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“Whodunit?” Find out at The Latimer House  
 

By Denise Schultz 
 
It was a brisk Sunday afternoon when I approached Ma 
Malarkey’s Used Furniture Store in downtown Delavan.  
Several others were waiting on the covered porch for the door 
to open.  Suddenly it did, and out burst Clyde Malarkey with a 
wide smile resembling that of a friendly young alligator.  Those 
of us who knew the secret password whispered the phrase into 

Clyde’s ear and were in turn ushered inside the warm foyer.  Those left outside in the cold 
pleading to get inside were out of earshot within moments as the festive energy and commotion 
swept us in. 
 
The joint was roaring with excitement.  Ma Malarkey’s appeared to be everything we had heard 
about, and more.  See, those of us visiting Ma’s that afternoon knew that there was a lot more 
than used furniture awaiting us.  The year was 1924 and there was a swell time to be had at this 
new speakeasy.  Ma and her gang were running one swanky joint and we were there to see what 
all the scuttlebutt was about.  We couldn’t wait to shed our coats and grab a drink at the bar, after 
checking in with the fine off-duty police officer in the lobby.  (What a nice safe feeling to have 
one of Chicago’s finest there keeping an eye on things.)  Sam (Detective Knight) greeted each 
“doll” with a dazzling smile and kiss on the hand.  He seemed awfully happy to be there. 
 
Once we had a gin in hand, highly recommended by Sam, we were seated for dinner.  Activity 
buzzed all around as the “dahling” Miss Daisy charmed the gents into purchasing candy and 
cigarettes and Father Michael Flanagan gave occasional blessings between swigs of his prized 
Irish Whiskey.  Ma and Clyde were busy making sure things were running smoothly, with 
frequent visits to the back door to welcome special guests who often seemed to be carrying some 
sort of highly prized deliveries.  There was constant activity in and out every room at Ma’s.  I 
could tell we were going to have a swell time. 
 
Katie and Ken Spoerlein had traveled all the way from Poplar Gove, Illinois on this cold 
afternoon to celebrate Katie’s birthday – her 29th I believe.  Jodi and Ryan Dunaway from 
Rockton, Illinois joined us as we enjoyed a lively conversation about the grand Empire State 
Building just constructed in faraway New York City.  We shared dreams of traveling to such an 
exotic place one day and settled on a more realistic thought that perhaps they would build similar 
buildings in Chicago some day, to where transportation may be within reach.  Young Clyde had 
a lot of ideas about the future that seemed utterly ridiculous to us, but we enjoyed laughing at 
them. 
 
After we placed our dinner orders and were anxiously awaiting our meals, we were told we’d be 
treated to a number by the lovely songbird Marlena.  As we awaited her arrival down the 
staircase, we were shocked by a hullabaloo in the lobby.  Doors were slamming and things were 
clamoring as “Mr. X” burst into the dining room waving a gun and threatening everyone from 
Clyde and Ma to Detective Knight and Marlena.  His pin- striped suit, derby hat and attitude said 
business – monkey business.  He didn’t have very nice things to say to anyone. 
 

 



Ma was able to calm him with the promise of a drink and some private conversation.  As he 
headed out to take care of some other private business, Marlena shifted the mood of the evening 
with her sultry number, (flirting with just about every man in the room while she did.)  Just as 
things began to settle down and Marlena was basking in the limelight, Mr. X again burst into the 
room only this time with a blood-stained letter opener protruding from his back!  He gasped for 
his last breaths and fell to the floor just next to our table and Father Michael quickly 
administered last rites. Mr X whispered something into his ear and Father nodded solemnly. 
 
Detective Knight immediately declared the dining room a crime scene and began questioning 
everyone in the room.  I knew Ma’s was going to be exciting, but a murder right next to my 
dinner table – that was a little more than I had bargained for.  I tried to leave the joint, but the 
copper caught me and demanded I sit back down so I resigned to stay put.  Jodi had some ideas 
about what may have happened, pointing out that Clyde, Ma and Daisy had all been moving in 
and out of the room during the murder.  I had remembered seeing the letter opener in Daisy’s 
candy box, and Katie had remembered seeing Ma carrying it with her mail.  We seemed to be 
surrounded by some pretty shady characters.  I was beginning to wonder whether I made a wise 
choice when I ventured out for a little bit of excitement. 
 
Detective Knight questioned everyone intensively.  Marlena seemed a bit nervous when 
explaining her story about spilling some tea on a dress and having to run through the back alley 
to get it cleaned.  Then again, the owner of the dry cleaner did back up her story after it was 
revealed that Marlena’s missing earring was found out there.  Ma was not happy about the fact 
that the cigar found still smoking near the scene had her lipstick on it, but then again, a lady 
never likes her secrets to be revealed.  Clyde was pretty jumpy, and he never let go of that violin 
case he was clutching.  I had been thinking he was going to play us a little Irish jig, but for the 
first time I began to wonder whether that case was even holding a violin!  There were a lot of 
strange glances going around the joint. 
 
Father Flanagan brought it to our attention that he was the only person who never left the room 
during the murder.  (Despite the amount of whiskey he’d consumed, he appeared to have his wits 
about him.) Against protests by Detective Knight, the priest was deputized and took charge of 
the investigation.   
 
Wow!  Things were really heating up inside Ma’s on this cold evening.  I’ll bet you are really 
wondering how it all turned out.  Well, I would be too… 
 
And just like I did, you have the opportunity to visit and see for yourself.  Because, the year is 
really 2006, and what I’ve described here is the live murder mystery dinner theatre which takes 
place at The Latimer House in Delavan on Sundays.   Owners Bob and Jean Walters have been 
working together with Royal Oak Productions (Jim and Karen McCulloch, Whitewater) for 
many years and enjoy the relationship as if they were all an extended family.  “They do a 
fabulous job of putting together a great show with a wonderful cast,” Jean told me.  “We’ve done 
a wedding, an old west show and other themes,” Bob added.  “And they are all fantastic.”  That 
must be why people come back year after year to enjoy the shows. 
 
Another very interesting point is that from week to week within the season the story changes so 
if you come back for a show, don’t be surprised if you are mistaken about the identity of 
“whodunit.”  This keeps it fun and interesting for everyone. 
 
The ‘Roarin’ in the Twenties’ theme continues through the spring with shows on March 12, 19, 
26, April 2, 9, 23 and 30, and May 7 and 21.  Doors open at 3:50 p.m. and diners usually know 
the answer to the mystery by 7:00 p.m.  Inclusive cost for a delicious dinner, interactive theatre, 



tax and tip is $36.50 per person.  Dinner includes a choice of roasted chicken with stuffing or 
baked ham with potatoes, a salad, bread, non-alcoholic beverage and dessert.  A fully stocked 
cash bar is also available. 
 
In addition to the murder mystery shows on Sundays, the Latimer House is open for lunch and 
dinner Wednesday through Saturday, and serves a delicious Sunday Breakfast from 8:15 a.m. 
until 2 p.m.  The Walters believe that all food should be prepared from scratch with the finest 
ingredients possible and presented attractively.  “If you don’t see something you want on the 
menu, please ask and we will try to accommodate your request,” says the menu.  I can’t say I see 
that statement very often. 
 
Visit this historic Victorian mansion which has been home to families, a sanitarium, a 
convalescent hospital and an antique shop since being built in 1900 and finally restored by the 
Walters in 1996.  Don’t miss the Antique and Gift Shoppe upstairs.  Be sure to check out Jean’s 
cookbook, featuring 250 of her delicious recipes as well as kitchen tips.  You can learn more 
about the cookbook and the restaurant online at:  www.foodspot.com/latimerhouse.  Call 262-
728-7674 for more information.  The Latimer House is located at 523 East Walworth Avenue 
(also known as Highway 11) in downtown Delavan. 
 
Check your calendar for an available Sunday between now and May 21, and schedule a visit with 
Ma Malarkey and her gang.  You’ll be glad you did – but watch your back! 


