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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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  Cast of Characters




  BERTHA COOL—She wasn’t very curious about the client—just about the state of his bankroll




  DONALD LAM—He only had one lead, and it went straight to Mexico, marijuana and murder




  MILTON CARLING CALHOUN—He wanted to find a man he’d never met—or did he?




  COLBURN HALE—A free-lance writer, his research took him a lot further than he’d counted on




  NANNCIE BEAVER—A tip in a beauty parlor put her on the trail of a hot article—if she could keep it from backfiring




  ANNAEMAE CLINTON—She wanted a better typewriter, and Donald Lam wanted information




  SERGEANT FRANK SELLERS—The Los Angeles police force didn’t send him to Calexico for a rest




  LORENZO GONZALES—He was a very observant 10-year-old




  ANTON NEWBERRY—He was the best lawyer in the county, and he insisted on handling a case his way




  CLINTON ROBERTS—Deputy DA, he wanted to push a preliminary hearing further than it would go




  JUDGE POLK—He thought that sometimes the Prosecutor was pushing too far










  




  Chapter One




  The squeaky swivel chair in the which Bertha Cool shifted her hundred and sixty-five pounds of weight seemed to share its occupant’s indignation.




  “What do you mean, we can’t do the job?” Bertha asked, the diamonds on her hands making glittering arcs of light as she banged her palms down on the desk.




  The potential client, whose card gave his name simply as M. Calhoun, said, “I’ll be perfectly frank . . . er, uh, Miss Cool—or is it Mrs. Cool?”




  “It’s Mrs.,” snapped Bertha Cool. “I’m a widow.”




  “All right,” Calhoun went on smoothly, “I need the services of a first-class, highly competent detective agency. I asked a friend who is usually rather knowledgeable in such

  matters and he said the firm of Cool and Lam would take care of me.




  “I come up here. I find that the Cool part of the firm is a woman, and that Lam is . . .” Calhoun looked at me and hesitated.




  “Go ahead,” I said.




  “Well, frankly,” Calhoun blurted out, “I doubt if you could take care of yourself if the going got rough. You won’t weigh over a hundred and forty pounds soaking wet. My

  idea of a detective is a big man, aggressive, competent—heavy-fisted if the occasion requires.”




  Bertha once more shifted her weight. Her chair creaked indignantly. “Brains,” she said.




  “How’s that?” Calhoun asked, puzzled.




  “Brains is what we sell you,” Bertha Cool said. “I run the business end. Donald runs the outside end. The little bastard has brains and don’t ever forget it.”




  “Oh, yes . . . ah . . . doubtless,” Calhoun said.




  “Perhaps,” I told him, “you’ve been reading too many mystery stories.”




  He had the grace to smile at that.




  I said, “You’ve had a chance to look us over. If we don’t look good to you, that door works both ways.”




  “Now, just a minute,” Bertha Cool interposed, her diamond-hard eyes appraising our skeptical client. “You’re looking for a detective agency. We can give you results.

  That’s our forte. What the hell do you want?”




  “Well, I want results,” Calhoun admitted. “That’s what I’m looking for.”




  “Do you know what the average private detective is?” Bertha Cool rasped. “A cop who’s been retired or kicked out, a great big, beefy, bullnecked human snowplow with big

  fists, big feet and a musclebound brain.




  “People like to read stories about private detectives who shove teeth down people’s throats and solve murders. You tie up with an agency that is run by people who are all beef and no

  brains and you’ll just ante up fifty dollars a day for every operative they put on the case—and they’ll manage to load it up with two or three operatives if they think you can pay

  the tab. They’ll keep charging you fifty bucks a day per operative until your money runs out. You may get results. You may not.




  “With this agency we have one operative—that’s Donald. I told you before and I’ll tell you again, he’s a brainy little bastard. He’ll charge you fifty dollars

  a day plus expenses and he’ll get results.”




  “You can afford to pay fifty dollars a day?” I asked, trying to get the guy on the defensive.




  “Of course I can,” he snorted. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”




  I caught Bertha’s eye. “All right, you’re here,” I told him.




  He hesitated a long while, apparently trying to reach a decision. Then he said, “Very well, this is a job that calls for brains more than brawn. Perhaps you can do it.”




  I said. “I don’t like to work for a man who is a little doubtful right at the start. Why don’t you get an agency which measures up more to your expectations?”




  Bertha Cool glared at me.




  Calhoun said thoughtfully, “I want to find a man.”




  “How old?” I asked.




  “About thirty,” he said. “Perhaps thirty-two.”




  “Give me a description.”




  “He’s about five eleven, weighs a hundred and eighty-five or so. He has wavy hair, blue eyes, and has a magnetic personality.”




  “Picture?” I asked.




  “No picture.”




  “Name?”




  “Hale—H-a-l-e. The first name is Colburn. He signs his name C. E. Hale. I understand his close friends call him Cole.”




  “Last address?”




  “Eight-seventeen Billinger Street. He had an apartment there, number forty-three. He left very suddenly. I don’t think he took anything with him except a suitcase.”




  “Rent?”




  “I believe it is paid up until the twentieth.”




  “Occupation?”




  “I am given to understand he is a novelist.”




  “That location,” I said, “is a bohemian neighborhood. There are lots of writers and artists living there.”




  “Exactly,” Calhoun said.




  “May I ask why you want to find Hale?”




  “I want to talk with him.”




  “Just what do we do?”




  “Locate the guy. Don’t leave a back trail. Just give me the place where he is at present.”




  “That’s all?”




  “That’s all.”




  “And Hale is a novelist?”




  “I believe he is working on a novel. In fact, I know he is, but as to the nature of his writing I can tell you nothing. I know that he has a theory that when you talk about a story you

  either have a sympathetic or an unsympathetic audience.




  “If the audience is unsympathetic it weakens your self-confidence. If the audience is sympathetic you are encouraged to talk too much and tell too much, which dissipates your creative

  energy in conversation rather than in writing.”




  “He is, then, secretive?”




  “Reticent,” he said.




  I looked the guy over—casual slacks that were well pressed, a sports coat that had cost money, a short-sleeved Dacron shirt with a bolo tie. The stone in the bolo tie guide was a vivid

  green.




  He saw me looking at it. “Chrysocolla,” he said proudly.




  “What’s chrysocolla?” I asked.




  “A semiprecious stone which ounce for ounce is probably worth more than gold. It is very rare. I might describe it as being a copper-stained agate. That doesn’t exactly describe it,

  but it gives you an idea.”




  “Are you a rock hound?” I asked.




  “So-so,” he said.




  “Find the stone yourself?”




  “No, I traded for it. It’s a beautiful specimen.”




  “When did you last see this Hale?” I asked.




  Bertha said, “Now, just a minute, before we get down to brass tacks, we’d better finish the preliminaries.”




  “Preliminaries?” Calhoun asked.




  “Retainer,” Bertha said.




  He turned from me to study her.




  “How much?”




  “Three fifty.”




  “And what does that buy me?”




  “Services of the agency, Donald doing the legwork at fifty bucks a day plus expenses. I furnish the executive management.”




  “At anothere fifty bucks a day?” he asked.




  “It’s all included in the one package,” she said.




  He regarded Bertha, sitting there as stiff as a roll of barbed wire, and somewhere around sixty-five, give or take a few years.




  “Very well,” he said.




  “Got your checkbook handy?” Bertha asked.




  He didn’t like being pushed. He hesitated again, then reached in his pocket and brought out a billfold.




  No one said anything while he hitched his chair over to the corner of Bertha Cool’s desk and started counting out fifty-dollar bills.




  Bertha leaned slightly forward, trying to see the interior of the billfold and make an estimate of the amount of money it held. He shifted his position so she couldn’t see the

  interior.




  There was silence while he counted out seven nice crisp fifty-dollar bills and put them on Bertha’s desk.




  “Now then,” I said, “when did you last see Hale?”




  “Is that important?”




  “I think it is.”




  “I have never seen him.”




  “You’ve told me all you know about him?”




  “No, I’ve told you all a good detective should need to know.”




  “And,” I went on, “we’d like to know a little more about you.”




  He regarded me with uncordial eyes, then reached over to Bertha’a desk and tapped the money with his fingers. “That money,” he said, “gives you all of my background

  you’re going to need.”




  He got to his feet.




  “Where do we make reports?” I asked. “By mail or telephone? In other words, how do we reach you?”




  “You don’t reach me,” he said. “I reach you. I have your phone number, you have my name. You know what I want.”




  “Just a minute,” I said. I want to take a look at a map of the city and get this location straight.”




  He hesitated halfway to the door.




  I hurried down to my office and said to Elsie Brand, my secretary, “There’s a man in slacks and sports coat just leaving Bertha’s office, about thirty-one or thirty-two.

  I’d like to find out where he goes. If he takes a cab, get the number of the cab. If he has his own car, get the license.”




  “Oh, Donald,” she said despairingly. “You know I’m a rotten detective.”




  “You’re all right if you don’t act self-conscious,” I said. “Get out there in the corridor. Get in the same elevator he takes and try thinking about something else

  while you’re riding down with him. If he acts suspicious, call off the job, but there’s just a chance he’ll be rather preoccupied and won’t pay any attention to

  you.”




  I went back to Bertha’s office just as Calhoun left the reception room. She was fingering the money. She looked up and said, “I don’t like that smirking, supercilious son of a

  bitch.”




  I said, “He’s putting on an act.”




  “What do you mean?”




  I said, “He knew more about us than he wanted to let on. All that business about being surprised that you were a woman and that I wasn’t built like a professional wrestler was part

  of an act.”




  “How do you know?”




  “I sensed it.”




  “Why would he put on an act like that?”




  “To get us on the defensive.”




  Bertha rang for her secretary and handed her the money. “Take this down and deposit it,” she said.




  I played a hunch. “This man that was just in,” I said, “Calhoun. What did he say when he entered the office?”




  “He wanted to know if Mrs. Cool was busy.”




  “Then he didn’t just see the sign on the door, COOL & LAM, and know nothing about the firm.”




  She shook her head. “He knew about Mrs. Cool because he specifically asked for Mrs. Cool.”




  “Mrs. Cool?” I asked.




  “Definitely, Mrs. Cool.”




  I glanced over at Bertha.




  Her diamond-sharp eyes were blinking contemplatively.




  I said, “The guy was very careful to keep from telling us anything about himself.”




  “As far as that is concerned, his money talked,” Bertha said. “We don’t give a damn who he is. We’ll use up the three hundred and fifty and then we quit until he

  puts some more money in the kitty.”




  “I don’t like it at all,” I told her. “Let’s take a look in the phone book.”




  “Oh, Donald, we can’t look through all the different districts in the city. Here, let’s take a look at this one district and see how many Calhouns there are.”




  “M. Calhouns,” I reminded her.




  Bertha opened the phone book, found the proper page and said, “Here are half a dozen of them right here. M. A. Calhoun, an M. M. Calhoun, a Morley Calhoun, an M. Calhoun and Company . . .

  the guy could be anybody.”




  “Bertha had a reference book in back of her desk, Prominent Citizens of California. I pointed to it.




  Bertha pulled the book down, opened it and said, “And here we’ve got a lot more Calhouns. Wait a minute, here’s Milton Carling Calhoun who looks something like our

  man—Milton Carling Calhoun, the Second.”




  I looked at the picture. It could have been our client taken five years earlier. He was the son of Milton Carling Calhoun, the First. His father, who was dead, had been a stockbroker. Our man

  had graduated from college with honors, majored in journalism and had married Beatrice Millicent Spaulding.




  There were no children. There was a list of clubs as long as your arm. Apparently the guy had never done anything in his life except inherit money.




  “Fry me for an oyster,” Bertha said, reading the copy. “The son of a bitch sure held out on us.”




  “Well, we’ve got him pegged now,” I told her.




  “Pegged is right,” Bertha siad.




  I went down to my office and waited for Elsie Brand.




  Elsie came back with the report. “He took a cab,” she said, “a yellow cab. I managed to get the number. He evidently had the cab waiting at the curb because the flag was down

  and as soon as the cabbie saw him coming he reached back and opened the door. Our man got in it and the cab drove away.”




  “You couldn’t follow?”




  “There was no cab I could grab in time,” she said. “I told you, Donald, I’m a lousy detective.”




  “The number of the cab was what?”




  “I got that all right. It was a Yellow Cab, number sixteen seventy-two.”




  “Okay, Elsie,” I said. “You did a good job. I just wanted to make certain he was trying to give us a double cross. I’ll take it from there and thanks a lot.”










  




  Chapter Two




  Eight-seventeen Billinger Street was an apartment house which had been converted from a three-story residence.




  At one time that section of the city had been the site of imposing homes, but that had been many, many years ago.




  The city had grown and engulfed the district. The luxurious homes had run downhill, then had been converted into rooming houses, or apartments with beauty parlors, small offices and nondescript

  stores on the ground floor.




  I detoured a single-chair barbershop, found the stairs, climbed to the second floor, located Apartment 43 and stood for a moment at the door listening.




  From Apartment 42, which adjoined it on the south, I could hear the steady clack of a typewriter, then an intermittent pause, then more clacking on the typewriter. From Apartment 43 there

  wasn’t a sound.




  I tapped gently on the door. There was no answer.




  The typewriter in Apartment 42 was clacking away again.




  I stood there in the semi-dark hallway, undecided. I put my hand on the doorknob of Apartment 43. The latch clicked back. I pushed gently on the door for an inch or two. The door opened

  soundlessly.




  I closed the door again and knocked, this time a little more firmly.




  There was no answer.




  I turned the knob, opened the door and looked inside.




  It was a furnished apartment and someone had gone places in a hurry. There were a couple of empty cardboard cartons on the floor, and some old newspapers. Drawers had been pulled out, emptied,

  and left open. It was a one-room affair with a little kitchenette off to my right and an open door to a bath at the far end. There was a curtained closet, the curtain had been pulled back, exposing

  a wall bed. Empty wire clothes hangers were swinging dejectedly from a metal rod.




  I wanted to go in and look around, but I had a feeling that it wasn’t wise. I backed out and gently closed the door.




  The typewriter in 42 had quit clacking. I heard steps coming to the door.




  I raised my hand and knocked hard and loud on the door of 43.




  The door of Apartment 42 opened. A woman in her late twenties, or perhaps early thirties, stood there looking at me appraisingly.




  I smiled reassuringly at her and said, “I’m knocking on forty-three,” and with that raised my hand and knocked again.




  “Are you Colburn Hale’s publisher?” she asked.




  I turned to regard her searchingly. “Why do you ask?”




  “Because Cole is expecting his publisher.”




  “I see,” I said.




  “You haven’t answered my question,” she observed.




  “Should I?” I asked.




  “I think so.”




  “Why don’t you ask Mr. Hale when he comes back?” I said.




  “Because I don’t think he’s coming back—perhaps I could help you?”




  “Perhaps you could.”




  “Will you kindly tell me what’s going on?” she asked.




  I raised my eyebrows. “Is something going on?”




  “You know it is. People came here in the middle of the night. They opened and closed drawers, put things in cardboard cartons, carried them downstairs.”




  “What time?”




  “Around one o’clock in the morning.”




  “Did you see them?” I asked.




  “I couldn’t stand it any longer,” she said. “I couldn’t sleep with those people tramping back and forth, and I finally got up, put on a robe and opened the door,

  but they’d gone by that time.”




  “What time?”




  “About one-thirty.”




  “How many people were there?”




  “Two, I think.”




  “Colburn Hale and a friend?”




  “I didn’t have the chance to hear what was said. I didn’t recognize Cole’s voice. It might have been two other people for all I know. Now then, I’ll ask you again,

  are you Cole’s publisher?”




  “No, I’m not,” I said, “but I’m interested in talking to him before he talks to his publisher.”




  “Then you’re a literary agent?” she asked.




  “Well, not exactly, but—well, I can’t tell you any more than that I’d like to talk to Hale before he talks to his publisher.”




  “Maybe you’re making him an offer for a motion picture contract,” she said.




  I moved my shoulders in a deprecatory gesture and said, “That’s your version.”




  She looked me over and said, “Would you like to come in for a minute?”




  I looked dubiously at Hale’s door. “I guess he’s not home,” I said. “You don’t have any idea when he’ll return?”




  “I think he moved out. I don’t think he’s coming back.”




  “Behind in the rent?”




  “I understand he pays his rent in advance from the twentieth to the twentieth. You don’t get behind with your rent in this place. You either come up with the money or out you

  go.”




  “Hard-boiled like that, eh?” I asked.




  “Very hard-boiled.”




  I followed her into her apartment. It was a little more pretentious than the apartment next door. Doors indicated a wall bed. There were a table, a battered typewriter desk, a portable typewriter

  and pages of a manuscript.




  “You’re a writer?” I asked.




  She indicated a straight-backed chair. “Please sit down,” she said. “Yes, I’m a writer, and if you’re a publisher . . . well, I’d like to talk with

  you.”




  “Frankly,” I told her, “I’m not a publisher. I don’t even know whether I could help you or not. What kind of material do you write?”




  “I’m writing a novel,” she said, “and I think it’s a good one.”




  “How far along are you with it?”




  “I’m a little over halfway.”




  “Good characters?” I asked.




  “They stand out.”




  “Character conflict?”




  “Lots of it. I have suspense. I have people confronted with dilemmas which are going to require decisions, and the reader is going to be vitally interested in what those decisions are

  going to be.”




  “That’s very interesting,” I said. “How well do you know Colburn Hale?”




  “Fairly well. He’s been here only five or six weeks.”




  “What made you think I was his publisher?”




  “I knew he was expecting a visit from his publisher and he had been working terribly hard on his novel, pounding away on the typewriter. He was a very good hunt-and-peck typist.”




  “Any idea what his novel was about?”




  “No, we just decided we wouldn’t tell each other our plots. And I have a basic rule. I never tell the details of a plot to anyone. I think it’s bad luck.”




  I nodded sympathetically. “You and Hale were quite friendly?” I asked.




  “Just neighbors,” she said. “He had a girl friend.”




  “So?” I asked.




  “Nanncie Beaver,” she said. “I’m going to run over and see her sometime this afternoon and see what she knows. You see, we don’t have telephones.”




  “A neighbor?” I asked.




  “Up on eight-thirty,” she said. “That’s just a few doors up the street. She has Apartment Sixty-two B. I hope—I hope she knows.”




  “Is there any reason why she wouldn’t?”




  “You know how men are,” she said suddenly.




  “How are they?” I asked.




  She flared up with sudden bitterness. “They like to play around and then if there are any—any responsibilities they duck out. They take a powder. They’re gone. You can’t

  find them.”




  “You think Colburn Hale was like that?”




  “I think all men are like that.”




  “Including publishers?”




  Her eyes softened somewhat and surveyed me from head to foot. “If you’re a publisher,” she said, “you’re different. And somehow I think you are a publisher

  regardless of what you say.”




  “I’d like to be a publisher,” I said.




  “A subsidy publisher?”




  I shook my head. “No, not that.”




  “You haven’t told me your name.”




  “You haven’t told me yours.”




  “I’m Marge Fulton,” she said.




  “I’m Donald Lam,” I told her. “I’ll be back again to see if Colburn Hale has come in. If he does come in, and you happen to hear him, will you tell him that Donald

  Lam is anxious to see him?”




  “And what shall I tell him Donald Lam wants to see him about?”




  I hesitated for several seconds, as though debating whether to tell her, then I said, “I think I’d better tell him firsthand. I don’t want to be rude, but I think it would be

  better that way.”




  I got up and walked to the door. “Thanks a lot, Miss Fulton. You’ve been very helpful.”




  “Will I see you again?”




  “Probably,” I said.




  “I think I’m writing a honey of a novel,” she said.




  “I’ll bet you are,” I told her.




  She stood in the doorway watching me down the stairs.




  I had a secondhand portable typewriter in my car. It fitted snugly into its case, and I got this portable out, climbed the stairs at 830 Billinger Street and found Apartment 62B was on the

  second floor. I tapped on the door and got no answer. I tentatively tried the knob. The door was locked. I stepped back a few paces and knocked on the door of Apartment 61B.




  The woman who opened the door was a faded blonde with traces of pouches under her eyes, but she was slim waisted and attractive. She was wearing a blouse and slacks, and I had evidently

  disappointed her because her facial expression showed that she had been expecting someone whom she wanted to see and I was a letdown.




  I said, “You’ll pardon me, ma’am, but I’ve got to raise some money in a hurry. I’ve got a typewriter,” and her eyes showed quick interest. “How much do you

  want for it?”




  I said, “My name is Donald Lam. I’m a writer. I want money. I’d like to have you try out this typewriter and make me an offer. I’m desperately in need of cash. You can

  have this machine at a bargain.”




  She said, “I already have a typewriter.”




  “Not like this one,” I told her. “This is in first-class shape, perfect alignment, and the work it turns out is—impressive.”




  I saw that interested her.




  “Write a manuscript on this typewriter,” I went on, “and it will stand out from the run-of-the-mill typing. Any editor will give it his respectful attention.”




  “How did you know I wrote?” she asked.




  “I thought I heard the sound of a typewriter as I was walking down the corridor.”




  “Who referred you to me?”




  “No one. I’m in a spot where I need cash, and I’m going to sell this typewriter to somebody before I leave the building.”




  “For cash?”




  “For cash.”




  She shook her head and said, “Lots of people in this building use typewriters, but mighty few of them have the kind of cash that you would want.”




  I said, “Would it be too much to ask you to try out this typewriter? I might make a trade, taking your machine, giving you this one and taking some cash to boot.”




  “How much to boot?”




  “I’d have to see your machine first.”




  She looked at her wrist watch. “Come in,” she said.




  The apartment was a two-room affair with a partial division screening off the kitchenette. A portable typewriter sat on a rather battered card table with a folding chair in front of it. There

  were pages of manuscript on the card table and the apartment gave evidences of having been well lived in. It wasn’t exactly sloppy, but it wasn’t neat.




  “You’re living here alone?” I asked.




  Her eyes suddenly became suspicious. “That’s neither here nor there. Let’s look at your portable,” she said, picking her portable up off the card table and setting it on

  a chair.




  I opened my portable and put it on the card table.




  She put some paper in and tried it out. She had the hunt-and-peck system, but she was good at it.




  “What do you write?” I asked. “Novels, articles, short stories?”




  “Anything,” she said. “I am Annaemae Clinton.”




  I looked around a bit. There were writers’ magazines and a book containing a list of markets. There was a pile of envelopes on a shelf which I surmised contained rejected stories which had

  been returned from the editors.




  She swiftly picked up the pages of manuscript that were on the card table, took them over to the chair which held the typewriter and put them face down on top of the typewriter.




  “This is a pretty good machine,” she said.




  “It’s in perfect condition.”




  “What kind of a trade?” she asked.




  “I’d want to take a look at your machine.”




  She went over to the chair, picked up the manuscript pages from on top of the typewriter, moved them over to a bookcase, brought the typewriter over, shoved my machine out of the way and put her

  typewriter down on the card table. Then she rather grudgingly handed me a sheet of paper.




  The typewriter was an ancient affair which ran like a threshing machine and the type was pretty much out of line. In addition to whcih the type faces were dirty. The e and the a

  gave pretty poor impressions.




  “Well?” she asked.




  I said. “I’ll take your typewriter, give you mine, and take forty dollars in cash.”




  She thought it over for a while, then said, “Let me try your machine again.”




  She did more typing this time. I could see she wanted it.




  “Twenty-five dollars,” she said.




  “Forty,” I told her. “This machine is like new.”




  “Thirty.”




  “Make it thirty-five and it’s a deal.”




  “You’re a hard man to do business with.”




  “I need the money, but I’ve got a good typewriter here. Your machine needs lots of work done on it.”
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