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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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  Chapter One


  DOUG SELBY, STANDING AT THE WINDOW OF HIS OFFICE, looked down on the heat-wilted activity in the street below. It was November,
  and the dry, enervating heat which comes to Southern California on the wings of a desert wind hung over Madison City in a pall.


  The winter rains were long overdue. Fields were baked brown; hillsides, seamed and fissured with heat cracks, lay parched in the sunlight. Overhead the blue vault of a cloudless sky held a sun
  which shriveled every last remaining drop of moisture out of the dried vegetation below.


  In these days of east wind, the humidity gauge registered zero. Microscopic particles of desert dust were in the air, dust so fine that it penetrated everywhere, even between ones teeth.
  And because paper had lost its tensile strength, shoppers carried paper bags with greatest care. The slightest strain, and the bag would rip with such suddenness that it seemed to explode, spilling
  purchases to the sidewalk.


  For weeks now the desert winds had blown intermittently, and the rains had held off. Mens nerves were worn raw.


  The door leading to the corridor clicked open, and Rex Brandon, the tall cattleman sheriff, grizzled with more than half a century of life in the open, entered the room.


  Hello, Doug. Looking at something?


  No, just the street, and feeling a little proud, thinking about how differently these men take misfortune from those in the big cities. These people stand to lose everything they have in
  the world, but theyre carrying on. Occasionally you see them look up at the skythats all. In the big cities when theres a crash in the stock market, youll find a
  wave of suicides. You dont have that in the country.


  Brandon said, These people live out in the open, and have the boon of hard work. You could strip them of every possession in the world, and theyd still have something the city man
  couldnt buy.


  Health?


  Not that alone, the sheriff said. Its the feelin of being a useful part in natures scheme of things. Shucks, son, you know what I mean.


  Selby nodded.


  Brandon came and stood beside him at the window. He took a cloth tobacco sack from his pocket, spilled tobacco into the trough of a brown cigarette paper so dry that the noise made by the
  falling grains of tobacco was magnified out of all ordinary proportion.


  Selby walked over to his desk, took a pipe from the upper left-hand drawer, tamped tobacco in it. His match exploded as he drew it along the underside of the desk.


  Hot, the sheriff said.


  Selby nodded.


  In this dry air one was unconscious of perspiration. It evaporated as soon as it formed, leaving the body hot and dry as though parched with a fever.


  Whats new? Selby asked.


  Brandon said, Weve found the car that was in that hit-and-run accident last nightthe one that wrecked Mrs. Hunters car and killed her baby.


  Selbys face tightened. Good work. Well make an example of them.


  The sheriff said, Im afraid it isnt going to be as simple as that.


  Why?


  The people who own the car claim it was stolen, and theyre probably right.


  Who are they?


  Name of Terry B. Lossten from New Orleans. Mr. and Mrs., staying at the Garver Rooming House.


  Where was the car?


  They parked it on Palm Avenue near Central Street. Theres no limit on parking there.


  Have it locked?


  The ignition was locked. Someone short-circuited around the lock.


  The accident took place about midnight, didnt it?


  Eleven-forty, the sheriff said. Up on the mountain grade that cuts through to the San Francisco highway. Something should be done about that road, Doug. I notice some of the
  maps show it as a connecting link between the San Francisco-Los Angeles and the Los Angeles-Phoenix highways. Its shown as an unpaved road, but people who arent familiar with this
  country dont appreciate how steep and high these mountains are. Just lookin at it on the map, it looks as though you could take twenty-five miles of dirt road and cut off about
  thirty-five or forty miles of total distance.


  Was Mrs. Hunter coming down from San Francisco?


  No. Going to San Francisco. This other car was coming down the grade, and the driver had been riding the brakes instead of using the motor compression. Mrs. Hunter got over just as far as
  she couldtoo far. The other car sideswiped her over the grade. Killed the baby and bruised her up pretty bad. A woman riding with her was hurt, but not very seriously.


  Perkins is holding the inquest at seven oclock tonight. Mrs. Hunter couldnt get the license number, but the woman riding with her got a glimpse of it. She says its an
  orange license with a funny-looking bird in the center. Thats a Louisiana license with a pelican on it. We telephoned the highway police in both directions. Well, the car was right here in
  the city, parked within four blocks of the courthouse.


  I thought you said it was stolen.


  It wasand returned right to the same place.


  Damaged much?


  Very little. Just the fenders. . . . Mrs. Hunters had hard luck. Her husband died two months before the baby was bornsteel worker. Shes trying to get workmens
  compensation, claims his death was really caused by an injury hed received a while back.


  What about the Losstens? Selby asked. How can they prove they werent driving the car?


  Brandon took a last drag at the cigarette, pinched it out, and dropped the stub in Selbys ash tray. Tobacco gets so dry these hot days it burns up in nothin flat, he
  complained. The Losstens claim they went to bed about nine. Garver, who runs the rooming house, saw them come in. They may have gone out again, but apparently theres no
  reason why they should. Shes Ezra Grolleys sister. Grolley had a slight stroke about a month ago. Mrs. Lossten and her husband drove here from New Orleans to visit him. He had another
  stroke yesterday afternoon. Ive got to go out there now.


  To Grolleys?


  Yes.


  What for?


  Hes in a pretty bad way, Brandon said. Think hell probably cash in his chips. The nurse could tell there was something on his mind. He kept trying to tell her
  something. Finally he managed to whisper something about keys. She asked if he wanted his place locked, and his face lit up. He whispered, Sheriff, so she asked him if he wanted the
  sheriff to lock up, and there was no question but what that was it.


  Selby chuckled. As I remember Ezra Grolleys shack, there wouldnt be anything worth stealing. Hasnt he some rabbits and chickens out there?


  Uh-huh. His next-door neighbors taking care of them.


  Selbys mind reverted to the hit-and-run case. Why should anyone steal an out-of-state car thats parked in Madison City, drive up that steep grade, come tearing back down,
  have an accident, and then park the car at the exact spot from which it had been taken?


  Brandon shook his head. Youve got me, son.


  How about fingerprints?


  Thats another thing that makes it look as though the Losstens might be telling the truth. Bob Terry went over the steering wheel, the brake handle, and the gear-shift lever.
  Theyd all been wiped clean of fingerprints last thing when the car was parked. Someone went over them with an oiled rag.


  The Losstens would have done that, if theyd been driving the carand had thought of it, Selby pointed out.


  Brandon nodded.


  What kind of people are they?


  Hes a carpenter, about fifty-five, a mousy little chap who looks squelched. Shes forty-eight and wears the pants in the family, a big woman who says what she means and means
  what she says. Well, Ill go out and lock up Grolleys place. Youll be at the inquest, Doug?


  Yes. I want to


  Selbys phone rang, and the sheriff waited for Selby to answer it.


  Selby made an effort to get the east-wind lethargy out of his voice. Yes, he said. Selby speaking.


  A womans voice burst into rapid-fire speech. It seemed to Selby that the words raced through his ears so fast they outstripped his attention.


  Im Alice Grolley. I was at the bus depot with my little girl, and some people said the sheriff wanted to talk with me. I was waiting for some people at the time, and Id
  stepped to the door of the station to see if they were coming; and these people asked me if I was Alice Grolley and I said, Yes, and they said the sheriff wanted to see me, and to
  step out to the car, please. There was a car parked at the curb, and I went out to it and they said to get in, and when I hesitated, they pushed me right in the car, and said the sheriff wanted me
  right away. Id left my baby on the seat there in the bus depot, but something in the way they acted frightened me, so I didnt say anything about her at all. I was afraid they might
  hurt her, and


  Where are you now? Selby interrupted.


  The womans voice went right on without paying the slightest attention to the inquiry. I want protection for the baby. Shes in danger. Please send officers down to guard her.
  Shes on the bench near the magazine stand. My baggage is there. You can Her sudden, high-pitched scream shrilled in Selbys ears. A mans voice said, . . .
  that telephone. The jarring impact which followed might have been the sound of a blow or of someone falling. The receiver at the other end of the line was slammed violently on the hook.


  Selby jiggled the receiver hook until he heard the voice of the courthouse switchboard operator. Try and trace that call, he ordered. Hurry!


  Yes, Mr. Selby. Ill call you back.


  Selby hung up, said to Brandon, A woman. She said she was waiting at the bus depot. Someone told her the sheriff wanted to see her, and made her get in a car. Shes left her baby at
  the depot on a bench near the magazine stand, and thinks the childs in danger. She talked like a house afire. Never stopped to draw a breath all the time she was talking.


  He pushed back his swivel chair, put on his hat, stood by the telephone, waiting.


  Brandon said, I heard her scream over the telephone. Dont get too worked up about it, Doug. We get quite a few of those calls in the course of a yearpeople who have
  a persecution complex and get a little goofy.


  I heard a mans voice, Selby said, and something that sounded like a blow.


  Sometimes relatives dont want em put in an institution. They try to keep em away from telephones.


  Selbys telephone rang, and the district attorney had the receiver to his ear almost with the first tinkle of the bell.


  The switchboard operator said, Im sorry, Mr. Selby. It was a dial call. We cant do a thing with it.


  Selby said, Thanks, dropped the receiver into place, said to Brandon, Lets go.


  As the men walked rapidly down the courthouse corridor, Selby said, She was talking so fast it was hard to follow her. I understood her to say her name was Grolley.


  Probably something that sounded like it, Brandon said, and because wed been talking about Grolley, you associated the names in your mind. Bet you even money we
  dont find anything at the stage depot.


  Youre probably right, but were going to look anyway.


  They reached the place where the cars of county officials were kept parked. The sheriff had his car backed to the curb so it would be ready for a quick getaway. Hop in, son, he
  invited, and hang on.


  It was a matter of some six blocks to the Greyhound Bus Depot. The sheriff made it in a matter of seconds.


  The depot was well filled. A man was closeted in the telephone booth. A woman waited outside, her shoulders drooped with weariness, a heavy bag on the floor beside her. A three-year-old child
  was crying fitfully. Half a dozen people were lined up at the soda fountain. A tired old man sat on a bench staring at a life from which the vivid colors of youth had faded to a drab pattern. Three
  women were waiting for a bus, their toil-worn hands clasped on their laps. Aside from the fact that one was some twenty pounds lighter than the other two, they might have been triplets. There was
  the same look of patience on all three faces, the patience of women who have learned to conserve their energies to cope with life rather than rail at its seeming injustices.


  By the magazine stand, on the plain wooden bench which served as a seat for waiting passengers, a man was engrossed in a magazine of true detective stories. A few feet away a Gladstone bag had
  been placed on the floor. On the seat above it was a Boston bag and a bassinet.


  Selby stooped, peered into the bassinet, looked up at Brandon and nodded.


  Brandon tilted his sweat-stained sombrero. I will be doggoned, he announced.


  Selby moved over to the magazine stand. A very blonde young woman with wide, blue eyes said, Good morning. Was there something you wished?


  That baby over there. Selby indicated the bassinet with a motion of his head. How long has it been there?


  Gosh, I dont know, Mister.


  Have you noticed it before?


  Yes. Yes, I saw it there, maybe ten or fifteen minutes ago.


  The man who was reading the detective story magazine exhaled a long breath, closed the magazine, looked at his watch, and started toward the door.


  Just a minute, buddy, the sheriff said.


  Huh, me?


  Yeah. How long you been here?


  Since that Los Angeles bus came in. Why?


  Was that baby there when you came in?


  The man frowned. No. I think a woman was there. Wait a minute Yes, thats right. The baby was therethat is, the basket was. He went on, somewhat apologetically.
  I got interested in this story and wanted to finish it before I went out to do my business here.


  You dont know when the woman left?


  No.


  Brandon raised his voice. Just a minute, folks. Look this way, please.


  People turned to look at the rawboned, grizzled sheriff. Im the sheriff. Im tryin to locate this babys mother. Anyone know where she is?


  There was a silence while people looked at each other, then one or two came tiptoeing forward to crane their necks at the bassinet. For a moment no one spoke, then several people started to talk
  at once, but to each other and not to the sheriff.


  One of the three women who might have been sistersthe heaviest oneunfolded her hands from her lap. She said, in a calm, unexcited voice, I saw her.


  How long ago? Brandon asked.


  Perhaps ten or fifteen minutes.


  Did you see her go out?


  No, I saw her come in.


  Through what door did she come, from the door to the buses, or


  No, from the street door.


  Can you describe her?


  She wasnt very old. I dunno. Maybe twenty-five. . . . Did you see her, Hazel?


  The thin woman shook her head. The other woman sat calmly silent.


  The woman who had been doing the speaking went on. She had on a light-colored tan jacketa little darker than the color of flax linenand a skirt to match. The blouse was a
  light pink. She was a nice-looking woman. I remember she was wearing light tan gloves.


  Blonde or brunette?


  Blonde Well Yes, Im quite sure she was blonde.


  Whats your name? Selby asked.


  Im Mrs. Albert Purdy.


  How long have you been here?


  A little over half an hour.


  Youre waiting for a stage?


  Going to Albuquerque. I Thats my stage coming in now.


  One of the big shiny buses swung in from the main street. There was a restless stir among the passengers. A man in uniform opened a swinging door marked EXIT and called,
  Bus to El Paso via


  Hold that bus for a few minutes, Brandon called.


  The uniformed man recognized him, said, Okay, Sheriff, but we cant hold her very long.


  A woman in the middle forties with thin, nervous features said shrilly, Well, I declare! I never heard such highhanded goings-on in my life!


  Just a minute, maam, Brandon said. I dont aim to interfere none. I just want to find out who saw the woman who left this baby.


  Apparently Mrs. Purdy was the only one. She gave the sheriff an address where she could be reached in Albuquerque, and Brandon gave the man at the door instructions to let the bus go on its way.
  Well, son, he said to Selby, it looks as though weve got a baby on our hands.


  And a kidnaping case, Selby said.


  Brandon said, If we look around at the public telephones near here, we may find this woman slumped down in the bottom of the booth where she cant be seen through the door. . . .
  Reckon wed better get Otto Larkin on the job. . . . Maam, would you mindyou, maam, at the magazine counter. Thats rightwould you mind telephoning Chief of
  Police Larkin to come down here right away? If he aint in, better tell whoevers in charge the sheriff and the district attorney are here and theyd like to have police on the
  job right away.


  Brandon said in a lower voice to Selby, Larkin will get sore if we start doing things without him. Its inside the city limits, so its his case. The Blade would love
  to run a story about how we are muscling in on Larkins territory. . . . All right, you folks, please dont stand around. If you didnt see the woman, theres nothing you
  can do to help except go on about your business.


  The baby continued to sleep tranquilly in the basket, a sticky thumb held near its mouth. A persistent fly seemed particularly interested in that thumb, and Selby, feeling futile, and a little
  foolish, kept waving the fly away.


  Otto Larkin appeared within less than five minutes. In the early fifties, he was inclined to carry too much flesh, and, in this weather, perspired freely. The perspiration evaporated instantly
  but left an oily coating on his skin, reflecting the light in a dull sheen, and making it seem that his fat was melting and oozing through the pores. His business suit of tropical worsted was
  bulged and wrinkled, but the police cap on his head was resplendent with gold braid. Selby gave the police chief the high lights, then outlined Brandons theory that the woman had been
  slugged while using a public telephone somewhere in the vicinity.


  Larkin scorned the telephone in the booth, but used the one on the counter of the newsstand. He gave instructions to headquarters to have a search made of every telephone booth in the vicinity.
  His voice was loud enough to carry over the entire depot.


  Well, Selby said, weve got a baby.


  The police chief stared at the bassinet and said, Huh!


  I reckon Mrs. Brandon could take care of it for a little while, the sheriff suggested, until we decide what were going to do.


  That, Selby announced, relief in his voice, is an idea! Think youd better telephone her?


  Sheriff Brandons big hands scooped up the bassinet. Nope. Shell be glad to do anything she can for the little shaver.


  Selby picked up the baggage. Well be down at Brandons house, Chief, he said to Larkin.


  Larkin took some of the hot-weather sag out of his shoulders. Okay, boys, he said as though accepting a responsibility which had proven too much for them, Ill take
  charge here. Dont worry.
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