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WRITTEN IN BLOOD 
By F. R. READ 

 
Special Investigator Stephen Gray was short and fat, but 

there was nothing wheezy about his crime-solving methods! 
 

ISTRICT ATTORNEY FRED 
CARPER, immaculately groomed 
as usual, looked through his door 

into the outer office at the Special 
Investigator detailed by the Attorney 
General to assist him. Utter disgust was 
mirrored in his lean handsome face—and 
Carper a two-term D. A., had a reputation 
for not displaying his feelings. The 
prosecutor’s temper had risen to two-

eleven—one degree less than the boiling 
point. 

Stephen Gray, the object of the 
attorney’s attention, was seated at his 
desk, blithely unaware of the havoc he was 
causing to his superior’s blood pressure. 

Gray squirmed in his over-sized chair. 
To Carper there was something slightly 
revolting in every motion of his 
mountainous body. Gray pushed aside the 
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piles of open books—fact and fiction—
and leaned sideward over the chair’s arm. 
Futilely, his short pudgy fingers closed on 
air instead of the handle of the bottom 
drawer. He straightened, puffed noisily, 
stretched his short fat arm, and tried 
again—the tips of his fingers still lacked a 
fraction of an inch of their goal. Gray sat 
up and sighed—his puffing breath set all 
five of his chins to quivering. Resting, he 
stared dully into space. 

Like an animal that is hypnotized by 
oncoming car lights, Fred Carper could not 
tear his gaze from the man in the outer 
office. 

After a few minutes’ pause, the special 
investigator cast a reproachful look at the 
bottom drawer. Again his fat hand slid 
over the chair arm. This time his fingers 
hooked in the pull of the next-to-the-
bottom drawer. He opened it a few inches, 
shifted his fingers from the handle to the 
drawer’s side, and inched it out of its slot. 
The drawer slapped flatly to the floor. 

Although Fred Carper had been 
watching the fat man’s maneuvers closely, 
the crash of the falling drawer caused him 
to jump guiltily. His secretary voiced a 
muted scream. 

Gray, still intent on his task, reached 
into the empty space, curled his fingers 
around the crosspiece, and pushed out the 
bottom drawer. An expression of childish 
delight lit his face as he caught the top of a 
filled paper bag. His eyes burned greedily 
as he lifted it from the drawer. 

Slim, pert Sue Wade, Carper’s 
secretary, uncrossed her shapely legs, rose 
from her desk, and stood beside her boss 
to watch the investigator’s antics. At sight 
of the bag, she gasped. Without a word, 
she returned to her desk, and pounded the 
typewriter with unnecessary vehemence. 

Gray’s round hand filled the neck of 
the bag. He drew out a cube of powdered-
sugar- covered Turkish delight and popped 

the nauseatingly sweet confection into his 
mouth. He repeated the operation until the 
bag was empty. Only then, when his 
mouth was crammed, did his jowls begin 
to move rhythmically, and he licked the 
surplus sugar from his fingers. He wiped 
his mouth with the back of his coat sleeve, 
picked up the lurid novel he had been 
reading, and relaxed. 

Fred Carper bounded from behind his 
desk and slammed the connecting door. He 
sank back into his chair and wiped his 
forehead. 

“Get you down, chief?” Sue paused in 
her typing long enough to grin at her boss. 

“Good grief, yes. I’ve never had 
anybody get me down like he does.”  

“I can sympathize with you, chief. I 
moved my desk over into this corner so I 
wouldn’t have to watch him.”  

“When I complained to the Attorney 
General,” Carper said, “he told me Steve 
was a darn good man—a friend of the 
governor’s who had to be taken care of. As 
our district is a small rural one, they feel 
there is no better place for him. I’ll fix 
Steve’s wagon, if it’s the last thing I do.”  

“Humph!” Sue snorted. “If you asked 
me, after your handling of recent cases, I’d 
say Steve had fixed your wagon.”  

“I didn’t ask you,” Carper snapped. 
“I’ll admit he has the Indian sign on me. 
He—Oh, answer the phone, Sue.”  

“District Attorney’s office,” she spoke 
with a smile. “Who? Sheriff Keenan? Just 
a minute, please.”  

Fred Carper took the instrument from 
her hand. 

“Fred speaking, Sheriff. Anything I 
can do for you?”  

While the prosecutor listened to the 
sheriff’s report, his face registered all the 
shades of human emotions—all but 
pleasure. That came after he hung up the 
phone. 

“Sheriff Keenan is to be shown in here 
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as soon as he arrives, Sue.”  
“Yes, sir,” Sue answered, smothering 

her curiosity. 
She took a second look at her 

employer’s pleased expression, and turned 
back to her typing. 

 
HERIFF KEENAN, who could have 
modeled one of Frederic Remington’s 

Western Pioneer pictures, strode regally 
into Carper’s office. His deep blue eyes 
twinkled impishly. 

“That fat boy out there”—the sheriff 
jerked his thumb toward the closed door—
“is he the superman that is going to solve 
my case for me?”  

“He better,” Carper said bitterly, “or 
there will be a letter going from this office 
to the governor demanding to know why 
the taxpayers of this county should be 
encumbered with political deadwood.”  

“Might just as well start dictating that 
letter to Sue, Fred—because he ain’t going 
to solve it.”  

“I don’t want any slip-ups, Sheriff. 
You’re sure you haven’t overlooked 
anything?” 

“Fred, I’m positive. I’ve exhausted 
every lead. I’d bet my life there was a 
killing in Bettlebrow’s shack. I wish I 
were as sure of going to heaven.”  

“Your word’s good enough for me, 
Sheriff. I couldn’t make anything out of it 
either. Okay, Sue, ask the lardheaded boy 
to come in here.” 

The girl’s face clouded. Carper 
glanced at her, and let his eyes rove 
around his spotless office. 

“You’re right, Sue. This room would 
probably never be the same again. We’ll 
go outside and talk with him.”  

Gray was so intent on the novel he was 
reading that he was unaware of the district 
attorney and the sheriff who stood before 
his desk. 

“I’m sorry to interrupt you, Steve.” 

The D. A. made no attempt to conceal his 
heavy sarcasm. 

Gray raised his pale gray eyes from the 
printed page and looked up at the two men 
towering above him. 

“That’s quite all right, Mr. Carper—
think nothing of it.”  

“If you can spare the time,” Carper 
continued, “there’s a little matter Sheriff 
Keenan would like you to clear up for 
him.”  

“Oh, I can spare the time, Mr. Carper. 
I’ll be glad to clear the matter up for you, 
Sheriff.”  

Gray’s words were a flat statement of 
fact. He never for a second doubted his 
ability to solve any problem set before 
him. When he said a thing, he meant what 
he said, wholeheartedly. It never occurred 
to him to doubt the sincerity of another, 
until that person’s word had been proved 
false. Because of this quality, much 
elaborate sarcasm was entirely wasted on 
him. 

“Please have a chair. Now, what is 
your problem?”  

“I’ll be doggoned,” the sheriff 
chuckled amiably, and sprawled in a chair. 
He shoved Gray’s books from the corner 
of the desk, and swung his long legs up 
into the space they had occupied. “Have a 
cigarette, young fellow?”  

“No thank you, Sheriff. I find that 
tobacco in any form pas a tendency to dull 
my perceptions.”  

“Who’d have thought it?” the sheriff 
muttered as he lit a cigarette for himself. 

The district attorney sat back against 
the wall, as far as possible from his fat 
investigator—as though he feared 
contamination. 

“This is exactly what we have, Steve,” 
the sheriff talked slowly, distinctly. “At 
eleven P.M. on the fifteenth, Charley 
Wormser, who lives out on the River 
Road, phoned my office. He said there was 
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such a racket—screams and yells—
coming from the woods between his place 
and the river, that he couldn’t sleep.”  

Gray leaned back in his chair and 
crossed his hands over his big paunch. His 
gray eyes, nearly buried in rolls of fat, 
never wavered from the sheriff’s lean 
brown face. 

“In that woods,” the sheriff continued, 
“is an empty shack owned by Bettlebrow 
Simpson. At first I thought maybe 
Bettlebrow had taken some of his cronies 
from town out there to have a party. But it 
wasn’t that, because I remembered I had 
Bettlebrow packed away working out a 
ten-day drunk and disorderly fine. I 
hopped in my car and reached the shack 
by eleven-thirty.”  

“And you found?” Gray’s eyebrows 
rose imperceptibly. 

“I found everything quiet as the grave. 
Not a sound. The shack sets back fifty feet 
from the river’s edge. There’s a gravel 
walk running from the door to 
Bettlebrow’s pier. There wasn’t a living 
soul nearer than Charley Wormser—half a 
mile away. Nor were there any signs 
outside the shack of anyone having been 
there recently.”  

The sheriff paused and looked at Gray. 
Gray gazed back placidly at the sheriff. 

“Whoever or whatever was in the 
shack must have come by water, walked 
down the gravel path, and gone away 
again in a boat. Because the gravel walk, 
and the river, were the only spots in the 
vicinity that wouldn’t take footprints.”  

“And the inside of the shack?” Gray 
asked. 

“Ah-h-h,” the sheriff grinned slyly. 
“That’s where your problem lies. The 
inside of the shack was literally dripping 
blood—human blood—wet and sticky. 
There were puddles of blood—almost 
rivers of it. It was on the floor, on the 
inside of the windows, on the walls, on the 

inside of the door—even on the ceiling.”  
The fat investigator’s face paled, 

assumed a slightly greenish tinge. Beads 
of perspiration gathered on his forehead. 
He closed his eyes. 

Fred Carper grinned at the sheriff. 
“Don’t you think, Steve, that it would 

be a good idea if you ran out to the shack 
and looked the place over?”  

Gray opened his eyes. 
“Oh, no. No, indeed, no. That won’t be 

necessary—after all, it happened ten days 
ago.”  

The prosecutor dipped in sarcasm 
again. 

“You intend to do Nero Wolfe’s act?” 
“Decidedly, no!” Gray sat up and the 

color returned to his face. “Mr. Rex 
Stout’s famous detective indulges in beer. 
I find I can’t imbibe. Alcohol, in any 
form—”  

“Has a tendency to dull my 
perception.” Carper and the sheriff 
completed his sentence in unison. 

“That’s exactly right!” A pleased smile 
lit Gray’s round face. “It’s nice to work 
with men of such keen understanding. As 
reluctant as I am to do it, I must ask you, 
Sheriff, to minutely describe the scene 
inside the shack again.”  

“I told you, Steve—there was just 
blood, blood, and more blood.”  

Gray paled again.  
“But surely, Sheriff, there must have 

been some spot where there wasn’t blood.” 
“Now that you mention it, I believe 

there was one corner of the room that was 
free of it. It looked as though a bulky 
object, maybe as large as an Angus bull, 
had protected the corner from the 
spattering. Whatever was there, must have 
been covered with blood, too. Then there 
was another spot in the very center of the 
plain wood floor.”  

“What did that look like, Sheriff?”  
“It was a very irregular shape—
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roughly like four links of a giant 
sausage—the two center links being larger 
than the end links. It was 
incomprehensible to me how that spot in 
the center of the floor could be free of 
blood, and everything else literally 
dripping with it.” 

 
RAY leaned back in his chair and 
closed his eyes, picturing the scene 

the sheriff had described. He opened his 
eyes again and sat up. 

“Sheriff, here’s a pad and a pencil. 
Would you make a rough sketch of the 
bloodless spot in the center of the floor, 
and give me dimensions?”  

While the sheriff sketched on the 
yellow block of paper, Fred Carper didn’t 
attempt to conceal the pleasure he was 
feeling at Steve Gray’s perplexity. 

“Uhm-m-m,” the investigator said as 
he studied the sketch. “The way you have 
drawn this, and the dimensions you’ve 
indicated, makes the spot look more like 
the bottoms of two large shoes placed in a 
line—toe to toe.”  

“Darned if you ain’t right,” the sheriff 
agreed after he had studied the sketch he 
had drawn. “It looks exactly like that. Just 
exactly like two large shoes had been 
sitting there protecting the surface of the 
floor from the blood that was flying 
around.” 

“Now, about fingerprints, Sheriff.”  
“Wait a minute, bub,” Sheriff Keenan 

interrupted, “let me finish this story my 
own way.”  

Gray nodded and sat back. 
“I’m not exactly a hick sheriff, 

regardless of how I look.”  
“I can sympathize with you, Sheriff,” 

Gray interrupted, “I, too, have a 
handicap—my weight, you know.”  

Sheriff Keenan jerked in his seat and 
glanced at the wall mirror. Fred Carper 
chuckled at the long lean man’s 

annoyance. Keenan frowned and 
continued. 

“I hurried back to town and set out to 
look for Damon Forrest who does my 
photography for me. He wasn’t at home. 
By the time I finally collected him and his 
equipment, and we got back to the shack, 
it was nearly dawn. The outside of the 
place didn’t look any different than when I 
left it.”  

“And was the inside different?” Gray 
asked. 

“I’ll say it was. Someone—maybe two 
or three persons—had entered the shack, 
and given it a complete going over with 
soap and water.”  

“Huh? You mean they cleaned it all 
up? Washed everything? There were no 
clues?” 

Sheriff Keenan smiled at the little fat 
man’s bewilderment. 

“Just about that, Steve. Of course, they 
didn’t give it a thorough cleaning, but they 
did get up most of the blood. However, I 
had one of the men from the State Police 
Criminal Laboratory come out and give 
the place a going over. He established the 
fact that there had been blood there. There 
was still enough for him to get samples 
from the cracks in the floors. He says it’s 
human blood—and from at least two 
different people.”  

Gray’s brow furrowed. 
“And no fingerprints?”  
“None that were identifiable. I can’t 

possibly figure out how two men could 
have been cut up so badly and yet leave 
that shack, or be carried from it, without 
leaving a trail of blood. It looked as 
though there was enough blood in there to 
have been the contents of three or four 
bodies. The lab man set me straight on 
that. Probably only two men were 
bleeding—but I’ll bet my bottom dollar 
they didn’t walk out of there.” 

“Very, very perplexing.” Gray shook 
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his head sadly. 
“Why, Steve”—Fred Carper grinned 

triumphantly—“I didn’t think you’d have 
any difficulty with this. You were so sure 
you’d—”  

“No, Mr. Carper,” Gray interrupted his 
superior, “I don’t expect any difficulty. 
I—I—Well, I just like to take it easy—to 
collect all my thoughts.”  

“Take your time”—Carper winked at 
the sheriff—“it happened ten days ago. A 
month or two won’t matter much, now.” 

Gray nodded, and turned to the sheriff. 
“Is anyone missing from the 

community?”  
“No. That is, no one that’s 

unaccounted for. Some are visiting 
relatives, others are away on business. But 
I know where practically everyone can be 
found.”  

“Have you any idea where one or two 
bodies could be disposed of?” 

“Plenty of ideas.” The sheriff smiled. 
“There’s the river itself, to say nothing of 
the dense woods on each side of it.”  

“You questioned everyone in the 
vicinity, Sheriff?”  

“Everyone. The section has been very 
quiet except for an occasional fight among 
the migratory farm hands. They’re always 
fighting among themselves. There has 
been no noise from Bettlebrow’s shack 
except for this one time since Bettlebrow 
moved to town and got himself a job.”  

“Speaking of Bettlebrow. Have you 
taken him to see the shack since the night 
you found the blood?”  

“I didn’t overlook that bet. Bettlebrow 
didn’t have anything to say except about 
some nail holes in the center of the room. 
But he probably nailed something to the 
floor himself, and forgot about it.”  

“Very, very perplexing.”  
“Yes, isn’t it?” Fred Carper laughed. 

“But you’re the boy that can give us all the 
answers, Steve. You’re not worried?” he 

asked hopefully. 
“No-o-o. That is, not exactly. Nail 

holes! Sheriff, were those nail holes in the 
clean space you saw in the center of the 
floor?”  

“Doggone if they weren’t! Why didn’t 
I think of that before! It was just as though 
whatever had shielded the floor, had been 
nailed to it.”  

Stephen Gray put his chubby hands 
against the edge of his desk, and pushed 
himself slowly back from it. He scrambled 
out of his chair, got to his small womanish 
feet, and toddled across the room to the 
high bookcase. He stood on his tiptoes and 
tried to reach a book on the top shelf. 
Blowing and puffing, he looked helplessly 
about him. 

Sheriff Keenan pulled himself out of 
the chair. 

“You got quite a collection of books—
in foreign languages, too. Which book you 
want, Steve?”  

“That thin blue one on the top shelf.”  
“Say.” The sheriff looked at the cover, 

and his eyebrows curved upward. “This is 
the story of the life of a lady love-story 
writer. What in the—”  

Gray took the book, minced back to 
his chair, and slumped into it. His dainty 
feet, well off the floor, waved back and 
forth as he skimmed over the pages. 

“Listen, Steve,” the prosecutor 
protested, “do you expect us to sit here 
twiddling our thumbs while you read a 
romantic biography?”  

Gray laid the book down. 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Carper. My actions 

shouldn’t seem strange to you. You, 
yourself, undoubtedly refresh your 
memory on a dimly remembered point of 
law. That’s what I was doing.”  

“You trying to make a joke, Steve?”  
“Oh, no. I never joke. I deal in facts. I 

was only checking on something I’d read. 
Everything I read is stored away in my 
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memory for further reference.”  
“How in the devil can the life of a 

love-story writer help you solve a murder 
case?” 

“Why, Mr. Carper! This isn’t a murder 
case. Even though the answer to the riddle 
is written in blood. No, indeed, no.” 

 
RED CARPER didn’t answer. He 
looked helplessly at Sheriff Keenan, 

but the tall Keenan was staring 
fascinatedly at Steve. 

“Sheriff,” Gray asked, “are there any 
Mexicans in the community?”  

“Mexicans? Of course not!” Fred 
Carper snapped. “What do Mexicans have 
to do with this?”  

“Hold on a minute, Fred,”—the sheriff 
held up his hand—“as a matter of fact, 
there are Mexicans in the county. It’s the 
first time I’ve ever seen them used this far 
north. Due to labor shortage in the area, 
Wilson McBride imported about twenty of 
them. Wilson’s farm is up the river. I 
know him well.”  

“Is it near Bettlebrow’s shack?” Gray 
asked. 

“Not too far—by river.”  
“Would you telephone Mr. McBride 

and ask him if any of his hands are 
missing?”  

The sheriff put through the call. A few 
moments later, Wilson McBride was on 
the other end of the line. 

“Wilson? Sheriff Keenan—Are all the 
Mexicans you hired accounted for? Just a 
minute.” 

The sheriff turned from the phone. 
“Steve, Wilson says all his men are 

accounted for.”  
The fat investigator squirmed 

uncomfortably in his chair. He took a ruler 
from the desk top and tried to scratch a 
spot between his shoulder blades. 

Grinning, Keenan leaned over and 
rubbed the troublesome spot. 

“Thanks, Sheriff. Thanks very much. 
Ask Mr. McBride if there were two 
workmen with bad blood between them. 
Two that were always fighting.”  

“Wilson, were any of your boys 
troublesome? I see. Hold it a second.”  

The investigator smiled. 
“Wilson says there were two of his 

men who were very quarrelsome. He fired 
them after supper on the fifteenth. Paid 
them off and told them to go home.”  

“That will be all. Tell Mr. McBride 
you’ll be out to see him later.”  

“Thanks, Wilson. I’ll see you later—
I’ll tell you about it then.”  

“I suppose, Mastermind”—Fred 
Carper’s voice dripped sarcasm—“you 
know all the answers, now?”  

Gray’s innocent gray eyes rose to meet 
the prosecutor’s dark piercing brown ones. 

“It’s nice of you to call me 
mastermind, Mr. Carper. Very nice indeed. 
But I don’t really deserve it. You see, 
solving problems is child’s play for me. It 
becomes monotonous. So now, I never 
carry the problem quite through to its final 
solution—unless, of course, every other 
means fail.”  

“You don’t?” Carper’s scoffing was 
thinly veiled. 

“Oh, no. Take this case. Sheriff 
Keenan and one or two of his deputies will 
go out to the McBride farm. I’m sure he’ll 
find a couple of freshly dug graves, and 
even if doesn’t, he can question the 
Mexicans and persuade them to tell him 
exactly what happened. He’ll find their 
statements will dovetail perfectly with the 
facts. That way, the sheriff naturally gets 
credit for the solution, and I’m relieved of 
the necessity of appearing before a court 
or jury. I find my method very effective.” 

“Good grief, you act like Sherlock 
Holmes. I’ll be waiting to hear how it 
turns out, Sheriff.”  

The door into the D. A.’s office rocked 
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the building as it slammed. 
 
RED CARPER, alone in his office, 
listened to the firm steady footsteps 

coming along the hall. He swung around 
in his desk chair as Sheriff Keenan, 
grinning broadly, entered. 

“Well?”  
“Your fat friend was right. From what 

I told him, and what he remembered 
reading in a book, he solved the case 
without leaving his desk. Smart boy!”  

“He’s no friend of mine, Keenan. 
Don’t you forget that. What happened?”  

“I went out to Wilson McBride’s. I had 
no difficulty finding the freshly dug 
graves, even though they were skillfully 
covered with brush. The two men who 
were supposed to have gone back to 
Mexico were buried in them, wrapped in 
blankets. They were literally hacked to 
ribbons. I convinced the others it was 
wiser to talk. Every darn thing fits 
perfectly to the evidence.”  

“Huh?”  
“Fact. Those two Mexicans were 

settling an affair of honor, according to 
custom—the way they would have settled 
it in their own remote province in Mexico. 
They went to Bettlebrow’s shack because 
they knew it was empty. There, they nailed 
two large shoes, tip to tip, to the floor. 
They faced each other, each with one foot 
firmly laced into one of the shoes.”  

“Then?” 
“Then the spectators handed each of 

them a long, sharp knife and let them go to 
it.” 

“No wonder there was blood!”  
“The spectators all huddled in one 

corner protected by the blankets, which 
they later wrapped around the corpses. 

That’s why there was no blood on the 
path. The duelists killed each other. When 
it was over, the rest of them ripped up the 
shoes, and carrying the dead men, rowed 
back up the river. Because they didn’t 
know what the reaction of the local 
authorities would be, half of them buried 
the bodies, while the other half went back 
and cleaned up the shack. Everything fits 
perfectly.”  

The office door swung inward. Steve 
Gray filled the width of the frame. In one 
hand, he held a full sack of Turkish 
delight. He opened the bag and popped 
one of the sticky confections into his 
mouth. Another cube clinging unnoticed to 
the first, dropped to the spotless, deep 
piled blue rug, spattering powdered sugar 
in all directions. 

Before Fred Carper could speak, Gray, 
swaying slightly on the caricatures that 
served him for feet, stepped forward. The 
gooey confection was ground into the nap. 
Gray licked the surplus sugar from his 
fingers and wiped his hands on his baggy, 
unpressed trousers. He looked sharply at 
the prosecutor’s face. 

“You say something, Mr. Carper? You 
look as if you might be praying, the way 
you’re gazing so solemnly toward 
heaven.”  

“I—I am praying, Steve. I’m praying 
for strength and endurance.”  

Keenan chuckled. 
“Fred, you’ve picked yourself a darn 

smart investigator. He’s the type of man I 
like to work with. Mind if I take him out to 
supper?”  

“I’m still praying,” the D. A. 
mumbled, gritting his teeth. “I’m still 
praying.” 
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