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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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  Chapter One




  Jesse drifted into Central Courtroom Three at a few minutes before ten. There were a couple of bailiffs chattering desultorily at one of the rear doors; otherwise the courtroom

  was empty except for Bill Carlow, of Carlow and Weekes, sitting at one of the tables before the bench. Jesse went over to sit down beside him, and Carlow nodded at him grumpily.




  “And I suppose,” he said, “it’s the same with you. Cut-and-dried divorce, fifteen minutes to get it on file with the court—and I’ve got an appointment at

  eleven-thirty. It would have to be Dalrymple. Any bets on when we’ll get out of here?”




  “That’s right,” said Jesse amiably. Dalrymple was notoriously late in convening court; gossips said that he had to cure a hangover every morning, but as he was a bachelor

  nobody really knew. Like Carlow, Jesse had a cut-and-dried divorce suit to present the court, but he hadn’t anything else on his agenda except the proofreading of a will when he got back to

  the office, until an appointment with a new client at two-thirty.




  A minute later Carlow said with feeling, “Hell and damnation! Wouldn’t you know!”




  Jesse looked up from rummaging in his briefcase. One of the bailiffs was shepherding a man through the rear door of the court, and another man accompanied them, a big man with rough-hewn

  features, in a rumpled business suit. “For God’s sake,” said Carlow, “an arraignment. That’s Carney from Central Homicide. They’ll take that first—we

  won’t get out of here until noon, damn it.”




  “And that’s Honeycutt,” said Jesse. “Suppose the bench’ll appoint a public defender.”




  Carlow grunted. Jesse regarded Carl Honeycutt with faint interest. He was a heavy-shouldered, nondescript man in his fifties, neatly dressed in a gray suit and white shirt; he looked morose.

  “Funny case,” said Carlow. “I suppose. Handful of nothing, legally speaking. But a funny one.”




  It had been a slightly off-beat case, spread in the papers ten days ago. Carl Honeycutt had lived a humdrum everyday existence with a nondescript wife for over twenty years; he had a barbershop

  in downtown L.A., and he’d never had so much as a moving violation ticket. Six months after his wife died of cancer last year, he had remarried; and a couple of weeks ago he had gone berserk

  with a shotgun and killed his new wife, her brother and sister-in-law, and a neighbor who had attempted to reason with him.




  “Never even known to tie one on,” said Carlow. “A funny one all right. Makes you wonder about people.”




  Jesse said sleepily, “Catalysts. Like in chemistry.”




  “What?”




  “A meets B, they have a nice cozy smooth relationship—marriage, friendship, business, whatever. A meets C, or B meets D, bang, there’s an explosion. Like catalytic agents in

  chemistry.”




  “Oh,” said Carlow. “As good an explanation as any. But damn it, the damn judge is ten minutes late already—I won’t get out of here until noon—”




  “Annoying,” agreed Jesse. Three minutes later the judge finally appeared, and of course took the arraignment first; the homicide officer gave brief testimony, and it took some twenty

  minutes and delayed the other business of the court. Carlow got his divorce suit on the agenda in another fifteen minutes and departed fuming; Jesse didn’t get out of court until a quarter of

  twelve. Over lunch at a coffee shop on Western Avenue, he ruminated vaguely about Honeycutt: a queer enough case and thank God it was no business of his; but people did come all sorts and shapes,

  and were set in motion by, perhaps, the catalytic agents as well as other things.




  He got back to the office on Wilshire at one-twenty, and the will was on his desk for proofreading; his twin secretaries, the good-looking blondes, Jean and Jamesina Gordon, were eminently

  efficient.






  The new client was punctual at two-thirty; Jean ushered her in. She had made the appointment three days ago: a Mrs. Charlene Garland.




  Jesse rose to greet her and settled her in the client’s chair beside his desk. She was a good-looking woman, not young, perhaps in her forties, but well and neatly dressed in a navy suit.

  She had dark hair sprinkled with a little gray, and a figure just slightly plump. She was carrying a book as well as her outsized navy handbag.




  “And what can I do for you, Mrs. Garland?” he asked pleasantly.




  She studied him for a moment before speaking. She would have been a very pretty girl twenty years ago; she had a roundish face with a generous mouth, wide-set blue eyes. She said unexpectedly,

  “If old Mr. Halliday had still been alive, I wouldn’t be here—he’d have done something whether I went to him or not. But he died last year. And I don’t know but what I

  want a private detective instead of a lawyer—but Mrs. Christiansen said I ought to see a lawyer—and I really don’t know what a lawyer could do, but maybe you will.”




  “Well, suppose you tell me what it’s about and we’ll see.” Jesse offered her a cigarette.




  She took it, bent to his lighter, and sat back with a little sigh. “You see, Mr. Falkenstein, you do have to think about money, don’t you? Without being mercenary or thinking about

  it all the time—it is important, isn’t it?”




  “You have to think about it.”




  “Well—I’d better tell you something about my situation. So you’ll have the whole picture. I’m a widow—Bob was killed on the job two years ago. He was in

  construction work. It was the company’s fault—I needn’t go into that—they were very fair, there wasn’t any legal hassle, it was faulty equipment, and they made a good

  settlement, paid off the house and gave me a lump sum. Not that anything would be enough for losing Bob.” The hand holding her cigarette was shaking slightly. “I’d gone back to

  work the year before—I’m a bookkeeper at Kelly and Howard, they’re a big building materials outfit in the Valley—wholesale to construction firms mostly. We’re getting

  along just fine, you see, with the settlement and the house paid for—but you have to think about money. I’ve got two children, Cindy’s eighteen, and she’ll graduate from

  high school in June, and Paul’s sixteen. They’ll both want to go to college, and”—she sighed sharply—“I didn’t know any lawyers,” she said,

  “except Mr. Halliday. And I went and saw Mr. Holden, and they just don’t care—he as good as said he wouldn’t and couldn’t do anything, and I got mad—and a friend

  of mine said you’d been very good at getting a divorce for a friend of hers, so I thought—”




  “Yes,” said Jesse. Such were the random ways clients came to lawyers. He was letting her take her time.




  “I don’t know whether you know them—it was Halliday, Holden and Wirtz, but since Mr. Halliday died it’s just the other two.” Jesse had a nodding acquaintance with

  the firm, an old and prestigious one in Los Angeles.




  “Mr. Halliday was an old friend of Uncle Tom’s. He’d have done something—I don’t know what. But at least he’d have been able to get Aunt Ruth to listen to

  him. I think. If anybody could.” She uttered a short laugh and stabbed out her cigarette in the ashtray on the desk. “But as it is—Mr. Falkenstein, does the name Traxler mean

  anything to you? Do you remember anything about the Traxler kidnapping?”




  Jesse spread his hands. “Should I? I’m afraid not—it doesn’t ring any bells.”




  “Well, it’s twenty-one years ago, of course. And it didn’t make all the national headlines. I’ll have to tell you all the background—I’m sorry to take up so

  much of your time—”




  “No hurry, take your time and tell me whatever you think I should know.”




  “Yes. Well, Thomas Traxler—Uncle Tom—was my mother’s older brother. He made a lot of money. It was—sort of, you could say, inadvertent. He and his partner, George

  Coleman, had a little tool-and-die business out in the Valley—Glendale—this was way back in the Depression. When the war started they converted to making small aircraft parts, and the

  business really took off—by the end of the war it was booming. And Coleman was a bachelor without any relatives, and he was killed in an accident and left his share of the business to Uncle

  Tom. There was—there is quite a lot of money, not just the business. Uncle Tom invested in land and real estate as well as stocks and so on, you see. Of course, the business was sold later

  but—there’s still a lot of money. I’m getting ahead of myself, I’m sorry.” She took a breath. “Uncle Tom and Aunt Ruth were married sometime just before the war

  began, around there, and neither of them was exactly young then. And they were married for nearly fifteen years before Tommy was born—their little boy. I expect you can guess how they

  idolized him. Looking back, I can see how they spoiled him—how maybe he’d have grown up to be an obnoxious spoiled darling—you know? He had everything. They had an English nanny

  for him and all the toys—the clothes—I don’t really remember much about him,” said Charlene Garland, “except that he was rather a shy little boy—and so very

  polite, in an old-fashioned way—the way he’d been taught. You see, Aunt Ruth is—was—English. Her mother was widowed quite young, and they came here when she married an

  American—it must be fifty years ago, but Aunt Ruth’s so proud of being English, she’s—kept it up. Afternoon tea and the accent and everything—everything you can

  imagine, English. She taught Tommy little pieces he had to recite for guests—people haven’t done that since the nineties, have they?—but she did—and that’s not

  irrelevant. I’m getting to the point, Mr. Falkenstein,” and she gave him a faint smile. “Little nursery rhymes. They—Uncle Tom and Aunt Ruth—gave us the reception when

  Bob and I were married, that was—just before it happened, twenty-one years ago. They’d bought the house about five years before, it was when the Mt. Olympus Estates were being opened,

  you know that exclusive area—” One of the most exclusive and expensive residential areas, that was indeed, in upper Hollywood, adjoining the equally exclusive Trousdale Estates in

  Beverly Hills. “It was a lovely reception, they paid for everything, they’d always been so good to Mother and me—and to get back to the money, you see, I know very well that Uncle

  Tom would have left Mother something in his will—and possibly me too, he liked Bob. You see, Mother had been divorced from my father since I was ten. But the month after Bob and I were

  married, there was—the kidnapping. Tommy was kidnapped. Uncle Tom paid the ransom, but they never got him back. They never knew what happened to him. It was terrible—a terrible thing to

  happen. He was five and a half.”




  “I suppose the FBI was on it?” said Jesse.




  “Yes, and the local police. They never found out a thing. I don’t really know much about that part of it—Bob was working for a firm in Fresno then, we lived there for five

  years before we came back to the L.A. area, both the children were born there. But it was just terrible for them—you can imagine. Uncle Tom paid the ransom, a hundred thousand dollars, but

  they never got Tommy back. I think the FBI was sure he’d been killed—well, kidnappers usually do murder children, don’t they?”




  “Not always.”




  “But usually. And he was five and a half, he could have told something about the people who took him. But—it all came to nothing. It was awful. About six months later, I think it

  was, there was a body found—a child’s body—but it couldn’t be definitely identified. There’d been another child reported missing about the same time Tommy was

  kidnapped, and the police thought the body could have been his as well as Tommy’s. It was just left up in the air, you see?”




  “Yes.”




  “Well—” She took a long breath. “I’m sorry to be so long-winded, but you’ve got to have the background. It just about killed Uncle Tom. He’d been in his

  fifties when Tommy was born, and it was as if he had lost everything that meant anything to him. He just seemed to lose interest in life altogether, he didn’t care what happened. And to come

  to the money, Mr. Falkenstein, I know he’d probably have left Mother something in the will, but you see, they had a row. A fight. They were both quick-tempered people, and they—sort of

  flared up at each other. And he—” She grimaced. “It was silly.”




  “About what?”




  “Well, the psychics. It was silly,” said Charlene Garland. “You see, Aunt Ruth never gave up hope about Tommy. She wouldn’t believe he was dead—that that body could

  have been his. And she kept going to all the fortune tellers—calling themselves psychics, sensitives, you know—I suppose one in a hundred of them is honest, but mostly they’re

  just telling people what they want to hear for the money, aren’t they? And some of them told her Tommy was dead, but some of them told her he was alive and eventually she’d have him

  back—and Mother told Uncle Tom he ought to put his foot down and stop her going to them, it wasn’t only a waste of money but it was so bad for her, and he said anything that gave her

  comfort was all right with him, and they had a row—and I know that eventually they’d have made it up, but in the meantime he changed his will and left everything to Aunt Ruth, and then

  a few months later he died of a heart attack. He was only sixty-three—but he’d—just lost any interest in life.”




  “I see,” said Jesse. “And is she still going to see the psychics?”




  “Oh”—she made an impatient gesture—“no, not for years, I don’t think. She didn’t exactly turn into a recluse—she used to entertain a lot, and she

  stopped doing that, but she’s still got her bridge club and shopping, and sometimes she goes to the theater—oddly enough she was never annoyed with Mother, and she always treated us

  like family, you know? She’s always given the children and me nice birthday and Christmas presents, and she’d invite Bob and me for dinner sometimes. Like that. And after all, we were

  the only family she has and—” she hesitated.




  “And you were pretty sure she’d have left you a bundle of the money?” he filled in for her. “Do you know how your uncle left it?”




  “Yes. It’s all in trust, with his lawyers—Halliday, Holden and Wirtz, only now Mr. Halliday’s dead. He was an old friend of Uncle Tom’s. They handle all the money,

  but it’s not tied up any way, she can leave it however she wants. I remember her saying that after Uncle Tom died, when the will was read, and she even said then that of course it should come

  to us, she hadn’t any relatives left at all and it was Uncle Tom’s money and we were his relatives.”




  “Fair enough,” said Jesse. He slid down a little further in his desk chair, long legs stretched out. “So what’s the snag?”




  She looked very angry suddenly. “That’s what I’m coming to. She—I don’t know how to tell you, it’s so absurd—and so wild. She thinks she’s got

  Tommy back.”




  “And how did that happen, for God’s sake?”




  Charlene Garland took the cigarette he offered her. “Oh, it’s wild,” she said. “And he’s got to be—he is—the most flagrant imposter—but he’s

  clever, oh, he’s clever. He’s got Aunt Ruth absolutely convinced, and she’s furious at me because I don’t believe it. There.” All this time she’d been nursing

  the book on her lap, and now she laid it on his desk and sat back. “It started with that. So he says.”




  Jesse looked at the book. It still wore its dust jacket in pristine condition; it was a fairly new-looking, hard-cover book entitled Unsolved Mysteries of the Twentieth Century, by

  James Gilchrist, and bore the name of a well-known publisher.




  She looked at it bitterly, and then suddenly she laughed rather harshly. “After all,” she said, “I don’t want you to think she’s an absolute fool, Mr. Falkenstein.

  She’s got some reason to believe him—only she won’t see—well!” She drew strongly on the cigarette. “That”—and she nodded at the book—“has

  an account of the kidnapping. I remember her telling me how she gave an interview to the author—that was a couple of years ago. It’s just a—a—rehash of the facts, the police

  work and so on. But there’s a photograph of Tommy, and of the house. And when she had this letter—to put it briefly, he claims that he picked up the book just casually, and the

  photograph of the house triggered his memory. He says he’d always had these vague memories of a place and people where he’d lived as a little boy, but it wasn’t until he saw that

  picture that they all came together for him and he remembered a lot more. He’s told her—” She was silent and put a hand to her head. “In a way you can’t blame her, Mr.

  Falkenstein. Of course she wanted desperately to believe him, but what he’s told her—I saw that letter, and it was clever—he’s so clever. He could tell her things—I

  can’t imagine how, where he got the facts—things not in that book, little personal things. The things a child would remember. He told her the names he had for his favorite toys, there

  was a big stuffed bear, and a rocking horse—and he told her about the dog they had, a golden cocker named Bonnie, and how he used to play with her. He told her some of the little pieces

  she’d taught him to recite for company—he claimed to remember that, when she served tea out of the silver service, and saying verses for company—and he told her what he called the

  nanny. A pet name—he always called her Judy because she told him stories about Punch and Judy—and he told her the nursery had yellow curtains with an animal print on them—and

  there was a furry rug in front of the fireplace there. And how the nanny read him poetry about the bells of London—and told him stories about when she was a little girl in Barnstaple in

  England.”




  “Very interesting,” said Jesse. “And I take it that was all true?”




  “You just can’t imagine how she reacted to that letter. She’d never accepted that Tommy was dead—and here was a letter from him, she had to believe it was from

  him—oh, it was so cleverly done—”




  “Tell me what you remember about the letter. You saw it?”




  She nodded. “She was so excited—she phoned me at work, I had to come and see it for myself, she just knew this was Tommy! It was—all very slickly done. It was phrased—oh,

  humble, if you gather what I mean, he wasn’t claiming anything at all, he was just so interested himself in these memories the story had aroused in him, and they were so vivid he

  couldn’t help thinking they must mean something, but he wasn’t suggesting he really could be her long lost son, he just thought perhaps she would be interested too—and coming out

  with all of this, how he remembered sitting on a man’s lap and playing with a big gold watch—Uncle Tom’s half hunter, it was an heirloom from his grandfather, of course—and

  reciting ‘Hickety pickety, my black hen, She lays eggs for gentlemen’—and Bonnie—and Judy—how it all seemed to come back to him all at once when he saw the picture of

  the house—oh Lord, you can see she had some reason! She was so excited—”




  “And where did the plausible gent say he’d been since the age of five and a half?” asked Jesse. “Suggest the kidnappers found him such a charming child they kept

  him?”




  She laughed shakily. “Well, even that’s plausible—what he says, I mean. He just doesn’t know, he can’t give any explanation. He was brought up in a religious

  orphanage in Long Beach, and he says they never found out where he came from—he’d been abandoned apparently, by whoever had been looking after him, and he doesn’t remember much

  about that at all, just a vague Uncle Bernie and Aunt Mae who went away. He didn’t even—in the letter, ask to see her, and that was the cleverest thing of all, because, of course, she

  couldn’t wait to see him—”




  “Letter sent locally?”




  “Yes—Hollywood. It was a motel out on Sunset. Of course she couldn’t wait to meet him. I told her she should be careful, it sounded like a trick to me, and she said who but her

  own Tommy would remember all that? She called him right away and asked him to the house—and, Mr. Falkenstein, I wasn’t there but she told me about it afterward—she was so

  triumphant that I’d been wrong and she’d been right!—when he got to the house, he asked her right away if there hadn’t been a different picture over the mantel in the living

  room, the one he remembered had a wagon and horses and cows—and of course she had to take him all over the house, and especially to show him the nursery—she’s kept it all exactly

  as it was, you know, all Tommy’s toys and his bed and clothes—”




  “Morbid,” said Jesse.




  “I’ll agree with you every time,” she said tiredly. “But there it is and he recognized the toys, he said he’d called the stuffed bear Huggy and the rocking horse

  was Dapple Peter—and he said that door went into Judy’s room past the bathroom—they’d enclosed the back bath and put a door on either side of it to make a sort of nursery

  suite when Tommy was born, and they got the English nanny. And he told her how the housekeeper used to make him a kind of cookie he especially liked, a crunchy orange cookie—they were orange

  meringues, Tommy was crazy about them—”




  “Very interesting,” said Jesse. “And very circumstantial. You think—you thought right away—he’s a fake.”




  “Mr. Falkenstein,” and she sat up straighter, looking at him steadily, “if I could somehow believe that Tommy wasn’t killed, that for whatever unimaginable reason the

  kidnappers just abandoned him and he ended up in an orphanage—as Jerry Smith, he says, the only name the orphanage knew—and a boy five and a half years old would know his own name,

  after all—but if I could believe this really is Tommy, I’d be only too happy for Aunt Ruth. But it’s just impossible. I said that body could never be identified, but I think the

  FBI was sure it was Tommy, and Uncle Tom accepted that he was dead. And at the time, if he’d been just abandoned, a child that age would be able to tell his name, about his home, he’d

  have been identified then. This claim that a picture in a book triggered all these memories—it’s just impossible.”




  “Little farfetched,” agreed Jesse. “You said she called you, had to show you the letter. Family feud patched up, I take it—you said—”




  “Oh, Aunt Ruth was never angry at Mother, as I told you—that was Uncle Tom. And, just as I said—”




  “She’d probably made a will leaving you and your mother most of the money.”




  “Mother died last year. If she had, she probably made a new will then. I couldn’t say about that. But I could have a pretty good guess that she’s made a new one now,”

  said Charlene Garland. “And I don’t apologize for sounding mercenary, Mr. Falkenstein—but aside from anything else it is pretty damned galling to see that smooth con artist

  smirking at her, living in that house, probably running up bills on her credit cards, and calling himself by her name—and knowing she’s probably left him everything, while we get left

  out—and it was Uncle Tom’s money—and—”




  Jesse sat up. “She’s moved him into the house? Handed over money to him?”




  “Naturally! She’s accepted him as her darling Tommy come back to her—she always knew he was still alive somewhere—and nothing’s too good for Tommy, especially since

  they were apart all those years because those terrible people were so wicked—”




  “My God,” said Jesse. “And you say she’s not a fool, Mrs. Garland? What explanation has she dreamed up for the kidnappers not returning him twenty-one years

  ago?”




  “She hasn’t. She just says people that wicked would do anything, and they were just jealous of people like them who were happy and had money. Or maybe they were frightened of getting

  caught and just left him in the street somewhere. And maybe they’d kept him drugged so he’d forgotten most of what he knew, even his name. And isn’t it the most wonderful,

  miraculous thing that he happened to read dear Mr. Gilchrist’s book and see the photograph, so he began to remember all those things.”




  “My dear God,” said Jesse. “You said she was annoyed at you for telling her to be careful. Are you still on speaking terms?”




  “Not since last week,” said Charlene Garland. “That’s why I’m here—though I did consider a private detective instead. She loves to show him off, you

  see—and oh, isn’t he putting up the beautiful act with her! The humble, wide-eyed innocent, can’t believe he’s found his own mama after the lonely years in the

  orphanage—so deferential, so polite—she loves it. Uncle Tom must be whirling in his grave. She insisted he move into the house, she’s bought him a car, I think she’s

  undoubtedly giving him an allowance and God knows what else. And—”




  “Any resemblance?” asked Jesse.




  “To a five-year-old boy? There’s a picture in there,” and she nodded at the book. “You can judge for yourself. He’s blonde—so was Tommy, but lots of blonde

  children turn brown-haired when they grow up. Tommy would be twenty-six and a half, and he might be about that or older—he’s got one of those boyish faces. Somewhere he’s learned

  to talk decent grammar, and he’s got good manners. He might be anybody, Mr. Falkenstein. But he can’t be Tommy Traxler. Poor Tommy’s been dead for twenty-one years, almost for

  certain. Everybody but Aunt Ruth accepted that. And I went to see Mr. Holden, and I don’t suppose he likes it either, but he just said frankly that there’s nothing he or anyone can do

  about it. I don’t think he’s much interested. The trust comes to an end when she dies, and she’s sixty-seven and she has a heart condition. I liked Mr. Halliday, and he’d

  have done something—he’d have been horrified, he’d have put that con artist through the third degree, showed Aunt Ruth how impossible it is—but he’s gone, and

  there’s nothing I can do at all. I certainly haven’t covered up the way I feel, but there wasn’t any point in having an open row. I’ve just been trying to persuade her

  to—well, make some investigation of this Jerry Smith’s background, if any discrepancy showed up—”




  “Yes, she’s taking him on faith, isn’t she? You finally had a row?”




  “Oh, with a vengeance!” said Charlene Garland. “She asked us all to tea last Sunday—I told you she’s very punctilious about keeping up English traditions. Cindy and

  Paul begged off, and I didn’t blame them, but I thought as long as I could still talk to her I might reach her somehow, and I went. There was the famous silver tea service Mr. Smith claims to

  remember, and the usual cucumber sandwiches and weak tea and all—no, he wasn’t there, she said, of course young people liked to make their own friends and she’d told him to feel

  free to bring them home, and that annoyed me enough—and then in the middle of tea Mrs. Christiansen came in, and that—” Suddenly she laughed. “It was funny in a way because

  she’s the last person in the world you’d expect to start a fight. She’s one of Aunt Ruth’s oldest friends, one of her bridge club members, and a very nice woman

  really—one of those plump, amiable, woolly old ladies who calls everybody dear—you can’t imagine them actually disliking anyone or losing their tempers, so it was rather as if a

  pet lamb had suddenly turned and bit you—she came burbling in and Aunt Ruth poured her some tea and went on talking about Tommy. And Mrs. Christiansen feels the way I do about it, I knew

  that, but I don’t think she’d ever said anything to Aunt Ruth except vaguely. So it was like a thunderbolt when she said Aunt Ruth should take shame, mentioning that thieving imposter

  in front of Tom’s niece—and, well, it developed into quite a row indeed, and I’m afraid I lost my temper. We’re neither of us welcome there again, and I drove Mrs.

  Christiansen home—she only lives a couple of blocks away—and we blew off steam to each other, and she said I ought to have a lawyer. To safeguard my interests is how she put it.”

  Charlene looked at him drearily. “Well, there it is, and just what a lawyer could do about it I haven’t an idea, but I feel better having told you.”




  “Umm,” said Jesse, lighting another cigarette, “and a very intriguing little tale it is, Mrs. Garland. The point you made—she had some reason for swallowing it, if it is

  pretty specious. Mr. Smith got all that information somewhere. Where? Any ideas occur to you?”




  She shook her head. “A good many people would know all that—Aunt Ruth’s always talked about Tommy, and the kidnapping, a lot. But her friends—”




  “What about servants?”




  “Yes, there’s a housekeeper and a man who does odd jobs and chauffeurs her—she doesn’t drive. But all the servants she had at the time were different. She doesn’t

  keep a full-time maid now. There’s a cleaning service that sends people once a month, but none of them—”




  “Still, there’d be people who could have passed on that information?”




  “Yes, certainly.”




  “The servants there at the time—” Jesse brooded over his steepled hands. “Well, let me do some thinking on this, Mrs. Garland. There may be—umm—steps we can

  take. I’ll get back to you and let you know what I come up with.”




  She stood up. “I’ve taken a lot of your time, and probably for nothing. But if you can think of something—”




  “Usually a way to beat the devil around a gate,” said Jesse. “Think I’ll write her a nice formal letter asking for an interview as your legal representative.”




  She laughed. “Good luck on that one!”






  But it was an obvious first step to take, and he’d like to size up the situation and the people for himself. He ushered her out and stood in the outer office surveying

  his two secretaries, the twin blondes, Jean and Jamesina Gordon. Evidently Ruth Traxler was still in the Mt. Olympus house; he beckoned Jean into his office and dictated a brief letter requesting

  an interview.




  And it was getting on to five o’clock, with no more appointments scheduled. He picked up Unsolved Mysteries of the Twentieth Century, reached for his hat and coat, and wished his

  Gordons good night.




  It had gone on being a wet and cold winter; it was drizzling again today, and he switched on the heater in the Mercedes, turning up Fairfax Avenue from Wilshire. They were well settled into the

  big house up Coldwater Canyon, on Paradise Lane, now; it was farther to drive, but the relative isolation and space were worth it. And Southern California needed the rain, but Jesse was getting

  rather tired of it, and this was only February; another couple of months to the end of the rainy season.




  As he turned off Coldwater Canyon Drive to the short, dead-end street, he saw their gateway lights beaming out at him in the dusk, welcoming. The gates were open, which meant that Athelstane was

  in. He slid the Mercedes into the garage alongside Nell’s identical sedan, and went in the back door to warmth and light in the old-fashioned big kitchen.




  “You’re early,” said Nell in surprise. “I didn’t hear the car—” She was just putting a big bowl of salad into the refrigerator.




  He bent to kiss her, his lovely Nell with her brown hair in its usual neat, thick chignon on her neck, dropped the book on the kitchen table and went to shed his coat. “Reasonably good

  day?”




  “Need you ask, with all this rain? The offspring’s been driving me up the wall—I wish I had that much energy.”




  Davy came pounding up, yelling, “Daddy! Daddy! Read about Mama Hubbard—read about kittens!” He thrust the book of nursery rhymes at Jesse’s knees savagely, and Jesse

  swung them both up in his arms.




  “Give me a minute to get my breath and sit down, big boy. All right.”




  “Everything’s in the oven,” said Nell. “We can have a nice leisurely cocktail hour.”




  “As if you ever drank cocktails.”




  “Well, I’m trying Dubonnet instead of sherry. It’s got an interesting sort of taste.”




  In the living room there was a comforting, crackling fire going. Athelstane, the huge brindle mastiff, was stretched out on the hearth rug with his stomach exposed to the warmth, and Murteza,

  the seal-point Siamese (whose name meant the Lion of God in Arabic) was cozily ensconced on the mantel with front paws well tucked in under his chest. Davy clambered into Jesse’s big armchair

  and opened the book importantly. “Mama Hubbard—no bones for the poor doggy—the funny doggy wears a coat—” At least he had graduated to some other traditional rhymes

  than the three little kittens, which had monopolized his conversation up to Christmas and the appearance of a new, large, expensive Book of Nursery Favorites. Discovering he was out of

  cigarettes, Jesse went back to the kitchen for a fresh pack and found Nell dipping into Unsolved Mysteries of the Twentieth Century.




  “Hey,” he said, “you can’t have that until I’ve looked at it. It’s something to do with a new client.”




  And settled down with Davy in the armchair he remembered that old rhyme and looked it up—“Hickety pickety, my black hen,/She lays eggs for gentlemen;/Gentlemen come every day/To see

  what my black hen doth lay.”




  Davy looked up at him from the dewy innocence of twenty-two months. “Eggs,” he announced wisely, “are in boxes at the store. Daddy, what’s a hen?”






  The book was a slick production. It was not James Gilchrist’s maiden effort; listed before the title page were nine other books ranging from a volume of Victorian crimes,

  a popular history of gang warfare during prohibition, an anthology of Broadway musicals of the past forty years, through several pseudo autobiographies of theater personalities and one politician.

  At least these days ghost writers were not buried anonymously; they appeared on title pages as “by so and so with John Smith.”




  He leafed through Unsolved Mysteries desultorily: the Judge Crater case was covered, a couple of other mysterious vanishments including that of James Hoffa, several rather shapeless

  homicides only included, apparently, because the law had never brought charges. The writing was careful and good journalese, very professional.




  And the Traxler case, when he found it, was sufficiently poignant and also shapeless. The two photographs illustrating the account told him little: black-and-white photographs, of an impressive

  two-story Spanish house above a terrace of lush lawn; the salon photograph of the head and shoulders of a small boy, fair and anonymous, just a small boy in an open-necked shirt.




  A date in early September, twenty-one years ago. A family wealthy, but not fabulously so, just not socialites. Present in the house the housekeeper and her husband, man of all work and

  chauffeur, Albert and Thelma Dillon; the maid, Rose Shaw; the nursemaid, Katherine Drake. It had been a hot night, and the central air conditioning’s motor had burned out the day before. The

  Traxlers, and the nursemaid, had had fans running in their bedrooms, and windows had been open all over the house. But the nurse maintained that she would have heard any noise from “Master

  Tommy’s” room, separated from hers by a bathroom. No alarm had been raised until the next morning, when the child was found missing and a screen on a window in his room neatly cut out.

  Local police and the FBI had been called. A tap had been put on the phone; the servants had been examined, recent employees questioned: all the motions gone through. Some interest had been attached

  to a twelve-foot ladder recently used by a gardener to replace some roof tiles; it was the ladder used to reach the window of the nursery, which seemed to point to an inside job, but it had been

  left leaning against the side of the house, carelessly, for several days. No extraneous fingerprints had been found on the ladder or elsewhere; there were no leads in any direction. The servants

  had eventually been exonerated.
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