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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

  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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  That this lives in thy mind? What seest thou else




  In the dark backward and abysm of time?”
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  Chapter One




  Sergeant Andrew Clock, Hollywood division, L.A.P.D., together with his wife Fran, had been visiting his brother- and sister-in-law, Jesse and Nell Falkenstein. On the point of

  departure, he looked at Jesse with something less than love and said, “Well, I’ll read your damned books some time when I get round to it. Do I thank you?”




  “Probably,” said Jesse acidly.




  Fran and Nell exchanged a glance. “You shouldn’t have gone tramping all over my big brother’s convictions,” said Fran lightly. “Come on, Andrew, it’s

  beginning to rain.”




  Clock growled and turned from the open front door; in the little drizzle they hurried to the car in the driveway. Jesse shut the front door and Nell said, “You needn’t have jumped

  all over him like that. After all, it’s a—a specialized subject. Why should a cop know anything about parapsychology? Cops deal in plain facts.”




  “That’s right!” said Jesse violently. “Get me all set to deliver another lecture to you! Damn it, that’s just the point—facts. What else, for God’s

  sake, is the entire field of research dealing in? For nearly a hundred years a long list of respected scientists have been meticulously turning up the plain facts—the documented solid facts

  of telepathy, clairvoyance, mediumship, precognition, psychokinesis, and all the rest of it, and publishing the reams of solid evidence. And yet the ordinary average intelligent man like Andrew

  doesn’t know one damned thing about it. It’s stupid.”




  “Riding your hobby horse,” said Nell. “Why should he? We’re living in the nuclear age, and I like to think I’m reasonably intelligent but I don’t know

  anything about atoms or fission.”




  “Survival of the individual soul is slightly more important,” said Jesse, but reluctantly he grinned. “I’ll educate the man yet. Him and his don’t confuse me with

  facts, my mind’s made up.” He started to switch off lamps in the living room. Nell laughed and took Athelstane the mastiff to the back door, let him out for a last run. She looked in on

  the baby down the hall; at nearly ten months of age, David Andrew had mercifully learned to sleep at night. As she came into the bedroom Jesse was shedding watch and loose change on the bureau top.

  “You want me to look at this place in Studio City?”




  “Not really. I don’t like it that well.” Nell sounded dissatisfied. “I suppose I’ll find something sometime. Only the prices are ridiculous. I wonder if we ought to

  get a bigger place, Jesse.”




  “I don’t,” said Jesse, “need a direct-voice communication from the old man to tell me he meant us to use the money and have fun with it. Don’t fuss, Nell. Only

  money—what he’d tell you—and it can go as easy as it comes, so we might as well enjoy it.” He yawned, reaching for his pajamas.




  Old Mr. Walters had died last May and left Jesse a respectable amount of money. The will had finally got through probate last month. The first fun they’d had with it was the new cars,

  which they’d both badly needed—two brand-new Mercedes. And as Nell said, this house was in a fairly good older section of Hollywood, but if they were going to have at least one more and

  possibly two in the family, it would be nice to have a bigger house with more space around it for Athelstane. She’d started looking at houses last week, but so far hadn’t found any she

  liked.




  When she emerged from the bathroom to find Jesse sitting up in bed smoking over a copy of Hidden Channels of the Mind, she sat down at the dressing table and said thoughtfully,

  “He would be pleased, wouldn’t he? It is what he’d have wanted us to do.” She let her hair down, the dark-brown mass of hair never cut, and began to brush it quickly.




  “No would be about it, he’s probably keeping an eye on us and getting a kick out of it. Maybe he’ll pick out a house and lead you to it some way.”




  Nell laughed, starting to braid her hair. “I wouldn’t put it past him.”




  “Somebody’s said, money isn’t everything but it can make you damned comfortable. But we needn’t let it go to our heads. Office hours as usual—it could all go down

  the drain tomorrow, and I’ve got some new clients coming in. I suppose you’ll be out with your realtors.”




  “Not if it’s pouring like this. Do you realize it’s past midnight? You and Andrew going at it hammer and tongs like that—I’ll get Athelstane in.”




  “Mmh.” Jesse put down his book and reached for the lamp switch. “And I’ve got to be in court at ten.” He was never operating on all cylinders before noon.




  But when he got to his office, in the new tall building on Wilshire, he was informed by his twin secretaries, Jean and Jimmy Gordon, that Mrs. Thomas had called in at

  eight-thirty, and there’d be no court session; there’d been a reconciliation. “They’re all lovey-dovey again and she wants you to kill the divorce petition.”




  “These females,” said Jesse.




  “There’s not much else for you this morning—paperwork on the probate for the Gorham will, and you said to remind you about getting the court order to sell the stock, to get the

  inheritance tax cleared out of the way. You’ve got an appointment at ten, this Mr. and Mrs. Tredgold.”




  “Did they say what about?”




  “Not a word.”




  “O.K., shoot them in when they get here.” Jesse looked approvingly at the Gordons, identical brown-eyed blondes and very efficient girls, and went on into his office. The new office

  was a good deal handsomer than the old one, with its smooth paneling, the austere Holbein portrait of Sir Thomas More on one wall, lush carpeting, the big desk; and all the gadgets, like the tape

  recorder and the calculator, were useful. He pulled out the recorder and dictated a letter about the court order, which brought him to nine-fifteen. He hadn’t started to draw up that

  Wallingford will; he got out the notes he’d taken yesterday and glanced through them, sliding a new tape into the recorder. After raining all night, it had let up this morning; now it was

  starting again, a slithery shushing against the windows.




  He thought, a slow day, not much to do; he might drop in to see if DeWitt had anything interesting on hand this afternoon. William DeWitt, happily pottering around with his Western Association

  for Psychic Research, could always be relied on for some interesting talk at any rate.




  The new clients were more than prompt; Jimmy looked in at a quarter of ten to tell him the Tredgolds were here. Jesse told her to send them in.




  The first impression he got from them was Money. They were a good-looking couple, quietly well dressed, smart, smooth, discreet, nothing flashy. The man was tall, with good shoulders, nearly

  crew-cut dark hair, firm mouth, rather cynical dark eyes; his gray suit hadn’t come off a rack, and his tie was a Sulka. He might be forty. She was a little younger, dark hair, with a nice

  figure, very fair complexion, and intensely blue eyes; her clothes so quietly smart that they were unobtrusive. And both of them looked troubled and worried, as people who came to see a lawyer

  sometimes did.




  Jesse had stood up; Tredgold offered him a firm hand. “Sit down, won’t you? What can I do for you?”




  They sat down in two of the leather-upholstered chairs and Tredgold said, “I don’t know.” He had a deep voice; he looked and sounded like a man usually very sure of himself but

  now annoyed because for some reason he wasn’t. “I don’t know if you can do anything at all, but we thought we’d come and ask.”




  “Because the company lawyers wouldn’t be any use,” said Mrs. Tredgold. “And of course Mr. Featherstone’s dead. Not that I ever thought he was much use either. You

  know I said at the time, Walt, we should have got someone younger—more, oh, up and coming.” She looked at Jesse. “You see, we happen to know Ray Austin, Mr.

  Falkenstein.”




  It took Jesse ten seconds to identify the name, and then he said, “Oh, really.” His mind slid back to that little affair: one of the cases where old Edgar Walters’ knowledge of

  human nature had spotted the place to look for truth. “How is he these days?”




  “Far as I know, fine.” Tredgold was impatient. “He never can say enough about you. We just thought, ask what you think.” He got out cigarettes, gave one to his wife, lit

  both. He looked at his cigarette, evidently unsure momentarily how to proceed, and then he asked baldly, “Is there any legal way to force a man to go on parole?”




  Jesse stared at him curiously. “Generally speaking, anybody qualified for parole’s happy to get it.”




  “I know, I know, but it’s a hell of a situation, and we just don’t know what to do about it. Is there any way?”




  “Maybe you’d better tell me something about the circumstances, Mr. Tredgold,” said Jesse gently.




  “Yes, of course, I suppose you’ll have to know the whole story,” said Tredgold unhappily. “It’s my brother Dick. He’s put in seven and a half years,

  he’s up for parole, and the damned fool won’t take it. We’ve both argued with him—damn it, I can see how he feels in a way, but it’s water under the bridge, and a

  smart man knows when to cut his losses. He’s only thirty-five, he’s got the other half of his life to live, and God knows there’s enough money waiting—I’ve looked

  after it like my own. You can’t spend that kind of money in jail, and I’ve got a smart stockbroker. This damn fool brother of mine’s got half a million bucks waiting for him, and

  his old job back—even after all the money I spent on lawyers trying to get what she left him in her will. Thank God,” said Tredgold devoutly, “all the company stock was tied up in

  trust under Uncle Walt’s will. If she’d owned that outright and split it between us, and the state claimed he couldn’t profit by the death—my God. What a mess that would

  have been. As it was—” He seemed to think he was explaining.




  “Excuse me,” said Jesse. “Money from where?”




  “Oh. Chain of markets,” said Tredgold. “The Super-T’s. Our uncle—Walter Tredgold—started out with one little place thirty-five, forty years back. He was a

  good businessman and he was lucky. We’ve got twenty-one supermarts now, all over the place from Thousand Oaks to Santa Monica. Dick and I got 40 per cent of the company stock when he died

  fourteen years ago. He was smart enough to tie up the rest in trust, what he left Aunt Lou. She”—he smiled a little—“didn’t have much head for money. On her death the

  rest of the stock was split between Dick and me, but that wasn’t anything to do with her will, you see, so that was all right. She had the entire income but she couldn’t touch the

  principal.”




  “Where does the parole come in?” asked Jesse. “What’s your brother in for?”




  Tredgold leaned back. “Homicide. You don’t remember the case? It was eight and a half years ago—”




  “Afraid not.”




  “There was an appeal—it all took so damned much time—but it was turned down. And then all the legal fuss—”




  “It was a nightmare,” said Mrs. Tredgold in her light, pretty voice. She put out her cigarette; her hand was shaking. “Just thinking about it brings it all back. All the little

  things. Do you know, I’ve never been able to read a detective novel since. Murder—it’s not a thing you expect to happen, and maybe in a book motives and alibis and witnesses are

  interesting, but when it’s real— There was all that blood on the carpet, and you couldn’t just leave it, even when we knew the house would be sold. And sorting out all her things,

  I couldn’t expect Alida to help—and Dick in jail, and then she lost the baby, we’d all been so happy about the baby—”




  “Oh, Becky, don’t go over it!” said Tredgold roughly. “It was the worst time any of us lived through, but it’s over. It’s happened. What we have to

  think about now is Dick.”




  “Your brother was charged with murdering this aunt?” asked Jesse. “First degree?”




  “No. It wasn’t—nobody ever thought it was premeditated. It was second degree, he got twenty to thirty years. I—”




  Jesse’s eyebrows shot up. “Stiff sentence for second degree homicide.”




  Tredgold’s mouth hardened. After a moment he said, “That judge— There was a lot of subtle harping on the money, the other side tried to make it look as if we were—oh,

  café society, bunch of snobs who’d never done a day’s good work. My God, you’ve got to run a business—what do they think the manager of a big company does all day?

  Dick and I both worked an eight-hour day, Uncle Walt sent both of us right through the business, since we turned fifteen and started out as bag boys. I ought to tell you that our parents were

  killed in an air crash when I was twelve and Dick was eight, and Uncle Walt and Aunt Lou brought us up—they never had any children. Dad was a GP, but he’d only been in practice for five

  years, and with working his way through medical school, he didn’t leave much. How the hell did I get on this? Oh, the money. Hell, Dick and I held every job there is, getting experience to

  run the business—bag boy, checkout clerk, stock clerk, on up. We’ve both got degrees in business management. I’m sorry, all this is irrelevant, didn’t I just say it’s

  water under the bridge? Just, we always felt the judge was—prejudiced. He was dead against Dick in his instructions to the jury, and—well, that was how it came out, twenty to thirty,

  and the appeal turned down.”




  “A nightmare,” repeated his wife, her eyes still shut. “And it didn’t end. It was just before Christmas, you know. That the trial ended. With all that—the sentence,

  and Alida losing the baby—we had to do something about Christmas, because Judy and Jim were just little things, six and four, you couldn’t disappoint them. Dick and Alida had just

  bought a house—they’d only been married a year—and after the miscarriage and then the appeal getting denied she couldn’t bear to live there, and we found her an apartment.

  It was all the little things, things you don’t think about—getting special permission to see Dick because we needed his signature on the escrow papers— And we thought he was going

  to be sent to the prison at Susanville, and oh, God, if he only had been. If he only had—”




  “Shut up, Becky,” said Tredgold, but he said it kindly. “I’ve said it before, free will I believe in up to a point. There is such a thing as fate. If he’d been in

  Susanville, Alida wouldn’t have made that drive once a month, I’ll grant you. She’d have flown instead, and you’re likelier to get killed in an airplane than in a car.




  “She was killed.” Jesse was patiently following the thread of story.




  “The year afterward,” said Tredgold. “On her way up the coast to visit him. Drunk rammed her car head-on.”




  “He could have a visitor once a month,” said his wife. “And the letters, of course. But after that—”




  “It was easier,” said Tredgold unexpectedly. “I won’t say it wasn’t easier. Alida’d been there all the while, keeping us reminded. You can see we’d felt

  a responsibility, we’d check on her, have her over, do things for her. She hadn’t any family here—her mother was dead, her father lived in Maine. And after she was gone, it got a

  little easier. Dick—just wasn’t there. Oh, we kept in touch—regular letters, I kept him up on the business. I got his power of attorney to deal with his share of the stock and so

  on. For quite a while even after Alida was killed he kept up his interest—followed the stock market, he’d ask me to buy into this or sell that for him. But lately, no. I don’t

  know what’s got into the damned fool. He knew he could get parole after seven years.”




  “It’s on account of Alida,” said his wife. “Mostly, I think. He feels he hasn’t got anything waiting.”




  “He’s got the hell of a lot waiting,” said Tredgold angrily. “He’s still a young man. He’s got us, his whole family. Enough money. He knows how much we think

  of him, for God’s sake. It’s just his damned stubbornness—Dick always was pigheaded, get an idea into his head and you can’t move him—”




  “But just exactly why doesn’t he want to accept parole, Mr. Tredgold?” asked Jesse. “You’ve lost me. Seems to me, way you put it, it’s water under the bridge

  all right. And just what do you want me to do about it?”




  “He says”—Tredgold, who had been leaning forward, flung himself back in his chair looking disgusted—“it’s the principle of the thing. He says if he accepts

  parole, it would be a tacit admission that he was guilty, that everything he testified to at the trial was a lie, and he won’t do it. He says it’s just too damn bad for the judge and

  jury who said he was guilty, but that’s not his fault—but if he takes parole, he’d be partly to blame too. Principle!” Tredgold uttered the word as if it were an oath.

  “Throwing away the rest of his life for a silly damned idea like that—”




  “Well, legally speaking, when the court found him guilty . . .” began Jesse, and Becky Tredgold interrupted him in a surprised tone.




  “Oh, we all knew he wasn’t guilty, Mr. Falkenstein. You don’t suppose we ever thought— Of course Dick couldn’t possibly have killed Aunt Lou.” She read his

  careful expression uncannily and added, “You’re thinking an innocent man couldn’t have been convicted?”




  “It happens,” said Jesse. “Not very often. More likely, in our judicial system, the other way round, Mrs. Tredgold. But I don’t say it can’t happen.”




  “The trouble was,” said Tredgold, “it didn’t look as if anybody else could have done it. Only we knew he didn’t. But that’s over, and when he’s got a

  new life ahead— I don’t know what the hell I expect you to do about it.”




  “But Ray Austin,” said Becky Tredgold, “seems to think you’re some kind of miracle worker, Mr. Falkenstein. He told us all about how you got him out of trouble, when his

  wife was murdered. What I thought was—you’re an outsider. A stranger to Dick. If you just went to see him, and talked quiet common sense to him—you don’t have any ax to

  grind, it’s nothing to do with you at all. And I know how it’s gone with those two—” She looked at her husband with a faint smile. “Walt starting out trying to be calm

  and sensible, and the more Dick digs his heels in the madder Walt gets, so he ends up yelling at him and Dick getting all the more stubborn.”




  “Well—” Jesse shrugged. “I don’t know what I could accomplish, but if you’re willing to invest in a retainer and expenses I can go talk to him. As his

  accredited lawyer, I suppose I’ll be let in. Where is he?”




  “In the Men’s Colony at San Luis Obispo. How much do you want?” Tredgold already had a checkbook out.




  “Oh, nominal retainer—a hundred bucks. That’s only about a four-hour drive up the coast.”




  “Obviously, I can’t advise you on what to say. But if you can make him see what a damn fool he is—” Tredgold stood up and laid the check on Jesse’s desk.




  “Just hope you’re not expecting too much.” Jesse went to open the office door for them. “I had some luck—and some help—on Mr. Austin’s affair, you

  know.”




  Mrs. Tredgold smiled at him suddenly. “You’re not at all the way I pictured you. From what Ray said, I thought you’d be a live wire, tearing around terrifically full of energy.

  But I had a feeling about it. About coming to you. I’m not at all psychic, but now and then I get a feeling, that’s all.” She turned her back to her husband and he helped her into

  her smart blue raincoat, picked up his own.




  “See what happens,” said Jesse. “I’ll be in touch with you.”




  They nodded at him and went out. “At least,” said Jimmy after them, “new clients with money, by their clothes.”




  “Jamesina,” said Jesse absently, “you are a mercenary Scot. Funny new clients, if you want to know. What time is it?” It was eleven-thirty. “What have I got on the

  agenda in the next couple of days?”




  Jean flipped her desk pad. “Mrs. Barnes is coming in at three o’clock.” And Jesse didn’t look forward to seeing her, poor woman: she was unhappy about getting her senile

  mother declared incompetent, but she hadn’t any choice. “Nothing else today, no appointments tomorrow—you thought the Thomas divorce was going to be contested, and left the day

  open. Nothing on Thursday until the afternoon, Mr. Page.”




  “Mmh,” said Jesse. “Except all the paperwork which you two can do. I’m going out for an early lunch. We’ll get the Wallingford will drawn this afternoon. Meanwhile

  you can get hold of the warden’s office at the California Men’s Colony at San Luis Obispo and intimate that I want a chat with him at whatever convenient time today. About legal

  visitation rights to Mr. Richard Tredgold.”




  It wasn’t often that either of the Gordons, cool and experienced legal secretaries, showed astonishment; they did now. “A relative of theirs?” asked Jimmy, glancing at

  the door the Tredgolds had just exited. “In prison? For heaven’s sake—they look so utterly respectable.”




  “Which they seem to be,” agreed Jesse.




  He dropped into the coffee shop down the block for a ham sandwich and coffee, and drove up to Santa Monica Boulevard to the modest headquarters of DeWitt’s association.

  After years of psychic research carried out on other researchers’ ideas, DeWitt was now his own man, and a happy one. He had enough money of his own; a couple of wealthy friends supported the

  project, paid the rent and modest fees to his psychics, and the terrifyingly efficient Miss Duffy was accumulating stacks of precise records in a battery of file cases. He had four psychics at his

  beck and call: Mrs. Ventnor producing the automatic writing, Wanda Moreno and Cora Delaney as trance mediums, and the psychometrist Charles MacDonald.




  Jesse sniffed at the latest pages of automatic script. “Nothing significant to you?” asked DeWitt rather wistfully. He was aware that Jesse would welcome some communication. He

  looked at Jesse enquiringly, a man as tall and dark and lanky as Jesse, and his long nose twitched over the scrawled page.




  “Don’t much like the automatic writing anyway,” said Jesse. “Suspect production of the subconscious.”




  “Some wheat in the chaff,” said DeWitt. “We had a very good session with Cora last night—some very evidential material. I’ve got it all on tape, have you time to

  listen to it?”




  “Probably not,” said Jesse. “Let me take it home.”




  “You’re the only man I’d let take records out of the office. For twenty-four hours.”




  “Cross my heart, you’ll get it back safe.” Jesse put the tape in his breast pocket. “I’d better get back to work.”




  Back in his own office, he found that Jean had arranged for him to talk to the warden at three o’clock. He spent an hour dictating Mr. Wallingford’s will, Jimmy typed it, and he

  proofread it. At three o’clock precisely Jean looked in and said she had the warden’s office on hold. They were really marvelous girls, his Gordons, reflected Jesse, picking up the

  phone. Ever since they’d come to him he had felt cherished; they could probably run the office without him.




  He got home early at five o’clock, and found Athelstane huddled lonesomely on the back porch, his black-jowled face anxious. It was still raining steadily. “I thought she said she

  wasn’t going in the rain,” said Jesse to Athelstane. Athelstane followed him in happily and sat on his feet while Jesse built himself a drink. But Nell drove in five minutes later and

  fled in the back door with a howling baby in her arms.




  “It wasn’t supposed to rain, according to the radio,” she said crossly, handing David Andrew to Jesse while she took off her coat. “It hadn’t started when I left,

  and the realtor at Red Carpet had these places I wanted to see, so I left the baby with Fran and just went, and one thing led to another and I saw six impossible houses— Here, I’d

  better feed him first.”




  “Well, you won’t have to worry about getting dinner for me tomorrow night, you can gad around as you please. I’m leaving you temporarily.”




  “Who for?” asked Nell interestedly.




  “Wrong pronoun. What. I’ve got to drive up to San Luis to see an inmate of the prison colony. Funny business.” He told her about it after she’d shut off the baby’s

  bellows with a pacifying bottle.




  “I don’t know what they think a lawyer can do, if the man’s made up his mind,” said Nell. “Funny isn’t the word. Oh, Fran said to tell you that Andrew

  hasn’t looked at your books yet but she was finding the Archer book very interesting.”1




  “That’s nice,” said Jesse. Fran, of course, didn’t need convincing about the reality of psychic phenomena. “Glad I provided her with entertainment while she tended

  the little monster.”




  “He was good as gold,” said Nell reproachfully, “but I was later than I intended and naturally he was starved. And so am I, and probably you—I’ll use the microwave.

  The money is useful, isn’t it?”




  It was. Very nice indeed. And Jesse could almost see the old man, chuckling and pleased to see them enjoying it. The Mercedes, elegantly modeled, sleek and silver-gray, was a

  very nice girl to drive. On a weekday there wasn’t much traffic on the coast highway, once you got out of the suburban sprawl that was Los Angeles and environs. He might have made it up and

  back in one day, but if it was still raining he’d as soon not drive south at night; there would be fog along this road, which followed the Pacific coast most of the way.




  Even in the thin drizzle he rather enjoyed the drive, getting out of the city to the bare lonely rounded hills with red-and-white cattle grazing and always on his left a gray cold sea with the

  white line of breakers. After he by-passed Santa Barbara the country was even emptier, the towns smaller. Living in the teeming dirty sprawl of Los Angeles, you forgot that California was the

  foremost agricultural state in the nation; here, these broad fields and hills, the cattle, the lush greenery of upstanding crops, were a reminder.




  He had never laid eyes on this state prison; “at San Luis” might mean anything. He stopped at the courthouse to ask directions: the Men’s Colony was further up the coast toward

  Morro Bay. It was two forty-five when he came on it. It was a rather drab-looking but surprisingly casual set of buildings, no walls around it: this was medium security. There was a succession of

  white-painted cottages attached, a big central building block. A security guard at the gate took his name, used a phone, let him in; this wasn’t a regular day for visitors.

  “That’s right, sir,” he said, putting down the phone. “You can park over here.” Jesse was turned over to another uniformed guard, who took him into the central

  building. Down a long bare corridor he was led into a curious place where small cubicles were boarded off by plywood panels. The guard shut the door behind him. The cubicle was perhaps four feet

  square; there was a straight chair in it, a glass ashtray on a narrow counter facing him, and nothing else. Across the counter was set a metal grill rising to the low ceiling, and on its other side

  was another straight chair, a cubicle, a door.




  Jesse sat down and lit a cigarette. Five minutes later, the door opened on the other side of the grille and a man came into the other cubicle. He stood there with his back against the door and

  surveyed Jesse with indifferent curiosity.




  “Not the regular day for visitors,” he said. “Old Paddy said my lawyer’d come to see me. News to me I had a lawyer—I thought old Featherstone was dead. Who might

  you be?”




  Jesse slid a card under the one narrow opening in the grille. Richard Tredgold, oddly, looked younger than thirty-five. There was a general resemblance to his brother: he was tall and dark, with

  dark eyes under sharp-arched brows, but his face was leaner, paler, with a cleft chin. His eyes were brilliantly alive. He was wearing a drab-olive cotton shirt and slacks. He picked up the card

  and smiled at it.




  “Let me guess. They’ve sent you up to reason with me, since Walt can’t keep his temper long enough to do it himself. They must think you’re a persuasive orator, Mr.

  Falkenstein.”




  “I didn’t think it was such a good idea myself,” said Jesse mildly. “Wouldn’t say oratory’s my strongest point. They picked me because they happen to know a

  fellow I once rescued from a murder charge. Judgment slightly biased, shall we say.”




  “Oh?” Tredgold looked more interested. “A murder charge. You must be reasonably persuasive at that.”




  “Oh, it didn’t come to a trial. The police were a bit hasty—evidence, but when I poked around some I found some other evidence and we came up with the real X.”




  Tredgold sat down on the straight chair and reached to his breast pocket for a pack of cigarettes, a book of matches. “This is a fairly decent place,” he said. “We’re

  allowed reasonable amenities. Ten cigarettes a day, if you can afford them. Walt sends more money than I can use, so I’m quite popular with a lot of poor devils who never have visitors or

  presents. Do you know something funny, Mr. Falkenstein? I’ve learned a lot here. Before, I never read much. Boned up the textbooks in college, that was all—I never had time. Here,

  I’ve discovered books. I’ve spent seven years reading everything I could lay my hands on. They’ve been pretty nice to me, gone out of the way to get me books I wanted. The last

  year or so I’ve been studying metaphysics, and I suppose you could say it’s induced a philosophical calm over me. Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in, as it were. This can be a

  very contemplative life, if you take it that way. The last couple of years I’ve been in charge of the library. I enjoy that.”




  “Yes, but when Thoreau said that about time, he was alone and free, living a contemplative life he’d chosen,” said Jesse softly.




  Tredgold’s face was mobile; his eyes flickered, his mouth twisted, and he said, “Touché. But you might understand my lunatic principles, which dear good old Walt

  never in this world will. A judge and jury said I was guilty of murder, which I wasn’t. If I accepted parole now—I have really confounded poor Warden Miles, he’s had me up for a

  number of bluff man-to-man talks, and he keeps saying, but you’re an intelligent man—if I took parole, I would be in effect saying, they were quite right, I was guilty, and having

  served a token sentence I acknowledge it. I won’t do that.”




  “Biting off your nose to spite your face?” said Jesse to his cigarette.




  Dick Tredgold laughed. “I know what Walt and Becky said to you. They’re such dear good people. I won’t tell you that if Alida were still waiting, I wouldn’t—cut my

  losses, as Walt puts it. But she’s not. Looking back, it was like Nemesis—everything going wrong at once. Maybe a karmic debt from some past life? I wouldn’t know. Do you know

  anything about the murder at all? About the evidence?”




  “Not a thing.”




  “So you’re thinking, there must have been some good evidence, or I wouldn’t be here. There was. On the evidence, it didn’t look as if anybody else could have done it. I

  know I didn’t, but I’m the only one who does know that. People do kill their nearest and dearest—some people. They made a lot of that at the trial, that Aunt Lou had been like my

  own mother— I was eight when Walt and I went to live with them. Yes. She was.” He laughed suddenly, and his tone was queerly tender. “Of course we were both furious with

  her—we’d both had some hot and heavy arguments with her. Silly darling little old Aunt Lou, taking up another fad—under the spell of this damned so-called psychic and proposing to

  hand the woman fifty Gs, I ask you. I had another argument with her that day, surely to God. And all that testimony about my hot temper—” He leaned back in the chair, smiling.

  “But oddly enough, everything old Featherstone said about my not being able to kill Aunt Lou was gospel truth.”




  “Only the jury didn’t believe it,” said Jesse.




  “Or the judge. I can’t say I care whether you believe it,” said Tredgold coolly. “It really doesn’t matter. Aunt Lou knows I didn’t do it, and I know.”

  Suddenly he gave Jesse a wide grin. “I’ll tell you something, Mr. Falkenstein. That fellow you mentioned—who sent Walt and Becky to you—you playing private eye to find the

  real killer. Well, you go and find out who really murdered Aunt Lou, and prove it—prove that I didn’t do it, so the governor’ll put it on paper that I didn’t do it.

  That’s the only way I’m going to leave this place. Only, of course, I don’t suppose you ever could. Walt had a private detective agency on it, and they never turned up

  anything.”




  “Didn’t you have any ideas?” asked Jesse.




  “Negative. Aunt Lou? Beaten to death with the poker in her own living room? It wasn’t a thing that could happen. We have movies every Saturday night,” said Tredgold, sounding a

  little tired. “Sometimes old movies. And Aunt Lou—she was Billie Burke. You know? The fantastic hats, and the shopping expeditions with the girl friends, much the same kind, and she may

  have been a little silly and frivolous and zany, but she had the kindest heart in the world. We were mad as hell at her, and she was mad at us—but it was family,” said Tredgold simply.

  He looked at Jesse with a return to cool indifference and laughed soundlessly.




  “Walt sending you—it has its funny side. Well, that’s my word on it. If you want to play detective and try to find out the truth—get some solid evidence— But after

  eight years, the thing’s absurd. Water under the bridge—I’ll bet Walt said that, all right. It’s impossible, we’ll never know what happened.” Tredgold stood up

  abruptly. “You’d better go back to Walt and tell him to forget it.”




  “I am fairly conscientious,” said Jesse. “I like at least to earn my retainers.”










  Chapter Two




  “Just the one word he said, you know. Family. Anybody from any sized family—maybe not you—would understand that.” Nell had been a very lonely only

  child. “The fights Fran and I had—the hot fights in any family—but nothing to lead to homicide. Only that could be difficult to get across to cops when a real homicide

  happened.”




  “Now really,” said Nell. “You’re not going to get mixed up in this ancient history, Jesse? Just on impulse?”




  “Impulse be damned. I’m just a little curious,” said Jesse. “I’d like to have a look at the trial transcript before I see the Tredgolds again.”




  “Honestly, the things you get into,” said Nell.




  He had to be in court on Friday morning, for the Potts divorce hearing. That only occupied an hour, and he was free at noon. He stopped at the nearest place for a quick sandwich, went back to

  the courthouse, and rode the elevator up to the county clerk’s office. All he knew was the month and year; he couldn’t tell the rather surly looking clerk the case number.




  The clerk said he didn’t know when he might locate the record. Jesse believed him; he’d had occasion to look up old cases before. Theoretically, a big-city bureau should maintain its

  records neatly and methodically filed; in practice, old records could get buried deep. It might take days to locate the transcript of that State versus Richard Tredgold, in which

  case he’d have to get the details of the case from the other Tredgolds, and he would rather read the gist in the impersonal transcript.




  He told the clerk resignedly to call his office when the transcript was located and drove back to Hollywood.




  But he was lucky, or the clerk more conscientious than he looked. He got the call at three that afternoon and drove back downtown through a lessening drizzle of rain.




  The transcript, of course, was on microfilm. He was given a rickety little table and chair in a square room full of mismatched file cabinets, and a hand projector. At least the fluorescent

  lighting was excellent. He bent over the little screen, taking occasional notes in his finicky copperplate.




  It was a very simple story. Crime was seldom at all complicated, and of all crime homicide less apt to be.




  The opening speech to the jury by the prosecuting deputy D.A. sketched out the plot.




  “. . . are concerned, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, with the death of Mrs. Louise Tredgold on August 16 of this year. I will give you, as briefly as possible, an account of what we

  will be presenting to you in sworn testimony concerning that death.




  “The principals in this case are, as it happens, wealthy and educated people. Perhaps you may think that that fact makes this crime even more heinous than had it been a vulgar family brawl

  in some ghetto section of the city.




  “Mrs. Tredgold, who was fifty-six, a widow, and the two nephews of her late husband, Walter and Richard Tredgold, were the sole owners of a large chain of supermarkets, and thus

  independently wealthy. Mrs. Tredgold had resided for a number of years in a large two-storied home in West Hollywood, on Sylvia Drive. You will hear testimony that although relations among

  them—Mrs. Tredgold, her older nephew Walter and his wife, her younger nephew Richard and his wife—had ordinarily been perfectly friendly, in the last few months prior to her death a

  quarrel had arisen. This quarrel was occasioned by Mrs. Tredgold’s interest in a so-called psychic medium, Mrs. Sabrina Steele, and Mrs. Tredgold’s avowed intention of presenting Mrs.

  Steele with a large sum of money in order to establish some sort of—er—spiritualistic center. There had been, as testimony will show, numerous heated arguments between Mrs. Tredgold and

  her two nephews on this subject. Both Walter and Richard Tredgold were convinced that their aunt was the victim of a confidence game. We will not be concerned with that, ladies and gentlemen; it is

  outside the scope of this enquiry, and I have mentioned it in passing only to explain to you the reason that this family dissension had arisen.
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