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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


  WEAK rays from a jaundiced sun penetrated the curtain of smudge smoke which hung over Madison City. Despite the fact that it was
  nine oclock in the morning, the thermometer hung close to freezing.


  It was a period of war, during which harassed citrus growers marshaled every possible defense to repel the invasion of the frost king. A peculiar combination of atmospheric conditions had
  brought a body of cold air sliding down from the snow-capped mountains in the far interior, across the plateau of desert, to drop in an icy blast upon the fertile citrus lands of the California
  coastline.


  It was the third day of the frost blight. Ranchers had thrown up a defense smudge smoke which lay as a black pall over the community. During the cold mornings this smudge smoke hung thickly over
  the valley, dispersing in the chill afternoons, while sleepless ranchers, with red-rimmed eyes, frantically strove to get enough fuel to keep their smudge pots going for another night.


  Since Madison City was an agricultural community, and since the businessmen realized all too well the stark ruin which awaited them during periods of farming disaster, they put up with the
  inconvenience of soot-bearing smudge smoke, spending disconsolate hours in storerooms which were inadequately heated. Residents huddled in houses which had been designed for a frostless climate,
  attempting to keep rooms livable with various types of gas heaters. Nostrils blackened by smudge smoke, they shivered through the cold spell, deriving only scant comfort from the knowledge that,
  like all freakish weather, it could not last much longer.


  Doug Selby, tall, young, filled with the vigor of enthusiasm, walked rapidly down the second floor corridor of Madison Citys courthouse. He latchkeyed the door marked DISTRICT ATTORNEYPrivate, hung up his overcoat, and pressed the button which informed his secretary he had arrived.
  There was steam heat in the courthouse, and Selby stood with his back to the radiator, enjoying the warmth. His secretary opened the door with a pile of mail, and smiled a greeting. Lights were on
  in the outer office, and Selby, with a discouraged glance at the vista of sooty half darkness which lay beyond the window, reached across to click on his own light switch. Whats in
  the mail, he asked; anything important?


  Nothing pressing, she said. Ross Blaine is waiting.


  Blaine? Selby repeated the name as he puckered his forehead in an effort at recollection.


  The young man who forged the check on the Madison City Transfer & Storage Company, she reminded him.


  Oh, yes, Selby said. He picked up the desk telephone and said to the operator, See if Rex Brandons in, will you? and, a minute later, when he heard the
  sheriffs voice on the telephone, said, This is Doug Selby talking, Rex. Youll remember I spoke to you about young Blaine who forged a check on the transfer company? Because of
  Blaines mother, neither the restaurant that cashed the check nor the transfer company wants to prosecute, but Blaine doesnt know that yet. Hes in my office and it may be a talk
  with him will do the boy some good.


  Coming right in, Brandon said.


  Okay, Rex. Ill leave the door of the private office open for you. Selby hung up the telephone and said to his secretary, When I press the buzzer you can send young
  Blaine in here. As his secretary returned to the outer office, Selby ran rapidly through the pile of mail. Then he moved over to the door of his private office to open it as he heard Rex
  Brandons step in the corridor.


  The sheriff was twenty-five years older than Selby. His hair was sprinkled with gray. His face had been tanned to the color of saddle leather, and his legs were bowed from years spent on
  horseback, but his step was alert and springy. He flashed Selby a smile from friendly gray eyes which could, on occasion, become as hard and cold as twin chunks of ice, and said, Cold enough
  for you, Doug?


  Ill say, Selby said. I couldnt get enough covers last night. And, looking at the grime on his hands, I think itll be the Fourth of July
  before I can get clean.


  Rex Brandon dropped into a chair, fished a cloth sack of tobacco and a package of brown cigarette papers from his pocket. How do you figure this Blaine chap, Doug?


  Selby ran long, tapering fingers through his wavy hair. How do you figure him, Rex? he countered.


  In my day, the sheriff said, kids who forged checks went to jail. Therefore, there werent many kids who forged checks.


  Selbys eyes shifted to look past the sheriff at the sooty window. Times have changed a lot, he said, and yet . . . well, Rex, weve gained something, and lost
  something.


  Fatherly affection showed in the sheriffs eyes as he looked at the young district attorney. When I was a kid, Doug, the young chaps were more earnest. They dont seem to have
  the ambition nowadays. They get what they want too easy. Youre different. Youre just a kid, after all, and yet you hit this town like a mad bull charging a rail fence. Gosh, you
  climbed into the political scrap, got swept into office . . . oh, shucks, why arent more of these college critters like you?


  Selby laughed. For one thing, theres only one district attorneyship in the county, Rex. All the young bloods couldnt go after that. But, no kidding, Rex, there arent
  the opportunities now there were a few years ago. As people point out, theres plenty of room at the top; but you cant start climbing without first elbowing your way to the bottom of
  the ladder. I know something about young Blaine. His mother sacrificed a lot to give him a good education. But he cant use it, because he cant get a start. His education fitted him
  for a place at the top of the heap. It didnt show him how to scramble around at the bottom. Teaching a kid how to drive a high-powered automobile doesnt fit him to drive plow
  horses.


  Well, he could learn, Brandon said, shaking golden grains of tobacco into a cupped paper. Thats what I had to do.


  Yes, but you learned when you were in your teens. These days, boys stay in school until theyre . . . oh, well, Rex, lets get him in and see why he did it. I
  think that may make a difference. Blaine isnt a criminal, and I dont want to make him one. Lets see if we cant have a talk with him and get right down to brass
  tacks.


  As Brandon nodded, rolling the cigarette into shape and drawing his tongue along the edge of the paper, Selby pressed the button which sounded a buzzer in the outer office. A moment later the
  door opened and a well-dressed young man of twenty-four entered, to stand staring at them, fighting to keep the panic from his eyes. Sit down, Blaine, the district attorney said. When
  the young man had seated himself, Selby went on: I suppose you know why youre here? Biaine said nothing.


  Selby opened the drawer of his desk, took out a check, and said, Up to a couple of months ago, Blaine, you were employed as assistant bookkeeper at the Madison City Transfer & Storage
  Company. As bookkeeper, you had authority to sign checks up to three hundred dollars. Day before yesterday you cashed a check for sixty-five dollars at a local restaurant. That check was on a
  regular printed blank of the Madison City Transfer & Storage Company. The bank, however, had been advised that your employment had been terminated, and refused payment when the check was
  presented.


  Blaine raised his eyes, glancing quickly at the district attorney, then averted them and nodded. After a moment, he gulped and said, Yes, sir.


  Why did you do it? Selby asked.


  I dont know, Blaine said.


  Now, thats no answer, Ross, Selby said, not unkindly. You knew the bank would refuse to pay the check. You knew you were violating the law. You must have had some
  compelling reason for doing it.


  I needed the money, Blaine said.


  Why did you need the money?


  I just needed it.


  Selby stared steadily at the young man and went on: Im going to talk turkey to you, Ross. You have a widowed mother. She has a small annuity on which she can get by. But she
  cant support you on that annuity. You should be bringing in a little more money to add to the family income. Youve held two jobs in the last year. You havent lasted at
  either of them. I had a long talk with Charlie Peters at the Madison City Transfer & Storage Company. He says he had to let you go because you simply didnt take any interest in your job.
  He thought you were playing around so much nights that you were half dead from lack of sleep. Two or three times he caught you with a hangover. You looked at your work as a dull routine in which
  you hadnt the slightest interest. As a result, you made mistakes. You were just about as valuable as a piece of animated furniture. You could answer the telephone and mark down figures, but
  you couldnt put any life in your voice when you talked on the telephone and your figures didnt add up correctly. Once or twice a week the office had to overhaul everything in order to
  find why the figures didnt balance. It would be some careless mistake youd made. So Peters let you go.


  Now, Im going to tell you something else, Ross. At the time Peters let you go, you must have intended to forge this check. Its drawn on the First National on a check which
  was printed specially for the transfer company. You must have put that blank in your pocket, thinking that some time youd use it and . . .


  Blaine blurted a denial. I just happened to find that check in my wallet, he said.


  And how did it happen to get in your wallet? the sheriff asked skeptically.


  I had some figures to write down, Blaine said, and I didnt have any paper handy. They were figures that came in over the telephone. So I pulled this check out of the
  book and made a pencil note on the back of the check.


  Selby regarded the back of the check, then nodded. Yes, he said, I can see where there were figures written here in pencil. Perhaps youre telling the truth,
  and this wasnt a deliberately planned crime. Now then, day before yesterday you needed money. What did you need it for?


  I . . . Well, I had some debts to pay and I wanted the money.


  Sheriff Brandon flashed Selby a significant glance. Let me ask him a couple of questions, Doug, he said. Selby nodded, and Blaine turned his eyes reluctantly toward the sheriff.
  I saw you riding with young George Stapleton the night before last, Brandon said. You were in Stapletons new car and headed out toward the Palm Thatch.


  The boy was silent. Brandon waited a minute and said: Stapletons dad has money and can dish it out if he wants to. Since hes been in New York, George has been hitting the
  high spots. You went to school with George and you were on the football team with him. Youre buddies. But youd better tumble to the fact you cant keep up with Stapletons
  pace.


  Brandon ceased talking, and Blaine said nothing. What were you doing out at the Palm Thatch? Doug Selby asked.


  Just sitting around.


  Have something to drink?


  Just some beer.


  Where did you go when you left there?


  Home.


  What time did you leave?


  About two oclock.


  Selbys eyes narrowed. What time did you go out?


  About ten.


  And you sat around there for four hours, drinking?


  Oh, we were just killing time.


  Any girls there? Selby asked.


  Blaine shook his head. Just the hostess. We were on a stag party.


  Selby said, How long has young Stapleton had his new car?


  Two or three weeks.


  Didnt you drive around any to try it out?


  No.


  Had you ridden in it before?


  Yes.


  Why did he sell his old car?


  I dont know. He was tired of it, I guess. He sold it for a song. Only got seven fifty for it.


  Who did he sell it to?


  Tom Cuttings. He used to be in school with us. Hes down at Mirande Mesa now. He happened to be up here, and George just up and sold him the bus.


  For seven hundred and fifty dollars?


  Yes, Blaine said, his voice showing enthusiasm for the first time. I wish Id known George wanted to sell it at that price. It certainly is a swell bus, bright red,
  trimmed with white, convertible, side mounts, supercharger. . . . Its worth two thousand bucks of anybodys money just the way it stands.


  Youd like to have bought it, Ross? Selby asked.


  Ill say I would . . . Why, that bus is . . . oh, well, whats the use? I couldnt have even bought the tail light. . . . But its a swell job, she purrs along as
  easy . . .


  Selby interrupted him. Cant you see what youre doing to yourself, Ross? When I talk to you about your mother and your duty to help support her, you dont show any
  enthusiasm, but when the talk shifts to an automobile which only a wealthy man should be driving, youre all ears. You wont face realities, youre living in a dream world. Snap
  out of it! Come down to earth. I started talking about that automobile because I knew just how youd react. I wanted to show you to yourself.


  The boy said sullenly, Yes, sir.


  What did you boys do out at the Palm Thatch, Ross?


  Nothing.


  Rex Brandon said, You played poker, didnt you, Ross?


  Well, there was a little game running and we sat in on it.


  Who was playing? Brandon asked.


  Oh, I dont like to snitch on anyone, Blaine said.


  Was Stapleton playing?


  Ask him.


  How about the proprietor, Oscar Triggs? Did he know the game was going on?


  Blaine started to say something, then became silent.


  Selby said, Im not trying to make you turn informer, Ross. I want to know whats going on out there because I dont want other young men to get caught in the same trap
  you did. Blaine sat silent, trying to avoid the young district attorneys eyes. Come on, Ross, Selby said; lets get it over with.


  You dont need to worry about anyone else getting caught in the same trap, Blaine said bitterly. That trap was all set and baited for me.


  Why for you?


  Blaine raised tortured eyes. Triggs wanted the skids under me because Im in love with Madge Trent.


  Whos Madge Trent?


  The hostess.


  I think, Selby said, his voice kindly, that youd better tell us some more about it, Ross.


  Blaine clenched his hands, then started twisting his fingers. He looked up, his eyes glittering, and said, All right. Im no stool pigeon, but Im not going to let Triggs
  frame me and take it on the chin without fighting back. Youre right. Theres a gambling game running out there three or four nights a week. Theres a professional gambler comes
  up from Los Angeles whenever the big money turns up. Hes after the big sucker, but sometimes he nicks Stapleton. Mostly, the gambler lays off us young fellows. If we can grab a few berries
  off the big money its our cut for making things look on the level.


  But the other night Triggs knew I was down to brass tacks, and I think he figured Id gone out on a limb for the dough I was putting in the game. He saw a good chance to put the
  skids under me. So he tipped off the professional, and they took me to the cleaners.


  Whos the gambler? Selby asked.


  Carlo Handley.


  And the big money?


  Thats a retired broker by the name of Morley Needham. Hes a good scout, and he sure plays em wide open. He dont care about losing his dough, just so he has a
  good time. He likes to slip away from the city, come up here and play around. Usually he brings a cutie with him and buys a few stacks of chips for her. She takes the winnings and hes sugar
  daddy for the losings. Hes a fine chap, an all around good scout. But this Handley has his number. I think he has spotters hired to watch Needham. Whenever Needham shows up, you can bank on
  it Handley will come rolling in, a half hour or so later, and then the game really gets going.


  At first I used to drop out, but Handley winked at me one night and said he didnt like too small a game, and if Id sit in he didnt think Id lose my
  shirtif I kept it buttoned up. That was the start. Id get a good hand and nick Needham for a few dollars and Handley would lay off. Sometimes Handley would even lose fifty or sixty
  bucks to me. When Handley started raising, Id throw down my cards.


  How about young George Stapleton?


  He can dish it out, and he can take it. I dont think Handley tries to win from him, but he doesnt try not to. He doesnt give George the breaks he does me.
  Needhams a wide open player. When hes lucky, he wins. When hes unlucky, he loses his shirt. Handley knows how to play him and always wins from him. Stapleton doesnt.
  Sometimes Needham wins from Stapleton. I think Stapletons trying to play in too big time myself, but thats not my business.


  And this hostess? Selby asked.


  Blaines eyes softened. Shes on the up-and-up, as square a shooter as you ever saw.


  What does she do?


  In the game, you mean?


  Yes.


  She doesnt play. She kids the trade along out front. The games take place in back.


  Just how does she kid the trade along? Sheriff Brandon asked.


  Blaine flushed. His eyes angered, then shifted away from the sheriffs. Shes a hostess, he said surlily, and thats all. She does a hula dance in a
  grass skirt, and a barefoot temple dance. She shows a lot of figure . . . and thats as far as she goes. She doesnt date. Of course, the boys kid her along, and she comes and sits at a
  table once in a while to keep things moving. Shes a good kid.


  Doesnt sound like much of a life for a decent girl, the sheriff said.


  Blaines eyes, smoldering with rage, flickered to the sheriffs face, then dropped again. He made no comment, but his lips were tight.


  What about Triggs? Selby asked.


  Triggs is a smooth devil. Hes nuts about Madge. He puts the skids under anyone she looks at twice. Thats why he got me. Hes a smooth, calm guy who never raises a
  finger or a voice, but he sure gets what he goes after. Right now hes after me . . . and I guess hes got me.


  He has almost a hypnotic influence over Madge. She has to work, and a woman cant choose her work as easy as some people think, with a sullen glance at the sheriff. In
  case youre blaming her, just remember she got married at eighteen and had a baby at nineteen. Shes supporting that little girl now, and she cant make enough money except by
  acting as hostess. But she makes em all keep their distance. Only Triggs has her buffaloed. She trembles every time he says something to her in that deadly calm voice of his. I wish I had
  money enough to take her out of that joint.


  Selby put a hand on the boys shoulder. All right, Ross. Thats a good idea to have. Only youll never get it forging checks for stake-money in a poker game.
  Youre going to have to work, and work hard. Success still comes through hard work. Sometimes a man flashes into the big money like a skyrocketbut he usually comes right down
  againjust a stick. Think you can remember that?


  Yes, Mr. Selby, I guess so. But I suppose Im going to have to go to jail. By the time I get out . . .


  No, Ross, youre not going to jail. Youre going home and think things over. Then youre going to look for another job. And youre going to
  pay the sixty-five dollars back to the restaurant out of the first money you get. Do you understand?


  Blaine jumped to his feet, his face eager. Im not going to . . . Im not arrested?


  No, Selby said.


  Blaine started for the door. His shoulders were squared as though a load had been lifted from them. In the doorway he turned. Gee . . . thanks . . . thanks a lot!


  The door swung closed behind him. Selby walked to the closet and took out his overcoat. His face was set in lines of fighting determination. I suppose, Rex Brandon said, grinning,
  were going out to see Triggs.


  Were going to see Triggs, Selby said. Come on.
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