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  Dell Shannon and The Murder Room


   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 decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous
  hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all.
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  The more one analyses people, the more all reason for analysis disappears. Sooner or later one comes to that dreadful universal thing called human nature.


  Oscar Wilde
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  Chapter One


  Maddox got back to the office after lunch at a few minutes after two. He passed the desk in silence without a glance at its occupant or DArcy lounging beside it.


  The man at the desk winked at DArcy. Could it be the mans just opposed to changes, period, I wonder.


  I suppose, said DArcy.


  It couldnt be anything to do with me, could it?


  What, for instance? asked DArcy. Maddoxs footsteps faded away down the hall upstairs, and Johnny ONeill sat back in his chair and laughed.


  I never knew a Welshman yet that wasnt born two drinks under par. They need jiggering up.


  Well, you do your best, Johnny. DArcy grinned.


  Changes had hit the Wilcox Street precinct station, but only in the normal course of events. They hadnt had a replacement for OBrien and probably wouldnt now; the force was
  as usual shorthanded. That promising young man Mark Chandos, who had just made Detective last year, had been transferred away to the Harbor division. And when Ed Carter had retired in April,
  theyd got to replace him, transferred up from Central downtown, Johnny ONeill. Redheaded Johnny ONeill, Maddoxs own age, with his disarming slanted grin, had managed to
  annoy Sergeant Maddox almost at once.


  Jiggering up, he repeated now. But its the hell of an uphill job, DArcy, and be damned if I know why I take the trouble.


  DArcy started to say hed been wondering about that too, when ONeill sat up, his eyes over DArcys shoulder, and said politely, Yes, maam, can we
  help you? DArcy turned.


  The woman hesitating just inside the door came in farther and said, Yes. Yes. Iits about my son. I just cant imagine whats happened, and Im
  worried to death. Ive called everybodyeverybody I can think ofand nobody knows a thing and I just cant imagine Its not like Harry, hes always
  considerate, and besides where would he go? At that time of night? He


  Just take it easy, maam, said ONeill. Mrs.


  Arthur. Mrs. Floyd Arthurs my name, my husbands dead but I Ruby Arthur.


  And what seems to be your trouble, Mrs. Arthur?


  I told you, she said impatiently. She was an ordinary-looking woman in her forties, with short dark hair starting to turn gray; her one claim to looks her large dark eyes under
  arched brows. She was neatly and drably dressed in a sleeveless cotton print dress. Its Harry. My son. I dont know where he is. Its not like him. And
  Ive


  You want to make an official report that hes missing? asked DArcy.


  She turned to him. Yes. Yes, I guess Id better, if thats the way to start you looking for him. Because I just cant imagine


  Then you come upstairs to the office with me and well get all the information down, said DArcy. Something new. If it didnt sound like much. He shepherded her
  up the wooden stairs and down to the detectives office, and introduced her to Maddox, who was looking through some photostated record sheets. Maddox was not looking very jiggered up,
  DArcy reflected, as yet: their thin dark pessimistic little Welshman. Mrs. Arthur wants to make an official missing report. DArcy gave her a chair and sat down at his
  desk, and Maddox put down the photostats and picked up a pen.


  Whos missing, Mrs. Arthur?


  Harry. My son. Really, going all round Robin Hoods barn like this. I just cant understand it. Its not like him. Harryyou can set your watch by him.
  Hes exactly like his fatheralways was. And where he can have got to, because Ive called everybody we know, and


  Whats the address? asked Maddox.


  She gave it to him absently. Leland Way . . . Yes, we live together. My daughter Leilas married, they live in Highland Park, but of course Harry and Ruth arent figuring on
  getting married until next year, saving up for a down payment on a house. Harry makes good moneyjust like Floyd, all he ever has on his mind is work and savenot that hes a
  tightwad, I dont mean, he always buys me nice presents, my birthday and Christmas, andbut, home and work, and thats all. He


  How old is he?


  Twenty-one. Started out with a newspaper route when he was eight and hes held some kind of job ever since, school and all. Hes reliable, Harry,
  and


  When and where did you see him last, Mrs. Arthur?


  She gave a long sigh and sat back in the straight chair. Ive never known him do such a thing, she said thinly. Never. I know a lot his age are wild, running
  around and all, but Harryjust like his dad, steady as a rock. I guess youd have to know him to really see how funny it is. He never came home last night at all. And hes never
  done such a thing.


  Maddox laid down his pen. Well, its a little early to report him missing, Mrs. Arthur. Less than twenty-four hours? A young manwith money on him, I suppose


  Mr. Bell said youd likely say that, she said resignedly. He agreed with me, but then he knows Harry, of course. He said hed be glad to talk to you, you want.
  He said anybody didnt know Harry wouldnt think it was awfully funny. And I dont know how I can explain to you. Harry doesnt run around any. Work and home. He works two
  jobshis regular one at building, hes on a contractors crew, a new tract up in La Crescenta, and then he works nights at Mr. Bells gas station on Melrose. And aside from
  work, well, hell be over to see RuthI told you theyre engagedhis free night, but like as not they wont even go to a movie, just sometimes. Harry isnt much
  for going out, and neither is Ruthiesuch a nice girl and just right for Harry.


  Yes, said Maddox. When and where did you see him last, Mrs. Arthur?


  Why, yesterday at supper, of course. He came home at the regular time, a few minutes after six, and I had supper all ready. It was hamburger and carrots and peas and mashed potatoes and
  chocolate pudding. I get off at five, I work at Stellas dress shop, its just a few blocks up on Sunset so I can walk. I got home about five thirty, like usual. And I fixed supper and
  Harry came home and we ate and he helped me with the dishes, and then he took a shower and shaved again and went to the station. Hes on eight to eleven there every night but Sunday. And he
  never came home at all. I never knew till this morning, I went to bed around ten thirty and it wasnt till I got up this morning I found hed never come home. His car not there or
  anything. So I was scared and first thing I called Mr. Bell and he was scared thered been a holdup or somethingonly likely wed have heardbut he went right over to the
  station and everything was all right, the register all closed out proper and the place locked up. Only no sign of Harry except his car.


  His car? said Maddox. That is a little offbeat. It was left at the station?


  Thats right. Just sitting there, Mr. Bell said. But all the money put away in the safehe trusts Harry and lets him use it, see, and nothing wrong at all. Just like
  Harryd closed up as usual at eleven. Only why didnt he come home? Ive called everybody I can think of, all his friends, and nobody knows a thing. And
  Ruthie Suddenly she looked ready to cry.


  Well, now, said Maddox slowly, I think it is a little early to begin to think theres anything wrong, Mrs. Arthur. It could be that somebody he knows dropped by and
  asked him to a party after the station was closedsomething like that. It was Saturday night, after all. Maybe a friend of his you dont know. And


  You dont know how Harry is, she said. Hed have let me knowand a party wouldnt go on this long. IIm awfully afraid
  somethings happenedbut what?


  Well, if you want to file an official report, we will. Maddox took down the statistics. Harry Arthur, twenty-one, five-eight, a hundred and fifty, dark hair and eyes, no marks.
  Wearing tan twill trousers and shirt, brown moccasins. But I think youre worrying with no reason, Mrs. Arthur. Young men


  Not, she said definitely, Harry. Youd have to know him to see how funny it is. She got up. What are you going to do, look at the hospitals
  and


  Well look around, said Maddox. He stood up with her politely. And you keep in touch. Call and let us know if he comes home tonight.


  I certainly willbut Im awfully afraidits just not like him. She looked at them uncertainly for a moment, added, Thanks anyway,
  and went out.


  It could be something, Ivor, said DArcy. I knowtwenty-onebut people do come all sorts, and she ought to know him. The steady, hard-working kid like
  thatthe two jobs


  Theres also the saying, All work and no play, said Maddox. So all rightsteady. Conceivably he could have given somebody a message for her, Im staying
  over with Bill and going on a picnic tomorrow, and it never got delivered. We can check the hospitals and so on, but I think itll fizzle out. . . . I wonder if Csars found any
  of those hoods.


  I said Id take half the list. I ought to be doing some work, said DArcy lazily. They sat silent a moment, both thinking of the probable long hot summer ahead. The
  first little heat wave this week, in late June, had brought a slight rise in the crime rate already; it would get worse as the summer wore on.


  School was out, and the kids at loose endsSatan finding work for idle hands, and they had a little wave of vandalism going, as well as the ordinary shoplifting and the occasional brawls
  between the juvenile gangs. And a good deal more of the dope problem than last year, with all the attendant petty and not so petty crimes growing out of that.


  On Friday night the newish hillside home of Mr. and Mrs. George Vedder had been broken into by at least two menMr. Vedder, aged sixty-eight, at home alone, had seen only two. They had,
  after beating Mr. Vedder severely, ransacked the place and got away with an estimated five grand in jewelry, a mink coat, all Mrs. Vedders clothes, the color TV, a new Smith and Wesson .38
  revolver, and a transistor radio. Mr. Vedder, from his hospital bed, had given rather vague descriptions of the two men, and the men at Wilcox Street were now looking at pedigrees for anybody who
  was given to that kind of caper.


  There had been a burglary on Thursday night at a jewelry store on Sunset; they hadnt any lead at all on that. If the burglar was so foolish as to try to pawn the stuff, theyd
  probably get him and the loot; a very vigilant eye was kept on the hockshops in L.A. County; but it had looked like a professional job, and the burglar probably had his own private fence.


  Sergeant Ellis and Lieutenant Eden were helping the Feds track down a lavish amount of counterfeit twenty-dollar bills that were getting spread around town. So far the passers remained one step
  ahead, and the outraged cries of the merchants getting stuck were growing in volume.


  Yesterday morning a corpse had been found in the street on Fernwood Avenue, probably victim of a hit-and-run. Fernwood was a narrow old residential street below Sunset, dark as a pocket at
  night; there wouldnt be much traffic along it then. But there was no I.D. on the corpsea man about fifty. They were waiting for the autopsy report and any speculation from Dr.
  Bergner, about that.


  On the whole this had been a quiet week, but with the heat wave getting started things could get less quiet any day.


  Maddox stood up, yawning. Ive got a few more names from Centrals records. Hoods whove used that m.o. If you can say there is much m.o. about the break-in and beating
  the householder. Do I have a premonition theyll do it to somebody else before we catch up?


  Borrowing trouble, said DArcy; and Sergeant Daisy Hoffman put her blond head in the door and asked if theyd seen Sue.


  Carstairs? No idea where she is, said DArcy. Sorry.


  Oh, said Sergeant Daisy. Oh, maybe shes downstairs.


  Maddox scowled. Being made up to by that damned Irishman. Its notits not dignified. Its


  They both looked at him with covert interest. I expect shes somewhere around, said Sergeant Daisy vaguely. These damn runawaysweve just picked up
  another one. As soon as schools out, I swear, they get the yen for Hollywood. Ill ask Johnny if hes Her head vanished.


  That damned Irishman, said Maddox.


  Rodriguez came in towing a sullen-looking big man behind him. Sit down, Carl. Relax. Just a few questions.


  Goddamn fuzzI aint done a thing, not a thing, just on account I take a fall once, you damn guys


  They had all heard that broken record so often, it scarcely penetrated. Joe Feinman came in and joined Rodriguez. They started asking questions. Friday night? I gotta think. I ran into
  this guy I know at a bar somewheres, that was maybe about five oclock, I guess


  The inside phone rang on Maddox desk. Dont tell me, said DArcy, something new.


  Maddox.


  You have a new homicide, Sergeant Maddox, said ONeills cheerful voice in his ear. Never a dull moment is our motto. Over on Rosewood Avenue.


  Damn, said Maddox. What is it?


  I tell thee all, I can no more. The female citizen only told me, You better send an ambulance, theres a dead lady here. The ambulance I have dispatched. You can go
  find out the details for yourself. And if Aunt Daisys still looking for Sue, shes on her way up now. Have fun with the corpse.


  Maddox put the phone down with unnecessary violence. He said to DArcy, Come on. Well have to look at it.


  In the hall outside, they met Policewoman Carstairs just hurrying up toward Sergeant Hoffmans office across the hall. Oh, hi, she said casually.


  You joined the force, said Maddox, presumably to act like an upstanding peace officer, not toto stand around flirting with the desk sergeant. You


  Well, for heavens sake, said Sue crossly, if I cant take forty minutes for lunch on a Sundayand a three-minute chat with Johnny is not what
  Id call


  Go, go. Your sergeants looking for you, said Maddox. Sue marched past looking annoyed. Demoralizing the whole damn That girl used to be a good officer. Why the
  hell we had to get that damned Irishman Aunt Daisy, I ask you. Talk about insubordination.


  DArcy followed him down the stairs and on the way to the door exchanged a glance with ONeill, who winked at him. ONeill was leaning back in his chair humming The Rose
  of Tralee in his soft tenor. It occurred to DArcy, not for the first time, that Johnny ONeill was a good-looking fellow.


  He hoped the new one wouldnt turn out to be much of anything. He had a date with Sheila Fitzpatrick tonight.


  Rosewood Avenue had been a middling good residential section once, thirty years back. Today it was a depressed-looking street of 1925-vintage stucco houses, with the Hollywood
  freeway roaring past its four-block length.


  They identified the place they wanted by the ambulance in front. One intern was leaning on it, smoking. He eyed the racy-looking blue Maserati with admiration as Maddox pulled up behind the
  ambulance. Thats a hot-looking heap. Import?


  Yes. So whats the word? asked Maddox impatiently. Stroke, heart attack?


  The intern grinned. More like a bullet. We know how fussy you boys are about messing up the scene, we just left it. Little mystery for you. Two women live togetherone walks in and
  finds the other dead. She says. But you neednt worry, Sergeantshell probably look in her crystal ball and find all the answers for you. Theyre fortunetellers or
  something.


  Fortunetelling is illegal within city limits, said Maddox.


  Not when you call it a religion, said the intern.


  There were curious neighbors standing around in little groups, staring at the ambulance, at the house. It was an old place, somewhat larger than most along here, and it needed a coat of paint;
  the front lawn had been neglected and was brown and patchy. Maddox and DArcy went up to the small square cement porch, eyes on them. The front door was open; a neatly lettered,
  professional-looking sign hung on a small bracket above the mailbox. THE COMMUNITY CIRCLE OF LIGHT,
  it announced, MEETINGS WEEKLY 8 P.M. WEDNESDAYS, SITTINGS BY APPOINTMENT.


  In the front room, which was dark and smelled musty, they found the other intern with a big, gaunt, dark woman who was talking steadily in a high-pitched voice. She sat on an old couch
  upholstered in faded green velvet, clutching her outsized black leather handbag on her lap, and talked compulsively.


  But nearly twenty years togetherand never a cross word. Sylvia and I understood each other through and through, such an advanced soul, dear Sylvia, we complemented each other so
  well But I simply could not believe it, because for one thing dear Mr. Clemens came through so very clearly at the sitting last night and hes been so helpful and kind, I would have
  expected he would have warned us, because surely he would have known if Sylvia was in any danger of passing over suddenlyand he never said a word, it was all about what a lovely time he was
  having with all his old friendsand Id surely have expected And when I left, dear Sylvia was just sitting there quietly readingshe hadnt an appointment until
  fourshed only taken half a glass of milk for lunch, preparing for the sitting with Mrs. Nestor, of courseand she reminded me about the chops, for after a really successful
  sitting she would be quite famishedthe power coming through, you know. And really when I came in and found herfound herIm afraid I quite lost my head for a moment.
  Sylvia But it was most kind of Mrs. Miller to call the authorities for meseeing as she has been quite unsympathetic in the past, and some unkind words passedbut I must
  remember, as our friends beyond are always urging us, I must harbor no base thoughts, but only dwell on Love and Good. But one would surely think that some one of the friendly souls beyond
  would have warned Sylvianot that death is anything to fear, but some preparation for the transition Such a shock, just coming in to find her like that


  The intern gestured silently, and Maddox and DArcy went through the shabby living room to a cross-hall, uncarpeted, with a glimpse into a large square kitchen at one end and, at this end,
  three doors. Two square ordinary bedrooms, reasonably tidy, an old-fashioned bathroom with black and white tile, and another room at the very end of the hall, a third bedroom, larger, but not
  furnished as a bedroom.


  There was a square, plain wooden table in the middle of the room, with four rattan chairs around it; three were upright, the fourth overturned on its side. An old, worn wall-to-wall carpet,
  beige. In one corner was an inexpensive portable phonograph on a little coffee table, and a record rack beside it. The album at the head of the rack was Inspirational Hymns. The curtains
  at the one window were of blue velvet, looking dusty. A religious picture hung on one wall, an old steel engraving of The Return from the Tomb. And sprawled on the other side of the
  table, as if she had fallen from the overturned chair, was the body of a woman.


  They looked at her in silence for a moment. She lay on her back, legs twisted sideways, and there were two small black holes in her forehead. She hadnt bled much. She had been, perhaps,
  in her fifties: a stout woman, but not flabbily fat, with a round, fair-skinned face and blue eyes and a good deal of sandy-reddish hair which had come unpinned from its big bun on her neck and
  spread loosely about her face. Her eyes were wide, fixed, shocked in death. She had been wearing a full flowing cotton house robe of light blue, and the long skirt had fallen about her quite
  gracefully. One plump little bare foot showed beneath the skirt, the blue velvet slipper fallen off.


  After a moment DArcy said sadly, Small bore. Looks like. Reason nobody heard the shotsif nobody did.


  Or took them for backfires, said Maddox. We can ask.


  All that Sittings? said DArcy.


  Sances. Old-fashioned word, I understand. Wed better call the lab boys, get the routine started. Maddox looked at the crystal ball on the table. What a setup, he
  thought. What a Shed been looking in the crystal ball for a client and the client didnt like what Sylvia saw?


  He sighed and went out to find the phone, handling it gingerlyyou never knew where a lead would turn up. After summoning the lab boys, he went back to the living room and found
  DArcy there starting in on the other woman.


  Were sorry to bother you at a time like this, Mrs.Miss? But we have to ask


  Thats quite all right, she said overemphatically. Quite. I do understand. And I am feeling much better now. Really. This kind young man herenot that in the
  ordinary way we believe in any medicationrest and prayer and meditation And I cannot really feel any grief, except for myself left alonedeath only a transition to a
  much more desirable state, as certainly all our learning has most abundantly made clear


  I gave her a shot, muttered the intern. Poor old dears heart was jumping around like hell. Shed had a shock all right, she wasnt acting.


  Which was useful to know. And when they asked specific questions, she was surprisingly lucid, if garrulous. She was, it seemed, Madame Cecilia. Well, Cecilia Taylor, but professionally known
  as The deceased was Madame Sylvia. Well, Brown. She had had an appointment for a sitting with Mrs. Westfall at one oclock, Madame Cecilia said, and so she had left at about twelve
  thirtythe bus, so tedious, they were not at all regularand Sylvia was just as usual then, reminding her to pick up the chops. Sylvias appointment at four oclock was with
  Mrs. Nestor, so far as they knew nobody else was expected at all, but Mrs. Nestor would never have dreamed of harming Sylviaand besides, it wasnt four oclock yet, of course.
  Nobody would want to harm Sylvia. Everybody, on the contrary, was very grateful to dear Sylvia. A burglar, said Madame Cecilia. It must have been a burglar.


  They asked her to look around for anything missing. The lab men were there by then, starting the routine in the room with the body. She looked, and said doubtfully there didnt seem to be
  anything goneSylvias moonstone necklace safe, and her mothers engagement ring. Of course I was wearing my scarabs, well, I still am, of course, so lucky and helpful to
  bring the power, and I did so want to get something to please Mrs. Westfall. And I believe Sylvia was wearing her bloodstone ring, she generally did, they didnt take that, did they? I
  cant see that theres anything gone, but


  Enemies? Threats? Why, nobody like thatnobody would have had any reason to hurt Sylvia. She devoted her life to helping otherswe both did, Officerand everyone so
  pitifully grateful! We were able to put them in touch with loved onesand


  A little mystery, the man said, said DArcy. They stood on the little porch; the neighbors were still standing around out there. On top of everything else.


  So we start doing the routine on it, said Maddox. Something may show. The neighbors may give us something. These are narrow lots, houses close, somebody may have seen
  someone go in. My God, a medium.


  Fake? The con game?


  Maddox shrugged. Pay your money, take your choice. Could be.


  So we start the routine. Probably the con game all right. And some sucker getting annoyed.


  I dont know about that, said Maddox soberly. It could also not be. That other woman sounds typicalhonest enough, just maybe deluding herself. Ive read
  enough of the evidenceand evidence a cop has to know something aboutto be convinced weve got proof of that, DArcy. That a man doesnt stop existing, bang,
  as a conscious entity, just because hes what we call dead. Maddox was a voracious reader, of course. But as to whether any and every discarnate spirit may be available to any
  sentimental true believer who starts the hymn singing and invites em to drop in for a chatthats something else again.


  And arent you right, said DArcy gloomily. So the routine. Ask the neighbors. Sure, the Cecilia woman pretty genuinely shocked.


  But well do some prodding there too.


  Dabney came out and said, Not many liftable prints. Theyd be finished in a while, he said, and the ambulance could take the body. Theyd recovered both slugs, not much damaged;
  theyd gone right through. Shot at close range, but not contact: no powder burns. He went on to the lab truck at the curb.


  So we may get a make on the gun, said DArcy. You really believe that? About proof? That Dr. Rhinewell, I havent read much of it


  Quite adequate evidence, said Maddox absently. Which doesnt say that every Madame Sylvia is in genuine contact with the Great Beyond. . . . And thats another
  thing, damn it. Carstairs going to church regular.


  What? said DArcy. Church?


  And that damned Irishman going to the same one. She says. Transferring from one downtown. What the hell is anybody named ONeill doing in the Episcopal Church?


  I couldnt say, said DArcy. Hadnt we better start to question the neighbors? Get on with the routine bit?


  Oh hell, I suppose, said Maddox.
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