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INTRODUCTION





ERLE STANLEY Gardner (1889–1970) created scores of fictional characters, mainly during his days as a prolific writer for pulp magazines, specializing in protagonists who were crooks or lawyers (sometimes both). Only once did he write about a lawyer who prosecuted criminals.


That heroic figure was the incorruptible Doug Selby, who appeared in nine novels, beginning with The D.A. Calls It Murder in 1937, though it previously had been serialized in five parts as The Thread of Truth from September 1936 to January 1937 in The Country Gentleman magazine.


Although he is a relentless prosecutor, Selby spends even more time hunting for criminals and the evidence that will hang them, following the methodology of Perry Mason, his more famous counterpart. Just as the defense attorney Mason has never lost a case to the D.A. Hamilton Burger, the prosecutor Selby also is undefeated.


The two protagonists are similar in other ways as well, both young, good-looking, and righteous. Mason has Paul Drake and Della Street to help him on cases, while Selby has joined forces with Sheriff Rex Brandon, who won his office in the same election that brought the district attorney to power when they ran on a reform ticket. They serve in California’s fictional Madison County, which is based on Ventura County, where Gardner once lived. Selby also is given assistance by Sylvia Martin, the bright, scrappy, and attractive reporter for The Clarion, which supported him and Brandon in the election, while The Blade, the other major newspaper in the region, did all it could to undermine their campaign and continues its attacks on the D.A. when he doesn’t immediately solve the case.


In this first adventure for Selby, a mysterious clergyman is found dead in his hotel room. With a bottle of pills at his bedside, the universal opinion is that the death of the timid little man was a suicide. However, something seems wrong and, against the wishes of Otto Larkin, the corrupt chief of police, “a big, heavy-voiced” ruler of the town, Selby is convinced that there has been foul play. Larkin attempts to bulldoze the D.A. into letting the case die but Selby provides evidence that the little pastor was murdered.


There is a strong political element in this case, as there is in many of Gardner’s novels—not based on Democrats or Republicans but on those who are corrupt and those who are not.


Having been elected by the citizens of Madison County who were sick of the nefarious politicians who had been running things, Selby knew he would have enemies but would not allow himself to be intimidated.


Harry Perkins, the coroner, is introduced early as a “go along to get along” figure who is neither corrupt nor reform-minded but is fond of Selby and offers advice.




“This is your first case,” the coroner said. “You seem to be trying to make a murder case out of it. Now I wouldn’t go putting the cart before the horse. There’s a lot of sentiment against you in this county, and a lot of it for you. The people who are for you put you in office. The people who are against you hate to have you in office. You go along without attracting any great amount of attention for a month or two, and pretty quick people will forget all about the political end of things. Then those who hated you will be smiling and shaking hands when they see you on the street. But, you get off on the wrong foot, and it’s going to hurt. Your enemies will be tickled to death and you’ll lose some of your friends.”





The fact that Selby didn’t care about any of that is endemic to all the characters Gardner created for his novels, though that was certainly not true of the protagonists in his hundreds of short stories written for the pulp magazines, almost all of whom were crooks, thieves, and con men but, while they appeared in the pulps, which had the reputation of producing very hard-boiled fiction, they were not violent or bloodthirsty.


This is the medium in which Gardner had learned and honed his craft, so it is not surprising that the earliest Perry Mason novels were hard-boiled, tough-guy books, with Mason as a fearless, two-fisted battler, rather than the calm, self-possessed figure that most readers remember today. Reading the first Mason novel, The Case of the Velvet Claws, published in 1933, and The Case of the Careless Kitten, published twenty years later, it is difficult to remember that they were written by the same author. Both styles, by the way, were first-rate, just different. It is the later style that Garner used for the Doug Selby series.


Gardner was born in Malden, Massachusetts, in 1889. Because his father was a mining engineer, he traveled often as a child. As a teenager, he participated in professional boxing as well as promoting unlicensed matches, placing himself at risk of criminal prosecution, which gave him an interest in the law. He took a job as a typist at a California law firm and after reading law for fifty hours a week for three years, he was admitted to the California bar. He practiced in Oxnard from 1911 to 1918, gaining a reputation as a champion of the underdog through his defense of poor Mexican and Chinese clients.


He left to become a tire salesman in order to earn more money but missed the courtroom and joined another law firm in 1921. It is then that he started to write fiction, hoping that he could augment his modest income. He worked a full day at court, followed that with several hours of research in the law library, then went home to write fiction into the small hours, setting a goal of at least 4,000 words a day. He sold two stories in 1921, none in 1922, and only one in 1923, but it was to the prestigious Black Mask. The following year, thirteen of his stories saw print, five of them in Black Mask. Over the next decade he wrote nearly fifteen million words and sold hundreds of stories, many pseudonymously so that he could have multiple stories in a single magazine, each under a different name.


In 1932, he finally took a vacation, an extended trip to China, since he had become so financially successful. That is also the year in which he began to submit his first novel, The Case of the Velvet Claws. It was rejected by several publishers before William Morrow took it, and Gardner published every mystery with that house for the rest of his life. Thayer Hobson, then the president of Morrow, suggested that the protagonist of that book, Perry Mason, should become a series character and Gardner agreed.


The Mason novels became an immediate success, so Gardner resigned from his law practice to devote his full time to writing. He was eager to have privacy so acquired parcels of land in the Southwest and eventually settled into the “Gardner Fiction Factory” on a thousand-acre ranch in Temecula, California. The ranch had a dozen guest cottages and trailers to house his support staff of twenty employees, all of whom are reported to have called him “Uncle Erle.” Among them were six secretaries, all working full time, transcribing his dictated novels, non-fiction books and articles, and correspondence.


He was intensely interested in prison conditions and was a strong advocate of reform. In 1948, he formed the Court of Last Resort, a private organization dedicated to helping those believed to have been unfairly incarcerated. The group succeeded in freeing many unjustly convicted men and Gardner wrote a book, The Court of Last Resort, describing the group’s work; it won an Edgar for the best fact crime book of the year.


In the 1960s, Gardner became alarmed at some changes in American literature. He told the New York Times, “I have always aimed my fiction at the masses who constitute the solid backbone of America, I have tried to keep faith with the American family. In a day when the prevailing mystery story trends are towards sex, sadism, and seduction, I try to base my stories on speed, situation, and suspense.”


While Gardner wrote prolifically about a wide variety of characters under many pseudonyms, most notably thirty novels about Bertha Cook and Donald Lam under the nom de plume A.A. Fair and nine novels about Doug Selby, all his books give evidence of clearly identifiable characteristics. There is a minimum of description and a maximum of dialogue. This was carried to a logical conclusion in the lengthy courtroom interrogations of the Perry Mason and D.A. series. Gardner’s heroes are not averse to breaking the exact letter of the law in order to secure what they consider to be justice. They share contempt for pomposity. Villains or deserving victims are often self-important, wealthy individuals who can usually be identified because Gardner has given them two last names (such as Harrington Faulkner).


Clues often take a back seat in Gardner’s books, with crisp dialogue and hectic action taking the forefront—a structure clearly adopted from his days as a pulp writer. Crime and motivation are not paragons of originality as Gardner wanted readers to identify with his characters.


The staggering popularity of the Perry Mason novels inevitably led to him being portrayed in other media, including six motion pictures in the 1930s, a successful radio series in the 1940s, and a top-rated television series starring Raymond Burr that began in 1957 and ran for a decade. More than a half-century later, it is still a staple of late-night television re-runs.


Neither the Bertha Cool and Donald Lam books nor the Doug Selby series enjoyed similar success.


Cool and Lam appeared on ABC Radio’s United States Steel Hour in an adaptation of Turn On the Heat for June 23, 1946, with Frank Sinatra portraying Donald Lam. The unlikely couple then appeared on television in the January 6, 1955, episode of Climax! based on the debut novel, The Bigger They Come; it starred Art Carney as Lam and Jane Darwell as Cool. Cool and Lam was made as a pilot 1958 but never became a series.


Doug Selby’s even shorter dramatic career began with The D.A. Takes a Chance, which was adapted for an episode of the ABC radio serial, Listening Post, broadcast July 28, 1948. A 1971 made-for-television film, They Call It Murder, was loosely based on The D.A. Draws a Circle, with Jim Hutton starring as the D.A.


—OTTO PENZLER
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THE ROOM held a subtle atmosphere of burnt-out activity. Physically, it had the littered appearance of a vacant lot from which a carnival had moved away. The walls were decorated with posters. “ELECT DOUGLAS SELBY DISTRICT ATTORNEY” screamed one poster. Above the words appeared the likeness of a handsome young man with curly hair, a devil-may-care glint in his penetrating eyes, and a forceful, although shapely, mouth. Hanging beside it,

 a twin poster showed a man some twenty-five years older, wearing a big sombrero, his leathery face creased into a friendly smile. It required a close inspection to show the hard determination of the gray eyes. That poster bore the words: “VOTE FOR REX BRANDON FOR SHERIFF.”


Half a dozen small desks and tables had been crowded into the room. They were littered with envelopes, pamphlets, windshield stickers, and other campaign paraphernalia.


Douglas Selby, newly elected district attorney, grinned across the room at Sheriff Brandon. It had been a bitterly contested battle, involving an election contest, a re-count of ballots, and an action in mandamus. The actual election had been history for weeks, but the political backers of the two men had kept the room in the Madison Hotel for post-election activities.


Selby, crossing his long legs, ran his hand through his thick shock of curly hair and said, “Well, Rex, in fifteen minutes we start for the courthouse to take charge. Personally, now that it’s all over, I’m going to miss the fight of the campaign.”


Rex Brandon fished a cloth sack from his pocket, shook flakes of tobacco into a brown cigarette paper. His thick fingers rolled the cigarette with an expert twist. He moistened the edge of the paper with his tongue, stroked the cigarette into a smooth cylinder and said, “You’ll have plenty of fighting, son. It ain’t all over—not by a long ways.”


Selby, at ease, was as relaxed as a cat sprawled in the sunlight. “Not much they can do once we get in office,” he drawled.


Sheriff Brandon snapped a match into flame with a quick flip of his thumbnail. “Listen, Doug, I’m twenty-five years older than you are. I haven’t got as much book learnin’ but I know men. I’m proud of this county. I was born and raised here. I’ve seen it change from horse and buggy to automobile and tractor. I remember when you’d never walk down the street without stopping three or four times in a block to pass the time of day with friends. Now things are different. Everyone’s in a hurry.”


The sheriff paused to apply the match to the end of his cigarette.


“What’s that got to do with us?” Selby asked.


“Just this, son: People used to know pretty much what was going on in the county and office holders used to get a square deal. Now people are too busy and too selfish to care. They’ve got too many worries of their own to bother very much about seeing that other people get a square deal.


“If it was just politics, it wouldn’t be so bad. But during the last four years the doors have been opened to all the scum from the big cities. Chaps who haven’t been big enough to work a racket in the Big-Time have drifted in with a lot of little, vicious, chiseling, crooked stuff. Sam Roper, the old district attorney, either got a cut or should have had one. You know that as well as I do.


“Now, then, it’s up to you and me to clean up this mess.”


“It’s already cleaned up,” Selby pointed out. “The crooks read their death sentences in the election returns. They’ve been getting out. Little hole-in-the-wall joints have closed up, or turned honest.”


“Some of ’em have, and some of ’em haven’t,” Brandon said. “But the main thing is that we’ve got to watch our step, particularly at the start. If we make just one major mistake, they’ll hoot us out of office.”


Selby looked at his watch, got to his feet and said grimly, “It’s going to take a hell of a lot of hooting to get me out of office. Come on, Rex, let’s go.”


Campaign headquarters had been located on the top floor of the Madison Hotel. As the two men stepped through the door into the carpeted hotel corridor, a door opened midway down the hallway on the right-hand side. An apologetic little man, attired in a black frock coat and wearing a ministerial collar, slipped out into the hallway. He seemed to be tiptoeing as he walked rapidly toward the elevator and pressed the button.


It was several seconds before the elevator cage rumbled up to the top floor, and Douglas Selby studied the little minister as they waited. He was between forty-five and fifty-five, and fully a head shorter than the district attorney. The small-boned frame seemed almost fragile beneath the shiny cloth of the well-worn frock coat.


As the elevator operator opened the sliding door, the little clergyman stepped into the cage and said, in the precise tones of one accustomed to making announcements from a pulpit, “The third floor. Let me off at the third floor, please.”


Selby and the sheriff entered the elevator. Over the top of the minister’s unsuspecting head, Rex Brandon gave the tall young district attorney a solemn wink. When the elevator had discharged its passenger at the third floor, the sheriff grinned and said, “Bet there’s more funerals than weddings where he comes from.”


The district attorney, immersed in thoughtful silence, didn’t answer until they were half way across the hotel lobby. Then he said, “If I were going to indulge in a little deductive reasoning, I’d say his parish was controlled by one very wealthy and very selfish individual. That minister’s learned to walk softly so as not to offend some selfish big shot.”


“Or maybe he’s that way because his wife has a natural talent for debate,” the sheriff grinned. “But, say, buddy, don’t forget that this speculating business ain’t just a game. Did it ever occur to you that during the next four years whenever a crime’s committed in this county it’s going to be up to us to solve it?”


Selby took the sheriff’s arm and headed toward the white marble courthouse.


“You solve the crimes, Sheriff,” he said, grinning. “I simply prosecute the criminals you arrest.”


“You go to the devil, Doug Selby,” the sheriff rumbled.
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DOUGLAS SELBY had been in office just twenty-four hours. He surveyed the littered material on his desk, reached a decision and summoned his three deputies.


“Boys,” Selby said, “I’m tackling a job I don’t know much about. You boys have got to carry most of the load.


“You play ball with me and I’ll play ball with you. Gordon, it’s up to you to instruct these boys in the duties of the office. Among you, you’ve got to handle the routine.


“Here’s a bunch of stuff which has piled up on my desk. There’s everything here from a complaint about a neighbor’s dog scratching up a front lawn to a tip that someone is selling liquor without a license. You boys take this stuff into the law library and divide it up. Don’t write any more letters than you have to—telephone people, get them to come in, reason with them, straighten things out by diplomacy. Don’t fight unless you have to. When you once start to fight, never back down. Remember that The Clarion will give us a square deal and The Blade will be fighting us all the way. You’ll make mistakes, but don’t let the fear of making mistakes keep you from reaching decisions. Whatever happens, don’t let anyone bluff you. Whenever you …”


The telephone rang. Selby said, “Just a minute.… Hello.”


Rex Brandon’s voice, sounding rather strained, said, “Doug, drop whatever you’re doing and come down to the Madison Hotel right away. They’ve found a dead man in one of the rooms.”


“What is it,” Selby asked, “murder, suicide or natural death?”


“They don’t know. They say it’s a minister.… I have an idea it’s the same chap who rode down in the elevator with us yesterday.”


“Where are you now?” Selby asked.


“I’m at the City Hall, picking up the chief of police. We’ll get to the hotel a few minutes before you do. The room number is three twenty-one. Go right on up. We’ll meet there.”


Selby said, “Okay, Rex,” hung up the telephone receiver and turned to his deputies. “You boys go to it,” he instructed. “You’ll have to handle the routine business of the office.”


Grabbing his hat, Selby raced down the marble corridor of the courthouse, took the steps of the wide staircase two at a time, jumped into his car and drove to the Madison Hotel.


He noticed that Brandon was ahead of him. The sheriff’s car, equipped with red spotlight and siren, was parked in the red “no parking” zone in front of the hotel. Moreover, a portion of the street was closed off where a force of men were installing one of the new ornamental lighting fixtures the city had recently purchased. Selby found himself caught in a traffic jam and it took him nearly ten minutes to extricate himself, find a parking place for his car and return to the hotel.


George Cushing, owner of the hotel, and the one to whom Selby had been indebted for the room used as campaign headquarters, approached with smiling affability.


A man in his early fifties, Cushing tried to maintain an air of smart, urban sophistication. He wore a pin-striped blue serge suit, meticulously pressed, and cut for men twenty years his junior. His pale, filmed eyes had puffy circles beneath them. His skin looked as though it had never known the sting of a biting wind, nor the warm touch of outdoor sunlight. But those pale, filmed eyes could be coldly insistent, and ten years of hotel management had taught him not to be backward in his demands.


“Now, listen, Doug,” he said, “this is just a natural death, see? It isn’t suicide. The man took a dose of sleeping medicine, but that didn’t have anything to do with his death.”


“What’s his name?” the district attorney asked.


“The Reverend Charles Brower. He came from Millbank, Nevada. I don’t want it to be suicide. That gets unpleasant newspaper notoriety for the hotel.”


Walking toward the elevator, Selby hoped that the man would at least have tact enough to refrain from referring to campaign obligations, but Cushing’s well-manicured, pudgy hand rested on the sleeve of Selby’s coat as the door of the elevator opened.


“You know,” Cushing said, “I did everything I could for you boys during the election, and I’d like to have you give me the breaks.”


Selby nodded.


Cushing said, “The number’s three twenty-one,” and waved to the elevator operator to close the door.


On the third floor, Selby found no difficulty in locating three twenty-one. He knocked on the panels, and Rex Brandon’s voice called, “Is that you, Doug?”


“Yes.”


“Go over to three twenty-three, Doug, and come in that way. That door’s unlocked.”


Selby walked to the adjoining room. It was a typical hotel bedroom. He saw that the connecting door into three twenty-one was ajar. A long sliver had been smashed from the side of the door jamb. Rex Brandon called, “Come on in, Doug.”


Selby entered the room.


The little minister seemed strangely wistful as he lay cold and motionless on the bed. The eyes were closed and the jaw had sagged, but the face seemed peaceful, more dignified in death than it had been in life. The door had been locked and a chair propped against it in such a way that the back of the chair was braced directly underneath the knob of the door.


The room seemed filled with silence.


Otto Larkin, big, heavy-voiced chief of police, made haste to greet the district attorney.


“Everything’s just as we found it,” he assured. “He’d left a call for ten o’clock. The switchboard operator rang and rang and didn’t get any answer. A bellboy knocked and heard nothing. He tried a passkey and found the door was bolted from the inside. He climbed up and looked through the transom. He could see the man lying on the bed. He called to him two or three times and then reached inside and pushed down the transom. Then he saw that a chair had been propped under the doorknob. He notified Cushing. Cushing busted in through three twenty-three. That’s why the lock’s smashed. The connecting door has a double bolt, one on each side.


“Now, listen, Selby, I was pretty friendly with Sam Roper, and I supported him in the campaign. You know that. You can’t blame me for it—I’d worked with Sam for four years. But I want to work with you boys, now you’re in office. This is the first case we’ve had, so let’s not have any hard feelings that’ll keep us from working in harmony. I’d intended to come around and see both of you, but I just hadn’t had a chance. There’s a lot of things we should talk over.”


Selby said, “All right, we’ll talk them over at the proper time and in the proper place. What’s that paper in the typewriter? It isn’t a suicide note, is it?”


“No,” Brandon said, “it’s a letter to his wife, Doug. Read it, it’s sort of pathetic.”


Selby stepped over to the table. A portable typewriter held a large sheet of hotel stationery filled with writing.


Selby leaned over the machine and read:


“MY DEAREST WIFE:


“Well, I’ve been in Madison City a couple of days now, and so far haven’t accomplished much. I may be here another week, perhaps longer.


“The weather has been perfect. A fine warm sun blazing down from a deep blue sky, windless days and cool nights. It’s warm but not hot. The first morning there was a little fog but it didn’t last long.


“I’ll have a surprise for you when I come back. If I can contact just the right people, we’re going to have our financial troubles completely eliminated. And don’t think they won’t listen to me. They’ll have to listen. I wasn’t born yesterday, you know.


“I didn’t sleep well on the train. I had some sleeping medicine to take, but it didn’t do much good, so tonight I took a double dose. I think I’m going to sleep fine. In fact, I’m sleepy right now.


“This is a busy city, with a street car line and several nice hotels. It’s less than a hundred miles from Hollywood, and I am going to go there before I get back, if I can spare the time. I’m sorry you can’t be here with me. I’m getting pretty sleepy now. I think I’ll go to bed and finish this in the morning. I’m awfully sleepy, dear. I’ll have a nice rest tonight. I’m going to leave a call for ten o’clock in the morning. Tomorrow I’ll look around some more.… No use, I’m too sleepy to see the keyboard now.”


There followed a word which had been crossed out by x’s.


On the table near the typewriter was an envelope addressed to: “Mrs. Chas. Brower, 613 Center Street, Millbank, Nevada.”


“Looks as though he took an overdose of the sleeping medicine,” Rex Brandon said. “We’ve checked up on the hotel register. He filled out a card when he checked in. He’s Charles Brower and he comes from Millbank, Nevada. He lives at 613 Center Street, the address on the envelope. So everything checks okay. The poor chap wanted to sleep … well, he’s sleeping all right.”


Selby nodded. “Why do you suppose he locked the door and then propped a chair against it?” he asked.


“You can search me,” Brandon answered.


The chief of police volunteered a theory. “He was a little guy,” he said, “and a minister. Some of those people get timid as rabbits, particularly when they’re traveling. Notice the way he talks about the hotels and things. I’ll bet he’s never done much traveling, and after Millbank this seemed like a big city to him.”


“Have you notified the coroner?” Selby asked.


“Yeah, sure. He’s out on a funeral right now. We expect him in any minute.”


“Look through his things?” Selby asked of Brandon.


“Not yet. We were sort of waiting for the coroner.”


“I’ve been on lots of cases with Harry Perkins, the coroner,” Larkin said. “He ain’t a bit fussy about red tape. If we want to save time by taking a look through things, it’ll be all right with Harry. As a matter of fact, I don’t think there’s anything to it. He probably had a bum ticker and taking a double dose of sleeping medicine put him out.”


“I was wondering,” Selby said, “if perhaps he had something very valuable he was trying to guard. I still can’t see why he should have gone to all that trouble to lock the door and then prop the chair against it.”


He approached the bed and gently raised the corner of the pillow to peer under it. He did this without disturbing the body. Finding nothing, he slid his hand in a fruitless search under the pillow. He turned back the bedclothes, saying, “We might just as well be certain about the cause of death.”


The body was attired in a thick flannel nightgown. Selby pulled the bedclothes back up and said, “No sign of any foul play. Well, I guess it’s just a routine matter. We’ll notify his wife.”


“I told George Cushing to send the wife a wire,” Sheriff Brandon said. “I wanted her to be notified so she could decide what she wanted done about the body.”


The chief of police frowned slightly. “I’m sorry you did that, Sheriff. That’s one of the things the coroner likes to do. You know, he’s an undertaker, and he usually mentions in his telegrams that he can prepare the body for burial.”


The sheriff drawled, “Harry was out on a funeral and I wanted to get some action. He can send her a wire when he comes in, if he wants to.”


Selby looked around the room.


The dead man’s coat and vest were in the closet, carefully placed on a hanger. The trousers had been caught by the cuffs in the top of the bureau drawer, and hung down almost to the floor. A single suitcase was on the chair, open.


“That’s his only baggage?” Selby asked, “a suitcase and a portable typewriter?”


“There’s an overcoat and a brief case in the closet,” Brandon said.


“What’s in the brief case?” Selby asked.


“Just some newspaper clippings and some typewritten stuff—a sermon or a story or something—a lot of words slung together.”


“Have you looked through the pockets of his clothes?”


“No.”


“Let’s do it. You take the clothes and I’ll take a look through the suitcase. I can’t help thinking he must have had something valuable with him, or he wouldn’t have barricaded that door. His letter intimates as much.”


The suitcase, Selby found, was packed with scrupulous care. The garments were neatly folded. He noticed two clean shirts, some light underwear, several starched collars, a worn, leather-backed Bible, a pair of spectacles in a case bearing the imprint of a San Francisco oculist, and a half dozen pairs of plain black socks. He saw an oblong pasteboard medicine box with a label on which had been written in pen and ink, “For Restlessness.” There was also a leather case containing an expensive, foreign-made miniature camera.


“Hello,” Selby said, “this is a pretty good outfit for a small town minister to be sporting. They cost about a hundred and fifty dollars.”


“Lots of people like this guy was are camera fiends,” the chief of police pointed out. “A man has to have some hobby, you know. God knows, his clothes are shiny enough, and the overcoat’s badly worn at the elbows.”


“Where was his wallet?” Selby asked.


“In his coat pocket,” Brandon said.


“Any cards?”


“Yes, a few printed cards bearing the name, ‘Charles Brower, D.D., Millbank, Nevada,’ ninety-six dollars in cash, and about two dollars in small silver. There’s also a driving license.”


Selby looked once more at the still figure on the bed.


Somehow, a feeling of indecency gripped him. The man had been a human being, had had his hopes, fears, ambitions, disappointments, and now Selby was prying into his private life.… Only the official obligation of discharging his duty prevented him from being a sublimated Peeping Tom.


He found himself wondering how physicians must feel when they are called upon to make intimate examinations of people who are utter strangers, yet must bare the innermost secrets of their lives. Of a sudden, he felt completely fed up.


“All right,” he said, “I guess there’s nothing to it. Have the coroner take charge. He’ll probably want an inquest. By the way, George Cushing would appreciate it if there was no publicity or talk of suicide. It’s just a natural death.”


He turned away toward the door of three twenty-one, noticed the splintered casing where the bolt had been forced, and said casually, “What’s the room on the other side, Rex?”


“I suppose the same as this,” the sheriff remarked.


“I think it has a bath,” the chief of police volunteered. “The way the hotel is laid out, there’s a bath in between rooms, and the room can be rented either with or without a bath. This room didn’t have the bath connected with it, so the bath’s probably connected with the other room. There’s a wash-stand with running water. He has his shaving things over there, see?”


Selby noticed the wash-stand, with a glass shelf above it, on which reposed a shaving brush, the bristles of which had been worn down from much use. In addition to the brush, the shelf held a safety razor, a tube of shaving cream, a tooth brush and a can of tooth powder.


Selby idly inspected the knurled knob on the door which led to the shut-off bathroom. He twisted the knob and said, “Let’s see if this door’s open on the other side.”


Suddenly he frowned, and said, “Wait a minute, this door wasn’t bolted. Did someone twist this knob?”


“I don’t think so,” Larkin said. “The bellboy reported to Cushing and Cushing told everyone nothing in the room was to be touched.”


“Then why didn’t Cushing get in through three nineteen? He could have unlocked the door from the other side and wouldn’t have had to force the other one open.”


“I think that room’s occupied,” Larkin said. “Cushing told me three twenty-three was vacant, but someone’s in three nineteen.”


Selby nodded and said, “Well, I’m going back to the office. I guess there’s nothing I can do here.”


A knock sounded on the door of three twenty-one. Brandon called out, “Who is it?”


“Harry Perkins, the coroner.”


“Go around to three twenty-three, Harry, and come in that way.”


A moment later the tall figure of the bony-faced coroner came through the connecting door.


Larkin made explanations.


“We were just looking around a bit, Harry. You were out on a funeral and we wanted to make sure what it was. It’s just a combination of an overdose of sleeping medicine and a bum pump. There won’t be enough of an estate to bother with. He’s got about a hundred bucks, which should cover your costs of preparing the body for shipment. The sheriff wired his wife. Perhaps you’d better send her another wire and ask her if she wants you to take charge.”


The sheriff said, “I’m sorry, Harry, I didn’t know you liked to send those wires yourself.”


“That’s all right,” the coroner said. He walked over to the bed, looked down at the still form with a professional air and asked, “When do I move him?”


“Any time,” Larkin said. “Ain’t that right, Sheriff?”


Brandon looked questioningly at Selby, who nodded.


“I’m going back to the office,” Selby said.


“Got a car?” the sheriff asked.


“Yes, thanks. See you fellows later.”
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DOUGLAS SELBY cleaned up the more urgent correspondence on his desk, went to a picture show, lay in bed and read a detective story. Reading the mystery yarn, he suddenly realized that it held a personal message for him.


Murder had ceased to be an impersonal matter of technique by which a writer used a corpse merely to serve as a peg on which to hang a mystery. Somehow, the quiet form of the wistful little minister lying in the hotel bedroom pushed its way into his mind, dominated his thoughts.


Selby closed the book with a slap. Why the devil, he thought, was the little minister insidiously dominant in death? In life, the man, with his painfully precise habits, quiet, self-effacing, almost apologetic manner, would never have given Selby any mental reaction other than, perhaps, an amused curiosity.


Selby prided himself upon being a red-blooded, meat-eating fighter. He knew he had gone into the district attorney-ship battle primarily because of the fight involved. It had not been because he wanted to be district attorney. It was most certainly not because he wanted the salary. He had, of course, as a citizen, noticed certain signs of corruption in the preceding administration. He had seen that the taxpayers wanted a change. Nothing had ever been proven against Sam Roper, but plenty had been surmised. There had been ugly rumors which had been gradually magnified until the time had become ripe for someone to come forward and lead the fight. And the fact that Selby had been the one to lead that fight was caused more by a desire to do battle than by any wish to better the county administration.


Selby switched out the light and tried to sleep, but the thought of what he had seen in that hotel bedroom persisted in his mind. Despite himself, he found his mind reviewing the inanimate objects in that room, as though they had been definite clews pointing toward some disquieting conclusion.


He thought of the deductive reasoning of the hero in the detective novel, and the disquieting thoughts became more persistent. He looked at his watch. It was nearly midnight.


He tried to sleep and couldn’t, and even his futile attempt at slumber reminded him of the apologetic little man who had sought to woo sleep with a sedative. At twelve-thirty he put his pride to one side and called Rex Brandon on the telephone.


“Rex,” he said, “you’re probably going to laugh at me, but I can’t sleep.”


“What’s the matter, Doug?”


“I can’t get over that minister.”


“What minister?”


“You know, the one we found in the hotel bedroom.”


“What about him, Doug, what’s the matter?”


“I can’t understand why he should have barricaded the door from the corridor, yet neglected to turn the knob in the door which communicated with the bathroom of three nineteen.”


Brandon’s voice sounded incredulous. “For God’s sake, Doug, are you really worrying about that, or are you kidding me?”


“No, I’m serious.”


“Why, forget it. The man died from an overdose of sleeping medicine. The stuff he was taking was in that pasteboard box. Perkins, the coroner, used to be a druggist, you know. He knew the stuff. This little preacher took too much, and his heart just gave out. It probably would have, sooner or later, anyway. This sleeping medicine just helped things along a bit, that’s all.”


“But why did he barricade his door as well as lock it?”


“He wasn’t accustomed to traveling. Perhaps it’s the first time in years he’d been away from home.”


“But that business of the pants being held in place in the bureau drawer,” Douglas persisted. “That’s an old trick of the veteran traveling salesman. No man who’d never been away from home would have done that.”


The sheriff laughed. “Just to show you how far you’ve missed that bet,” he said, “the man’s wife called up the coroner this afternoon. She’s coming on by plane. She told Perkins Brower carried five thousand in insurance, and she seems to want to collect that in a hurry. She’s due here in the morning. Seems she’s a second wife, been widowed once before. She said her husband hadn’t been feeling well lately and the doctor had advised a complete rest, so he took his flivver to go out camping. He’d been soliciting funds for a new church and had raised almost enough money to start the building, but it had been too much of a strain on him, and his nerves had given way a bit. She thinks he must have had some mental trouble, to wind up here, because he’d never done any traveling to speak of, and only went into Reno about once a year. She said he was frightened to death of that city. So that shows your pants theory is all wet.”
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