―Which presupposes that Mr. Winthrop thought himself clever enough
to gull both Mr. Goodwin and myself,‖ Wolfe replied. ―Very risky. He
could have used the same story and enlisted the aid of a coffeehouse
waitress.‖
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Wolfe sipped some coffee.

The Hunt for The Missing Mrs. Panzer

―May I ask, have you found the murder weapon?‖
―We have not, and that fact alone is keeping Mr. Winthrop from another
trip downtown. And a longer stay.‖ Cramer looked at me.
―Don‘t leave town. Don‘t let Wolfe talk you into any of his schemes.
And, finally, get yourself a lawyer.‖ He turned to Wolfe.
―And if you want my opinion,‖ he said, ―getting yourself involved with
these beatniks is a lot different than uptown murders. They‘re all
hopped-up and the only work they ever do is to pound on bongos. Or
they sit around and read weird books and drink beer.‖ Cramer stood up.
―I can see how you‘d get along with them,‖ he snarled.
He walked out. Goodwin followed him to the door, where, I was told, he
retrieved his own hat and coat.
Later, in Wolfe‘s office, I was explaining my movements of the day before the murder.
―There was a gathering at our place,‖ I told him. ―Just a few people. Actually, everyone who knew Harold was there.‖
―Indeed,‖ said Wolfe. ―Who attended?‖
―My theatrical angel, Mr. Frederson. And Harold's three friends.‖
―I would like to see them. Can you, assisted by Mr. Goodwin, have them
all here at 9:00 p.m.?‖
―What?‖
―Mr. Wolfe needs to speak to them,‖ Goodwin said, ―and the sooner the
better.‖ He gestured to his desk. ―And the phone is there.‖
―Well, I don‘t know.‖
―Please try,‖ Wolfe said, and opened his book, which was Only in America, by Harry Golden.
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n any but an all-male household, the question would have been addressed immediately and investigated until a solution was found,
instead of remaining a mystery for more than a half-century. What
happened to the woman identified as Saul's wife in 1948 (―staked to the
ground and happy‖ was Archie's appraisal, or words to that effect), but
who disappeared without trace or memory soon after, leaving Saul to be
described — not as a widower or divorcé, but as a ―bachelor‖ for the rest
of the Corpus? How can a man be both a husband and a bachelor?
Easy — if he was never married to begin with.
The story begins long before Archie joined the band of regulars employed by Nero Wolfe, with a job that Saul accepted for a wealthy businessman concerned over his son, enrolled at Columbia University, but
embroiled in some after-dark activities in Greenwich Village. Tracking
the youth to lower Manhattan was no problem for Saul, nor was it difficult to locate the third-story loft where the object of his surveillance had
taken refuge. But when Saul knocked at the door, it opened to confront
him with the biggest, brightest, most beautiful brown eyes he had ever
seen, peering at him from underneath — no, make that through — a roguish cloud of black curls.
Saul remembered his errand just long enough to look past this apparition into the room and catch sight of his quarry kneeling on a bare floor,
with a hammer in one hand, absorbed in nailing a piece of canvas to a
wooden frame. Saul mumbled something about having the wrong address and retreated, only then seeing the poster next to the entrance,
emblazoned with The Ghost Sonata etched in jagged white-on-black
letters, below which was pasted a date some two weeks hence.
Just to confirm his initial impression, he followed six of the Ghost
chamber‘s inhabitants later that night to a small café where they shared
a single pot of tea and an equally miserly plate of pastries, morsel by
morsel. It wasn‘t easy, even for Saul, to concentrate on work in the presence of the alluring young woman whom the others called Angelina, but
by the time they departed, he had concluded that they were some kind
of dramatic society, that his client‘s son‘s attentions were focused on its
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upcoming performance, and that despite frequent mention of a mentor
named Stanislavski, Communist Russian influences played no significant part in their manifesto.
At the play‘s opening, Saul paid the requested donation and sat serenely
through nearly three hours of filmy-draped figures wafting among the
canvas screens, declaiming in voices bearing no resemblance to a sonata. What he was watching, however, was Angelina, stationed at the side
of the makeshift stage with a clipboard and whispering from time to
time to a boy standing next to her, who would then adjust the lights (not
a complicated task, there being only three settings — blackout, shadowy, and blinding). Afterward, Saul caught up with the company at
their café, where he praised their endeavor without venturing to guess
at its intent, and treated them to a bottle of champagne from the proprietor's modest cellar.
Having thus introduced himself, Saul proceeded to drop in on rehearsals occasionally, bringing sacks of coffee and bagels from the deli. Upon
learning that Angelina lived with her grandparents in the far reaches of
Brooklyn, a long subway ride away from her theatrical pursuits, he gave
her a key to his apartment on 38th Street and told her to use it as she
pleased, with no questions or restrictions. Saul's family, seeing how
happy this goyish girl made him, shrugged off his infatuation as a young
man‘s coming-of-age rite.

―Will you have some beer, Mr. Cramer?‖ Wolfe asked.
―Why is this beatnik still your client?‖ he asked, ignoring the offer.
―Don‘t you favor Park Avenue dowagers and rich slobs?‖
―Mr. Cramer. Mr. Winthrop, who is in a position to know, informed me
that the term ‗beatnik‘ was coined by a San Francisco gossip columnist
named Herb Caen. This puts it alongside any other word invented by a
tabloid writer. For instance, Presleymania.‖
―You haven‘t answered my question,‖ Cramer said.
―My answer would be that I am under no obligation to inform you of my
motives for maintaining clients or anything else.‖
Cramer pulled out a cigar, unwrapped it, set it between his teeth, and
threw the wrapper at Wolfe‘s wastebasket. He missed.
―Here‘s how I see this Harold case,‖ he said. ―Winthrop here knew about
paraffin tests so of course he didn‘t fire the gun. Or at least not without
rubber gloves on. A pair of which,‖ he said, looking straight at me, ―Lt.
Rowcliffe just found at the crime scene.‖
―Indeed. Were they tested for gunpowder residue?‖

They were wrong. Eventually, Saul asked Angelina to marry him, but
she refused, saying that since no one knew where fortune might someday take them, she loved him too much to bind their destinies to one
another. There came a day, nevertheless, when these two presented
Saul‘s landlord with some kind of paper assuring them legal cohabitation. (Three years later, Saul would himself become landlord of the
property, hiring a manager so that the other tenants need never know.)

―They‘re being tested now.‖

This is how it came about that when Archie first made Saul's acquaintance, the latter's domestic arrangements included a ―lady of the house‖
who answered the telephone at one of Saul's many numbers, and whom
the arriving poker-night fraternity often saw leaving for a rehearsal, artists‘ fundraiser, or some kind of cultural event. Having been raised by
his Midwestern aunt not to pry into other people's business unnecessarily, Archie assumed her to be a lawfully wedded Mrs. Panzer. (There
was one occasion when Orrie — out of habit, mostly — made a casually
flirtatious remark to ―the missus.‖ She smiled as she rebuffed his advance, but Archie, Fred, and Lon issued a stern warning to their comrade never to do it again.)

―Why would Mr. Winthrop wipe off his own fingerprints? He lived
there.‖

―Were they in some way linked to my client?‖
Cramer grunted. ―Not yet. And let me finish. Prints were wiped off, everywhere, in that place. It got a real thorough rub and we didn‘t find any
but Harold‘s. It‘s probably the cleanest beatnik hovel in New York.‖

―I think maybe he was hopped-up on something. He just started wiping
prints and couldn‘t stop.‖
Cramer bit deeper into his cigar.
―Now,‖ he said, ―I think there was some professional jealousy here, just
like Winthrop said. And I think it just got out of hand. And I think Winthrop pulled his gun and shot Harold. Then I think he came over here
with this story, so Goodwin would find the body.‖

It was too good to last, however. The climate in America was changing.
The opinions of Angelina and her colleagues may have been shaped by
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―Be glad to,‖ I replied. It would show if I had fired a gun recently, if they
read the results correctly and honestly, which I seriously doubted. But I
wasn‘t going to say no.
―I‘ll come along,‖ said Goodwin, suddenly cheerful. ―If Mr. Winthrop,
who is still a client, would happen to fall down a flight of stairs, I can be
there to catch him.‖
Stebbins gave Goodwin a black look. ―You‘re clowning for what this guy
can pay you?‖ he snarled.
―Sometimes I do my job just for art‘s sake,‖ he replied, and my opinion
of him shot way up.
CHAPTER 4
Sixteen hours later, we were finishing a meal at Wolfe‘s Brownstone. It
was confit de canard, with sauce rouenaisse, which I thought was okay
until Wolfe told me it was made with goose blood. It was quite unlike
my usual diet of hot dogs, beer and Chinese carryout. Wolfe, who won‘t
discuss business at meals, had led us through a discussion of Schopenhauer‘s influence on 20th century Western literature. My position was
that anyone that pessimistic probably had a greater influence on the
murder rate.
We had just moved to the office when the doorbell rang. Goodwin,
clearly having heard enough about German philosophers for the day,
went to answer.

literature, not politics, but long-ago affiliations of their supporters were
suddenly viewed askance by a government increasingly suspicious of
radical ideologies. A contact of Lon Cohen reported rumors (confirmed
by one of Dol Bonner‘s operatives on an unrelated job in the garment
district) of HUAC casting its eye on bohemian communities. The night
that Saul spotted what was certainly a federal agent following Angelina
home, he and his beloved had a long talk. Rather than allow her insecure status to interfere with the anonymity required for his livelihood,
she announced that she would live abroad until the atmosphere of persecution passed. Within a week, she was gone.
Saul‘s loyal companions never questioned his now-celibate status. Nobody asked the circumstances of Angelina‘s disappearance or the date of
her return. Never did they inquire whether he'd had word from her, nor
did they speculate on his reasons for buying a house in Brooklyn when
its elderly owners died. And from that day forth, in Archie‘s memoirs,
Saul was granted bachelor status with no footnotes or explanations.
But could Saul and his expatriate Angelina have created a code to facilitate secret communication? Do they sometimes rendezvous in some
remote country retreat far from the gaze of their persecutors? Does
Saul‘s status as a frequent customer of the airlines allow him to secure
quick flights when Wolfe sends him to — let‘s say — Peru? Do the
shelves flanking Saul's library and piano sometimes sport a new curio
posted from some exotic place? And is his accumulation of residential
properties a way of ascertaining that he and his gypsy lover, wherever
she may be, will have a home waiting for them on that day when their
country is once more safe for lovers?

―It‘s the man about the chair,‖ he said upon returning.
Wolfe made an exasperated sigh.
―Confound it.‖ He looked at me.
―Mr. Winthrop, Inspector Cramer of Homicide South is at the door. I
can admit him, but I can give you the opportunity to leave by the back
door.‖
―I just spend half a day with the cops. I think they‘re done with me. I‘ll
stay.‖
Wolfe shrugged. ―As you wish.‖ He nodded to Goodwin.
Inspector Cramer was even bigger than Stebbins, and every bit as humorless, with cold gray eyes. He sat down in the red leather chair, looking at me, Goodwin, and Wolfe.
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