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  Although affliction cometh not forth




  of the dust, neither doth trouble




  spring out of the ground;




  Yet man is born unto trouble, as




  the sparks fly upward.




  —JOB 5:6–7




  In the death of a man there is




  no remedy.




  —ETHICS OF SOLOMON
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  Chapter One




  It was five minutes of six and Jesse, putting away his notes on the Brundage divorce, was in the act of rising from his desk when Miss Williams came in, shutting the door after

  her with unnecessary discretion.




  “I’m sorry, Mr. Falkenstein, it’s a Mrs. Lester. She says she’s a friend of your sister’s and will you see her even if she hasn’t an appointment. She looks as

  if there might be money, only—” Miss Williams paused and added, “And I’m sorry, I haven’t quite finished typing Mr. Gardiner’s will, but—”




  Really, some day, thought Jesse, he’d have to get up his courage to fire Miss Williams and acquire an efficient secretary. “Oh? Friend of Fran’s? I suppose I’ll have to

  see her.”




  Thirty seconds later his new client made an awkward entrance, bumping into the door frame, and said breathlessly, “Really, it’s awfully good of you to see me, Mr. Falkenstein—I

  know it’s late—I’ve just been wandering around thinking about it and trying to make up my mind—Fran said you’d know—and I don’t want to, it’s

  a horrible thing to do—suspecting my own husband—but—” She stopped for breath and Jesse seized his chance.




  “Mrs. Lester? Sit down, won’t you? And if you’d just tell me what it’s about?”




  “Oh, thank you. I know I’m an idiot at explaining things,” she said humbly. She sat down in the client’s chair. She’d be about Fran’s age, he thought, late

  twenties, and she wasn’t a pretty or graceful young woman. She must be all of five foot nine, and built on generous lines, full-bosomed, wide-hipped. But if she wasn’t pretty, she

  wasn’t exactly homely either: it was an individual face, a prominent but straight nose, wide jaw, high cheekbones, a somehow pleasant wide mouth. Magnificent teeth, he thought: even and very

  white. She was a strawberry blonde, with a lot of rather untidy hair, wiry-curly, to her shoulders. And she did indeed have a vaguely opulent look about her: she wore her tailored navy-blue suit

  badly, but it was an expensive one, and on her left hand was a good-sized diamond solitaire next to a wide gold wedding ring, on her right a large emerald-cut sapphire. Her hands weren’t

  pretty either: square, capable-looking hands nearly as large as a man’s. She looked at him apologetically; her eyes were very blue. “Fran said you’d know. I just ran into her by

  accident, in the restaurant at Bullocks’, this noon—I was so glad to see her—Fran’s always so practical. I just don’t know what I’d have done without Fran at

  school. We were at Rossmore together.”




  “Oh,” said Jesse. The rather expensive private academy where Fran had gone after elementary school. Somewhere in Mrs. Lester’s background was money. “What’s the

  problem?” he asked.




  “Oh, it’s awful even to think about,” she said distractedly. “Just awful. Glen. And the baby only a year old—but I thought, maybe that’s it. The baby.

  I mean, he does take a lot of time, I don’t believe in nursemaids, Mr. Falkenstein, that is, not all the time. I mostly take all the care of him. Of course we send out the laundry, and I

  don’t mean we never leave him with a nurse—but maybe I’ve been sort of neglecting Glen without realizing? Because Patty would know, of course—my goodness, she knows Glen,

  they’re good friends of ours, we went to dinner there just last week—and she said it was Glen. With this blonde girl. Having lunch at this place downtown. And it was twice she

  saw them, just this week. Patty’s a good friend of mine, she wasn’t being catty, she just thought I ought to know. And he’s been acting so funny—not like Glen—and if I

  ask him if anything’s the matter, he just says nothing, he’s worried about the business. His agency. He owns—I mean he’s got the dealership, I think that’s how they

  say it—that big Chevrolet agency on Wilshire. Lester’s Motors.” She stopped again.




  Jesse felt faint surprise. A big agency like that wasn’t as a rule owned by a young man. He said, “But what exactly did you—”




  “Oh, I’m sorry. I just don’t know where I am,” she said, dabbing at her eyes with a wrinkled handkerchief produced from her brassiere. “It’s a horrible

  idea, to have your own husband shadowed by a detective, and anyway I don’t know any. Fran said you would. So I can find out if there is—I mean if he’s been—seeing

  this other woman. Glen—it’s not like Glen, but they always say the wife’s the last to know, don’t they? And I knew it’d be no use to ask Daddy’s

  lawyer, he just knows about mineral rights and land contracts and like that, and I never had any reason to go to a lawyer—and I don’t know a thing about private detectives, but when I

  told Fran all about it at lunch and the queer way Glen’s been acting, she said—”




  “Oh. You want—yes,” said Jesse. “And if you should find out you’ve cause for a divorce suit, would you—”




  “Divorce?” she said, recoiling. “Oh, my goodness, no! Divorce Glen? Of course not. He’s Catholic anyway, he wouldn’t— Why, the baby’s only

  a year old! I just want to find out. Because there’s something wrong. Glen’s been acting so—”




  “Mmh,” said Jesse, sitting up. “I can recommend a good agency, Mrs. Lester. One you can trust to do an efficient job. But it wouldn’t be cheap,”




  “That doesn’t matter. Daddy transferred a lot of money into my name when the Grandiflora started operating. The molybdenum one up in Oregon,” she said absently. “If Daddy

  heard about all this he’d have a fit. Just a fit. He gets along with Glen all right mostly, but I don’t suppose he’d have really liked anybody I married.” She looked

  at Jesse appealingly “C-Could you do all the arranging? With the private detective?”




  “If you like. Call now,” said Jesse. “See if they can get right on it. They’re usually pretty busy.” He picked up the phone and asked Miss Williams to get him Tom

  Garrett Associates. Within a minute he was talking to Garrett.




  “I’m sorry as hell, we just haven’t a man free right now, Mr. Falkenstein. If you’d like to check back tomorrow—or Monday—we might be able to take it on

  then.”




  Jesse relayed that to Mrs. Lester, who chewed one thumbnail. Most of her lipstick had come off, and she needed a manicure; Jesse tried, and failed, to connect her with svelte smart Fran.

  “Oh, dear,” she said. “Don’t you know another one?”




  “Sorry, I’m not a criminal lawyer. Do know these people are good—and discreet. And a couple of days’ delay—”




  “Oh, I suppose so. All right. But you will let me know? Only don’t call after nine at night, he’s home then. Usually. It’s just so funny—Glen not like himself at

  all.” She stood up, tugging at her skirt, tucking her untidy white blouse into the skirt band. “Oh, you haven’t even got our address—I am an idiot—it’s

  Dorrington Avenue in West Hollywood.”




  Money, all right. Glen, or Daddy, or both. A big agency like that would doubtless show a nice profit. Jesse wrote down the address and phone number, got the address of the agency on Wilshire.

  “Now, just to—mmh—expedite this and help the detective spot him when we do get one on the job, Mrs. Lester, I’d better have a description of your husband. To pass

  on.”




  “Of Glen? Oh, dear, I feel so—yes, I suppose so—it’s just awful. Glen’s never—you know—been that kind of man. But I’d just like to

  know. Well, he’s—he’s older than me, you know—than I, I mean—he’s nearly forty-four. He’s just six feet, and thin—only he’s built well,

  and he’s got black hair parted on the left side and blue eyes and a nice straight nose and thick eyebrows—and he usually wears dark suits and—”




  “All right, that’s fine,” said Jesse. “I’ll check back with Garrett and we’ll get it set up. I’ll be in touch with you, Mrs. Lester.”




  “Th-thank you. I just—it’s just, I’d like to know. But it’s an awful thing to—but Patty said it was Glen, and he’s been acting

  so—”




  “Yes, we’ll find out,” said Jesse soothingly. “I’ll be in touch with you.”




  Still dithering, she bumped into the door jamb again, thanked him four times over, and finally took herself out. Jesse shoved the notes he’d taken into one corner of the desk blotter and

  went out himself. Miss Williams was just covering her typewriter.




  “I’ll come in in the morning and finish that will, Mr. Falkenstein—I don’t mind the overtime, I just don’t know how I got so far behind.”




  Jesse told her, with a mental sigh, that that’d be all right. He waited for the elevator, rode down, and sought the Ford in the parking lot up Vine Street. It was an overcast, gray

  November Friday, rain threatening now, and he’d looked forward to a relatively peaceful weekend.




  When he came in the back door of the house on Rockledge Road, Nell called to him from the living room. He walked down the hall and surveyed the scene sardonically. “Sybarites,” he

  said.




  Miss Frances Falkenstein, small, slim, dark, and svelte in an emerald knit sheath, was lying back in the largest armchair sipping a glass of sherry. Nell, who still looked beautiful to Jesse,

  four months pregnant or not, his lovely Nell with her uncut hair in its usual big chignon, was ensconced in the chair opposite, also sipping sherry. Athelstane the mastiff leaned his bulk on her

  legs, begging to have his stomach massaged. There was a roaring, crackling fire on the hearth. “Don’t tell me,” said Jesse, going across to kiss Nell, “you’ve quit

  that job at last?”




  “I’m still fond of eating,” said Fran shortly. “No, I haven’t. I’m entitled to some time off, after all. I’ve spent most of the day supervising

  photographers taking shots of the window displays at Bullocks’, and I needed some common-sensible company. I think designers are all fags who hate women. Some of the new clothes—”

  She shut her eyes and finished the sherry.




  And Nell said, before he could ask, “I’m fine. Just fine. Having babies seems to agree with me.”




  “All very well, but you lazing around over sherry—what about my dinner? You starting to neglect me?”




  “It’s in the oven. Beef and mushroom casserole. Sit down and relax—have some sherry. It is,” said Nell, “a nice night to be in, with a fire.” It was beginning

  to rain, the patter on the roof louder every moment.




  “Sherry,” said Jesse with loathing, and drifted out to the kitchen to build himself a bourbon and water. Coming back, he said to Fran, “And thanks so much for the new client.

  Where on earth did you pick up the Lester female?”




  “Oh, did she come? Good,” said Fran, sitting up. “I wasn’t sure she’d dither away trying to make up her mind and never do anything at all. Poor Lynn—I really

  thought she’d got lucky at last.”




  “Said you were at school together.”




  “That’s right. She—”




  “Dithery female, all right. Country bumpkin female,” said Jesse, lowering his lank self to the raised hearth and sipping his drink. Athelstane abandoned Nell temporarily to wash

  Jesse’s face; Jesse dodged him expertly.




  “Poor Lynn,” said Fran again. “You know I always pick up the lame ducks. It was the same at school. I felt so sorry for the poor kid. She’d had no kind of bringing

  up—her mother died when she was just a baby, and the father, I gather, is one of these diamonds in the rough. Which isn’t a bad simile—he’s in mining. Struck it rich and

  never looked back. Which is how little Lynnette—of all names—happened to land at the Rossmore Academy, straight from a series of mining camps I think. Well, you’ve seen

  her. She never could dress—there’s always the slip showing or her collar over her ear—you could put a Dior creation on her and she’d look like Little Orphan Annie,”

  said Fran mournfully. “And she could be—mmh, handsome, in a way, if she’d try.”




  “Brunhild,” said Jesse.




  “The type. And she’s got lovely hair, that gorgeous color, if she’d do anything with it. Oh, I used to try with her. Get her interested, smarten her up—that last couple

  of years at school. But she was terribly shy, too, which didn’t help. Not popular, of course—with girls or boys. I was never so surprised in my life when she called me up and

  said she was getting married and would I be a bridesmaid. And,” said Fran darkly, stretching out her slim legs and observing her small, neatly shod feet in their black alligator pumps,

  “I think that’s the fatal mistake I made. They do say, three times a bridesmaid, never a bride. And that was the third time round for me.”




  Nell laughed. “Don’t be superstitious. I still say you ought to get Jesse to ask him if his intentions are honorable.”




  Jesse grinned. “Shall I catch him between homicides and ask him, Fran? Bowl him over and let him know his career girl decided she’d prefer the domestic life?”




  Fran snorted. “That—that cop!” she said with feeling.




  “I never thought I’d see the day,” said Nell amusedly.




  “But this ugly duckling,” said Jesse, “returning to our muttons—she did get herself a man? I gather Daddy’s loaded. That the reason?”




  “Funnily enough,” said Fran slowly, “I didn’t think so. I’d run into them here and there—we still know some of the same people—if not very often. I

  don’t really know the man, but I must say when she started weeping on my shoulder today I was surprised, Jesse, because he certainly never struck me as the philandering type. They’ve

  been married, let’s see, about three or four years. He’s more the—oh, all-business and very upright type, and I always thought he seemed genuinely fond of her. Maybe no great

  romance, but really fond of her.”




  “He’s a good deal older.”




  “Fifteen or sixteen years, I think. Maybe the only kind apt to go for her.” Fran looked at him directly. “She’s a very nice girl, Jesse. A good girl. Dithery maybe, but

  something awfully nice about her. And not as weak as she sounds. She’s got a temper, I’ve seen it blow off. I just met her father once—she was Lynnette Gannon—and

  she’s terribly like him. To look at, and maybe other ways. Daddy’s a tough old boy, I’d say. And Lynn so crazy about the baby—it’s a little boy—I really thought

  she was having some luck at last. And now—” She shrugged. “But Glen Lester chasing the blondes—I wouldn’t have said he was the type.”




  “Is there a type?” asked Nell cynically.




  “Tempest in a teapot maybe.” Jesse rattled the ice cubes in his glass. It was now pouring a steady torrent outside, and the crackling of the fire sounded warm and cozy.

  “She’ll spend a few hundred bucks to find out he’s worried about his income tax and the beautiful blonde’s his tax consultant’s secretary. She did say he’d told

  her he’s worried about business.”




  “And that could be,” agreed Fran. “I hope it is. What I’ve heard about him, he’s one of these men all wrapped up in business. And the reason I say I don’t

  think it was entirely Daddy’s money that attracted him to Lynn, I gather he’s done right well for himself.”




  “Yes. Money answereth all things—up to a point,” said Jesse.




  “Stay for dinner, Fran?” asked Nell. “There’s plenty.” Lynnette Lester and her problems were tacitly dismissed.




  “I’d love to but I can’t—you know how hectic the first of the month always is, and I’ve got a date with the layout staff.” Fran got up and stretched.

  “And very fed up I am getting with the silly job.” As one of the editors of a West Coast fashion magazine, Fran might easily have doubled as one of the models; but since Sergeant Andrew

  Clock had entered her life, the career had lost its appeal. “And I am not getting any younger,” she added plaintively.




  The Falkensteins rocked with laughter. The spectacle of Fran, who had discovered at about the age of five that anything male was putty in her hands, coming up against the solid New England rock

  of Andrew Clock was (as Nell had said privately to Jesse) gratifying.




  “You’ll get soaked,” said Nell as Fran picked up her tweed coat.




  “I was a Girl Scout,” said Fran gloomily, pulling a plastic hood from her coat pocket. “Be prepared. I’ll just make a dash for it. See you—take care,

  Nell—mind the baby.”




  “It’ll all come right,” said Nell as they watched her dash to her car parked in front. “Comedy of errors right now, with Andrew convinced she’s the dedicated career

  girl.”




  “Um,” said Jesse. “Hope so. Like to see her settled down with Andrew—a good man. You think so?”




  “Bound to come out all right, darling. He’s crazy about her after all.”




  “But—all wrapped up in his homicides. When is he going to wake up and realize she’s crazy about him?”




  “Journeys end in lovers’ meeting,” said Nell vaguely. “I’ll start the salad. Everything else is ready.”




  At the moment, Clock was indeed surrounded by homicides, and feeling harried. Besides a new anonymous corpse, a holdup over on First with a clerk shot dead, the latest suicide,

  and a week-old rape-strangling of a teen-age girl in Pershing Square—and even a not-very-respectable teen-ager should have known better than to be wandering around there at ten o’clock

  at night—he now had, this Saturday noon, another D.O.A., a traffic accident at the intersection of Hoover and Alvarado. Probably another fool drunk; at any rate, he’d rammed a new

  Plymouth into the side of a building there. People! thought Clock savagely, reading the initial report of Patrolman Oliver Curry. He just hoped nothing else new would turn up today, but weekends

  generally saw a certain amount of hell raised and something probably would. He initialed the report. There was also that three-week-old homicide, a very anonymous one, of the night watchman in the

  warehouse over on Third Street. A homicide committed in the course of a burglary—not much of a haul the burglar had got, either. Furs mostly, and that and several other things said that it

  had been a very pro job. A pro who had a pet fence. No latents at the scene, the watchman knocked on the head with a flashlight or a piece of pipe or something like that, and he’d had a thin

  skull and died of it. Which had probably not been intended, but there it was. Not one single damn lead on that—it would probably end up in Pending.




  And Clock would take no bets that something new wouldn’t be coming along.




  “Pete,” he said, getting up, “I’m going over to see that witness in the liquor store holdup. You’d better see if you can pry anything else out of some pals of that

  Sonia Bradley’s.”




  “O.K.,” said Detective Petrovsky amiably.




  Jesse duly checked back with the detective agency, and on Monday at noon was told they could start a tail on Glen Lester tomorrow. If that was still on the agenda. Thinking of

  that dithery female—but a nice girl—Lynn Lester, Jesse sighed and said he’d better check back. He called Mrs. Lester.




  “Oh,” she said. “Oh, well, I think—Yes, I do want to. It’s not like Glen. He’s so queer and preoccupied. And he always seemed so absolutely crazy about

  little Pat, but just lately— And I know Fran always says most psychiatrists need their heads read more than their patients, but I was reading this article the other day, it said about men in

  their forties—and sometimes a woman pays so much attention to the children she—but Glen’s never been like that—you know—after other women! Three years and a month

  we’ve been married and it’s perfectly horrible to suspect—but I—”




  “Then you definitely want the detective put on him?” Jesse interrupted her of necessity.




  A little breathy gasp. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I do. I want to know.”




  “All right. Shall we say for a week, to start with? Something should show in that time if there’s anything to show.”




  “Yes,” she said faintly. “All right.”




  “They’ll want a retainer. Say a hundred bucks.”




  “All right,” she said more firmly. “I’ll—I’ll put it in the mail right away.”




  As he put down the phone Miss Williams looked in. “Mr. Gardiner’s here to sign his will, Mr. Falkenstein. And—”




  “Right—shove him in.” Jesse stood up. As she opened the door to usher the client in, he saw he had another visitor, placidly smoking a long cigar—elderly, fat, untidy Mr.

  Edgar Walters. He grinned and waved at him over equally elderly Mr. Gardiner’s head.




  The Homicide office, Central Headquarters, had indeed had this and that turn up over the weekend—a hot lead on the rape-strangling, another anonymous corpse, and a brawl

  in a bar ending with the demise of one participant. True, they had got the other corpse identified, an old wino dead of a heart attack. But there was always something new coming in, and Clock was

  not surprised—though it added to his feeling of harassment—when he came into the office at eight o’clock on Tuesday morning to find a brand-new homicide, just reported a few

  minutes ago.




  Reported by a respectable stockbroker named Roger Shaw, coming to work earlier than usual. Over on Spring Street. A body in a car, along the curb there. The patrolmen taking the call had

  promptly informed Homicide.




  “Oh, hell,” said Clock; but he went to look at it, with Petrovsky.




  The car was a late-model four-door Chevy, a dignified navy blue. The body was that of a man, disheveled looking now but originally well dressed—good quality suit, tie, shirt, shoes. The

  man had been shot, rather obviously, through the body. There wasn’t much blood. There was a gun on the front floor of the car—an old but serviceable Colt forty-five.




  The expected little crowd had collected, even at that hour, and the squad-car men were keeping people back from the curb. Petrovsky produced a plastic bag and carefully nudged the Colt into it

  for the lab.




  “So who was he?” Clock sighed. “Or, at least, who owns the car?” He went round to the driver’s side—the body was sprawled over into the front

  passenger’s seat—and ducked into the car, the door there shut but not latched so he didn’t have to touch it. The registration was there, all kosher, clipped to the sun visor;

  evidently the owner of the car had not heard about the latest police recommendation that the registration be carried concealed, as protection from would-be burglars collecting addresses of more

  opulent-looking drivers. He got out his notebook and copied down the name and address. The ambulance arrived.




  “So,” said Clock, “we go and see if there’s any family maybe to make the identification.” Just for the record, noting the place the body was found, he glanced

  across the sidewalk at the nearest building entrance, THE MCDOWELL BUILDING, 1928, said a neat brass plate beside the entrance. He copied that down in his notebook. He

  radioed a request to base for a tow truck to bring in the Chevy, after a mobile lab unit had finished taking pictures and so on. He said to Petrovsky, “Come on.”




  Jesse had just seen a client out, at about two o’clock on Tuesday afternoon—a divorce case due to come before the bench some time next week—when Miss Williams

  looked in and said agitatedly, “It’s that Mrs. Lester, Mr. Falkenstein—on the phone. She sounds—well, I couldn’t make head or tail of it—but she says it’s

  very urgent and—”




  Jesse thought, Sisters. Well, Fran said, a nice girl—and he was inclined to think so too. If unlucky. “O.K.,” he said. “Put her through.” He sat down at his desk

  and picked up the phone.




  Immediately it panicked at him, in a high voice. “Oh, Mr. Falkenstein! Oh—and I never had a lawyer and Daddy’s lawyer isn’t any good, he’s only for the

  mineral—even Daddy said so—and he’s heard of you, Daddy I mean, how you’ve been in murder cases before—murder—and oh, my God, it’s

  Glen—my darling Glen, he’s dead, shot, I don’t believe it but— And the police— And I had a terrible row with him last night, and Daddy had another

  row with him right after, and Uncle George too, because he’d told the truth to that Mr. Colby—that was just like Glen, and of course Daddy and Uncle George were just

  furious—and, oh, Mr. Falkenstein, the policeman said about our rights and all and how we could have a lawyer—and Daddy said, Presently, only before that he’d said about hearing

  about you before and if you’d—and oh, Mr. Falkenstein, they’ve got Daddy and Uncle George in there qu-questioning them and—”




  “Mrs. Lester?” he said sharply. “Where are you?”




  “Oh, at police headquarters, and this terrible policeman—they said homicide—my darling Glen!” She began to sob, and the phone was set down hard; he heard confused

  noises, and then Clock’s sardonic dry voice with its faint remnant of New England accent.




  “Jesse? Another of your clients appears to be involved in a homicide. You like to come and make like Sherlock Holmes some more?”




  “I’ll be down,” said Jesse. “Not to play detective—that’s your job. When have I ever encroached? I gather you’ve informed them about all their rights.

  Like a good cop.”




  “Punctilious, that’s me. We’ll wait for you. It looks all up in the air, but a little interesting. Ramifications.”




  “Oh, yes? I’ll be there,” said Jesse. He hadn’t any appointments until four o’clock. Interesting? He went down the hall and pushed the button for the elevator.

  Interesting? Mr. Glen Lester, the philanderer (question mark) shot— And Fran said, the nice girl, but she took after Daddy—Daddy the tough old boy. And apparently both Lynnette (of all

  names) and Daddy implicated. Not to mention Uncle George.




 





  Chapter Two




  By the time Jesse got down to the Homicide office, Lynnette Lester had collapsed and been taken down to First Aid under the care of two policewomen. “Flighty sort of

  female,” said Clock to Jesse, meeting him in the anteroom. “Though I don’t suppose I’m seeing her at her best, at that.” He shrugged his wide shoulders, fingering his

  prognathous jaw.




  “And I’d better warn you,” said Jesse, “she’s a friend of Fran’s, Andrew. Who says she’s a nice girl.”




  Clock’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that a fact? That’s how come you’re her lawyer, I suppose. Recently?”




  “Never laid eyes on her until last Friday.”




  “And what’d she want then?” Clock offered him a cigarette.




  Jesse sighed. “She was afraid her husband was playing around—reportedly seen lunching with a strange blonde, twice in the same place. She was upset. Dithering around about having him

  tailed to find out for sure. Matter of fact, I had it set up with Garrett Associates to start a tail on him tomorrow.”




  “Now you don’t tell me. Damnation, if that’d been set up earlier we’d likely have X under lock and key by now. That’s all you can tell me?”




  “Every last thing, except Fran says he didn’t have that kind of reputation—the philanderer—and didn’t look the type. All business. He was older than Lynnette by a

  good bit.”




  “That says nothing, really.” Clock inhaled thoughtfully.




  “So what have you got? What happened to him?”




  “He was shot,” said Clock, “and we can’t say when or where. Body in his own car, a new Chevy, down in the nine-hundred block on Spring. Provisionally the interns said he

  died about ten P.M., but he could have lived a while after he was shot. The autopsy’ll give us more, of course. And having looked at a few bodies, I can say he could

  have been moved. It could have happened right there, or somewhere else. There wasn’t much external bleeding. Gun in the car—a Colt forty-five. The lab’s got it, and they’ll

  be going over the car. We just got to the family about an hour ago—nobody at the address on West Hollywood we got from the registration, and it wasn’t until Pete checked back a while

  ago that he found a neighbor home. She said Mrs. Lester might have gone to see her father, they were pretty close and he’d just come back to town after a trip—knew his name, Patrick

  Gannon, and that he lived in Westwood. Presto, there she was. And what I got out of her right away sort of interested me in Gannon. And—”




  “And Uncle George? Who is Uncle George?” asked Jesse plaintively.




  Clock smiled. “Gannon’s partner, I surmise. George Westerly. I was just about to hear what they’ve got to say. You’re welcome to sit in if you’d like.” He led

  the way down to an interrogation room.




  The minute they walked in, both the men waiting there began talking. “Who’s taking care of my daughter? Is she being looked after? Where have you—” “She ought to be

  in the hospital.”




  “Mr. Gannon. Mr. Westerly,” said Clock, “Mrs. Lester is being looked after, you needn’t worry about her.”




  “Worry about her!” roared the bigger man. “When she’s all broken up over that bastard—she feels things, my little Lynnette—I ought to be—”




  “Sit down, sir, please. This is Mr. Falkenstein, Mrs. Lester’s attorney. If you’ll—”




  “And how’d she happen to know you?” asked Gannon abruptly, transferring his attention to Jesse. “She never mentioned you to me before. She go to you? What

  for?”




  “My sister’s a friend of Mrs. Lester’s,” said Jesse mildly. “They went to school together.” If they got into the beautiful blonde thing right now, likely

  Clock wouldn’t get anything relevant out of the man otherwise. He looked at Gannon with interest. A man to reckon with, any time. Little Lynnette took after Daddy all right. He must be at

  least six four, still a handsome man in his sixties, the prominent nose and wide jaw, and he had a crest of white hair, the silver-white shade that red hair turns so often, and it was as wirily

  curly as Lynnette’s. He was well-dressed in an Oxford-gray suit, white shirt, a rather bold green-and-gold tie—but he was something more and less than the conventional businessman.




  “Oh,” he said. “Oh. Falkenstein—by God, I do remember Lynnie talking about a girl by that name at school. Forgotten all about it. I see. Heard of you, I have. Been mixed

  up in a couple of murder cases—got some people off.”




  “Coincidence, Mr. Gannon. Not a criminal lawyer. And the police don’t like making mistakes. You like me to sit in on this?”




  “I would,” said Gannon.




  “Purely as an observer,” said Jesse in a small voice.




  Gannon grinned ferociously. “Don’t want to get stuck with me? Look, what the hell have I done? What the hell’s this all about?”




  “Pat,” said Westerly quietly. He was about Gannon’s age, not as big but not a small man, balding, with a British-looking heavy mustache. Uncle George, thought Jesse.

  They’d been partners a long time, then? Knew each other pretty well. Gannon swiveled to look at Westerly.




  “No sweat, George,” he said ruefully. “I guess we stand the grilling. How the hell should we know Glen’d run into a mugger or whatever? You couldn’t see from your

  desk, but the office door was open and there were a couple of cleaning women in the hall. When we were having the row. The cops’d get to ’em sooner or later—they’re no fools

  in this town.” He sat down and spread his big hands on his knees.




  Westerly said, “Oh, my God,” and shut his eyes.




  “All right, Mr. Gannon,” said Clock. “When I spoke to your daughter, she told me that Mr. Lester had an appointment with you at your office downtown last night—with you

  and Mr. Westerly. Your office is, I think, on Spring Street—in the McDowell Building.”




  Gannon said expressionlessly, “That’s right.”




  “What was the meeting about, Mr. Gannon?”




  “Business,” said Gannon shortly. “George and I are G. and W. Mining and Assaying. Sounds important, but we’re about the extent of the personnel. We keep a

  hole-in-the-wall office here for records and such. Glen wanted some advice on mining stocks. That’s all.”




  “You could have advised him about that anywhere, couldn’t you?”




  “Sure. He wanted to see maps and assay records. That was why we met in the office. Set it up Sunday night—he and Lynnie had dinner at my place. I just got back to town on

  Thursday.”




  “And Mr. Westerly was there too—Sunday night?”




  “Sure. Both Sunday night and last night. If you ask me,” said Gannon, “it was just some punk. Going for Glen for what he had on him, when Glen came down to his car.

  Likeliest thing. Spring is a morgue after six when all the brokerages close.”




  “So when did Lester show up and what happened?” asked Clock, not commenting on that. Detective Petrovsky had drifted in.




  Gannon spread his hands. He said frankly, “A row. A hell of a row. You’d hear about it from the cleaning women—and I told Lynnie too, and she’s like me—we never

  know enough to keep our mouths shut. I better tell you about it straight. It—”




  “Oh, Lord, Pat, it sounds so damn rough,” said Westerly. “Bad. When it was just—”




  “Business,” said Gannon. “And that damn self-righteous bastard—” He looked angry. “Cost us a good hundred grand—”




  “You didn’t like your son-in-law, Mr. Gannon?” asked Clock.




  Gannon laughed rather savagely, but his blue eyes were rueful. “Look, Sergeant, I’m not so dumb about people just because I had only six grades of school. I reckon I wouldn’t

  have really liked any husband Lynnie picked—never thought anybody was really good enough for her. She’s my only one and her mother died before she was a year old. But she was crazy

  about Glen and anything Lynnie wanted was O.K. by me. All right. So long as he was good to her and all that, O.K. So far as I knew, he was. Had been. If I’d ever thought he wasn’t

  treating her right—” His mouth pulled tight and hard. “No, we got along all right, Glen and me. I was sort of surprised when she picked a guy so much older, and he was a

  Catholic, which I didn’t so much go for, but—”




  “You’re Irish, Mr. Gannon? I should have thought—”




  “We’re not all R.C.,” said Gannon, “so automatic. I was raised Presbyterian, but I haven’t got all that use for any damn church. But so long as he didn’t

  pressure Lynnie into— That doesn’t matter.”




  “The row last night,” said Clock. “Let’s hear about it.” Gannon was silent for a moment, rubbing one hand over his well-shaven jaw. He had rough workman’s

  hands, belying his natty clothes. “Yeah, well,” he said, “make a long story short, there’s this parcel of land over in Nevada. Forty-two acres. I was out having a look

  round—that’s what we do, you see, always looking around. For the color. For a lot of things—that most people don’t know is worth money. Sometimes big money. People think,

  gold and silver, but there’s a lot of other things worth looking for too. Molybdenum—copper—tungsten—” He waved a hand in impatient gesture. “That’s our

  business. Finding the stuff—new sources—and getting it out. Or dickering over the rights. All right, there’s copper on that parcel of land. I think a lot of it. So I found out who

  owned the parcel, and I came back here to dicker for it. With this Colby. He lives here.”




  “Yes?” said Clock. Westerly had shut his eyes again and was looking miserable.




  “Look,” said Gannon. “Business. You try to buy low and sell high, no? This Colby hadn’t a clue. He got left the land about six months back by his

  grandfather—he’s never seen it. He doesn’t know anything about it. He’s a bookkeeper at a supermart chain—a city man. To him, it’s a little piece of wild land

  with sagebrush and coyotes on it, that’s all. I said to George, we can buy it probably for a thousand bucks, no fooling around about mineral rights. I had a date set up with Colby for Monday

  morning—yesterday—tell him I was maybe going to build a resort, a dude ranch. But Glen must have heard me telling Lynnie about it on Thursday. I went to see her soon as I got into town,

  naturally, and Glen came in right after I did. Only thing I can figure.”




  “If you’d just understand,” said Westerly, “that it was just business. Naturally you make the best deal you can.”




  “What does a bookkeeper know about assaying, for God’s sake?” Gannon gestured again. “But what does that goddamn self-righteous upright Christian do but look up

  Colby—interfering in my business—and tell him! Tell him what I’m really after and what the damn land is worth.” His face reddened. “Oh, I figured it out afterward!

  I’d told Lynnie where this Colby worked, what he was, and I guess Glen heard that. Looked him up and— Sure, sure, we heard enough from Glen last night about that, he thinks it’s

  an underhand deal and all, we’re about to cheat this innocent guy, and— Hell, he’s so smug and upright, he naturally tells Colby not to let on how he found out, but Colby was kind

  of all upset about it and he did. Told us Glen had told him. Holding us up for a hundred grand—”




  “I see,” said Clock. “Business. And so—”




  “Look, it’s every man for himself,” said Gannon, and Westerly nodded tiredly. “Look, Sergeant, if you came by a piece of land somewhere where there were mines

  around—any kind of mines—and you didn’t have sense enough to have it gone over by the experts, I’d kind of figure you deserved it if there was gold or something under it and

  you sold it for a dollar an acre.”




  “That’s a point,” said Clock dryly. “So when Mr. Lester showed up last night to hear your advice about mining stocks, you had this row instead?”




  Gannon nodded. “We were all mad about it. Naturally. Wouldn’t you have been? We all said this and that. Glen was very damn upright and scrupulous with our money—but you

  don’t tell me any man gets hold of a quarter of a million to invest without some sharp dealing.”




  “He had that much?” asked Clock, surprised.




  “It was a figure mentioned,” said Westerly.




  “All right. What time did he get there?”




  The partners consulted each other mutely. “About nine, give or take a few minutes,” said Gannon. “Yes, we were both there already.”




  “And when did he leave?”




  “About nine forty, I guess. Didn’t notice exactly—we’d been too busy swearing at each other. About then.”




  “And you and Mr. Westerly stayed on?”




  “That’s right. For—oh, about twenty minutes, talking it over. I thought it was worth buying even at Colby’s figure, George wasn’t so sure. We ended up deciding

  he’d go take a look at it—he hadn’t seen it yet.”




  “You were together in your office until about ten o’clock?”
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