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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 o’clock 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 City’s courthouse. He latchkeyed the door marked “DISTRICT ATTORNEY—Private,” 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. “What’s 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 Brandon’s in, will you?” and, a minute later, when he heard the

  sheriff’s voice on the telephone, said, “This is Doug Selby talking, Rex. You’ll remember I spoke to you about young Blaine who forged a check on the transfer company? Because of

  Blaine’s mother, neither the restaurant that cashed the check nor the transfer company wants to prosecute, but Blaine doesn’t know that yet. He’s in my office and it may be a talk

  with him will do the boy some good.”




  “Coming right in,” Brandon said.




  “Okay, Rex. I’ll 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

  Brandon’s 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?”




  “I’ll say,” Selby said. “I couldn’t get enough covers last night.” And, looking at the grime on his hands, “I think it’ll 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 weren’t many kids who forged checks.”




  Selby’s eyes shifted to look past the sheriff at the sooty window. “Times have changed a lot,” he said, “and yet . . . well, Rex, we’ve gained something, and lost

  something.”




  Fatherly affection showed in the sheriff’s eyes as he looked at the young district attorney. “When I was a kid, Doug, the young chaps were more earnest. They don’t seem to have

  the ambition nowadays. They get what they want too easy. You’re different. You’re 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 aren’t more of these college critters like you?”




  Selby laughed. “For one thing, there’s only one district attorneyship in the county, Rex. All the young bloods couldn’t go after that. But, no kidding, Rex, there aren’t

  the opportunities now there were a few years ago. As people point out, there’s plenty of room at the top; but you can’t 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 can’t use it, because he can’t get a start. His education fitted him

  for a place at the top of the heap. It didn’t show him how to scramble around at the bottom. Teaching a kid how to drive a high-powered automobile doesn’t fit him to drive plow

  horses.”




  “Well, he could learn,” Brandon said, shaking golden grains of tobacco into a cupped paper. “That’s what I had to do.”




  “Yes, but you learned when you were in your ’teens. These days, boys stay in school until they’re . . . oh, well, Rex, let’s get him in and see why he did it. I

  think that may make a difference. Blaine isn’t a criminal, and I don’t want to make him one. Let’s see if we can’t 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 you’re 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 don’t know,” Blaine said.




  “Now, that’s 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: “I’m 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

  can’t support you on that annuity. You should be bringing in a little more money to add to the family income. You’ve held two jobs in the last year. You haven’t 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 didn’t 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 hadn’t 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 couldn’t put any life in your voice when you talked on the telephone and your figures didn’t add up correctly. Once or twice a week the office had to overhaul everything in order to

  find why the figures didn’t balance. It would be some careless mistake you’d made. So Peters let you go.




  “Now, I’m going to tell you something else, Ross. At the time Peters let you go, you must have intended to forge this check. It’s 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 you’d 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 didn’t 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 you’re telling the truth,

  and this wasn’t 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 Stapleton’s new car and headed out toward the Palm Thatch.”




  The boy was silent. Brandon waited a minute and said: “Stapleton’s dad has money and can dish it out if he wants to. Since he’s 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. You’re buddies. But you’d better tumble to the fact you can’t keep up with Stapleton’s

  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 o’clock.”




  Selby’s 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.”




  “Didn’t you drive around any to try it out?”




  “No.”




  “Had you ridden in it before?”




  “Yes.”




  “Why did he sell his old car?”




  “I don’t 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. He’s 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 I’d known George wanted to sell it at that price. It certainly is a swell bus, bright red,

  trimmed with white, convertible, side mounts, supercharger. . . . It’s worth two thousand bucks of anybody’s money just the way it stands.”




  “You’d like to have bought it, Ross?” Selby asked.




  “I’ll say I would . . . Why, that bus is . . . oh, well, what’s the use? I couldn’t have even bought the tail light. . . . But it’s a swell job, she purrs along as

  easy . . .”




  Selby interrupted him. “Can’t you see what you’re doing to yourself, Ross? When I talk to you about your mother and your duty to help support her, you don’t show any

  enthusiasm, but when the talk shifts to an automobile which only a wealthy man should be driving, you’re all ears. You won’t face realities, you’re living in a dream world. Snap

  out of it! Come down to earth. I started talking about that automobile because I knew just how you’d 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, didn’t you, Ross?”




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




  “Who was playing?” Brandon asked.




  “Oh, I don’t 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, “I’m not trying to make you turn informer, Ross. I want to know what’s going on out there because I don’t want other young men to get caught in the same trap

  you did.” Blaine sat silent, trying to avoid the young district attorney’s eyes. “Come on, Ross,” Selby said; “let’s get it over with.”




  “You don’t 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 I’m in love with Madge Trent.”




  “Who’s Madge Trent?”




  “The hostess.”




  “I think,” Selby said, his voice kindly, “that you’d 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. I’m no stool pigeon, but I’m not going to let Triggs

  frame me and take it on the chin without fighting back. You’re right. There’s a gambling game running out there three or four nights a week. There’s a professional gambler comes

  up from Los Angeles whenever the big money turns up. He’s 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 it’s 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 I’d 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.”




  “Who’s the gambler?” Selby asked.




  “Carlo Handley.”




  “And the big money?”




  “That’s a retired broker by the name of Morley Needham. He’s a good scout, and he sure plays ’em wide open. He don’t 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 he’s sugar

  daddy for the losings. He’s 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 didn’t like too small a game, and if I’d sit in he didn’t think I’d lose my

  shirt—if I kept it buttoned up. That was the start. I’d 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, I’d throw down my cards.”




  “How about young George Stapleton?”




  “He can dish it out, and he can take it. I don’t think Handley tries to win from him, but he doesn’t try not to. He doesn’t give George the breaks he does me.

  Needham’s a wide open player. When he’s lucky, he wins. When he’s unlucky, he loses his shirt. Handley knows how to play him and always wins from him. Stapleton doesn’t.

  Sometimes Needham wins from Stapleton. I think Stapleton’s trying to play in too big time myself, but that’s not my business.”




  “And this hostess?” Selby asked.




  Blaine’s eyes softened. “She’s on the up-and-up, as square a shooter as you ever saw.”




  “What does she do?”




  “In the game, you mean?”




  “Yes.”




  “She doesn’t 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 sheriff’s. “She’s a hostess,” he said surlily, “and that’s all. She does a hula dance in a

  grass skirt, and a barefoot temple dance. She shows a lot of figure . . . and that’s as far as she goes. She doesn’t date. Of course, the boys kid her along, and she comes and sits at a

  table once in a while to keep things moving. She’s a good kid.”




  “Doesn’t sound like much of a life for a decent girl,” the sheriff said.




  Blaine’s eyes, smoldering with rage, flickered to the sheriff’s face, then dropped again. He made no comment, but his lips were tight.




  “What about Triggs?” Selby asked.




  “Triggs is a smooth devil. He’s nuts about Madge. He puts the skids under anyone she looks at twice. That’s why he got me. He’s a smooth, calm guy who never raises a

  finger or a voice, but he sure gets what he goes after. Right now he’s after me . . . and I guess he’s got me.




  “He has almost a hypnotic influence over Madge. She has to work, and a woman can’t choose her work as easy as some people think,” with a sullen glance at the sheriff. “In

  case you’re blaming her, just remember she got married at eighteen and had a baby at nineteen. She’s supporting that little girl now, and she can’t 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 boy’s shoulder. “All right, Ross. That’s a good idea to have. Only you’ll never get it forging checks for stake-money in a poker game.

  You’re going to have to work, and work hard. Success still comes through hard work. Sometimes a man flashes into the big money like a skyrocket—but he usually comes right down

  again—just a stick. Think you can remember that?”




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




  “No, Ross, you’re not going to jail. You’re going home and think things over. Then you’re going to look for another job. And you’re 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. “I’m not going to . . . I’m 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,

  “we’re going out to see Triggs.”




  “We’re going to see Triggs,” Selby said. “Come on.”










  Chapter Two




  SMUDGE smoke still hung so low it was necessary for the sheriff to switch lights on the county car as they sped down the cold stretch of highway toward

  the city limits. “These road houses are a problem,” the sheriff said. “They won’t keep within the law on anything. And yet you hate to clamp the lid on so tight you spoil

  all the fun.”




  Selby stared at the flowing ribbon of cement. “We’re going to make them quit running in professional gamblers,” he said.




  “It’s next to impossible to get a conviction in a gambling case,” Brandon pointed out. “Four or five of the lodge club rooms keep little gambling games running for the

  members, and people know that. Then there’s a certain liberal element here that wants to see the county more wide open than it is. When Sam Roper was district attorney, things ran altogether

  too wide open. They say Roper was getting a slice of the graft. Things got so raw the voters swept us into office. We cleaned out all the joints and cut out all the graft. Now

  some of the people who voted for us are commencing to kick. They say we’ve sewed things up too tight.




  “From all I can hear, this guy Triggs is a cool customer. Sam Roper is his lawyer. When Roper went back to private practice, he naturally started to represent all those places that . .

  .” Brandon suddenly slammed his foot on the brake. The car, which had been purring along at a smooth fifty miles an hour, slid sharply over to the right and slowed to a lurching stop.




  “What is it?” Selby asked.




  “That chap behind us,” Brandon said.




  Selby looked back through the window in the rear of the car, to where a man standing at the side of the road showed in distorted perspective because of the smoky atmosphere. The man slowly

  started toward them. “Just a hitch-hiker, Rex,” the district attorney said. “He wants to go to Los Angeles. He’ll be disappointed. He thinks we’re stopping to give him

  a ride.”




  Brandon said, “I’ve seen that same chap hanging around on the road four or five times in the past ten days. He isn’t any ordinary hitch-hiker. Let’s find out what he

  wants.”




  The man came up to the car. “Going to Los Angeles?” he asked.




  Brandon said, “Hop in, Buddy.”




  The man hesitated and said, “I have a partner down the road here three or four hundred yards. I wonder if you’ll stop and pick him up too.”




  “Sure,” Brandon said, winking at Selby, “we’ll pick him up.”




  The man still hesitated. “He has a roll of blankets and a dog.”




  “Well, we’re not taking any dogs,” Selby said.




  “All right, then,” the hitch-hiker muttered. “I guess I can’t take the lift.”




  Brandon pushed back the lapel of his coat. “This is the law,” he said.




  The man said, “Oh,” in a flat, expressionless voice.




  “What were you going to do in Los Angeles?” Brandon asked.




  “Look for work.”




  “Know anyone there?”




  “Yes. I have a couple of friends.”




  “What’re their names?”




  “Well, one of them’s a Jim Smith and the other’s a Frank Jones.”




  “Where do they live?”




  “I don’t know just where they live now. They’re plumbers and I’d have to look around among the plumbers to find out where they are.”




  Brandon said, “You just moving on through?”




  “Just moving on through,” the man told him.




  “From the East?”




  “From the East.”




  “Where were you last night?”




  “In Oceanside.”




  “And you came through this morning?”




  “Yes. Got a ride through this far.”




  “First time you’ve ever been through here?”




  “I was here once before about six months ago.”




  Brandon said, “All right. Now suppose you come clean. You’ve been hanging around this stretch of road for the last ten days. I’ve seen you four or five times. Who are you and

  what do you really want?” For a minute the man was silent. “Come on,” Brandon said; “what’s your name?”




  “Emil Watkins.”




  “Where do you live, Watkins?”




  The man appeared to be thinking for a minute. Suddenly he said, “All right. You’ve talked to me, now I’ll talk to you. I’m not a crook. I know my rights. I’ve got

  enough dough so you can’t vag me. If you want to see it, take a look.” He pulled a wallet from his pocket, opened it, and pulled out a half dozen bills. “There’s twenty

  dollars,” he said, turning back one bill, “there’s ten. There’s five, and here are some ones. Now then, I’m minding my own business and that’s all I ask anyone

  else to do.”




  Brandon slid from behind the steering wheel, walked around the car, his right hand held near the lapel of his coat. The hitch-hiker saw him coming, elevated his hands, holding his arms out away

  from his body. Sheriff Brandon patted him in search of a weapon, slid his hands along the man’s body past his hips. “All right, Watkins,” he said, turning back toward the car.

  “I just wanted to check up on you. Where do you live?”




  “I’m traveling—looking for work. I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn, Sheriff. Honest, I’m headin’ toward Los Angeles.”




  “Okay,” the sheriff said, climbing back into the driver’s seat. “You hadn’t better be here when we get back, which’ll be in about ten minutes. Just thought

  I’d check up on him,” he explained to Doug Selby as he set the car into motion again. Three minutes later, the sheriff said, “Here’s the Palm Thatch. Do you do the talking

  or do I?”




  “I do,” Selby said, as Brandon swung the wheel and guided the car into the gravel driveway of what had once been a pretentious country residence. The building had been remodeled and

  two long low wings added to each side. A neon sign bearing the words “PALM THATCH” surmounted the roof. The wings were roofed with palm

  leaves which had been nailed on above the shingles.




  “Too early for anybody to be up now,” Brandon said.




  “There’s smoke coming out of that chimney,” Selby pointed out, as they parked the car in the circular gravel parking space and crossed to the door. Selby jabbed his thumb

  against the button and a few seconds later the door was opened by a short, bald-headed man in the late forties. He was freshly shaven, attired in a quiet gray business suit, and seemed

  self-effacing, all but his eyes. The eyes, cat-green and watchful, stared from beneath bushy blond eyebrows.




  “Oscar Triggs?” Selby asked.




  “Yes.”




  “I’m Douglas Selby, district attorney of the county. This is Rex Brandon, the sheriff.”




  Triggs said nothing, but continued to stand in the doorway. “We’re coming in,” Selby said.




  “Is this an official visit?” Triggs asked. “Because if it is, I want to telephone Mr. Roper, my lawyer. He’d want you to have a warrant.”




  Selby said, “You’re running a place that’s open to the public, Mr. Triggs, and we’re coming in.”




  Triggs continued to stand in the doorway. Rex Brandon, with an impatient exclamation, pushed past Selby, shoved Triggs back against the wall and said, “Okay, Doug. Come on in.”




  Triggs recovered his balance, quietly closed the door behind them. He remained perfectly calm, a short-coupled, quiet man whose face showed no flicker of expression.




  They entered a reception hallway in which stood an old-fashioned hat rack and umbrella stand. Back of the reception hallway was a dining room, its square dance floor surrounded by tables. A big

  oil stove gave forth a thrumming sound as the pipe fed in oil under pressure. Triggs quietly walked across to a telephone, dialed a number and said in a well-modulated voice, “Mr. Triggs

  speaking. Let me speak with Mr. Roper at once, please. . . . Hello. . . . Roper? This is Oscar. I have a couple of visitors out at my place, Douglas Selby, the district attorney, and Rex Brandon,

  the sheriff. They wanted in. I told ’em the place wasn’t open yet, but they came in. . . . No, I don’t think so.” He turned away from the telephone, said calmly, “Hold

  the phone a minute,” looked across at Brandon and asked, “You boys got a warrant?”




  Brandon, his face flushed, moved aggressively forward.




  Selby grabbed his coat, pulled him back. “When you’ve hung up that telephone,” Selby said to Triggs, “we’re going to talk.”




  “You could talk with my lawyer,” Triggs said.




  “We could,” Selby told him, “but we’re not going to.”




  Triggs turned back to the telephone. “No, apparently they haven’t a warrant. They want to talk. . . . All right. . . . They claim it’s a public place. How about that . . . ?

  Yes, it’s open to the general public, only we ain’t serving meals right now. . . . All right, Sam, thanks. I’ll call you again if I need you. G’by.”




  Triggs hung up the telephone and said, “No hard feelings. I just wanted to know where I stand. My lawyer says you can come into the dining room. That’s open to the public. You

  can’t come into my office or my living quarters. They’re not open to the public. You can’t do any searching.”




  Brandon said truculently, “We’ll go anywhere we damn please.”




  “Okay,” Triggs remarked, taking a package of cigarettes from his pocket. “That’s up to you. You can argue about it afterwards in court when I sue your bondsmen. Have a

  cigarette, gents.”




  Selby said, “Evidently you have something to conceal out here, Triggs.”




  Triggs said, without raising his voice, “Don’t pull that old line of hooey with me. I wasn’t born yesterday, and this isn’t the first road house I ever ran. In the city I

  get by okay. Out here in the sticks you fellows want to show your authority. I know damn well you came out to throw a scare into me, and I’m here to tell you I don’t scare worth a damn.

  I’m running a legitimate business. Incidentally, if you want to get wise to yourself, you’d realize that I’m a benefit to the community. I buy all my supplies in Madison City. I

  pay cash for my stuff. I take money from the chaps who are coming through in automobiles. If it weren’t for my place, they’d go whizzing through your town in high gear. As it is,

  I . . .”




  “Yes,” Selby interrupted drily, “you’re a public benefactor. We know all about that, Triggs. Now then, I’ll do the talking and you can do the listening. It

  takes all sorts of people to make a world. You can’t change human nature by legislation. I know that. But we have laws, and I’m elected to help enforce those laws. We can’t

  enforce all of them. There’s going to be some gambling in spite of anything we can do. There’ll be commercialized vice. We couldn’t stamp it all out if we had an army under

  us. But I can tell you this: When you start corrupting young boys, you’ve gone too damn far. You’re running a gambling game out here. I don’t know how big it is, but I know

  it’s here. Now, there are some people in Madison City who don’t think there’s anything wrong with a friendly poker game. I’ll have a hard time getting evidence on you, and

  I’ll have a hard time getting a conviction after I get the evidence, but there are ways of doing it. If I want to badly enough, I can put you on a spot. Now then, I’m warning you once

  and for all: Lay off the young folks in Madison City.”




  “More specifically,” Triggs said calmly, “what are you driving at?”




  “Ross Blaine,” Selby told him. “He gave a forged check so he could buy chips in a game out here.”




  Triggs said slowly, “I’m sorry about Blaine. He has no business coming out here. It won’t hurt my feelings any if you tell him to keep off the premises. This is a business

  establishment, not a lounging place for kids who haven’t a nickel to spend.”




  “I believe he comes out here with George Stapleton doesn’t he?” Selby asked.




  “Stapleton’s different. Stapleton knows his way around, and he has money to spend.”




  “Any personal reason you don’t like Blaine?” Selby asked.




  Triggs avoided the question. “Of course,” he said, “if Blaine’s a friend of yours and you want him around here . . .”




  “I don’t want him around here,” Selby said.




  “All right, then, neither do I.”




  Selby said, “And I don’t want any professional gamblers coming in here from Los Angeles.”




  “I wouldn’t let one of them come on the place,” Triggs assured him. “I want to run a clean road house.”




  Selby said ominously, “I don’t think you’re trying very hard to co-operate, Triggs. You can consider this visit as a warning.”




  “All right,” Triggs said. “It’s a warning.”




  “You’re skating on thin ice, Triggs,” the sheriff said.




  “And you’re hoping I don’t fall in,” Triggs said sarcastically.




  Selby took Rex Brandon’s arm. “Come on, Rex,” he said, “let’s go. I think we’ve said everything we want to.”




  The sheriff hung back. Suddenly he whirled and said to Triggs, “I don’t think you understand us; but I know damn well we understand you!”




  Triggs walked across the room and held the outer door open for them. “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said. “Come again. Drop in any time—that is, to the part that’s

  open to the public.”




  He stood in the doorway, watching them until they had crossed the graveled parking space to the county car.




  “Damn him!” Brandon said. “I should have hung one on his chin. Sam Roper’s been filling him full of a lot of talk. He figures no twelve men in this county will convict

  him on a gambling charge. He’s smart enough to buy all of his supplies in town and pay cash for them. A lot of the merchants figure just the way he says, that he isn’t hurting the town

  any as long as he runs the road house outside of the city limits. They figure he’s bringing money into the county and . . .”




  “There are some ways of getting at him that Roper hasn’t figured on,” Selby interrupted. “He’s going to want a renewal of his business license in a couple of

  months.”




  “That’s so,” Brandon said, his face breaking into a grin.




  “And,” Selby went on, “the next time this professional gambler comes in from Los Angeles, we’re going to raid the place. We’ll hold the players as well as Triggs.

  That’ll give the people around here a chance to see what sort of a game Triggs is running.”
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