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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




  SINCE IT WAS ONLY SEVEN-FIFTEEN IN THE MORNING WHEN Doris Kane arrived in Madison City, and since she had been driving all night, her road-weary eyes at
  first failed to notice that the town was preparing to renew its early wild-western youth. Such citizens as appeared on the street were wearing two to five gallon hats and for the most part had
  grown mustaches or beards. Occasionally someone would sport a cartridge belt with dangling holsters.


  A sign flapping indolently over the main street, suspended from the windows of two office buildings, bore the red-lettered announcement Wild West Celebration November 1st to 5th.


  Looking at her wrist watch, Doris Kane decided that it was a positively indecent hour to call upon her daughter. Marriage, of course, might have changed Paulas habit of sleeping late in
  the morning, but Mrs. Kane was afraid to take chances. She wanted her visit to appear to be elaborately casual, a just driving through sort of thing. And Paulas husband, Jim
  Melvin, might well resent the intrusion of his mother-in-law within two months of his marriage.


  Mrs. Kane slid the station wagon in close to the curb in front of the Owl Cafe, above which an illuminated sign announced, WE NEVER CLOSE.


  There was but little trouble finding a parking space at this hour in the morning, and Doris Kane, after carefully locking the car, entered the restaurant, started back toward the section devoted
  to booths, then changed her mind and decided on the more sociable half-filled lunch counter.


  It wasnt until she had seated herself on a stool that she recognized the extent to which Madison City had dressed itself for the pending celebration. So far as appearances were concerned,
  Mrs. Kane might have stepped into a Hollywood set featuring an episode in the life of Billy the Kid.


  There were mustaches, beards, cowboy hats, loud-colored shirts, and there was a general atmosphere of over-all incongruity.


  A young man waited on Mrs. Kane.


  She looked at the mustache, at the cowboy shirt.


  The man grinned. Stranger here?


  She confessed that she was.


  Celebrating the citys birthday, the man said. Ninety years ago the place was founded. She was wild then, mostly cattle and mining. All the citizens are cooperating.
  Everyone has to grow a mustache or a beard, and wear a costume until the celebrations over. Were going to have a big fiesta, covered wagons, cowboy escorts, all the rest of it.
  What do you want to eat?


  She smiled, conscious of her weariness, now that she was no longer driving. Lots of coffee, she said, and ham and eggs. The coffee beginning immediately.


  Seven-thirty apparently was an important hour to the handful of men who were eating in the Owl Cafe. One by one they paid their checks, hurried out of the place, and by seven thirty-one,
  Doris Kane was the only person at the counter.


  It seemed an auspicious time for a guarded, cautious question or two.


  Youve been here for some time? she asked the young man behind the counter.


  Born here, the man said. Served a stretch in the Army and then right back to the old town. She looks pretty good. Used to think it was a hick place. Now I like
  it.


  It seems a very nice little city, she said. I believe its the county seat?


  Thats right. The courthouse is right up there on the hill. Hows the coffee? Want some more?


  I will have another cup. Thanks.


  As he pushed the newly refilled coffee cup across the counter, she asked casually, Do you happen to know a James L. Melvin?


  Melvin, he said, Melvinoh sure, Jim Melvin.


  You know him?


  Sure. Ive known him quite a while. He sometimes eats here. Working on a deal with the city trustees on some kind of a parking device. Hes got state right to it, he tells
  me.


  Thats right, she said, and then realized that the man behind the counter was looking at her, waiting for her to say something else.


  She laughed nervously and said, Hes my son-in-law.


  Oh. Seems to me he got married just a short time ago, didnt he?


  Yes.


  Nice chap. Been mixed up in politics here lately, but I suppose you know all about that.


  Im not certain I do.


  Doug Selby, our district attorney, was mighty popular. He resigned his office to go to war. When he came back, the man who had taken his place wanted to hang on. Public sentiment made him
  quit. People even started a recall. Doug Selbys back in the D.A.s office now. It was a nasty fightwhile it lasted.


  I see. Jim was for Mr. Selby?


  No, he was tied up with the other side.


  He hasnt been in this morning?


  No. He doesnt eat here regular. He comes in sometimes about nine or ten oclock. Usually he comes in with someone, talking business, for a cup of coffee or maybe a sandwich.
  Reckon you came here to see our big fiesta, huh?


  She smiled and said, No, Im just passing through. It was a little early to run up and see the young folks.


  Young folks, the man said, looking her over appraisingly. Thats a good one. Youre as young as he is!


  Doris felt herself flush with pleasure. There was no mistaking the sincerity of the mans compliment. Paula had, of course, just turned nineteen, and Doris, herself, had celebrated her
  thirty-ninth birthdayjust three days ago. But the years had developed a habit of marching rapidly past. The thought of Paulas being married was a shock to her. It had been only four
  or five years ago that Paula was an awkward youngster, all knees and elbows. Now she was married. It seemed simply incredible.


  Mrs. Kane paid her check, returned to her station wagon. It was still ten minutes before eight. She had, in her mind, fixed nine oclock as the earliest hour at which she dared give Paula
  a ring, but she didnt want to sit there at the curb, dozing behind the steering wheel of the station wagon. And, after all, Paula, as the wife of a young businessman, was quite probably up
  and cooking breakfast.


  Mrs. Kane entered the restaurant again. I want to use your phone, she said.


  Help yourself.


  She consulted, the telephone directory and found, Melvin, James L., r., 1641 Hillcrest Drive.


  She dropped a coin, dialed the number, then waited while she heard the phone give the sound of steady ringing.


  There was no answer.


  As soon as Doris Kane realized that there was going to be no immediate answer, she had to fight a guilty desire to drop the receiver back on the hook and leave the restaurant, but she stood by
  her guns until it was quite apparent no one would answer. Then she dropped the receiver back into place. The mechanism of the pay telephone clicked into action and her dime came rattling down into
  the coin chute.


  She turned to the agreeable young man at the counter. How do I get to Hillcrest Drive? she said.


  Go up to the first boulevard stop, turn to the left, go up the hill for four blocks, then turn to the left and follow that road around the hill. Keep an eye open for Hillcrest. Its
  one of the side streets that turns off aboutoh, maybe ten or twelve blocks from where you make your second left-hand turn.


  Thank you, she said, and, walking determinedly out, got in the station wagon and started the motor.


  She found Hillcrest Drive without difficulty. 1641 was a house very similar to what she had pictured in her mind as being the place where Paula was living.


  The house was built on a sidehill. The front was one story in height, the back, three stories high. Because the lot was too steep for a driveway to the garage, the garage was located in back of
  the house, and access to it was from an alley which ran parallel to the main street. The service path to the back door was composed partially of a steep incline, partially of cement steps. The
  inconveniences of such a sidehill construction were offset by the marvelous panorama from every window in the house.


  Down below, the ground fell sharply to a winding valley which was spotted with the dark green of orange trees.


  Doris Kane had been smelling orange blossoms all the morning, bringing back to her senses the shock of Paulas sudden plunge into matrimony. It was a shock which had found the mother
  entirely unprepared.


  Doris parked the station wagon in front of the house, walked along the short stretch of cement to the front porch and rang the bell.


  There was a house on the south, a vacant lot on the north. A tall hedge grew along the property line, furnishing some measure of privacy for the front of the house, but, because of the steepness
  of the slope, it gave no privacy whatever toward the rear.


  It was as Doris Kane was pressing the bell button for the second time, that she saw something which filled her with disquiet. Over in a corner of the little porch was a pile of bundled
  newspapers, and on those newspapers, which were in the path of the morning sun, the outer pages had already begun to turn yellow.


  Doris frowned. Surely . . .


  The corner of a slip of paper which appeared under the door caught her eye.


  Doris Kane opened the screen door and retrieved the paper by a corner.


  It was a scrawled note and said:


  
    No use leaving milk. It turns sour on the doorstep. Call me when you get back and want deliveries resumed.


    THE MILKMAN

  


  The mail box was fastened to the inside of one of the posts which supported the roof over the front porch. Doris Kane found it was unlocked. She pressed a button on the side,
  and the sheet metal front of the box lifted.


  There was only one letter in it.


  The envelope bore the typewritten address, James L. Melvin, 1641 Hillcrest Drive, Madison City. There was an embossed return address in the upper left-hand corner, Alfonse
  Baker Carr, Attorney at Law, 962 Monadnock Building, Los Angeles.


  The letter had been postmarked Los Angeles two days ago. It had apparently been placed in the mail box some time yesterday. It was a thin letter, as though it contained a very small sheet of
  paper, perhaps a statement of an amount due for services rendered. The envelope was crackling crisp, with the feel of heavy bond paper that had a large rag content.


  Doris Kane held the envelope for a few moments, then reluctantly put it back in the mail box. As she did, she heard the sound of metal scraping against metal, and investigated to see what had
  caused that sound. The key to the house was in the bottom of the mail box.


  Doris took tentative possession of the key. She turned toward the door, then hesitated.


  As she stood there on the porch, she could hear sounds of activity in the place next door. Her nostrils detected the aroma of frying bacon and of freshly made coffee.


  Mrs. Kane hesitated for a few moments, while she debated the situation. Paula was a high-strung individual in every sense of the word. Almost imperceptibly, some of the sharp corners of her
  individuality would be rubbed off by life. But right now Paula would regard the unauthorized use of that key in Doris Kanes hand as unpardonable snooping.


  Doris Kane was still relatively young. She was attractive. She had many admirers of her own, and she and Paula maintained a certain brittle offhand relationship, quite different from the
  old-fashioned mother-and-daughter attitude. Doris would be cordially welcome in Paulas home as a visitor, but it would be Paulas house, definitely.


  Doris Kane knew she was going to use that key if she had to, but she wanted to have just a little more to work on before she did.


  Still holding the key, Doris Kane walked back to the sidewalk, went down to the next house and rang the bell.


  The woman who opened the door was well past middle age, a keen-eyed, thin-lipped woman with high cheekbones and a certain birdlike quickness of motion.


  Good morning, she said, the keen eyes sweeping Mrs. Kane from head to foot. Are you selling something?


  There was a tone of latent hostility, ready to develop into a sharp-tongued dismissal and a slamming of the door.


  Doris Kane smiled cordially. Im trying to find out something about Mr. and Mrs. Melvin next door. They seem to be away. Could you tell me how long theyve been away, or
  perhaps where they . . .


  I certainly couldnt, the woman snapped.


  Mrs. Kane tried her most disarming smile. Inasmuch as youre neighbors, I thought that perhaps . . .


  Neighbors! the woman snorted. They live next door to us, thats all. Neighbors!Neighbors, indeed!


  Well, of course, Doris Kane said, I . . .


  The woman swept the conversational lead from Doris Kane. If you ask me, theyre not the type of neighbors we want in this locality. This is a respectable community. Such goings-on
  you never did see! Parties until two and three oclock in the morning, women getting drunk, and thenwell, anyway, I still say it was a pistol shot. Humph! Neighbors, indeed!
  What do you want of them?


  How long ago was this? Doris asked, her face feeling as though the skin had been drawn tight as parchment across her cheekbones.


  How long ago was what?


  The party.


  Parties, the woman said. Lots of them.


  And the pistol shot?


  That was last weekten days ago, I guess. If youre selling something, it wont do you any good to be around there this hour of the morning. They dont get up
  until nine or ten, even when theyre home, which theyre not!


  Im . . . Im a friend of the family, and I . . .


  Well, I shouldnt be discussing things with you. Anyway, Ive got work to do. Good morning!


  The door slammed.


  Doris Kane had made up her mind now. She walked back to the house next door. Firmly, she fitted the key to the lock. She twisted the key, snapped back the catch, opened the door and went in.


  The bedrooms were on the upper floor. From a hall, a wide staircase with wrought iron banisters went down in a sweeping curve to the big living room.


  Hello, Jim! Hello, Paula! Doris called, and then added after a moment, Anyone home?


  The emptiness of the house swallowed up her voice, emphasized the quaver in it.


  Doris Kane marched firmly down the stairs. A light switch flooded the living room with that sickly illumination which seems so hopelessly artificial when contrasted with the fresh sparkle of
  outer sunlight. Drapes drawn across the windows shut out virtually all daylight, but the electricity disclosed the living room as being a huge, comfortable affair, with a big fireplace in the east
  end, French doors opening out to a wide balcony on the west, a door on the north leading to stairs which went down to rooms on a still lower level.


  Off to the south was a dining room, and back of that was a kitchen.


  The living room gave indications of convivial hospitality. There were glasses scattered about, trays with cigarette ends in them, and there was a stale aftermath about the close air of the place
  that held a typical morning-after atmosphere.


  An insulated container for ice cubes was on the table in the living room. Doris raised the cover and looked down inside.


  It was about a third full of water. Ice cubes had been in there, had melted, and the water was now at room temperature.


  Doris passed through the dining room, went to the kitchen. Here everything was scrupulously clean. There were no dirty dishes in the sink.


  Doris opened the icebox, glanced inside, moved into the pantry, opened the bread box, felt of the loaf and a half of bread that was inside. The bread was hard, dry and stale. She moved over to
  the kitchen table, drew her finger across one corner. The finger left a very distinct trail in the fine dust which had settled on the table.


  Back in the living room, she pulled a cord which swept back the heavy drapes that covered the windows. Bright daylight pouring in revealed the extent to which a film of fine dust had settled
  over everything in the room.


  Doris switched off the lights, ran quickly up the stairs to the bedrooms.


  The first one was evidently the master bedroom. There were twin beds, dressers, Paulas things on one, Jims on another. The beds had not been slept in. A hurried inspection of the
  closets indicated that the clothes were in their proper places. If Paula had left, she had evidently taken very little with her. She could hardly have been planning any extensive trip.


  Doris went through the bathroom into the communicating bedroom. Here also the bed was neatly made. Quite evidently a family guest room, it was in a state of empty readiness.


  The next bedroom was a large one, apparently intended for a guest who might not be a member of the family. It had a bath and . . . Doris Kane found herself standing in horror-stricken rigidity,
  the sound of the little scream she had involuntarily given still echoing in her ears.


  The surface of the bed was blotched and stained with a dark, reddish-brown something, so sinister in its incrusted appearance that Doris knew it instantly for what it was.


  When she could get power back in her legs, she moved over to the bed, felt of the dry stiffness on the coverlet.


  The floor gave no indication of blood drops, however. But in the bathroom there was another story. Here was a whole pile of bloodstained towels.


  There had been an accident. Someone had, quite evidently, lost a lot of blood. Towels had been used to keep that blood from dropping to the floor, but the person had lain on the bed, perhaps
  waiting for a doctor and . . .


  In Mrs. Kanes mind the words of the next door neighbor repeated themselves ominously, Well, anyway, I say it was a pistol shot.


  Doris Kane hurriedly left the bedroom. She went out through the front door into the morning sunlight, the odor of orange blossoms, the singing of birds, the laughter of children from the yard of
  a house half a block down the street.


  She pulled the door shut behind her, so that the spring lock clicked into place. She opened the mail box, replaced the key under the letter from Alfonse Baker Carr. She snapped the mail box
  closed, walked with quick, nervous steps across to the station wagon, started the motor and drove away.


  Her mind was a seething turmoil of confusion. Had Jim shot someone? Had a firearm been accidentally discharged? Was Paula hiding from the law? Or was Paula the victim? It was not like Paula to
  remain silent. Paula wouldnt run away. Paula was the sort who would face things. Shed always been like that. She never wanted to hide from anything or its consequences.


  Almost aimlessly Doris Kane drove the big station wagon along the winding contour of Hillcrest Drive, until at length she came to a dead end, a wide place for turning, with the steep slope of a
  hill rising in front of the car.


  She turned the station wagon, swung back down the road, followed the winding curves back to the main street of Madison City.


  Here preparations for the fiesta were even more apparent than evermen in tight-fitting cowboy-cut overalls, clumping down the street, many of them quite obviously unaccustomed to
  the high-heeled boots they were wearing. There were big, five-gallon hats very much in evidence, gaudy neckwear, mustaches, whiskers and an occasional full beard. Store windows featured costume
  cowboy hats at $2.98, vivid blue, gold or red neckerchiefs, a popular line of cowboy boots.


  Everywhere was hilarity, a certain informality, a readiness to stop and visit while citizen appraised citizen, joshing about the mustaches, about the cowboy regalia.


  Madison City was preparing for a major celebration.


  To Doris Kane it seemed a garish travesty. The sight of the dangling holsters served only to emphasize in her mind the reddish-brown stains which had dried into the bedding of the room in
  Paulas house.
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