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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
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Perverse disputings of men of corrupt minds, and destitute of the truth, supposing that gain is godliness: from such withdraw thyself . . .




  For we brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out.




  And having food and raiment let us be therewith content.




  But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition.




  For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.




  I Timothy 5–10
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  Chapter One




  Jesse had seen the old man only once, and that had been six and a half years ago. That had been in the rather dingy old office out on Vine Street, with Miss Williams

  ineffectually pottering around pretending to be a legal secretary; and in those days he had sometimes taken Saturday morning appointments, still building a practice. It had been a Saturday morning

  he had seen Jan Vanderveer.




  When Miss Williams had peered into his office and said, “The eleven o’clock appointment’s here, Mr. Falkenstein,” he had gotten up automatically to welcome the new

  client. In the little anteroom was a tall old man and a youngish woman.




  The old man stood up promptly; the woman half-rose and he turned on her peremptorily. “You just wait, Dulcie.”




  “Yes, Papa.” She was perhaps in her early thirties, a plumpish brown-haired young woman, round-faced, nondescript.




  The old man came into the office and sat down abruptly in the client’s chair. He was tall and gaunt, once a powerful man but stooped a little with age; he had a keen hawk-nosed face, and

  his voice was sharp and sure. He was shabbily dressed in an old-fashioned gray suit with a vest, his shirt collar frayed. He regarded Jesse sardonically and said, “I’ll bet you’ll

  never guess why I picked you. Haven’t had any dealings with a lawyer in years. Tried nine of ’em, see? Your gal quoted me the lowest price—thirty-five dollars to make a

  will.”




  Jesse returned the sardonic grin. “That’s for a simple straightforward will, Mr. Vanderveer. Anything complicated, it might be more.”




  “Better not be—I got the firm quote. It’ll be simple, all right.” Vanderveer scowled and passed a hand over his largely bald head. “Howie said I ought to have a

  will, and he’s right, but dammit, it’s hell to know what to do. It is hell to get old, and nobody sensible to leave it to. If the wife had ever had a boy—but she never, just the

  two girls, and women are all fools about money. Hen-brained, the lot of them. I want it all left in trust, only thing to do, dammit.”




  Jesse prepared to take notes. “Damn it,” said Vanderveer, interrupting his first question querulously, “it wouldn’t make sense, appoint Howie—partners for

  thirty-seven years we were, but he’s only five years younger than me. If he and Flo had ever had a boy—but they never had any at all. I don’t trust banks more than halfway, but I

  know Semons at Security, he’s an honest man and only forty-odd. Thought about it, and I guess that’s the only thing to do. Everything in trust, that branch of

  Security-Pacific—Hollywood Boulevard.” He sounded dissatisfied. He told Jesse the names of the legatees absently: his wife, Myra, his daughter Dulcie.




  “You mentioned another daughter, Mr. Vanderveer?”




  “Marcia. Hah. She needn’t expect anything, running off with that damn lah-de-dah college professor. She’s provided for—made her own bed.”




  Jesse regarded him soberly. “I’d advise you to leave her a token legacy at least,” he said. “If you pass her over entirely, it could be grounds to contest the

  will—a direct blood heir.” People did come all sorts.




  “Hah!” said Vanderveer with a rather wolfish grin. “Marcia’d know better than that. But come to think”—he gnawed at a thumbnail

  thoughtfully—“could be that damn prissy professor might not. You think so, hah? Leave her a hundred dollars and it’d have to stand? All right, make it like that.”




  Jesse got the name, Mrs. Marcia Coleman, an address in Claremont. The Vanderveer address was on Kingsley in Hollywood. “And a list of the property—exactly what does it consist

  of?”




  “None of your damned business,” said Vanderveer testily. “You just put down, ‘everything of which I die possessed’—that’s the legal phrase, isn’t

  it? Good enough?” Jesse admitted it would be legal, if not altogether desirable. “All right, you put it down like that. And that’s all.” His thin lips worked a little.

  “Hell to get old,” he muttered. “Never made a will before, but Howie said I ought not to leave it. Otherwise the state taking a piece—damn government.”




  It would be a very simple will. Jesse told him it would be ready to sign on Monday. Vanderveer was annoyed at the delay, and had it pointed out to him that it was noon on Saturday and

  Jesse’s secretary had other work to do. He got up stiffly and Jesse escorted him out. In the front office he said, “Say, one o’clock on Monday, we’ll have it ready for you

  to sign.”




  “If that’s the best you can do,” said Vanderveer sourly.




  The young woman spoke up placatingly. “I can’t take a day off to drive you, Papa. Mr. Klein’s expecting some important calls on Monday—you could take the bus.”




  Vanderveer said grudgingly, “Will say you’re a conscientious gal—’s right, when you’re working for a man, got to give full value.” He gave Jesse a rather

  baleful stare. “The damn D.M.V. took away my license last month—said I couldn’t pass the eye test. Damn nuisance—been driving sixty years without any trouble. All right.

  Monday.” He stalked out, the young woman pattering after him, and Jesse went back to his desk to start drafting the simple will. People did come all sorts; but Mr. Vanderveer struck him as

  the prototype of the fellow of whom it was said, if he couldn’t take it with him he wasn’t going. Except that that was beyond the control of a mere mortal.




  Vanderveer came in that Monday, read over the formal phrases carefully, and carefully signed the will in the large childish scrawl of the uneducated men unaccustomed to penmanship—Jan

  Willem Vanderveer. Jesse said routinely, “It ought to go in your safe-deposit box, if you have one—or if you prefer you can leave it with me.”




  Vanderveer ruminated. “I suppose you might as well keep it,” he said. “Less trouble. All right.” He handed the pages back and stood up.




  Jesse had never seen the man again after he shuffled out of the office that day. And a good deal of water had flowed under the bridge since then. He and Nell had been married, and eighteen

  months ago David Andrew had been born. They had met that old reprobate Edgar Walters, who had died last year and left Jesse quite a respectable amount of money. And Nell had found the sprawling old

  house on an acre of ground up Coldwater Canyon Drive, and had been amusing herself remodeling and redecorating. These days Jesse was established in the new, larger office in the new building on

  Wilshire Boulevard, and pampered by his extremely efficient twin secretaries, Jean and Jimmy (Jamesina) Gordon. Clients and cases had come and gone, some dull and some interesting, and in his

  office safe reposed the wills of a few other clients who preferred the lawyer to have custody; and the name of Jan Vanderveer had faded from his mind.




  Until last Monday when Jean had briefed him on the various appointments for the coming week and mentioned it. “The earliest I could fit him in was at three on Friday, there’s that

  divorce hearing, and the Saunders’ damage suit—you’ll probably be in court on that up to Thursday.”




  “Vanderveer,” said Jesse reflectively.




  “He wouldn’t say what it was about.”




  Jesse vaguely remembered the old fellow, wondering if it was the same one, and forgot about it. As he had expected, they had to postpone the court date on the Lenhoff

  divorce—Lenhoff’s attorney was being sticky about the settlement. He was pleasantly surprised when the damage suit went to the jury early on Thursday afternoon—he had rather

  expected it to trail over into Friday.




  As it was, he found himself at loose ends after lunch on Friday, with only one appointment—another client who wanted a divorce— at four-thirty, after Vanderveer. He was studying the

  latest counteroffer of Lenhoff’s attorney—dammit, the man was worth five or six million, and Rose Lenhoff had put up with his drinking, womanizing, and physical abuse for twenty years,

  he wasn’t going to fob her off with token alimony if Jesse could help it—when William DeWitt came in. He looked wet and annoyed. Southern California was evidently going to have another

  early wet year; at the end of October the second rainstorm had arrived yesterday, and it was drizzling again today. DeWitt, as tall and dark and lean as Jesse, divested himself of his raincoat and

  dumped an account book on Jesse’s desk.




  “Go through the motions,” said Jesse, eying it. “There’s never anything in it, William. Very modest little operation, yours is.”




  “Have to abide by the law,” said DeWitt grumpily. He had finally severed professional connections with the Parapsychology Foundation and formed his own psychic research association;

  with some personal wealth and a few solid backers, he was happily engaged in, as he put it, redoing the basic research of a hundred years ago, with a couple of fairly gifted psychics; and Jesse had

  taken on the official job of treasurer. To maintain nonprofit status, the financial reports had to be made, but there was little work to it, the sums involved minuscule. Jesse shoved the account

  book to one side of his desk, and DeWitt sat down and lit a cigarette.




  “People,” he said. “People! I have had it with this Finch woman. Dammit, I’m sorry for her, but why do these people have to come wasting our time? Well, I can’t say

  that exactly—”




  “What about her?” asked Jesse. “You haven’t mentioned that one before.”




  “That’s right, she only showed up about three weeks back. Yesterday was her third session with Cora—no, fourth.” Cora Delaney was one of the psychics working with him.

  “And an intelligent woman, too—she’s a lawyer in Santa Monica—but the absolute materialist. She’s lost a daughter—only child, girl in the teens, hit-run by a

  drunk driver—and she’s divorced, alone, it hit her hard. She—”




  “Wants some communication, proof the daughter’s still there somewhere. Haven’t any of your tame psychics brought anything through?”




  “Dammit, it’s never one hundred percent evidential—or seldom, as we both know. But both Cora and Wanda have given her some good solid stuff, better than you often get. An

  unusual pet name, childhood memories, a couple of dogs they’d had—what I’d call pretty evidential. And the damn woman—first she’s in floods of tears, darling Lottie,

  and next minute it’s no, I can’t believe it, it’s just telepathy, she’s reading my mind—”




  “People,” said Jesse. “As if telepathy was all that common or easy. Makes you tired.”




  “At least we’ve got the records for the files,” said DeWitt. “But it’s annoying. Puts the medium off some. I brought along the transcript of yesterday’s

  session, in case you’re interested—really quite evidential when you analyze it—” He brought out an untidy bundle of typescript. Miss Duffy’s copy from the tapes was

  impeccable, but DeWitt would cram it into his pockets instead of a briefcase. Jesse eyed it dubiously and said he’d look it over when he had time.




  After half an hour or so DeWitt said he had an appointment with a psychologist at UCLA, and reluctantly took himself off into the rain. Jesse looked over those figures again, told Jean to get

  him Lenhoff’s attorney, and spent forty minutes arguing with him, getting a few grudging concessions. When he put the phone down he glanced at the clock; it was twenty past three. He got up

  and looked out into the front office.




  “Didn’t we have somebody coming in at three?”




  “Mr. Vanderveer,” said Jimmy. “I wish people would be punctual—it throws all the routine out.”




  Jesse sat thinking about the Lenhoff settlement, and an unspecified time later Jean looked in and said, “He hasn’t shown up yet. Should I call to remind him?”




  “Who?” asked Jesse.




  “Mr. Vanderveer,” said Jean patiently. “It’s a quarter of four, and sometimes people do forget appointments.”




  “Oh—yes, you’d better, I suppose,” said Jesse absently.




  She went away, and past the open door he heard her on the phone. Presently her voice went up in excitement. “Oh, yes, sir. Yes, sir, I see. . . . It’s Mr. J. D. Falkenstein, Wilshire

  Boulevard, and of course— Oh, yes, sir, I’ll tell him. . . . Jimmy! You’ll never guess—” They both appeared at the office door, and Jean said, “Oh, Mr.

  Falkenstein—he’s been murdered! That Mr. Vanderveer. That was a police officer answered the phone, and he said Mr. Vanderveer had been killed yesterday, and the police will want to talk

  to you. Of all things!”




  “Well, I’ll be damned,” said Jesse mildly. But of course the crime rate was up, and a lot of innocent citizens were getting killed these days, with the violent ones running

  around loose. At that moment he wasn’t greatly concerned over the murder; what entered his mind was that will. “It was Jan Vanderveer? Jan Willem?”




  “Yes, that was the name—”




  “And when he made the appointment, he didn’t say why he wanted to see me? Well, I don’t suppose it matters now. But dammit, it’ll be some more paper work. We’ve got

  his will on file. I’ll have to see the family, set up a date with the IRS and so forth, get the thing into probate.” He felt the first stirrings of curiosity as to how the old man had

  gotten himself killed. “Murder?”




  “That’s what the officer said.”




  “Be damned,” said Jesse again.




  There wasn’t anything more he could do on the Lenhoff thing today; he’d have to talk to Rose Lenhoff tomorrow, or, no, Monday, see how she felt about the latest offer. He had three

  divorce hearings set for next week, and there should be a court date set for that other damage suit, the Osborne thing, any day—that was going to occupy some time. It couldn’t be

  helped. He could probably get some information about Vanderveer from Clock. He looked at his watch and decided he might as well go home, and left the Gordons chattering about the murder.




  The new house was on a street called Paradise Lane, up Coldwater Canyon, and it was farther to drive from his office. The street was isolated, with only two other houses on it a distance away

  from the big old two-story house at the dead end. The house was on an acre of ground, with a chain-link fence all around it; Nell, expecting him home, had left the gate open, which meant that

  Athelstane was in. Jesse drove through the gate, got out and shut it, parked the Mercedes in the garage next to Nell’s, and went in the back door to the generous old-fashioned service

  porch.




  David Andrew, having mastered the art of walking six months ago, these days usually proceeded at a run; he came pounding across the kitchen excitedly. “Daddy! Kitten!” He hurled

  himself at Jesse. “Kitten!”




  “Oh, my Lord, not now, Davy. Later.” Of all the nursery rhymes Nell recited and sang to him, David Andrew had seized upon the three little kittens and their mittens as his all-time

  favorite and demanded repetition endlessly.




  Nell straightened from the kitchen table and came to kiss him, his lovely Nell with her bright brown hair in its usual fat chignon on her neck, her cheeks a little flushed from the oven heat.

  “For once,” she said, “he’s not talking about those kittens. You’ll never believe it, Jesse, but I’ve discovered Athelstane’s secret.”




  They had moved in a month ago, and it was only last weekend that Jesse had finished shelving all the books and stereo records. Gradually they were settling in, and Nell had

  nearly stopped changing furniture around in the living room.




  At first, when Athelstane, the mastiff, had taken to vanishing for hours at a time, they had supposed he was simply investigating his new domain. There was lawn and shrubbery at the front of the

  house, a good-sized covered patio, and a little more lawn at the back; but a good half acre there had been left wild, with a tall old stand of eucalyptus trees, a place any dog might spend time

  investigating. But Athelstane was a people-oriented dog, and when he continued to disappear for most of every afternoon, they had begun to be curious.




  This afternoon it hadn’t started raining until about one-thirty, and Nell had gone out after lunch, while Davy napped, to plant some bulbs she’d brought home yesterday. She was on

  her knees, working assiduously with a trowel, at the edge of the eucalyptus grove, when in the silence up here on the hill away from the city she heard Athelstane grunting. When Athelstane was

  feeling particularly happy and contented, he emitted soft little whuffles; and somewhere there in among the trees he was telling the world he was happy. Amused, Nell got up stealthily and began

  tracking him. Stepping softly, she followed the whuffles in the tall underbrush; and when she spotted him, for a moment she didn’t believe what she saw.




  Athelstane, for all his huge size and heft, was something of a retiring personality. He was scared to death of the Clocks’ black Peke, Sally; he had never been on terms of friendship with

  another dog. But here he was now—Nell peered incredulously—uttering little pleased rumblings, and lovingly licking something between his enormous front paws. The brush was thick; Nell

  stepped closer, wondering if he could have caught and killed something—there’d be gophers up here, mice—and then suddenly she burst out laughing.




  Athelstane had evidently made a friend. The object between his paws was, incredibly, a cat—by the glimpse she had, a Siamese cat, blissfully snuggled up against the great brindle chest. At

  her burst of laughter, the cat leaped convulsively and shot away under the trees, and Athelstane looked aggrieved.




  “The big baby,” said Nell now, telling Jesse about it. “You can’t imagine how funny it looked. Quite a handsome Siamese from the little look I had, it must belong to

  someone around, one of the houses down the hill.” Athelstane had pressed up to welcome Jesse, who pulled his ears fondly.




  “Never know what the monster’ll think of next. Queer, all right.”




  “Kittens!” said Davy insistently. “Fee kittens.” He tugged at Jesse’s trousers.




  “Later on, Davy. Before bed.”




  “We’ve got time for a leisurely drink before dinner, after I get him to bed,” said Nell. “Come on, big boy.”




  They had the leisurely drink, and dinner, and it was eight-thirty when Jesse settled at the desk in his study and picked up the phone. Just as he’d promised himself, in this house there

  was a comfortable chair beside every phone. He leaned back comfortably in the high-backed desk chair and dialed, and in a moment his little sister Fran answered.




  “So you’re feeling better?” asked Jesse.




  “I’m always all right by evening,” said Fran crossly. “It’s the damned morning sickness—everybody says I should have been over it months ago, but the doctor

  says it’s just my metabolism or something and not to worry. So easy for him to say. The longer this goes on, the more I’m thinking this is going to be an only child.”




  Jesse laughed. “Wait till it’s here.”




  “I can hardly wait. Two more months to go! And I look worse than I feel.” Of course Fran was normally svelte and slim and fashionable, and she didn’t appreciate maternity

  clothes.




  “Is Andrew home?”




  “I’ll get him.” And a minute later the deep rough voice of Sergeant Clock, LAPD, Hollywood Precinct, replaced hers.




  “That damn doctor,” it said. “I’m worried about Fran, Jesse. She’s feeling like hell, this damned morning sickness or whatever, and that doctor—”




  “Now, Andrew. He’s supposed to be one of the best around, I suppose he knows what he’s doing. Preserve patience and keep the fingers firmly crossed. I want to know something

  about a homicide. It’s your beat”—the Vanderveer address was Kingsley Drive—“so you probably know something about it. One Jan Vanderveer.”




  “Oh, that,” said Clock. “What’s your interest?”




  “He had an appointment with me this afternoon. I don’t know what was on his mind—I’d only seen him once, years ago, made a will for him. When he didn’t show, Jean

  called, and found the fuzz in possession.”




  “Oh,” said Clock. “Well, I’m on it, yes—Petrovsky and I got called right at the end of shift yesterday. The daughter came home from work and found them—both

  Vanderveer and his wife dead. It looks like a run-of-the-mill thing—and that’s the hell of a comment on modern city life, but there it is. There doesn’t seem to have been a

  break-in, but I suppose the old man could have opened the door, and he or they just bulled their way in. Right now I’m betting it was juveniles, maybe a pair.”




  “Why?”




  “There wasn’t any ransacking of drawers and so on. The lab’s still poking around dusting for prints, something may show. Of course the daughter was pretty shocked and shook up,

  but we asked her to look around for anything missing and she didn’t come up with anything. My bet is that it was juveniles, maybe with petty records or no records, and they panicked and ran

  when they realized what they’d done. It has that kind of smell.”




  “How were they killed?”




  “Banged around and beat up—we won’t see autopsy reports for a while, but that was obvious. And I don’t suppose it would have taken much, they were both elderly and frail.

  Kind of thing that could happen without intention. The old woman was evidently partly crippled, she used a walker. She’d been knocked away from it against a wall. It looked as if he might

  have tried to put up a fight. The poker out of the fireplace set was alongside him with blood on it—maybe he grabbed it up and somebody got it away from him, or when he tried to put up

  resistance they, whoever, went for it as a weapon. There were things around could have been hocked for a little loot—portable TV, typewriter, but none of it was missing.”




  “Yes, I see,” said Jesse. “And I suppose not a hope in hell of any leads on it.”




  “All up in the air. That’s a working-class neighborhood, not many people at home during the day, and it was raining like hell most of yesterday. We’ll go through the motions,

  but it’ll probably end up in Pending.”




  “The hell of a thing all right,” agreed Jesse. “But what I’m really calling about—I’ll have to get in touch with this daughter. Immediate family. Find out

  about his bank, start the red tape. Do you know if the daughter—”




  “Well, she was all shook up, naturally,” said Clock. “We got a policewoman up, and she called some relative for her—a sister, I think—and then a Mrs. Griffin showed

  up and took her off. I meant to talk to her sometime today, but we had a gang rumble go down at Hollywood High—just a second, I’ve got both addresses in my notebook.” There was a

  hiatus. “Lessee—the Griffin woman lives in West Hollywood, Harratt Street. The sister’s Marcia Coleman, it’s an address in Claremont. Mrs. Charles Coleman.”




  “O.K., thanks. I think you’re supposed to be coming to dinner some night next week, if Fran feels up to it.”




  “I tell you, I don’t like it at all, she’s seven months along and she shouldn’t—” Jesse heard Fran in the background sounding annoyed; and then she came back

  on the line and said, “If you’re finished with Andrew I want to talk to Nell.”




  “All right.” Jesse put the phone down and called Nell, who said she’d take it on the kitchen extension.




  While he waited for the girls to finish chatting, he slid farther down in the desk chair and reflected, the hell of a thing indeed. Inoffensive old people peacefully in their own home, set on

  suddenly by the violent ones. Killed for nothing and no reason—and that could have been the juveniles, not yet quite hardened enough to go on and rob when they saw they had done murder. A

  very elderly couple indeed, they’d have been—Vanderveer had probably been in his mid-seventies those years ago.




  And the odds were, no leads on who had done it. And he thought, Kingsley Drive—a very plebeian address. The chances were the old man hadn’t had much; it would be a piddling little

  estate to settle, just the red tape and paper work.




  When the phone finally hummed blankly at him, he dialed the number in West Hollywood, explained. The voice on the other end was high and girlish. “Oh, what did you say your name— Are

  you police, or— Oh, the lawyer! Oh, yes. Isn’t it the most dreadful, dreadful thing—I just couldn’t believe it, but the awful things that happen nowadays—when

  Marcia called, I just couldn’t take it in—I went right down—that police station on Fountain Avenue, you know—of course it would take Marcia nearly two hours to

  drive up—but she and Charles came, of course, but of course they took Dulcie back with them—the house—the police were there, and Dulcie said there was blood—oh,

  it’s just too dreadful— What? Oh, I’m actually not a relative, just an old friend, my husband and Johnny Vanderveer were partners and of course—”




  Jesse got away from her at last and called the Claremont number. Here he got a very different female, who sounded tired but crisply efficient. Mrs. Marcia Coleman. She also sounded surprised.

  “Oh, yes,” she said. “You said Falkenstein? But I don’t— how did you know? There isn’t anything in the papers—” Jesse explained about the

  appointment, and she said, “Papa had an appointment—I don’t understand. It’s very odd you should call just now, you know, because it wasn’t half an hour ago that

  Dulcie remembered Papa had made a will, but she couldn’t remember your name.”




  “I’ll want to see both of you, Mrs. Coleman, when it’s convenient. We’ll have to sort out the estate, start probate. There’s no special hurry, I realize

  you’re both upset— Do you know if your father kept a safe-deposit box?”




  “Yes, probably. He must have, of course. He banked at Security-Pacific, I’m not sure which branch.”




  “I’ll have to set up a date with the IRS, you see. I know this seems like an intrusion at such a time, but—”




  “But,” said Marcia Coleman dryly, “life goes on and the red tape has to get tied up. Yes. I understand that.”




  “Your sister would know definitely which bank?”




  “Mr. Falkenstein,” she said, “I’m not going to wake her up to ask her now. She’s been through a very bad time for the last year or so, and she’s

  exhausted—the shock of finding Mama and Papa murdered was just enough to put her right over the edge. I got my doctor to prescribe some sleeping capsules for her today, and she’s

  knocked out. The police want to talk to her too, naturally, but it’ll just have to wait. Maybe Monday we can come to your office.”




  He didn’t know offhand what appointments he had on Monday; if there was a conflict one of the Gordons would have to sweet-talk another client. He agreed to a suggested two o’clock

  meeting, and she thanked him and rang off briskly.




  When they came into his office at two o’clock on Monday afternoon, he thought at first glance that they were very unlike to be sisters; and then he realized that they

  were alike—it was the contrast of clothes and manner that differentiated them. Marcia Coleman looked to be in her mid-thirties, and was neatly and smartly dressed in a well-cut navy suit with

  an ivory tailored blouse. Her dark brown hair was smoothly, smartly cut, her makeup discreet; she was a good-looking woman, with regular features, intelligent blue eyes, a generous mouth. Her

  sister might be a few years older, and she had the same regular features, small straight nose, brown hair, and blue eyes; but she was plumper, and gracelessly dressed in a dowdy-looking beige knit

  dress, low-heeled oxfords, a too-large camel’s-hair coat. She said correctly, “How do you do,” in a dull voice, and obediently took the chair indicated. Marcia Coleman sat down

  beside her.




  “We’d better get right to business,” she told Jesse. “But I’m afraid neither of us can be much help to you. We don’t know at all what Papa had, how much, or

  what it was in—except for the houses he owned. But I expect you’ll find accounts or something in the safe-deposit box.”




  “He kept an account book at home,” said Dulcie. “I’ve seen it. I don’t know where he kept it, though.”




  “His desk probably,” said Marcia. And then, unexpectedly: “Oh, God, it’s Mama—to think of that happening to her— And didn’t we tell him! Didn’t we

  try to tell him!” She drew a long breath. “Going on living in that neighborhood—but nobody could talk to Papa.” She opened her bag, got out a cigarette, and lit it before he

  could reach for his lighter. “Oh, I suppose you think it sounds pretty cold and crude, Mr. Falkenstein, but Papa—he just wasn’t a man anybody could be fond of, he

  didn’t—”




  “Except Uncle Howie,” said Dulcie.




  “Oh—” Marcia shrugged. “Yes, of course, but they’d known each other so long, they’d been young together.”




  Dulcie looked at her and a large tear slowly slid down one cheek; she got out a handkerchief and wiped it away. “Oh, Marcia, it’s just—I can’t stop thinking about

  it—how sort of pitiful it was. He aged five years when Uncle Howie died, and ever since then—you know how I’ve told you it’s been, the last couple of months—he just

  hasn’t been himself—Uncle Howie was really the only close friend he ever had—and how he kept saying, we’d be better out of it, your mother and I—and Mama—”

  She put the handkerchief to her mouth.




  “Oh, God, I know,” said Marcia.




  Dulcie raised her eyes to Jesse’s. “I don’t know how many times Mama’s said to me, I wish I could die and be at rest—but to have it happen—like

  that—”




  “It’s no good talking about it, Dulcie. It happened. And, my God, it’s a terrible thing to say, Mr. Falkenstein—it’s a terrible thing even to think—but at

  least it is a solution. We’d been feeling rather desperate—and after that awful row a week ago Saturday, the things Charles said to Papa—of course just the plain

  truth—I’ve had nightmares about it.” She fumbled for another cigarette; she’d stabbed the first one out half-smoked; this time Jesse held his lighter for her.




  “It wasn’t anybody’s fault,” said Dulcie tiredly. “Just how Papa was.”




  “That sums it up neatly,” said Marcia. “I suppose you think we’re pretty—unfilial, if that’s the word. That I am, anyway. But another month of it and

  Dulcie’d have been in the hospital with a nervous breakdown or whatever it’s called now. What the situation was, Mr. Falkenstein—Papa must have been a very wealthy man. I

  don’t mean a multimillionaire, but there must be quite a lot of money somewhere. He and Uncle Howie—Howard Griffin—had their own construction company for over thirty-five years,

  and they bought and sold land, apartment houses, I don’t know what all—with the building boom after the Second World War they must have made a lot of money. But Papa never spent a dime

  more than he had to—he was always tightfisted and of course he just got worse as he got older.” She gestured fiercely. “Uncle Howie used to—to kid him about it,

  but—men!—he never realized how it was for us, and anyway even he couldn’t change Papa. He—Uncle Howie, I mean—that’s how you can judge it, because they were

  equal partners until they dissolved the business about fifteen years ago, and retired. Uncle Howie and Aunt Flo had that beautiful house in West Hollywood, and good furniture, and nice cars, and

  they went out to theaters and—oh, Uncle Howie wasn’t extravagant, but they always had nice things and—lived like civilized people. Anybody could tell there was money, big money

  even. And Papa must have had just as much, maybe more, because I’ve heard Uncle Howie say Papa was a smarter investor than he was— and what did we have?” She was wound up now, her

  tone bitter. “Nothing! Even when Dulcie and I were kids, Aunt Flo had a cleaning woman and her own car—and when I think how Mama had to slave—the fuss he made about buying a

  washing machine! And that house on Kingsley—my God, most of old central Hollywood running down for years, the crime rate up, but he wouldn’t hear of moving. The house was good enough,

  taxes cheap compared to anywhere else, he had good locks, and what did it matter where you lived?




  “You just summed it up, Dulcie—just how Papa was. But it was all his fault, obviously.” Marcia drew strongly on her cigarette. “You see, Mr. Falkenstein, they

  weren’t young when they were married—Mama and Papa. Papa’d been married and divorced before. He was forty, and Mama was only a year younger. Papa would have been eighty-two next

  month. And his parents were old country, and Papa was pretty old country too. Females just for waiting on men, and doing housework. My God, when I wanted to go to college—foolishness for a

  girl, he’d never gone to high school and he’d gotten on all right—I stood up to him, and when I got my first job I got out. And then when I worked to earn my own way at LACC, and

  met Charles who was a college teacher, you’d have thought I wanted to marry a queer or— But forget about me. It was Dulcie who came in for the brunt of it.




  “Papa’s arthritis was getting worse all the time—he could hardly get around some days, and he would go on trying to take the bus, too cheap to take a cab, he’d had a

  couple of bad falls lately. Lucky not to break a hip, I suppose. But Mama—she had her first stroke five years ago, and then another last year, and she had arthritis too, and when Papa found

  out Medicare wouldn’t pay for the therapy, he said she didn’t need it. They’d gotten her walking with the walker, but she couldn’t do much. Dulcie had it all, you see? She

  works a regular job, and on top of that she had all the housework and cooking and taking care of Mama—I was no help at all, I’m an hour and a half away on the freeway, Charles is at

  Pomona College, and we’ve got four children, fourteen down to six—I’ve got to be at home. I couldn’t help at all. And Mama needing more and more attention—and he

  couldn’t see it—”




  “It was just,” said Dulcie, “that I had to be up with her so much at night. She couldn’t help it. We got the bedside commode for at night, and the last six months I slept

  in her room, Papa moved into the den—she couldn’t help getting me up three or four times a night, she didn’t sleep very well.”




  “And try to talk to him!” said Marcia. “Oh, Dulcie could manage! She always had! They had the visiting nurse coming in—you know that county service—three times a

  week, to give Mama a bath and a hot lunch, do a little cleaning up—that helped. But it couldn’t have gone on—Mama could manage to get to the bathroom, even make a cup of coffee,

  but she was getting worse, it was obvious that there’d come a time she’d be bedridden—it was just the week before last that that nurse, I forget her name—”




  “Mrs. Gibson,” said Dulcie. “It was just, you see, I didn’t feel it was fair to Mr. Klein. I’ve worked for Mr. Klein for twenty years, since I was nearly nineteen,

  and he’s been good to me. Sometimes I felt so queer, as if I wasn’t all there, if I’d been up a lot with Mama, and I made mistakes in taking phone calls and writing

  orders—”




  “This Mrs. Gibson,” said Marcia, “called Dulcie and said we should realize that Mama would have to be in a convalescent home pretty soon, she’d be helpless and need

  attention around the clock—but Papa simply wouldn’t listen. And what could we do? He said those places cost too damn much money and he wasn’t going to pay for any such folderols.

  With Dulcie about to die of exhaustion—and I couldn’t do a thing—and we know he had plenty of money to take care of her properly, what’s money for except to keep you

  comfortable, buy necessities? But you just couldn’t talk to Papa!”




  “I see,” said Jesse. “Frustrating.”




  “Oh, for the Lord’s sake, water under the bridge,” said Marcia, leaning back. “I’m sorry for the tirade. And it’s a terrible way for it to end—but maybe

  you can see why I said it’s a solution. Except for Mama—” She leaned forward to stub out her cigarette.




  “I could have managed awhile longer,” said Dulcie.




  “My darling idiot, you were managing yourself to death. Look, Mr. Falkenstein. Neither of us knows much about what Papa had, or where it was, except that he owned two houses down there,

  one on Kingsley and one right behind his house, on Winona, and an apartment up on Fountain. He always went to collect those rents himself. The bank’s the nearest Security-Pacific on Hollywood

  Boulevard.” She stood up. “And you’ll want to go through his desk, look at his account book. The police called this morning to say they were through at the house, and they sent

  back everything Papa’d had on him—when it happened. We can let you have his keys. You just go ahead and do whatever has to be done. I’m keeping Dulcie with me for a while, and

  you’ve got the address.”




  Jesse verified the safe-deposit box and duly contacted the local IRS office to set up a date for the official opening on the following Thursday afternoon. He had, by then, had

  a further annoying session with Lenhoff’s attorney, and was about to leave the office for a quick lunch before foregathering with an IRS man at the bank when Jimmy put through a phone

  call.




  “Oh, Jesse,” said Clock. “I thought it’d be only neighborly to let you know that the D.A.’s office is probably going to charge one of your clients with homicide. At

  least I suppose you could call her a client.”




  “For God’s sake,” said Jesse. “Who the hell are you talking about?”




  “Miss Dulcie Vanderveer,” said Clock. He sounded irritated. “For once I seem to have been wrong. Some very funny evidence has turned up. I haven’t had the definite word

  yet, but the assistant D.A. I talked it over with bought the case. It’s offbeat, but— considering human nature—what you might call persuasive. If they bring the charge,

  it’ll be Murder One, I think.”

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE MURDER ROOM
) ;

DELL
SHANNON

'I'HE MISER






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





