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AUTHOR’S NOTE
The crime scene diorama described in the following story is real, and photographs are available online. The reader may find it interesting to perform an image search of “Three-Room Dwelling by Frances Glessner Lee” in order to study it along with the characters. However, the reading experience will not be diminished should you choose not to do so.



Harvard Medical School
George Burgess Magrath Library of Legal Medicine
April 1945
“You will have ninety minutes to solve the murder,” I tell the class.
The six men gathered around the library conference table look at me, uncertain.
One angles his head toward the back wall where their professor leans, one foot propped up behind him. “I thought he was teaching this seminar?”
The student’s name is Finch. David James Finch. The third, to be precise. He has the look of a young man who spends his summers on the Vineyard. Tanned and blond. Born to wear boat shoes. I know the type. Have spent my entire life around them. Finch is top of his class, and the two men who flank him on that side of the table are second and third. Finch is the ringleader, however. I have found that the thirds always like to be in charge. That roman numeral III bloats them with a sense of importance from birth.
“You did not think that, Dr. Finch,” I say. “You assumed it. Professor Fisher will only be observing today. And let that be your first lesson. Assumptions will always get you in trouble.”
They do not know what to make of me, a sixty-seven-year-old grandmother. A woman dressed as though she no longer cares about the opinions of men. And I don’t. But I care a great deal that they learn something this week. And until they can see beyond my dowdiness, my thick waist and orthopedic shoes, my tightly curled silver hair and glasses, we will be at an impasse. So I must bring them to heel. I must teach them to embrace this new science of legal medicine. Otherwise they will remain blinded by outdated methods and archaic thinking.
Finch looks to the professor for clarification. He does not say it aloud, but his eyes ask, Is she qualified?
Russell Fisher grins and moves to my side. “Though you may address her as Ms. Lee, her colleagues refer to her as Captain Lee. Your instructor today has the distinction of being the first female police captain in the United States.”
I see Finch’s look of incredulity, so I clarify, “It was a title given to me for decades of volunteer work in death investigation. Law enforcement is similar to medicine in that there are significant barriers to entry for women. So those of us who wish to pursue such careers must often find clever work-arounds. I did so by assisting police departments for many years.”
“And by founding and endowing this department,” Russell adds. “Without Ms. Lee’s support, there would be no Department of Legal Medicine at Harvard.”
I set a hand on Russell’s shoulder. Such praise makes me uncomfortable. “That is very kind of you. But the truth is that this department exists in large part because of my late friend and mentor, Dr. George Magrath. He pioneered the methods that you will learn today.”
These men read Magrath’s name above the library door as they came in today. They know that he was an esteemed professor of pathology here for many years, but not that he and my brother attended Harvard Medical School together, or that we were dear friends for almost five decades. George Magrath is the reason I first developed an interest in solving murders. His passion for the subject was contagious. And as an enthusiastic fan of Dorothy L. Sayers and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, I did not mind his impassioned monologues on unsolved murders. In fact, I leaned into them, and he often asked my opinion on some confusing aspect of this or that case. By the time Magrath retired, he’d spent many years as chief medical examiner in Boston, and I had spent many years puzzling over difficult cases with him. Because George Magrath respected my opinion, other men learned to respect it as well.
I lean against the table and say, “It was Dr. Magrath’s belief that a new field of study should be created to teach rigorous methods of crime scene investigation. It’s why this library bears his name and why I have chosen this room to begin your instruction.”
Finch surveys the dark, paneled walls, the bookshelves loaded with leather-bound tomes. He might not respect my presence in this room, but at least I have his attention.
Russell rubs his palms together gleefully and says, “You gentlemen are in great hands. Now, shall we get to work?”
Finch says, “Yes, Professor,” but I note that there is no surrender in his tone. Only challenge. I’ve scolded him in front of his peers, and it is most likely a slight that will not be forgotten.
Russell extends his hand, giving me the floor. “They’re all yours, Frances.”
The right side of the conference table having thus been subdued, I look to the left. There are three men on that side as well, but they are from the Massachusetts State Police, newly promoted detectives who have all shown exemplary skill in their work. Like the doctors, each is here at my personal invitation. But unlike Finch, these men are more intent on observing than speaking.
The detective closest to me tries not to smile. It’s only a small twitch at the corner of his mouth. Barely a movement at all. But he’s studying Finch with an expression of wicked delight. His name is Albert Beekman, but he insisted that I call him Beeker when he arrived. The nickname suits him. He does look like the sort of man who would play with scientific equipment. All he needs are a lab coat and spectacles. Instead, he’s wearing a tweed suit and a tie that is cinched so tightly at his neck that I worry his dark-brown eyes will bug out for lack of oxygen.
“Are there any more questions before we begin?” I ask.
Six men shake their heads, and Russell takes a seat along the wall to observe.
I make eye contact with each of them so that I have their undivided attention. “Those investigating unexplained death have two responsibilities: to clear the innocent and to expose the guilty. Your job is to seek only the facts. You are looking for the truth in a nutshell. And since it is inconvenient, not to mention illegal, for us to take this class on a field trip to an active crime scene, I have brought the crime scene to you. May I present the first ever nutshell study of unexplained death.”
I reach for the cloth that covers a large rectangular object on the table and yank it away, revealing a gruesome tableau. The diorama is three feet long and two feet wide and depicts a dwelling of three rooms: two bedrooms and a kitchen. The details are intricate: windows and doors that open and close, lights that turn on, and cupboards that are stocked with food items displaying miniature, accurate labels. There is carpet and linoleum. Furniture to scale. A dining table with two high-backed seats and one small, white high chair. Pictures on the walls and a rifle on the floor. And, of course, there are the bodies, and the blood spatter throughout.
Beeker says, “That’s morbid.”
“All death is morbid,” I tell him. “Even natural death. Which this certainly was not.”
The six men lean across the table, their eyes drawn to the various places in the three rooms where the blood is most obvious. Whatever they might have expected to find beneath the cloth, it was not this. And I am pleased by their looks of horrified fascination.
Good.
They are curious. And appalled.
As well they should be.
Beeker asks, “Who made this?”
“I did.”
“It’s spectacular. My daughter would love it,” he says, then looks at me and clarifies, “Not the bodies, of course. Or the blood. That would scare her. But everything else. It’s . . . a work of art.”
“This is no dollhouse,” I say. “It is a crime scene. And your job is to determine why three people are dead.”
“In theory,” Finch argues. When I glare at him, he clarifies, “They are dead in theory.”
I shake my head. “No. They are dead in fact. This crime scene is an exact replica, Dr. Finch, re-created from photos taken at the scene. The Judson family was found dead in their home eight years ago. My colleague Dr. Magrath consulted on the case, and I was privy to the investigation. There is nothing theoretical here.”
I spent several long evenings with Dr. Magrath analyzing the photos and forming theories about the Judson case. It proved to be one of the trickiest of his career, and I have never forgotten it. Everything that I know about death investigation, I learned from him. So when the idea of using dioramas in these seminars occurred to me, I knew I would create this one first. It is both a tribute to Magrath and a chilling reminder that death investigation is always personal. I have named it Three-Room Dwelling. The carpentry work was hired out but everything else was crafted by me. I sewed all the tiny clothes using a jeweler’s loupe for magnification, and I collected, then painted, bracelet charms for many of the items throughout the house: the telephone and teakettle, the milk bottles and teddy bear. I painted card stock to look like wallpaper, then meticulously applied it to the walls. I bought dollhouse furniture and built the rocking horse myself out of balsa wood. Every detail mattered. Every clue was considered. It took months and cost me thousands of dollars, and though these men might consider it a macabre plaything, I am very proud of it.
Six pairs of eyes drift to the smaller of the two bedrooms. To the crib. They glance away, then back, varying levels of discomfort manifesting in their frowns and pinched lips.
I pull a folder from my satchel and hand out sheets of paper, then read from the one I keep for myself. “According to the police report, on Monday, November 1, 1937, Sarah Abbott called the police and requested they come check the premises of her neighbors, Robert Judson and his wife, Kate. Sarah’s husband, Paul, rode to work with Mr. Judson, who was the foreman in a local shoe factory. They took turns driving their cars each week. Paul Abbott stated that he arrived at the Judson residence about five minutes late that morning. After honking twice, he drove to work, assuming Mr. Judson would follow in his own time. It was Sarah who watched the house, waiting for Robert Judson to leave, and when he didn’t, she walked next door to check on the family.”
“Always a nosy woman in these scenarios,” one of the detectives calls out from the end of the conference table. His name is Smith, and he has a jovial voice but eyes that reveal nothing.
The observation earns him a laugh.
“What you call nosy, some would call concerned, Mr. Smith. Sarah Abbott and Kate Judson were close friends. Had she not been so nosy that morning, it might have been days before the family was discovered, and valuable clues could have been lost.”
Beeker asks, “But why did she call the police? The family could have simply overslept. Or been ill.”
“Excellent question,” I say. “At eight fifteen, forty minutes after her husband left for work, Sarah Abbott went next door and knocked. There was no answer. Nor were there any lights on in the home. So she went around to the kitchen porch and knocked a second time. Again, no answer. Sarah told police that both doors were locked. But when she looked through the window, she saw blood on the floor.” I point to the blue-and-white-checkered linoleum in the kitchen. There is a bright-red splotch between the table and stove. “That blood, right there.”
“Well, it’s obvious that the family was murdered,” Finch says.
“I told you as much at the beginning,” I admit. “But your job is to observe the crime scene. To think critically. To determine the various possibilities of how this family was killed. And you must do so using only the clues provided here. Remember, this crime has already been investigated and solved. There is a correct answer.”
“Then it can be solved by us!” Finch declares. “Why don’t we make a game of this, Ms. Lee. Doctors versus detectives. We’ll separate into teams, and we will see who has the better powers of observation.”
Finch offers me a broad, toothy smile. No doubt he has found it quite effective in the past, and by the way he sets his hands on the shoulders of his fellow doctors, he assumes that I will comply.
“Oh, you will be broken into teams. Three of them, in fact. But it will not be doctors versus detectives. Each team will comprise one doctor and one detective, so that you will learn to collaborate and communicate. You will work together to solve this mystery. If you can. That is the entire point of this seminar, after all.”
I knew it would happen. That immediate withdrawal. That suspicion. None of them are leaning close to the diorama now. Each has pressed his spine into the back of his chair and is assessing the men across the table from him. Friend or foe? those expressions ask. They want to split into tribes. Us versus them. It’s human nature, I suppose. But such thinking will not help victims of violent crime.
I lift my satchel, place it on the table, and pull out six penlights and magnifying glasses. I disperse them among my students, then hand them each a blank notebook and a pencil.
“To keep it simple,” I tell them, “you will work with the man directly across from you. I know you made cursory introductions when you got here, but it won’t hurt to remind your partner of your name. It’s one less question you will have to ask today.”
Beeker makes the first move. He leans forward and extends his hand across the table. “Albert Beekman,” he says, and I note that he does not invite Finch to use his informal nickname.
The handshake is received, albeit reluctantly. “James Finch.”
The other teams introduce themselves, and I record the groupings in my own notebook: Beeker and Finch; Smith and Henry; Jones and Davis. The men rearrange positions so that they are sitting with their partners, one team on each side of the table with Beeker and Finch at the head.
I take my time and look each of them in the eye. “You are not to touch the diorama. All of the clues you need can be viewed with the naked eye or with your magnifying glass. But I have a few helpful suggestions before you begin. Use your magnifying glass and go slowly. Choose any point at which to begin your tour through the structure and then proceed clockwise back to your starting point. Repeat this process as many times as is necessary to familiarize yourself with the rooms from all angles. And again, remember that you are not competing with your partner but collaborating. Death investigation is both medical and legal. You must rely on one another to ascertain the truth.”
They are all bored with my little speech and look as though they’re ready to get on with it. So I move to the shelf behind me, where a large, ornate hourglass sits. I commissioned the timepiece specifically for this class and am deeply pleased with the results. The frame is rosewood and the blown-glass chambers glimmer softly in the fading afternoon light. Most important, however, is the ninety minutes’ worth of sand instead of the usual sixty. I lift the hourglass carefully from its place and bring it to the table, then flip it over and tell them, “Your time begins now.”
Fine white sand begins its slow descent to the lower chamber of the glass.
“What was the child’s name?” Finch asks. “You told us the parents were Robert and Kate Judson. But what about the child?”
“Her name was Linda Mae.”
He scribbles it on his notebook beside that of her parents. “How old was she?”
“An infant. Not yet walking.”
Finch grimaces as he surveys the smaller bedroom with his magnifying glass, and I imagine that he finds the entire exercise uncouth. Disturbing.
“Can you guess why I chose this particular crime scene to re-create?” I ask.
He snorts. “I cannot fathom.”
“Because it is profoundly uncomfortable. The human mind wants to reject sights such as this. But you cannot allow your discomfort to distract you.”
This, I believe, is why so few physicians pursue careers as medical examiners. They prefer to use their skills on living patients. Yet the dead are calling, and it is the living who must answer. I do sympathize with these men. It took years before I could look at crime scene photos without flinching. In a sense, the living must deaden themselves to the dead.
“But that is a woman.” Finch points at the first bedroom, then stabs his finger toward the other. “And a child. It is unconscionable.”
“Yes. It is. But statistically speaking, women and children are the two parties most often the victims of violence. The work that you are doing here restores the dignity that was taken from them.”
I motion for them to continue studying the nutshell, then step away from the table.
I am nervous. I will never admit this, of course. Not to them. Finch already thinks me unqualified. But it’s the truth. If this seminar fails, then I have failed, and Harvard will cancel the one planned for this fall. But if it succeeds? If these men come to see this as a new kind of science? If they learn not to oppose one another but to work in tandem to find the truth? Then I have left something of lasting value in this world. When they write about me, it will not just be “Frances Glessner Lee, heir to the International Harvester fortune and divorced mother of three.” God, what a sad epitaph. I demand something more of my life.
I have been at odds with societal expectations for forty years. I left my husband in 1914 when our marriage proved unfulfilling. When others whispered about me, I ignored them. I pursued my own interests—morbid though many think they are. But why shouldn’t a woman pursue a career in this field? No one bats an eye when we read murder mysteries, yet trying to solve them is scandalous? Nonsense.
I had to buy my way around the barriers created by men. Harvard won’t enroll women in its medical school? Fine. I’ll fund an entire department so I can teach the men who study here. So I can change their minds about what women are capable of. Do it long enough and they call you a pioneer. Donate enough of your wealth, and they call you a philanthropist. If only women didn’t have to grow old before the world took note of our achievements instead of our scandals.
“Ms. Lee?” Beeker asks, looking up, the magnifying glass held to his face. His exaggerated eye blinks, then he lowers the glass.
“Yes?”
“May I clarify a detail?”
“Of course.”
“You said that Mrs. Abbott was standing on the kitchen porch when she saw the blood?”
“I did.”
“Did she enter the house?”
“No.”
“Then who opened the window that leads into Linda Mae’s room?”
I smile. “A good question, Mr. Beekman. Write it down.”
Six men get to work scrawling the question across the first page of their notebooks.
“People leave windows open all the time,” Detective Jones observes. “It might not mean anything.”
Beeker argues, “In November? I don’t think so. That clue is important.”
They look like a crowd of little boys inspecting an ant pile. Bent over the house. Crouched beside it. Peering through windows and doors. Firing off their observations in a scattershot way. Finch opens a cabinet door with the tip of his pencil, and Beeker blows through the open window, rustling the tiny curtains.
“Is this going to work?” Russell whispers.
“It has to,” I answer.
He has managed to become invisible, and I think that such an ability is his great strength. Russell is a fantastic professor—it’s why I insisted that Harvard hire him—but more than anything else, he knows how to get out of his students’ way. They have forgotten he is here.
We watch them for some time as they squint at the house, then at their notebooks, recording details, but Beeker seems to be the only one who records everything he hears. The other teams do not notice him listening to their conversations, but I see his chin tilt to the side. I see his eyes narrow when they say something of interest. He is left-handed, and he barely looks at his notepad as he scratches down the observations, the words sloping upward at a right angle. It looks to be some kind of shorthand. I certainly can’t read a single word.
After fifteen minutes of studious inspection, Beeker climbs onto the table and straddles the diorama, a foot on either side. He looks at it from a bird’s-eye view.
Russell laughs. “That’s one way to do it.”
“I did tell them to study it from all angles.”
No one else follows his lead, and after a moment or two, he climbs back down and takes his seat. But he’s still writing furiously on his notepad.
“The child was killed in her crib,” Dr. Henry declares.
I ask, “How can you be sure?”
He points at the wall above the tiny bed where I have painstakingly used red fingernail polish to re-create the blood spatter from the crime scene photos. I needed something permanent. Something that wouldn’t fade. It’s an inconsistency with real life that I don’t like to think about. Real blood darkens as it dries. It goes quickly. Minutes. Hours. The blood in the Judsons’ home would have been nearly black by the time they were found. But I need these men to notice it. So it has to be bright. Even so, there’s an entire patch that seems to have escaped their notice.
“But there is also blood on the nursery floor,” I tell him.
“Yes. But it’s a puddle, almost circular, with smudges around the edges.”
“And what does that tell you?”
“Only that it isn’t the spray from a gunshot,” he says.
So I ask, “Where is the pool of blood in relation to everything else?”
Six men bend over the room once more.
“Between the porch window and the bedroom door,” Henry answers.
“Very good. And what else do you observe in the nursery?”
“A chair has been knocked over. And her teddy bear is on the floor. It would be worth knowing whether Linda Mae slept with the bear or whether it was a plaything kept elsewhere in the room.”
I nod. “All of that is true, but you have missed something. Mr. Beekman? Care to guess what your colleague didn’t see?”
“There are two things actually,” Beeker says.
It’s not that I favor him, per se. But rather that I appreciate Beeker’s keen eye and ability to play his cards close to the vest until asked directly. He reminds me of Magrath. It’s a rare trait, common to good detectives. It’s one of those things that cannot be taught, and it’s why I invited him to this seminar. Beeker is correct. Henry has missed two important clues in the nursery. I cannot show partiality in this room, however, so I don’t grace him with a smile.
“What is the first thing?” I ask.
“There are two small gold chairs on the dresser. Toys, really. Most likely for her teddy bear and her doll.” He points to where the doll sits tucked into a tiny high chair of its own. “Both of the chairs have been tipped over.”
“Why is that, do you think?”
“I don’t know,” he answers honestly. “At least not yet.”
“And the second thing?”
“There is a cartridge casing on the nursery floor. Exactly where one would expect it to be if the killer stood in the middle of the room and . . .” Beeker’s voice trails off.
“And what?”
He winces, and I suspect he’s thinking of his own daughter. “And fired into the crib.”
“If you were the investigator to arrive on this scene, what would you do with that casing?”
Beeker scratches his chin. “First, I would photograph it exactly where it was found. Then I would collect the casing to test it against the rifle on the kitchen floor. And finally, I would have both the casing and the gun fingerprinted. I would have any prints found tested against those of Mr. Judson first, as his are readily available.”
Finch shakes his head. “No father could do that to his own child.”
Smith argues this assessment dispassionately. “You might be astonished to know what some men can do. I’ve seen more than one crime scene in which a man has annihilated his entire family.”
Finch entrenches himself in his position. “But Mr. Judson is also dead. He’s right there in the room with his wife. But the gun is not. He could not have shot himself from the kitchen.”
They turn their attention to the second bedroom, where Kate Judson lies on her side, arm casually draped across the mattress as though in the exact position in which she fell asleep. Robert Judson, however, is on the floor, face down, on top of a blue comforter. Whereas it appears that neither his wife nor child moved an inch after being shot, Robert lays sprawled, bloody from head to toe. The legs of his pajamas are covered. There is blood smeared on his back, shoulders, and sleeves.
“He was also shot in bed,” Beeker adds, shining his penlight on the large bloodstain soaked into Robert’s side of the mattress. “But it looks to have been his torso and not his head, given that there’s no blood on the pillow, the headboard, or the wall above him.”
Finch looks at Mrs. Judson, not speaking the obvious, that all of those things are true for her. This room is easier for the men to discuss. No less gruesome, but somehow comprehensible in a way that Linda Mae’s is not. Only a reprobate could look at that crib and not shudder. Or weep or wince or curse. It demands that you feel something. But the feeling doesn’t subside. Whereas after a moment or two, you can detach yourself when looking at the parents’ room.
“Keep going,” I urge.
They fire off details again in quick succession.
“The chair at Mrs. Judson’s dressing table has been knocked over.”
“There is a blood trail on the main bedroom floor.”
“There is a flashlight on the nightstand by Mrs. Judson’s side of the bed.”
“The rifle is on the kitchen floor. And there is another puddle of blood near it. Someone was in the kitchen, and they were bleeding.”
“The table was set for breakfast. At least Mrs. Judson intended to get up in the morning.”
“A great deal of blood is on the floor beside Mr. Judson.”
“There is more blood spatter on the kitchen wall above the stove. But I don’t see a shell casing anywhere in that room.”
“They were well off enough to have a full pantry and all the latest kitchen appliances.”
“Mrs. Judson’s rocking chair has been knocked over in the main bedroom.”
“The call came in on the morning of November first. Which means they were likely killed on Halloween night,” Beeker says, glancing at the date in his notebook.
“There is a shell casing beneath Mrs. Judson’s rocking chair.”
“Mr. Judson’s pillow is crammed between the bed and the nightstand.”
These rapid-fire observations continue until Finch looks at me. “There were at least three shots fired. How did the neighbors not hear that?”
Beeker watches him, assessing. “How close do the Abbotts live to the Judsons?” he asks.
“Next door,” I answer.
“There are two witness statements, correct? One each from Mr. and Mrs. Abbott?”
“Yes.”
“And do we know if they are correct?”
I am careful not to lead him when I respond. “You are a detective, Mr. Beekman. You of all people know that witness statements can run the gamut of true, mistaken, or intentionally false. Continue observing the scene and decide whether it would be imperative for you to return and ask follow-up questions of the Abbotts.”
He scribbles something indecipherable on his notepad.
“Do you have any other observations?” I ask the group. “No? Very good, then. Now it is time to turn your powers of observation to deduction. An entire family was killed by a firearm while asleep at home. That is obviously not a natural death. Which, in this case, means that there are only two possible conclusions. Anyone care to tell me what they are?”
“Murder-suicide,” Finch says.
“Or just plain murder,” Beeker adds.
The others agree, nodding their heads.
“Very good. Now I want you to work through both of those possibilities with your partners. You will come to a consensus together and present your findings. But make quick work of it. You only have thirty minutes left.” I step back again and take a chair beside Russell as the teams whisper and take notes.
“I get the distinct impression that Finch does not care for me,” I say just under my breath, then shrug. “There’s always one.”
It’s one of the first things that Magrath taught me: there are always resisters. When you upset the status quo, someone will push back. And it proved true over the many years we worked together. Harvard has been no exception. Nor have the various police departments and coroners’ offices. It is easier to change systems of government than minds.
Russell scowls. “Be careful with him, Frances. Looks can be deceiving. Finch is no pretty boy.”
“And I’m no pushover.”
“No. But neither are you tenured faculty here.” Russell glances at me with apology in his wide hazel eyes. “I don’t say that to undermine the contributions you’ve made.” He motions around the elaborate conference room with its plush carpet and mahogany table. “But you are not Harvard’s largest donor. Not by a long shot.” He throws a meaningful look toward Finch.
“I take it to mean that he is?”
“His family. Finch is the seventh son of a seventh son. The typical large Catholic clan. Moneyed. Respected. All doctors. He’s a generations-deep legacy student at this institution, and you might say that . . . ah . . . the university expects great things of him.”
“I don’t recognize the name,” I say, trying to think if there are any buildings on campus with “Finch” engraved above their doors. It doesn’t matter, I suppose. There are certainly none with mine chiseled into marble. When I had the chance to carve a name, I made sure it was Magrath’s. And his legacy will last longer than anything provided by Finch’s name. Or mine.
“He is of the ‘so wealthy we don’t need attention’ type,” Fisher clarifies.
“And what are you saying?”
“It would be best for all of us if he enjoyed this seminar.”
“It is not pass or fail, Russell. He will not be graded.”
“No. But you will. And his experience may well determine the future of this program.”
“Is that a warning? Because I am tired of being warned off my life’s calling by men who aren’t picking up the tab, Russell.”
He looks abashed, then glances away. “No. Just a relevant detail. I know you are a woman who appreciates details.”
I study Finch for a moment. He seems engrossed in the nutshell, bending so near the structure that his nose almost brushes the wall. “Has he settled on a specialty?” I ask.
“Not yet. Though I hear his father is pushing him toward surgery.”
Finch and his companions are all third-year medical students. It was Russell’s idea to include this seminar as part of the rotation for top-tier students in the hope that they might be inspired to consider the important work of medical examiners. Pairing them with detectives was my idea. A way of getting them to think beyond the information provided in textbooks. I have always believed that when it comes to unexplained death, doctors should think more like detectives, and detectives more like doctors. I, of all people, know that the best educations are those that happen outside of the classroom. There is no teacher like experience.
“Are you asking me to go easy on him?”
Russell doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he watches the students with the keen eye of a man used to observing things that no one else notices. Finally, after a moment he says, “I would never insult your intelligence by asking that. But I do want you to understand the stakes.”
“I understand them perfectly. If powerful men like Finch dismiss legal medicine as silly or unimportant or not a valid field of study, then I have wasted a fortune, and we have accomplished nothing in the last ten years. This department exists solely to further this new field of study. It’s why you have a job and why my financial planner starts to sweat every time I enter his office.”
I am about to add that I have no intention of letting Finch intimidate me when Beeker exclaims, “Linda Mae was killed last.”
He floats his penlight over the diorama as the others watch him curiously. His brow furrows, and he hovers the light over the nursery.
“You weren’t there,” Detective Jones argues. “You don’t know that.”
“I didn’t have to see it to deduct what happened. Look.” Beeker points at the smaller of the two bedrooms. “If Linda Mae were shot first, her parents would have woken. They would be out of bed to investigate the noise. But Mrs. Judson was shot where she lay. She never moved. Which, in my estimation, means that whoever killed them shot Mrs. Judson first.”
“Why not shoot Mr. Judson first, as he was the bigger, more physical threat to an intruder?” Jones asks.
“That would be a question for the shooter. But the fact is he was not shot first. Look at the placement of the bodies. Mr. Judson was, at the very least, up and moving around. There is no other explanation for the blood tracks in the bedroom and the puddles in both the kitchen and nursery.”
“I disagree,” Finch argues.
I look at him and wonder if he disagrees with Beeker’s hypothesis so much as the fact that he has commanded everyone’s attention. “You have an alternate theory?” I ask.
Russell shifts beside me in agitation, but I pay him no mind.
Finch nods. “Linda Mae could have been shot first. The sound would have woken both parents. It’s possible Mr. Judson got out of bed and was shot standing beside it when the killer entered the room. Or perhaps he was sleeping on that pallet on the floor, and the intruder didn’t see him at first. Mrs. Judson might have only sat up but never gotten out of bed. She could have fallen back to her pillow.”
“So you lean toward the idea of an intruder?” I ask.
Finch nods. “I do.”
But Beeker shakes his head adamantly. “That theory does not account for the other clues. Blood all over the house. The rifle in the kitchen.”
“And how do you suppose the blood came to be in those rooms?” I ask Beeker.
His face reddens. “I’m not sure. At least not yet. There are too many unknowns.”
“By all means, then, get back to work.” I tap the hourglass with one finger. “You are almost out of time.”
Instead of returning to my seat beside Russell, I begin to walk around the table in a lazy stroll, keeping near the bookcases so as not to distract my students. They have retreated into tribes after all, though not the obvious ones that I fought against. The teams have spread out as far as they can around the table. They are hunched together, whispering. Comparing notes. The most volatile of the teams is obviously Finch and Beeker, but they are the strongest personalities. Either of them would have overwhelmed a different partner. It was simply luck that they chose to sit across from one another, as it was always my intent to pair them together. Their biggest challenge will not be the diorama itself but overcoming their own assumptions. It’s true of everyone, me included. The difficulty lies in the fact that both men have an innate need to be in charge. That isn’t a bad thing. It’s natural leadership and I admire the trait. But it must be channeled. We shall see if they are capable of doing so.
Presently they are in the middle of some heated discussion, heads close, whispering aggressively in each other’s ear. Finch shakes his head vehemently. Beeker stabs his notepad with his pencil, emphasizing some point he’s written down. They continue in such fashion, occasionally lifting a glance toward me. Their expressions are curious. Distrustful. As though I am an enemy that must be vanquished.
Only a small, fine, white pile of sand remains in the upper chamber of the hourglass, and it slips through in a steady, pale stream, gathering in the lower chamber in a rounded hump. The teams glance to the hourglass frequently now, brows furrowed, then go back to their whispered deliberations. Team One—Smith and Henry—looks smug. Team Two—Jones and Davis—seems flustered. I am worried about Finch and Beeker, however. They are tense, as though unable to reach a consensus.
I keep my attention on the sand instead of the students as the last remaining crystals slip through the funnel.
“Gentlemen,” Russell says, peeling himself out of the chair in which he’s been sitting for the last hour and a half. He stretches, then yawns, mouth opening wide, like a cat. “Time’s up,” he says cheerfully. “I expect you have your theories ready to present. Frances, how would you like to proceed?”
“By teams. We’ll go in order. One, two, and three. Smith and Henry, please present your findings.”
The two men stand. They are of equal height, but Dr. Henry is far more muscular. Almost burly. Whereas Smith is of the “slim running to skinny” variety. His suit is cut on the slender side, but still, he’s swimming in it. Watching them, I cannot help but think of that old nursery rhyme about the dish running away with the spoon.
“You were kind enough to alert us that the Judsons did not die of natural causes, Ms. Lee,” Smith begins. “Though that would have been obvious simply by looking at the scene. And seeing as how there are only two possible options, homicide or murder-suicide, we have settled on the latter.”
Henry takes over now. Arms behind his back. Chest puffed out. “We conjecture that Robert Judson and his wife were in the middle of some kind of row. Look to his side of the bed. The comforter is spread out evenly on the floor, his pillow against the wall. It seems likely that she had kicked him out of bed, and that’s where he’d gone to sleep that night. But at some point he woke, collected his rifle, and shot his wife. Given the vast array of blood throughout the home, we believe that he sat on the mattress and gave himself a nonfatal shot in the lower torso. Low enough that instead of the blood spattering behind him, it pooled beneath him on the bed. That would explain both the large stain on the mattress and the blood all over the backs of his legs. We surmise that he survived that first attempt and stumbled into the kitchen, creating both the tracks on the carpet and the puddle in that room.”
“The blood spatter on the kitchen wall did trouble us at first,” Smith interrupts. “But we have puzzled through the situation and have come to a solid hypothesis. We believe Mr. Judson went into the nursery, stood in the middle of the room, and killed Linda Mae. Then he returned to the kitchen, shot himself a second time—thus causing the bloodstain on the wall above the stove. Weak from blood loss and injury, he then stumbled back to the bedroom, dropping the rifle on his way. He fell face down and expired beside the pallet where he’d been sleeping.”
Smith and Henry both offer a nod, then return to their chairs.
“Impressive. That is a solid argument,” I commend them. “Now let us hear from Team Two.”
Jones and Davis have been subdued throughout. They act like neither enemies nor friends but rather interact with a cool indifference. But now, they spring to their feet. Dr. Davis is a good six inches shorter than Detective Jones, but he carries himself with more confidence. He has the lifted chin and cocked eyebrow of a man who knows his place in the world has been preordained.
Davis begins their analysis. “Though Team One did have many logical arguments as to the decedents’ causes of death, we came to an entirely different conclusion. Multiple factors lead us to believe that an intruder killed the Judson family. First, there is the open window in Linda Mae’s bedroom. While it may be common to leave windows open in the summer months, it would have been too cold for that in New England on Halloween night. Second, there is the flashlight on Mrs. Judson’s nightstand. The neighbor told police that all the lights were off when she checked on the family, so we surmise that the intruder came in through the window and used the flashlight to make his way through the house.”
I cannot help but notice the nudge that Beeker gives Finch with his elbow, or how Finch leans close and whispers something. They both nod. Almost smile. I wonder if they have come to the same conclusion as Team Two.
Jones continues, flipping through his notes and pointing at a line of handwriting as though to prove Davis’s last point. “Unlike Team One, however, we believe the intruder killed Linda Mae first. We think he stood there for a moment, working up the nerve to do it. Thus, the tipped-over toys on the nursery dresser. The gunshot obviously would have woken the parents, but they would have been disoriented for a moment. Long enough for the intruder to make his way to their bedroom. The lights were off. It was dark. It is quite conceivable that neither of them got out of bed in the seconds after they were woken. And the house is small. It’s only a few footsteps from the nursery to their bedroom. A flashlight beam in the eyes would have disoriented one or both of them long enough for the intruder to kill Mrs. Judson where she lay. He would have had to reload and might not have had time to get a good shot at Mr. Judson. Thus, the shot to his torso instead of his head. A struggle then ensued between them. It’s the only thing that accounts for the copious amounts of blood on Mr. Judson’s clothing, on the mattress, and on the floor beside the bed. We believe that the struggle moved to the kitchen, where the intruder was disarmed and shot by Mr. Judson, who, though struggling, was still gravely wounded. That is how the blood spatter ended up on the kitchen wall. Then the injured intruder fled the way he came, through Linda Mae’s room, and out the open window, leaving the blood on her nursery floor. Mr. Judson then went to check on his daughter, only to find her expired, and he stumbled back to his room and fell on the floor.”
Jones and Davis take their seats.
I give the team a polite clap. “Again, I applaud your conclusions. We have one team left to hear from, however. Let’s see if there is a majority consensus for the intruder theory or the domestic event. Finch? Beeker? You have the floor.”
They exchange a nervous glance and stand, each gripping their notebooks tightly.
Finch looks to Beeker and cedes the floor. This, more than anything else he’s said or done today, surprises me. “You first,” he says.
“The options for the cause of death are clear. Murder-suicide, as Team One stated. Or intruder, as Team Two believes,” Beeker says. “We can think of no third alternative, Ms. Lee. Yet we cannot settle on either option.”
“Why is that?” I ask, wondering if their egos have forced them to an impasse.
“Because this diorama does not definitively answer either theory. We feel that the information provided here is inconclusive. That is our decision. If I were the officer assigned to this case, I would recommend further investigation.”
“Oh, come on, Beeker!” Smith shouts. “That’s a cop-out! You have to pick one theory.”
Finch ignores the outburst. “And were I the medical examiner, I would need to perform specific examinations before I could confidently declare a cause of death.”
Smith is irate and turns to me. “Ms. Lee? Tell them.”
“You were allowed to present your theory. Please allow them to do the same,” I order.
One does not get to be my age without learning how to speak with authority, and I am gratified to see his mouth snap shut. But I do not stop glaring at him until he has also taken his seat.
Smith leans back in his chair and crosses his arms but does not speak again.
I say, “Explain to your colleagues why you feel there is insufficient evidence to support either theory.”
“That’s the thing. There is ample evidence to support both theories,” Beeker says. “The open window is the strongest clue suggesting an intruder. But a man ruthless enough to plan and execute his family might think of such a detail. He had a prominent place in the community. A position of power at the local shoe factory. Perhaps he didn’t actually mean to kill himself but rather wound instead in order to make it look like a crime and later collect a life insurance policy? Leaving the window open would lead everyone to suspect an intruder. And yet”—he pauses and looks at Finch as though pained—“my partner made an excellent point when he observed that we are not told where this crime took place. An open window in November in New England is suspicious. But what if this murder took place in South Florida? That would not be abnormal at all. As an investigator, I need to know where this crime happened,” Beeker says.
I did not think it possible, but Finch is smiling. And not the manipulative grin he gave me earlier. He truly seems to be enjoying himself. I have had many roles throughout my life, but I came to teaching late. Yet I feel a sense of triumph watching Finch that is almost euphoric. Whatever else happens today, that look on his face tells me that I have succeeded.
“And then, of course, there is the flashlight,” Finch says. “It also strongly indicates someone else was in the house. But my partner rightly points out that it was on the nightstand beside Mrs. Judson. Not dropped on the floor or cast into a corner during a struggle. Why shouldn’t we believe that Mrs. Judson kept it there to check on her child during the night instead of turning on all the lights? What parent isn’t loath to wake a sleeping baby? Without fingerprinting, we cannot know who used the flashlight.”
Beeker nods. “This crime scene leaves us with more questions than answers. Not the least of which is how many neighbors heard at least three gunshots in the middle of the night on a quiet street? That doesn’t go unnoticed. Therefore, perhaps someone got up? Perhaps they saw something not included in the Abbotts’ statements. Was there anyone who might have seen an intruder leaving the house? I would want to speak with all of the neighbors. Get detailed statements.”
Finch is animated now, pacing beside the table. “And I would want to examine the bodies themselves. Particularly that of Mr. Judson. It seems likely that he was initially shot while lying in bed, given the bloodstains on his side of the mattress. But I would want to know where, exactly, the bullet entered and exited. Is it possible that an intruder shot him first, and from such an angle that the bullet then hit and killed his wife? That might explain why there are only two shell casings visible in the home. And where are the bullets lodged? I would want to know if Mr. Judson has any defensive wounds on his body. That would tell us a great deal about whether he tried to fend off an attacker. It would also tell me how the large pool of blood came to be beside the bed.”
“Also, why is the blue comforter on the floor?” Beeker asks. “Team One made an excellent point that it looks like a pallet on which he was sleeping. But if that’s the case, why the blood on his side of the mattress? Why is the rifle left on the kitchen floor instead of near the bodies? And is it possible that there was a second gun involved?”
Beeker looks at each of us in turn. “We have all assumed that the rifle on the kitchen floor is the murder weapon. Why? If an intruder did kill the Judson family, he might well have brought a different gun. And the one present might belong to Mr. Judson. He could have grabbed it in the melee. It’s not uncommon for men to have a firearm in easy reach for just such a purpose. The intruder could have taken his own weapon with him when he fled. But we need the bullets themselves to know whether they came from the rifle in the kitchen. Whether lodged in the bodies or somewhere else, the bullets answer whether or not there was one gun or two fired that night. And the shell casings would likely give us fingerprints. But none of that information is provided in this nutshell, Ms. Lee. Nor are the answers to any of the follow-up questions asked of the Abbotts. It seems obvious that the investigator would have gone back to them and asked about the gunshots. They would have asked if the Judsons were seen giving out candy on Halloween with the rest of the neighborhood. If so, what time did the street quiet down? That would help point us to the time of death. There is so much important information provided in this small study. An astonishing amount, in fact. Enough to convince the class of two entirely different outcomes. But it seems to Dr. Finch and me that the most important information has been purposefully left out.”
Finch picks up the moment Beeker stops to take a deep breath. “There are bloody tracks in the bedroom but not the other two rooms where puddles are found. That seems curious. How does anyone bleed enough to leave puddles but no footprints? There are no blood drops on the floors, either, only on the walls. And though a wounded intruder is a plausible explanation, why isn’t there blood on the porch where he made his escape? Or on the sill of the open window? Also, we have spoken of fingerprints on the gun and the flashlight, but surely there would be some on the window as well, given that it was shoved up and left open. If Mr. Judson committed this atrocity, then it is important to know for sure so that his wife and daughter can rest in peace. But if he didn’t, then it is imperative that the culprit is caught so that this cannot happen to another family. Unfortunately, given this scene, we cannot know for sure. In fact, it would be premature to make a declaration either way.” Finch nods then, as though certain the rest of us will agree with them.
He and Beeker take a seat but do not look at one another. They are staring at me. They are all staring at me, and I see Teams One and Two begin to squirm as they work through the logic that Finch and Beeker have just presented.
It takes a great deal of effort not to smile, and I am rather proud of the self-control that I muster. These two have surprised me. I step forward and set one hand tenderly on the diorama. “I told you at the beginning of this seminar that you would have ninety minutes to solve the murder. The fact is that only Mr. Beekman and Dr. Finch have reached the right conclusion. Well done, gentlemen. This murder cannot
be solved by the diorama alone. There is ample evidence to support both opposing theories. This was an exercise in observation and interpretation. A lesson in getting you to think in new and original ways. No definitive solution can be reached in the Judson case without further real-world investigation. Investigation that involves both thorough police work and meticulous medical examination.”
“So you lied to us,” Smith says. “You told us to solve the murder. But it can’t be solved.”
I shake my head. “Far from it. I taught you that when investigating unexplained death, you should not make assumptions. Even if the assumption is that you can believe what you are told.”
Jones and Davis look at one another, baffled. “So that’s it?” Jones asks. “We’re done?”
It’s an effort, but I do not snap at them. Instead, I ask, “Did you learn anything, Detective?”
He thinks for a moment. Nods. “More than I anticipated.”
“And are you still curious about the Judson family?”
“I am going to lose sleep over it, Ms. Lee. Won’t you tell us what happened to them?”
“That is a thing that we will puzzle through together for the remainder of the week. And yes, you will have your answers at the end.”
“But you know them now?”
“Of course I do. How else would I have gone about building this nutshell?”
“So we are the ones who will be tortured by uncertainty?”
“No. You are the ones who get to learn, Mr. Jones. But we’ve had enough lessons for today. Dinner is at seven. I have secured a private dining room for our group at the Ritz-Carlton, and you may continue this discussion then if you so desire.”
Russell collects his hat and jacket. He helps me into my coat and stands at the door as the students file out. Their annoyance has been replaced with anticipation at the thought of dinner and the knowledge that they will eventually get their answers. Smith, Henry, Jones, and Davis all tip their hats to me on their way out the door.
“Are you gentlemen coming?” I ask Finch and Beeker, who have resumed their positions above the nutshell, flashlights on, magnifying glasses up.
“Oh. Yes,” Beeker says. “In a while. We thought we’d stay a bit longer. If you don’t mind.”
“By all means,” I tell them, then hear Finch gasp.
“Good God. We’ve all just assumed it couldn’t have been Mrs. Judson because of the way she is lying. But what if . . .”
I smile as the door closes behind me.



SECOND AUTHOR’S NOTE
Because Frances Glessner Lee’s Three-Room Dwelling is still being actively used to teach homicide investigation techniques, the outcome of the real investigation is not public knowledge. The various theories portrayed here are the author’s best guesses as to what could have happened. If you would like to take a crack at the case yourself, you can view the images online, purchase Corrine May Botz’s book The Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death, or visit the office of the chief medical examiner in Baltimore, Maryland, to view them in person.
It is worth noting that Frances was the heir to the International Harvester fortune. Thus her ability to endow the Department of Legal Medicine at Harvard, and to later create the nutshell studies. Each diorama took approximately six months to build and cost roughly $6,000—the same amount of time and money it took to build a real house in the mid-1940s.
When Frances Glessner Lee died in 1962, all the programs she personally funded at Harvard were shut down, and the nutshell studies were moved to storage where they would have eventually been destroyed if not for her friend and colleague, Russell Fisher, who had, by then, left his position as Professor of Legal Medicine and Pathology at Harvard to become the chief medical examiner for the state of Maryland. He retrieved the dioramas and installed them on the second floor of his office, where they are still taught to this day.
The nutshell studies have left the Maryland office only once in the last fifty-five years—when they were sent to the Smithsonian as a special exhibit. All of them are considered works of art and are still in active use by medical students and police organizations to teach Frances Glessner Lee’s methods of forensic science.
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