’m guessing the killer was long gone.”

“You’re sure he didn’t do it himself?”

Sullivan shook his head. “If you’d seen him when I got here, you wouldn’t even ask. He was almost crying, and white as a sheet. Had some blood on his shoes, from stepping in it—you’ll see the footprints—but none anywhere else, and the killer would’ve had some blood splashed on him, at least. See for yourself.”

They’d reached the last door at the end of the hall, and Sullivan stood back and allowed Frank to enter first. He could smell the blood the instant he stepped through the doorway, the sharp, metallic scent that you never forgot once you’d smelled it.

The body lay on the floor in the middle of the room, in a heap just where the man had fallen. A pool of blood had formed around the ruined head, congealing now in the autumn heat, and flies were buzzing, settling on the red-streaked face. A few bloody smudges marked the floor where Higginbotham had stepped in the pool and tried to wipe his shoes clean on the carpet.

Beyond where the body lay sat a large desk made of dark, polished wood. The kind of desk an important man would have. He’d sit there behind it and intimidate those who came to see him to ask a favor or beg for business.

Two chairs had been positioned in front of it for visitors to use. They weren’t comfortable chairs. The dead man  hadn’t wanted to encourage his visitors to linger. One now lay on its side. Frank studied the tableau, taking in every detail.

From the way the blood had splattered, he could see that the victim had been standing, probably talking to or arguing with his killer. What had he said to enrage someone enough to pick up . . . ? What had the killer picked up? Or maybe he had been carrying the weapon with him. He thought of the weapon that had killed another man whose murder he had recently solved: a silver-headed cane. Many men carried canes, and just about any of them could bash a man’s head in if wielded correctly.

“That’s what he used,” Sullivan said, pointing.

A brass loving cup lay on the floor where someone had dropped it. Frank walked over and hunkered down beside it. Blood and a few hairs clung to the rounded, marble base. The sunlight streaking through the windows glittered off the metallic finish, highlighting the engraving. Mr. Nehemiah Wooten had won first place in sculling at Harvard University over thirty years ago. Maybe if he had lost on that long-ago day, he’d still be alive.

“It was sitting over here,” Sullivan informed him, pointing to a credenza that sat against the wall. Sullivan was enjoying being the one with all the information, Frank noted.

When Frank stood up, he saw that the credenza was covered with various large and heavy trophies from Mr. Wooten’s athletic youth. His killer would have had his pick.

“Is anything missing?” Frank asked, looking around for signs of a robbery.

“He didn’t have any money in his pockets, but his watch is still there,” Sullivan said with a shrug.

Which meant that the beat cop who got there first probably  took whatever ready money Mr. Wooten had on him. He’d have left the watch, since it would be too hard to get rid of without attracting attention. A real thief would have taken the watch and anything else of value. Frank could see some fancy pieces on the desk that looked like they might be silver. A real thief would’ve taken that stuff, too.

“I don’t suppose anybody else was working in the building this afternoon,” Frank mused.

“Not that we know of yet.”

Frank walked around to the other side of the desk. Wooten probably had an appointment book. Maybe he’d noted the name of this killer in a neat, businessman’s handwriting that would make Frank’s job very easy. He rummaged through the drawers.

The top one contained several sheets of paper with columns of numbers written in a neat hand, added up with some of the sums circled. Beneath it was a ledger of some kind. Wooten must have been looking at the accounts. Beneath the ledger, he found what he was looking for, an appointment book, but the page for today contained only one entry—an appointment to meet Higginbotham at two o’clock. Frank sighed and tossed it back into the drawer where he’d found it, and replaced the ledger and the papers. The desk yielded nothing else of interest except a half-empty bottle of very good Scotch whiskey. Frank tossed it to Sullivan, who caught it deftly.

“For your trouble,” Frank explained. Sullivan grinned, and dropped the bottle into his baggy coat pocket.

Frank rose from the chair and started back around the desk when his foot hit something on the floor and sent it rolling. “What’s this?” he asked, bending to pick it up. It was a small tube that appeared to be made of ivory with a  brass tip on one end. The other end appeared to have been broken off something.

“What is it?” Sullivan asked, coming over to examine it.

“Looks like part of a mechanical pencil,” Frank said, giving it to him.

“Broke in half. Where was it?”

“Here on the floor,” Frank said, looking down to see if he could find the other half.

“Wooten didn’t seem like the type to leave broken pencils laying around on the floor,” Sullivan observed.

“No, he doesn’t. Help me look for the other half.”

Sullivan found it on the other side of the room where it had rolled up against the wall. “That’s funny,” he remarked, handing it to Frank. “How did it get way over there?”

“It’s almost like somebody threw it there,” Frank said, “but why throw part of it in one direction and part in the other?”

“If you wanted to get rid of it, like this,” Sullivan said, pretending to toss something away in opposite directions with both hands.

“Funny way to get rid of a broken pencil, though,” Frank observed, examining the broken ends. It had separated where the brass top fitted into the ivory grip.

“You’re right. Maybe he broke somebody’s pencil, and they got mad and clocked him in the head,” Sullivan joked.

“Yeah, that’s probably what happened. I’d kill somebody for breaking my mechanical pencil,” Frank agreed, dropping the pieces into his pocket. “Do we know where Wooten lived?”

“Higginbotham gave me his address.”

“He have any family besides the deaf daughter?”

“A wife and son. Somebody needs to break the news to them.”

“I’m surprised Higginbotham hasn’t done that already,” Frank said.

“He wanted to, but I made him stay here.”

“Thanks,” Frank said sincerely. Seeing the family’s initial reaction to a murder could tell a lot.

A commotion in the corridor heralded the arrival of the medical examiner. Doc Haynes appeared in the doorway and stopped, taking in the entire scene with his world-weary eyes. “What have we got here?” he asked of no one in particular.

“Just what you see,” Frank said. “Sullivan here will fill you in. I have to question a witness before he decides he wants to go home.”

He left the two men to examine the body and found Higginbotham in the room where he’d left him. Somebody had brought him a glass of water, but he looked like he needed something a lot stronger. Frank began to regret giving the whiskey to Sullivan.

“Oh, Mr. Malloy, have you found out how this happened yet?” Higginbotham asked eagerly, half rising from his chair.

Frank motioned him to stay seated, and pulled out a chair for himself. Seated at a right angle to Higginbotham, he’d be able to watch his every expression. “It’s too early to know anything for certain yet,” he said, taking from his pocket a pencil and the small notebook he used to jot down important facts. “What can you tell me about Mr. Wooten?”

“I . . . I’m not sure what you need to know,” Higginbotham said uncertainly.

“What did he do for a living, for instance?” Frank looked around for some indication of what sort of business was conducted in this building, but saw nothing helpful.

“I’m not sure,” Higginbotham said. “He called himself a broker. I believe he helped companies who made products find customers to buy them.”

“It must pay well,” Frank observed.

“Oh, Mr. Wooten was always very generous to the school. And his family wanted for nothing, I’m sure.”

Frank nodded. “Do you know if he had any enemies?”

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Higginbotham assured him. “Everyone who knew Mr. Wooten loved him. He was a kind and generous man. Very good to his family. Did I mention that?”

“Yes, you did,” Frank said dryly, not bothering to point out that at least one person who knew Mr. Wooten hated him enough to murder him. “Mr. Sullivan said you didn’t see anyone else in the building when you arrived.”

“No, no, I didn’t. I didn’t expect to, you see. It’s Saturday and the office closed at noon.”

“How did you get in?”

“The front door was open. It sometimes was. I didn’t think anything of it then.”

“I don’t suppose you know if Mr. Wooten was supposed to meet with anybody else this afternoon?”

“Oh, no, he wouldn’t have confided that to me.”

“What was your meeting about today?”

Higginbotham hesitated, and Frank’s instinct told him he’d finally found a subject that might be worth pursuing. “I . . . Nothing that would have anything to do with his death, I’m sure.”

“I don’t think we can be sure of that just yet,” Frank said,  “since we don’t know who killed him or why. So what were you going to discuss with him?”

Higginbotham shifted uneasily in his chair. “Mr. Wooten . . . Well, he was concerned about his daughter, Electra.”

“Electra?” Frank echoed in surprise. “That’s a funny name.”

“It’s Greek,” Higginbotham said a bit defensively. “Mr. Wooten was a Greek scholar in his youth.”

Frank nodded, mentally dismissing Wooten’s youthful scholarship. “Was the girl having trouble in school?”

“Oh, no, not at all. Electra is an excellent student. A lovely girl. Everything a father could want in a daughter.”

“Except she’s deaf,” Frank reminded him.

Higginbotham bristled at that. “I’m surprised to hear you say a thing like that, Mr. Malloy.”

“I didn’t mean it as a criticism,” Frank said mildly. “I’m sure if Mr. Wooten had his choice, he’d choose that his daughter not be deaf.”

“I can’t speak for Mr. Wooten,” Higginbotham said stiffly.

“I’m not asking you to,” Frank reminded him. “So if this Electra is such a good student, why were you meeting with her father today?”

“She . . . Oh, dear, I hate to break a confidence.”

“Mr. Wooten was murdered,” Frank reminded him. “He doesn’t have any privacy anymore. If we’re going to find out who killed him, we have to know everything about him, even if it’s embarrassing to him . . . or to his daughter.”

“But I’m sure it had nothing to do with his . . . his unfortunate death.”

“Then you don’t have to worry about telling me, do you?”

Higginbotham wrung his plump hands in an agony of indecision. “If it really has nothing to do with his death, will you promise not to tell anyone else?”

“Of course,” Frank lied. He never knew when a piece of information might come in handy to frighten another suspect into confessing.

“Well, you see, Electra, she . . . she is a lovely young lady, as I believe I mentioned.”

“Yes, you did,” Frank said, encouraging him.

“Naturally . . . I mean, quite naturally, because nothing could be more normal in young people, no matter what their situations, and I’m sure no one can place any blame at all because young people will find each other, no matter what—”

“Mr. Higginbotham,” Frank snapped, losing patience with him. “No one is going to blame you for anything. Just tell me what you were going to talk to Wooten about.”

“Oh, dear, please forgive my rambling. I’m quite unnerved, I’m afraid. I’ve never seen a murdered man before.”

“I’ll forgive it if you stop doing it,” Frank offered sternly.

“Oh, yes, of course. Well, what were you asking me?”

“What you were going to talk to Wooten about . . . ?”

“Yes, yes, of course. Electra, you know. She is so young, only sixteen, although in my time, I’ve seen girls marry at that age and be perfectly happy, but of course, Mr. Wooten didn’t approve—”

“Are you saying that Electra wanted to marry somebody her father didn’t approve of ?” Frank tried not to betray his excitement. Frustrated lovers were very likely suspects for murder.

“I can’t say he didn’t approve, not exactly,” Higginbotham hedged.

“What did he do, then, exactly?”

“He . . . Well, you see, the young man Electra wished or rather wishes to marry is also deaf.”

“And Wooten didn’t want her to marry a deaf man?” Frank asked, a little surprised. He’d met some deaf couples in the past year who seemed very happy together.

“It was more than that,” Higginbotham hastened to explain. “Mr. Wooten was a student of eugenics.”

“What is eugenics?”

“I’m not sure of the exact definition, but Mr. Wooten believed that the human race should be improved by eliminating people with certain . . . certain flaws.”

“Flaws? You mean like being deaf?”

“That is one, yes,” Higginbotham reluctantly admitted.

Frank considered this. “Are you saying that Wooten believed deaf people should be killed?”

“Oh, no, not at all!” Higginbotham hastily explained. “His own daughter is deaf, after all!”

“Then what did he want to do to ‘eliminate’ them?”

“He didn’t think deaf people should marry each other, so they wouldn’t produce deaf children. His fear was that the intermarriage of deaf people would produce an entire race of deaf people.”

That made a certain amount of sense to Frank, except for one thing. “Do deaf people mostly have deaf children?” His son, Brian, was the child of two people who had normal hearing, and he knew at least one deaf couple who had produced two children who could hear perfectly well.

“I have to say that I have not observed this to be true,” Higginbotham said carefully. “In fact, only a few of the children in our school have even one deaf parent, and only one has parents who are both deaf. Even your own son has at least one hearing parent.”

“Two. My wife wasn’t deaf either,” Frank informed him. “Then why do you think deaf people shouldn’t marry?”

“I don’t think any such thing,” Mr. Higginbotham said, a bit exasperated. “I was merely explaining to you what Mr. Wooten believed.”

“Then you don’t believe in this . . . what was that word?”

“Eugenics,” Higginbotham supplied.

“Eugenics,” Frank repeated. “You don’t believe in it?”

“No, I do not.”

“Where did Wooten get an idea like that, then?”

“From Mr. Alexander Graham Bell. He attended one of Mr. Bell’s lectures on the subject.”

“Bell? The man who invented the telephone?” Frank asked. “What does he have to do with this?’

“Mr. Bell is very interested in helping the deaf. Both his wife and his mother are deaf, you see. In fact, his research into hearing devices was what led him to invent the telephone.”

“The curse of modern life,” Frank said in disgust.

“Indeed, although it can be handy sometimes.”

“Sometimes,” Frank conceded. “So Bell set out to help the deaf, and now he wants to stop them from marrying each other so they don’t make more deaf people.”

“I don’t mean to sound critical of Mr. Bell . . . or of Mr. Wooten, for that matter. They are both good men, and they only want the best for deaf people. It’s just . . . Well, I’m sure you understand how headstrong young people can be.”

“Especially when they think they’re in love,” Frank agreed. “What did Wooten expect you to do about his daughter’s romance?”

“I’m not sure,” Higginbotham said. “We were going to discuss it today, but . . .”

“Who is this boy she was in love with?”

“I don’t know his name.”

Frank looked up from his notebook in surprise. “Isn’t he a student at your school?”

“No, he . . . He’s actually a teacher at another school, the New York Institution for the Deaf and Dumb.”

Brian’s school. “That school teaches sign language,” Frank said.

“Yes, it does.” Higginbotham obviously disapproved.

Frank had done a lot of investigation before choosing a school for Brian. The Lexington Avenue School taught their students to speech- read and speak and didn’t allow them to use signs at all.

“How did this girl, Electra, meet somebody from that school?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” Higginbotham said. “All I can tell you is that Mr. Wooten did not intend to allow his daughter to marry a deaf man. Not just this deaf man in particular, you understand. He objected to the very idea that any two deaf people should marry. This is why he sent Electra to our school, so she would learn to speak and to understand the spoken word. Hearing people can understand her, and she can understand them. She can make her way in the world, Mr. Malloy. That was Mr. Wooten’s wish.”

Frank understood that very well. He’d had the same wish for Brian.

“Malloy?”

Frank looked up to see Sullivan in the doorway. “Doc Haynes is ready to take the body. You want to talk to him before he goes?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there in just a minute.”

“May I go now?” Higginbotham asked. “I’m really feeling rather ill and—”

“Just give me your address, in case I need to speak to you again.” Frank took the information and sent the man on his way just before the orderlies carried Wooten’s body out on a stretcher. Frank was glad Higginbotham didn’t have to see that.

“Did you find out anything?” Frank asked the medical examiner.

“Somebody bashed his head in with a loving cup,” Haynes said. “I guess you already knew that, though. I’ll let you know if I find out anything else, but I didn’t see any other injuries, so that’s probably what killed him.”

“Did he die right away?”

“The blow would have knocked him unconscious. From the amount of blood on the floor, he lived awhile, but not more than half an hour and probably a lot less. He never moved once he hit the floor.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

Frank watched as Doc and his orderlies took the body out and loaded it into an ambulance. The crowd around the front steps parted for the procession and gawked curiously at the shrouded body, asking questions that the orderlies ignored.

“Do any of those bums work here?” Frank asked Sullivan.

“No, but I managed to find the name of Wooten’s partner. Terrance Young. Here’s his address.” He handed a page ripped from a notebook similar to Frank’s with an address scrawled on it. Or rather two addresses. “The other one is Wooten’s. Somebody needs to notify the widow.”

“I’ll do that,” Frank said. “And the partner, too.”

Frank thought Sullivan looked relieved. “Let me know if  you need anything. I’ll clear everybody out of the building and lock up. I found Wooten’s keys in his pocket.”

“I’ll tell this Young fellow you have them,” Frank said by way of warning. If anything went missing from the building, Sullivan would get the blame. “Make sure they get back here to him on Monday morning.”

“I will,” Sullivan promised.

Frank took his leave, wondering grimly if he might have ended up a drunken sot like Sullivan after his wife died if he hadn’t had Brian to take care of. At the time, grief-stricken over his loss, he’d certainly been tempted to abandon the boy, who’d been born with a crippled foot. He hadn’t even known then that Brian was deaf. If he had, would that have made a difference? Would that have made the burden of caring for his son too much to bear? Frank was glad he didn’t know the answer to that question. He headed uptown to the address he had for the Wooten family.

 

 

THE WOOTENS LIVED IN A COMFORTABLY LARGE HOUSE on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. The maid looked frightened when she saw who was at the door. Although Frank wore the same kind of dark suit every other businessman in the city wore and the same kind of derby hat that every other man wore, something about him always told people he was the police. He’d often thought it was his Irish face. For decades, the police force had been the only source of steady employment for the Irish. But deep down he knew it was probably the way years on the police force had hardened that Irish face.

Frank gave the maid his card. “I need to see Mrs. Wooten. It’s about her husband.”

Now the girl looked terrified. Her blue eyes widened, and she darted away, disappearing into the house and leaving the front door hanging open. She hadn’t invited Frank inside, but he took the liberty of admitting himself, if only to close the front door and keep out the flies. He could have made himself at home, but he waited politely until the girl came scurrying back down the stairs and invited him to meet her mistress in the sitting room.

Mrs. Wooten was what Frank’s mother would have called a fine- looking woman. Not beautiful or even pretty, but everything about her spoke of quality, from her carefully styled hair to the toes of her kid leather shoes. Her impressively buxom figure was encased in a dark blue gown. She was standing when he entered the room, barely waiting for the maid to announce him.

“That’s all, Annie,” Mrs. Wooten said. Her voice was low and oddly sensual. Frank felt the effect of it in the pit of his stomach. As the door clicked shut behind the girl, Mrs. Wooten visibly gathered herself, straightening ever so slightly, as if preparing to receive a blow. “What has happened to my husband?”

“You should sit down, Mrs. Wooten,” Frank said.

“He’s dead then,” she replied flatly. To Frank’s surprise, the stiffness relaxed, almost as if . . . Frank could hardly credit it, but she seemed almost relieved. “I should have known when he didn’t come home. He said he’d be here by four.” She sighed, but she didn’t seem the least bit grief-stricken.

“Should I call your maid?”

“That idiot girl? Certainly not.” Her hands were clasped at her waist, and Frank noticed the knuckles were white. At least she wasn’t quite as unmoved as she appeared. “Tell me what happened. An accident, I suppose.”

“Mrs. Wooten, you should sit down,” Frank tried again.

Her eyes might have been attractive at another time. They were a startling shade of blue, but at the moment they were glacial. “Just tell me and get it over with.”

“He was murdered,” Frank said.

At least she had the grace to look surprised. If he could call the brief widening of her eyes true surprise. “Murdered?” she echoed as if the word left a bad taste in her mouth.

“Yes, murdered. Someone killed him.”

Frank watched her carefully, but she betrayed nothing else.

“Who did it?” she asked after a moment, and once again she looked as if she were bracing herself for a blow.

This was very strange. Family members always wanted to know the details, how did it happen and all that. Mrs. Wooten was oddly uncurious. “We don’t know yet.”

And once again she looked almost relieved. She drew a breath. “This is all very . . . unpleasant, Mr. . . . What was your name again?”

“Malloy,” Frank supplied. “Murder usually is, Mrs. Wooten. I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

“What could you possibly want to ask me?” Now she was alarmed, or almost. She’d been trained very well to hide her true feelings, so maybe Frank was just misreading her.

“Well, for one thing, do you know anyone who might’ve wanted to kill your husband?”

“Certainly not,” she assured him. “Men like my husband simply do not get themselves murdered. It’s unthinkable!”

“But not impossible,” Frank pointed out. “And I’m sure you want us to find out who did it and see that he’s punished.”

Frank might have been sure, but Mrs. Wooten didn’t look  sure at all. In fact, she looked extremely doubtful. “Perhaps I will sit down after all,” she decided.

She moved over to one of the sofas and lowered herself onto it very carefully, as if afraid the slightest jar might shatter her. She did not invite Frank to be seated, however. She wouldn’t want him to think he could stay.

Frank figured he’d better ask a few more questions while he had the chance. She could dismiss him at any moment, and he wouldn’t dare refuse to leave. A complaint about him from someone like Mrs. Wooten could mean the end of his career. “Do you know who your husband was meeting with today?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your business, Mr. Malloy,” she said coldly.

“It is if that person killed him,” Frank said, hoping to shock her into cooperation. He’d never seen anyone react like this to news of a spouse’s death.

She gave him a look that could have cut glass, but she said, “He was meeting with an official from our daughter’s school, but he couldn’t possibly be—”

“Mr. Higginbotham,” Frank supplied. “Yes, I know. He’s the one who found the . . . found your husband. But he didn’t kill him. Do you know if he was planning to meet with anybody else?”

“No, I do not. My husband didn’t bother me with details of his business affairs.”

“And do you know if he was having any kind of trouble with anybody? Maybe somebody had threatened him.”

“If so, he said nothing of it to me. I told you, I have no idea who might have done this terrible thing. I’m going to have to ask you to leave now, Mr. Malloy. I’m very upset by your news, as you can imagine.”

She didn’t exactly look upset to Frank, but he wasn’t  going to argue with her. Even if she knew something, she wasn’t going to tell him, at least not right now.

He was just about to take his leave when the door flew open. They both looked up in surprise to see a young woman burst into the room. Frank’s first impression was of singular beauty—creamy, white skin and raven black hair and a face that looked as if it had been carved by the hand of a master. Her appearance was all the more stunning because her braided hair and her youthful clothes indicated she was a mere schoolgirl.

“Mother, what’s happened?” she demanded in a startlingly odd voice, not at all the refined accent he had expected from Mrs. Wooten’s daughter. The words were strained, the inflection uneven. “Annie is crying because the police are here.” She gave Frank a scathing glance before turning back to her mother.

Mrs. Wooten had risen to her feet, and Frank saw that the girl’s appearance had shattered her calm. Suddenly, she looked almost frightened. “Electra, go to your room. I’ll explain later.”

Electra. The deaf girl. That explained her odd-sounding voice.

“Annie said something happened to Father,” she was saying. “Tell me!”

“Electra,” Mrs. Wooten said, shaking her head in some kind of warning.

But the girl ignored it. She turned to Frank instead. “What happened to him?” she demanded.

Frank knew that the students at the Lexington Avenue School could speech-read. He wasn’t sure how difficult it was for them to do, so he spoke slowly and distinctly, just in case. “Your father was murdered.”

She frowned, her lovely brow wrinkling in confusion. She turned back to her mother. “Murdered?” she asked.

“Yes,” Mrs. Wooten said with great reluctance. “Your father is dead.”

Electra absorbed the news for a second. Frank waited, expecting an explosion of tears, but none of the emotions playing across her beautiful face was grief. The one she finally settled on looked very much like satisfaction, and then she lifted her pert little chin and said, “Good.”
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