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  Erle Stanley Gardner 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


  THE room held a subtle atmosphere of burnt-out activity. Physically, it had the littered appearance of a vacant lot from which a carnival had moved
  away. The walls were decorated with posters; ELECT DOUGLAS SELBY DISTRICT ATTORNEY screamed one poster. Above the words appeared the likeness of a handsome
  young man with curly hair, a devil-may-care glint in his penetrating eyes, and a forceful, although shapely, mouth. Hanging beside it, a twin poster showed a man some twenty-five years older,
  wearing a big sombrero, his leathery face creased into a friendly smile. It required a close inspection to show the hard determination of the grey eyes. That poster bore the words: VOTE FOR
  REX BRANDON FOR SHERIFF.


  Half a dozen small desks and tables had been crowded into the room. They were littered with envelopes, pamphlets, windshield stickers, and other campaign paraphernalia.


  Douglas Selby, newly elected district attorney, grinned across the room at Sheriff Brandon. It had been a bitterly contested battle, involving an election contest, a recount of ballots, and an
  action in mandamus. The actual election had been history for weeks, but the political backers of the two men had kept the room in the Madison Hotel for post-election activities.


  Selby, crossing his long legs, ran his hand through his thick shock of curly hair, and said, Well, Rex, in fifteen minutes we start for the courthouse to take charge. Personally, now that
  its all over, Im going to miss the fight of the campaign.


  Rex Brandon fished a cloth sack from his pocket, shook flakes of tobacco into a brown cigarette paper. His thick fingers rolled the cigarette with an expert twist. He moistened the edge of the
  paper with his tongue, stroked the cigarette into a smooth cylinder, and said, Youll have plenty of fighting, son. It aint all over  not by a long ways.


  Selby, at ease, was as relaxed as a cat sprawled in the sunlight. Not much they can do once we get in office, he drawled.


  Sheriff Brandon snapped a match into flame with a quick flip of his thumbnail. Listen, Doug, Im twenty-five years older than you are. I havent got as much book
  learnin, but I know men. Im proud of this county. I was born and raised here. Ive seen it change from horse and buggy to automobile and tractor. I remember when youd
  never walk down the street without stopping three or four times in a block to pass the time of day with friends. Now things are different. Everyones in a hurry.


  The sheriff paused to apply the match to the end of his cigarette.


  Whats that got to do with us? Selby asked.


  Just this, son: People used to know pretty much what was going on in the county, and office holders used to get a square deal. Now people are too busy and too selfish to care.
  Theyve got too many worries of their own to bother very much about seeing that other people get a square deal.


  If it was just politics, it wouldnt be so bad. But during the last four years the doors have been opened to all the scum from the big cities. Chaps who havent been big
  enough to work a racket in the Big-Time have drifted in with a lot of little, vicious, chiselling, crooked stuff. Sam Roper, the old district attorney, either got a cut or should have had one. You
  know that as well as I do.


  Now, then, its up to you and me to clean up this mess.


  Its already cleaned up, Selby pointed out. The crooks read their death sentences in the election returns. Theyve been getting out. Little hole-in-the-wall
  joints have closed up, or turned honest.


  Some of em have, and some of em havent, Brandon said. But the main thing is that weve got to watch our step, particularly at the start. If
  we make just one major mistake, theyll hoot us out of office.


  Selby looked at his watch, got to his feet and said grimly, Its going to take a hell of a lot of hooting to get me out of office. Come on, Rex, lets go.


  Campaign headquarters had been located on the top floor of the Madison Hotel. As the two men stepped through the door into the carpeted hotel corridor, a door opened midway down the hallway on
  the right-hand side. An apologetic little man, attired in a black frock-coat and wearing a ministerial collar, slipped out into the hallway. He seemed to be tip-toeing as he walked rapidly towards
  the elevator and pressed the button.


  It was several seconds before the elevator cage rumbled up to the top floor, and Douglas Selby studied the little minister as they waited. He was between forty-five and fifty-five, and fully a
  head shorter than the district attorney. The small-boned frame seemed almost fragile beneath the shiny cloth of the well-worn frock-coat.


  As the elevator operator opened the sliding door, the little clergyman stepped into the cage and said, in the precise tones of one accustomed to making announcements from a pulpit, The
  third floor. Let me off at the third floor, please.


  Selby and the sheriff entered the elevator. Over the top of the ministers unsuspecting head, Rex Brandon gave the tall, young district attorney a solemn wink. When the elevator had
  discharged its passenger at the third floor, the sheriff grinned and said, Bet theres more funerals than weddings where he comes from.


  The district attorney, immersed in thoughtful silence, didnt answer until they were half-way across the hotel lobby. Then he said, If I were going to indulge in a little deductive
  reasoning, Id say his parish was controlled by one very wealthy and very selfish individual. That ministers learned to walk softly, so as not to offend some selfish big
  shot.


  Or maybe hes that way because his wife has a natural talent for debate, the sheriff grinned. But, say, buddy, dont forget that this speculating business
  aint just a game. Did it ever occur to you that during the next four years whenever a crimes committed in this county its going to be up to us to solve it?


  Selby took the sheriffs arm and headed towards the white marble courthouse.


  You solve the crimes, Sheriff, he said, grinning. I simply prosecute the criminals you arrest.


  You go to the devil, Doug Selby, the sheriff rumbled.


  


  Chapter Two


  DOUGLAS SELBY had been in office just twenty-four hours. He surveyed the littered material on his desk, reached a decision and
  summoned his three deputies.


  Boys, Selby said, Im tackling a job I dont know much about. You boys have got to carry most of the load.


  You play ball with me and Ill play ball with you. Gordon, its up to you to instruct these boys in the duties of the office. Among you, youve got to handle the
  routine.


  Heres a bunch of stuff which has piled up on my desk. Theres everything here, from a complaint about a neighbours dog scratching up a front lawn to a tip that someone
  is selling liquor without a licence. You boys take this stuff into the law library and divide it up. Dont write any more letters than you have to  telephone people, get them to come
  in, reason with them, straighten things out by diplomacy. Dont fight unless you have to. When you once start to fight, never back down. Remember that The Clarion will give us a square
  deal and The Blade will be fighting us all the way. Youll make mistakes, but dont let the fear of making mistakes keep you from reaching decisions. Whatever happens,
  dont let anyone bluff you. Whenever you . . .


  The telephone rang. Selby said, Just a minute . . . Hello.


  Rex Brandons voice, sounding rather strained, said, Doug, drop whatever youre doing and come down to the Madison Hotel right away. Theyve found a dead man in one of
  the rooms.


  What is it, Selby asked, murder, suicide, or natural death?


  They dont know. They say its a minister . . . I have an idea its the same chap who rode down in the elevator with us yesterday.


  Where are you now? Selby asked.


  Im at the City Hall, picking up the chief of police. Well get to the hotel a few minutes before you do. The room number is three twenty-one. Go right on up. Well meet
  there.


  Selby said, Okay, Rex, hung up the telephone receiver and turned to his deputies. You boys go to it, he instructed. Youll have to handle the routine
  business of the office.


  Grabbing his hat, Selby raced down the marble corridor of the courthouse, took the steps of the wide staircase two at a time, jumped into his car, and drove to the Madison Hotel.


  He noticed that Brandon was ahead of him. The sheriffs car, equipped with red spotlight and siren, was parked in the red no parking zone in front of the hotel. Moreover, a
  portion of the street was closed off, where a force of men were installing one of the new ornamental lighting fixtures the city had recently purchased. Selby found himself caught in a traffic jam,
  and it took him nearly ten minutes to extricate himself, find a parking place for his car and return to the hotel.


  George Cushing, owner of the hotel, and the one to whom Selby had been indebted for the room used as campaign headquarters, approached with smiling affability.


  A man in his early fifties, Cushing tried to maintain an air of smart, urban sophistication. He wore a pin-striped blue serge suit, meticulously pressed, and cut for men twenty years his junior.
  His pale, filmed eyes had puffy circles beneath them. His skin looked as though it had never known the sting of a biting wind, or the warm touch of outdoor sunlight. But those pale, filmed eyes
  could be coldly insistent, and ten years of hotel management had taught him not to be backward in his demands.


  Now, listen, Doug, he said, this is just a natural death, see? It isnt a suicide. The man took a dose of sleeping medicine, but that didnt have anything to do
  with his death.


  Whats his name? the district attorney asked.


  The Reverend Charles Brower. He came from Millbank, Nevada. I dont want it to be suicide. That gets unpleasant newspaper notoriety for the hotel.


  Walking to the elevator, Selby hoped that the man would at least have tact enough to refrain from referring to campaign obligations, but Cushings well-manicured, pudgy hand rested on the
  sleeve of Selbys coat as the door of the elevator opened.


  You know, Gushing said, I did everything I could for you boys during the election, and Id like to have you give me the breaks.


  Selby nodded.


  Cushing said, The numbers three twenty-one, and waved to the elevator operator to close the door.


  On the third floor, Selby found no difficulty in locating three twenty-one. He knocked on the panels, and Rex Brandons voice called, Is that you, Doug?


  Yes.


  Go over to three twenty-three, Doug, and come in that way. That doors unlocked.


  Selby walked to the adjoining room. It was a typical hotel bedroom. He saw that the connecting door into three twenty-one was ajar. A long sliver had been smashed from the side of the door jamb.
  Rex Brandon called, Come on in, Doug.


  Selby entered the room.


  The little minister seemed strangely wistful as he lay cold and motionless on the bed. The eyes were closed and the jaw had sagged, but the face seemed peaceful, more dignified in death than it
  had been in life. The door had been locked and a chair propped against it in such a way that the back of the chair was braced directly underneath the knob of the door.


  The room seemed filled with silence.


  Otto Larkin, big, heavy-voiced chief of police, made haste to greet the district attorney.


  Everythings just as we found it, he assured. Hed left a call for ten oclock. The switchboard operator rang and rang, and didnt get any answer. A
  bellboy knocked and heard nothing. He tried a pass-key, and found the door was bolted from the inside. He climbed up and looked through the transom. He could see the man lying on the bed. He called
  to him two or three times, and then reached inside and pushed down the transom. Then he saw that a chair had been propped under the door-knob. He notified Cushing. Cushing busted in through three
  twenty-three. Thats why the locks smashed. The connecting door has a double bolt, one on each side.


  Now, listen, Selby, I was pretty friendly with Sam Roper, and I supported him in the campaign. You know that. You cant blame me for it  Id worked with Sam for four
  years. But I want to work with you boys, now youre in office. This is the first case weve had, so lets not have any hard feelings thatll keep us from working in harmony.
  Id intended to come around and see both of you, but I just hadnt had a chance. Theres a lot of things we should talk over.


  Selby said, All right, well talk them over at the proper time and in the proper place. Whats that paper in the typewriter? It isnt a suicide note, is it?


  No, Brandon said, its a letter to his wife, Doug. Read it, its sort of pathetic.


  Selby stepped over to the table. A portable typewriter held a large sheet of hotel stationery filled with writing.


  Selby leaned over the machine and read:


  
  
  MY DEAREST WIFE:


  Well, Ive been in Madison City a couple of days now, and so far havent accomplished much. I may be here another week, perhaps longer.


  The weather has been perfect. A fine warm sun blazing down from a deep blue sky, windless days and cool nights. Its warm but not hot. The first morning there was a little fog, but it
  didnt last long.


  Ill have a surprise for you when I come back. If I can contact just the right people, were going to have our financial troubles completely eliminated. And dont think they
  wont listen to me. Theyll have to listen. I wasnt born yesterday, you know.


  I didnt sleep well on the train. I had some sleeping medicine to take, but it didnt do much good, so to-night I took a double dose. I think Im going to sleep fine. In fact,
  Im sleepy right now.


  This is a busy city, with a street-car line and several nice hotels. Its less than a hundred miles from Hollywood, and I am going to go there before I get back, if I can spare the time.
  Im sorry you cant be here with me. Im getting pretty sleepy now. I think Ill go to bed and finish this in the morning. Im awfully sleepy, dear. Ill have a
  nice rest to-night. Im going to leave a call for ten oclock in the morning. To-morrow Ill look around some more . . . No use, Im too sleepy to see the keyboard now.


  

  
  There followed a word which had been crossed out by xs.


  On the table near the typewriter was an envelope addressed to: Mrs Chas Brower, 613 Centre Street, Millbank, Nevada.


  Looks as though he took an overdose of the sleeping medicine, Rex Brandon said. Weve checked up on the hotel register. He filled out a card when he checked in.
  Hes Charles Brower and he comes from Millbank, Nevada. He lives at 613 Centre Street, the address on the envelope. So everything checks okay. The poor chap wanted to sleep . . . well,
  hes sleeping all right.


  Selby nodded. Why do you suppose he locked the door and then propped a chair against it? he asked.


  You can search me, Brandon answered.


  The chief of police volunteered a theory. He was a little guy, he said, and a minister. Some of those people get timid as rabbits, particularly when theyre
  travelling. Notice the way he talks about the hotels and things. Ill bet hes never done much travelling, and after Millbank this seemed like a big city to him.


  Have you notified the coroner? Selby asked.


  Yeah, sure. Hes out on a funeral right now. We expect him in any minute.


  Look through his things? Selby asked of Brandon.


  Not yet. We were sort of waiting for the coroner.


  Ive been on lots of cases with Harry Perkins, the coroner, Larkin said. He aint a bit fussy about red tape. If we want to save time by taking a look through
  things, itll be all right with Harry. As a matter of fact, I dont think theres anything to it. He probably had a bum ticker and taking a double dose of sleeping medicine put
  him out.


  I was wondering, Selby said, if perhaps he had something very valuable he was trying to guard. I still cant see why he should have gone to all that trouble to lock
  the door and then prop the chair against it.


  He approached the bed, and gently raised the corner of the pillow to peer under it. He did this without disturbing the body. Finding nothing, he slid his hand in a fruitless search under the
  pillow. He turned back the bedclothes, saying, We might just as well be certain about the cause of death.


  The body was attired in a thick flannel nightgown. Selby pulled the bedclothes back up, and said, No sign of any foul play. Well, I guess its just a routine matter. Well
  notify his wife.


  I told George Cushing to send the wife a wire, Sheriff Brandon said. I wanted her to be notified, so she could decide what she wanted done about the body.


  The chief of police frowned slightly. Im sorry you did that, Sheriff. Thats one of the things the coroner likes to do. You know, hes an undertaker, and he usually
  mentions in his telegrams that he can prepare the body for burial.


  The sheriff drawled, Harry was out on a funeral, and I wanted to get some action. He can send her a wire when he comes in, if he wants to.


  Selby looked around the room.


  The dead mans coat and vest were in the closet, carefully placed on a hanger. The trousers had been caught by the turn-ups in the top of the bureau drawer, and hung down almost to the
  floor. A single suitcase was on the chair, open.


  Thats his only baggage? Selby asked, a suitcase and a portable typewriter?


  Theres an overcoat and a brief-case in the closet, Brandon said.


  Whats in the brief-case? Selby asked.


  Just some newspaper clippings and some typewritten stuff  a sermon or a story or something  a lot of words slung together.


  Have you looked through the pockets of his clothes?


  No.


  Lets do it. You take the clothes and Ill take a look through the suitcase. I cant help thinking he must have had something valuable with him, or he wouldnt
  have barricaded that door. His letter intimates as much.


  The suitcase, Selby found, was packed with scrupulous care. The garments were neatly folded. He noticed two clean shirts, some light underwear, several starched collars, a worn, leather-backed
  Bible, a pair of spectacles in a case bearing the imprint of a San Francisco oculist, and a half-dozen pairs of plain black socks. He saw an oblong pasteboard medicine box, with a label on which
  had been written in pen and ink, For Restlessness. There was also a leather case containing an expensive, foreign-made miniature camera.


  Hello, Selby said, this is a pretty good outfit for a small town minister to be sporting. They cost about a hundred and fifty dollars.


  Lots of people like this guy was are camera fiends, the chief of police pointed out. A man has to have some hobby, you know. God knows, his clothes are shiny enough, and the
  overcoats badly worn at the elbows.


  Where was his wallet? Selby asked.


  In his coat pocket, Brandon said.


  Any cards?


  Yes, a few printed cards bearing the name, Charles Brower, D.D., Millbank, Nevada, ninety-six dollars in cash, and about two dollars in small silver.
  Theres also a driving licence.


  Selby looked once more at the still figure on the bed.


  Somehow, a feeling of indecency gripped him. The man had been a human being, had had his hopes, fears, ambitions, disappointments, and now Selby was prying into his private life . . . Only the
  official obligation of discharging his duty prevented him from being a sublimated Peeping Tom.


  He found himself wondering how physicians must feel when they are called upon to make intimate examinations of people who are utter strangers, yet must bare the innermost secrets of their lives.
  Of a sudden, he felt completely fed up.


  All right, he said, I guess theres nothing to it. Have the coroner take charge. Hell probably want an inquest. By the way, George Cushing would appreciate it
  if there was no publicity or talk of suicide. Its just a natural death.


  He turned away towards the door of three twenty-one, noticed the splintered casing where the bolt had been forced, and said casually, Whats the room on the other side,
  Rex?


  I suppose the same as this, the sheriff remarked.


  I think it has a bath, the chief of police volunteered. The way the hotel is laid out, theres a bath in between rooms, and the room can be rented either with or
  without a bath. This room didnt have the bath connected with it, so the baths probably connected with the other room. Theres a washstand with running water. He has his shaving
  things over there, see?


  Selby noticed the washstand, with a glass shelf above it, on which reposed a shaving brush, the bristles of which had been worn down from much use. In addition to the brush, the shelf held a
  safety razor, a tube of shaving cream, a toothbrush, and a tin of tooth powder.


  Selby idly inspected the knurled knob on the door which led to the shut-off bathroom. He twisted the knob and said, Lets see if this doors open on the other side.


  Suddenly he frowned, and said, Wait a minute, this door wasnt bolted. Did someone twist this knob?


  I dont think so, Larkin said. The bellboy reported to Cushing and Cushing told everyone nothing in the room was to be touched.


  Then why didnt Cushing get in through three nineteen? He could have unlocked the door from the other side, and wouldnt have had to force the other one open.


  I think that rooms occupied, Larkin said. Cushing told me three twenty-three was vacant, but someones in three nineteen.


  Selby nodded and said, Well, Im going back to the office. I guess theres nothing I can do here.


  A knock sounded on the door of three twenty-one. Brandon called out, Who is it?


  Harry Perkins, the coroner.


  Go around to three twenty-three, Harry, and come in that way.


  A moment later the tall figure of the bony-faced coroner came through the connecting door.


  Larkin made explanations.


  We were just looking around a bit, Harry. You were out on a funeral, and we wanted to make sure what it was. Its just a combination of an overdose of sleeping medicine and a bum
  pump. There wont be enough of an estate to bother with. Hes got about a hundred bucks, which should cover your costs of preparing the body for shipment. The sheriff wired his wife.
  Perhaps youd better send her another wire and ask her if she wants you to take charge.


  The sheriff said, Im sorry, Harry, I didnt know you liked to send those wires yourself.


  Thats all right, the coroner said. He walked over to the bed, looked down at the still form with a professional air and asked, When do I move him?


  Any time, Larkin said. Aint that right, Sheriff?


  Brandon looked questioningly at Selby, who nodded.


  Im going back to the office, Selby said.


  Got a car? the sheriff asked.


  Yes, thanks. See you fellows later.
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