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  Chapter One




  STREAKS of eastern color appeared behind the mountains separating the rich orchard land from the desert. The night had been cold, although not cold

  enough for smudging. A light layer of frost coated the lower levels where the railroad trestled its way across the dry, sandy wash.




  Out on the mesa land could be heard the hoarse bark of tractors as ranchers, bundled against the cold, pulled plows across the fertile soil.




  In the freshness of the coming of dawn, it seemed that a note of weariness could be detected in the exhausts of those tractors. Their steady pound became a monotonous diapason of the fatiguing

  process by which farmers must fight a living from the soil. There was no wind. The cold of early dawn held the countryside in the breathless grip of an icy hand. The eastern color grew to red,

  deepened into scarlet, and turned to gold. Objects in the dry wash became visible as gray outlines, although there was not, as yet, enough light to show color.




  A brush rabbit, moving as silently as a flitting shadow, slipped from a clump of sagebrush across to a patch of cactus, pausing within the shelter of the spine-studded sanctuary to look back

  toward the opposite bank where a coyote was silhouetted against the dawn. The coyote squatted on his haunches, raised his head, and with swelling throat poured forth staccato barks which became

  increasingly high-pitched and rapid until the dry wash was filled with a pandemonium of sound.




  The clouds grew brilliant. Enough daylight filtered through the saddle in the eastern mountains directly beneath the glowing clouds to show objects plainly.




  The body lay beneath the trestle and slightly to one side. Frost had formed on the man’s clothes, on the blanket roll which lay some fifty feet beyond the body. The corpse was sprawled in

  the grotesque rigidity of sudden death. As the sun climbed up through the notch in the mountains and sent its cold, reddish rays sweeping over the countryside, the dry wash became silent, still

  clinging to its cold, its shadows and its dead.




  The brush rabbit scampered out from the cactus to the higher slopes of the western bank where it could catch the first rays of sunlight. Standing up on its hind legs, it stretched delicate

  nostrils to the tender shoots of the lush wild greenery which bordered the cultivated strip of land. A jack rabbit, loping up the wash, came to an abrupt stop within ten feet of the body. For a

  moment it stood frozen into rigid immobility. Then it thrust its powerful hind legs deep into the sand and went racing away in a series of long, zigzag jumps.




  The sun cleared the rim of the mountains and started its slow march up into the bluish-black vault of the Southern California sky. The sun’s rays, warming the rails on the trestle, caused

  the steel to snap and crackle with reports which sounded like miniature firecrackers. A breeze, springing up, brought the smell of freshly plowed loam to the frozen nostrils which could not smell

  it.




  From the east came the rumble of an approaching train. The blasts of the whistle for a grade crossing sounded sharp and clear in the frosty air. A few minutes later, the rails crackled as the

  long string of desert-dusted Pullmans, dragging behind a powerful locomotive, swung around a curve in the track and slowed slightly for the trestle. The outlines of steam dribbling upward from the

  hissing safety valve were sharply etched. The smoke, rolling out of the stack, had the hard-packed appearance indicative of a dry, cold atmosphere.




  A mile away, Madison City glinted white in the morning sunlight.




  The locomotive of the limited clanked and hissed its way across the trestle. Abruptly the fireman stiffened to attention, grabbed the engineer’s shoulder and pointed. The two faces peered

  anxiously down at the huddled, inert body.




  The limited did not stop in Madison City. An ordinance restricted its speed to twenty miles an hour. Promptly at seven-thirty-eight every morning, it rumbled its slow way through the city,

  moving faster as it reached the city limits, roaring then into flashing speed as it made its last sprint for Los Angeles.




  A few persons were on the station platform to watch the limited roll through—a man to catch the mail sack which would be tossed to the platform, and a sprinkling of the curious whose brief

  glimpses of early breakfasters through the windows of the dining car furnished a vicarious sense of travel.




  As the locomotive “clack-hiss-clacked” its way past the derailing switch at the far end of the yard, the engineer gave a series of quick, short blasts on the whistle. The

  station agent came out to stare curiously. As he saw the waving arm extended from the cab, he walked close to the track and held up his extended left arm. As the locomotive rumbled by, the fireman

  neatly dropped a light bamboo hoop over the extended arm. The station master unfolded the note attached to the hoop, and read:




  

    

      Body of man lying on the north side of trestle 693A. Roll of blankets about fifty feet beyond body to the west. Notify authorities.


    


  




  The station agent, walking quickly to the telephone, thumbed through the dog-eared directory, found the number of the county coroner, and swiftly spun the dial of the desk

  telephone.




  Harry Perkins, coroner and public administrator of Madison County, was also the town’s leading mortician. His living quarters were over his undertaking establishment. In the privacy of his

  apartment, his bony face naturally tended to relax into lines of whimsical humor. His professional expression, as befitted his occupation, was one of fixed solemnity. He was reading the comic strip

  in The Clarion when the telephone rang. He picked up the receiver, said, “Hello,” and listened to the report of the station agent.




  “Okay,” he said, “I’ll go right down. Better not tell anyone for about ten minutes, because I want to be first on the scene.”




  He rang his assistant who slept in back of the mortuary, and said, “Get the bus warmed up, Sam. I’ll be down right away. There’s a case out in the wash a mile east of town.

  Looks like it’s on the county, a hobo, probably knocked off the trestle by a train.”




  He dropped the receiver back into place, and took time to finish reading the comic strip before replacing the philosophical smile of his relaxed features with his business expression of

  professional gravity.




  





  Chapter Two




  SYLVIA MARTIN, reporter for The Clarion, entered Doug Selby’s private office with the assurance of an old friend.

  Her jacket and skirt showed the youthful contours of a distinctly feminine figure, yet managed to blend those curves into a smooth line of business efficiency.




  The young district attorney of Madison County was frowning into a law book as she opened the door. He raised his eyes, smiled at her, waved her to a chair, and again regarded the law book in

  level-browed concentration.




  Sylvia studied his profile with approving eyes. His hair, swept back from his forehead, caught the lights from the windows. The forehead ran smoothly into the lines of a high-bridged nose. The

  mouth was sensitive and well formed, but the jaw was that of a fighter. Responsibilities of office had dropped a mantle of maturity over the district attorney, and Sylvia, who had known him long

  before he took office, who had in fact been partially instrumental in getting him elected, took stock of the changes with eyes that shone, yet in which there was a trace of something wistful.




  After a moment, Doug Selby made a note of the volume and page, slid the book to one side along the desk, and looked up with a grin. “Hi, Sylvia,” he said.




  “Hi, yourself.”




  “What,” he asked, “is new?”




  “I want to find out something, Doug.”




  “Afraid you’ve come to the wrong place, Sylvia. This office is as destitute of news as a defeated politician of optimism for the future of the country.”




  “No, it isn’t, Doug. I want to know something.”




  “What?”




  “A hobo was struck by a train last night, and when I looked at the body, making a routine check up, I noticed ink smudges on the tips of the fingers. Now then, what I want to know is why

  the coroner took his fingerprints?”




  “Didn’t you ask the coroner?” Selby inquired.




  “Certainly not,” she said.




  “Why?” Selby asked, his eyes quizzical. “Aren’t you and Harry Perkins getting along?”




  “Of course we are, but he’s one of these impartial fence-straddlers who feels that he has to be friendly with both The Blade and The Clarion. If he’s trying

  to conceal something and knows that I’m tracing it down, he’ll tell me all he knows and then, as soon as I’m out the door, reach for the telephone to call The Blade and

  give them exactly the same information.”




  Selby laughed. “Whereas I can be counted on to give you the low-down and let The Blade fish for its news. Is that it?”




  “Exactly,” she said. “You have the virtue of loving your friends and hating your enemies.”




  “No,” he said, “my enemies hate me.”




  “Well, it amounts to the same thing, Mr. District Attorney, and you’re avoiding the question. Why did Harry Perkins take the fingerprints of the hobo who was struck by a

  train last night?”




  “Because I told him to,” Selby said.




  She pulled some folded sheets of print paper from her purse, whipped out a black 6-B pencil, and said, “Ah-ha, the plot thickens.”




  “No,” Selby said, “there’s no plot, and it doesn’t thicken. It’s simply routine, Sylvia. I’ve told the coroner to take fingerprints of every itinerant

  on whom he held an inquest.”




  “Why, Doug?”




  “Because lots of times men who are wanted take to the road and start drifting around as hobos. Sometimes those men have criminal records. Sometimes they’re wanted for rather serious

  crimes. By taking fingerprints, we enable the F.B.I. to close their files when a dead transient happens to be a fugitive from justice. So you see, there’s no story in it. It’s simply

  regular routine.”




  She flashed him a scornful glance. “Just regular routine, eh—no story in it, eh? Well, Mr. District Attorney, wait until you read The Clarion tomorrow morning. You’ll

  find a nice little article about the businesslike methods which the new district attorney has inaugurated. You’ll learn that, thanks to him, Madison County is being brought up-to-date in the

  administration of criminal law.




  “You’d be surprised at how much good things like that do, Doug. People here have a civic pride in this community. They like to feel they’re modern and up-to-date, even if it is

  a rural community. Now that you’re elected to office, you don’t want to forget that you have to keep before the people. In short, Mr. District Attorney, I’m afraid you have no

  nose for news.”




  He laughed and said, “Well, don’t give me the exclusive credit for it. Remember that Rex Brandon, the sheriff, is in on it, too.”




  “Was it his idea?” she asked.




  “No, it was mine, but he needs publicity as much as I do, and he deserves a lot of credit for putting in a fingerprint department. The county couldn’t afford to hire an outside

  expert, so Brandon hired Terry and gave him books to study. Young Bob Terry has educated himself on fingerprints and photography and done a mighty fine job of it.”




  Amorette Standish, Selby’s secretary, opened the door from the outer office and said, “Harry Perkins is here, and wants to know if he can see you.”




  “Tell him to come in,” Selby said, and when the coroner had entered the private office, said, “Hello, Harry, what is it, anything private? If it is, Sylvia can wait outside for

  a few moments.”




  Perkins said, “No. I just dropped into the sheriff’s office to leave the fingerprints we’d taken from the body of the man who was struck by the train last night.”




  “Anything on him to show identity?” Selby asked, with a significant sidelong glance at Sylvia Martin.




  “Yes, a billfold in the inside pocket. Three one-dollar bills in it, and one of those cards enclosed in celluloid—In case of accident notify, and so forth. He had a brother in

  Phoenix, Arizona. . . . Funny thing about that, Doug. The man was a hobo, but his brother seems to be some pumpkins. Evidently has quite a wad of dough. Wanted to be sure it was his brother,

  though. Rang me up when he got my wire and asked me to describe him. When I did that, he said it was his brother all right. Didn’t seem particularly sorry, either. He wants a cremation and

  the ashes sent to him at Phoenix by air express. I told him we’d have to hold an inquest, and he said to make it as fast as we could. I dropped in to see if you wanted to telegraph Washington

  about those fingerprints before I held the inquest.”




  “No, that’s not necessary,” Selby said. “Any money on the body except the three dollars?”




  “Fifteen cents was all. It’s lucky he had that card. It saves the county the expense of a burial. Well, I’ll be seeing you, Doug.”




  “You gave the fingerprints to Bob Terry?” Selby asked, as Perkins started for the door.




  “No, Terry’s away, taking a prisoner up to San Quentin. I left them with Rex Brandon.”




  “You’re sure a train struck him?” Selby asked.




  “Sure. One side of him is pretty well caved in, quite a few broken bones, and, I think, a skull fracture. Doc Trueman can tell. He’s going to ‘post’ him this afternoon. I

  may hold the inquest this evening. The brother seems wealthy and there’ll be a bit of cash in this for me. I didn’t want to fix the time for the inquest without consulting

  you.”




  “All right,” Selby said. “Let me know if anything develops at the post-mortem.”




  When the coroner had left, Selby grinned across at Sylvia Martin. “Well, I did the best I could for you,” he said. “I thought perhaps there might have been a story.”




  “There is,” she said. “Penniless hobo identified as brother of wealthy man—not much, just a stick or two. But there’s a human interest angle to it anyway.

  Well, I’ll be seeing you, Doug. Don’t take those law books too seriously.”




  “I won’t,” he promised.




  





  Chapter Three




  DOUG SELBY had glanced through the morning’s mail, was reading the paragraph in The Clarion about the manner in

  which the sheriff and district attorney of the county were bringing the facilities for crime detection up-to-date, when Rex Brandon himself opened the door of Selby’s private office, saying,

  “Amorette said you weren’t busy, Doug, so I busted right in.”




  Selby grinned and folded the newspaper. “Reading about the efficiency of our respective offices,” he said.




  Rex Brandon, some twenty-five years older than the district attorney, smiled, and as he smiled the skin of his face, tanned to a leathery brown from years in the saddle, crinkled into a network

  of deeply etched lines. “Some little press agent we have there, Doug,” he said. “She certainly is a loyal friend.”




  “Sometimes I think she overdoes it,” Selby said, staring thoughtfully at the paper.




  “Shucks, no,” Brandon protested. “You can’t overdo anything like that. The voters put you in office. They want to know what you’re doing. The big objection

  against you was that you were too young. Now you’re elected, the thing to do is to capitalize on that youth. Let them feel that as a young man you’re more progressive and

  up-to-date.”




  Selby laughed aloud. “You’re becoming a politician.”




  The sheriff’s granite-hard gray eyes softened to a twinkle as he looked at Selby with paternal affection. “Say, listen, Doug. I want to talk politics with you.”




  “Talk,” Selby invited.




  Sheriff Brandon settled back against the cushions of the big chair, elevating his feet to the rungs of another chair. He fished a cloth tobacco bag from his pocket and spilled grains of tobacco

  into a brown cigarette paper. “Mark Crandall from the other side of the river is in the office,” he said. “I want to bring him in here and let you talk with him.”




  Selby nodded, and waited for the sheriff to go on. The “other side of the river” was always a sore spot in county politics. The San Felipe River ran diagonally through the county.

  Madison City was the largest and most important city. There were three smaller cities on the north side of the river. On the south side was Las Alidas standing alone, in the county but not of it.

  No Las Alidas man had ever been elected to county office. The north and south sides of the San Felipe River constituted a political barrier. Over on the south side, Las Alidas was queen of a rich

  agricultural and horticultural district. At one time the city had been slightly larger than Madison City, and an attempt had been made to shift the county seat over to the south side of the river.

  The north side, working together as a unit, had blocked the move. Whereupon the citizens of Madison County clinched their victory for all time by voting a huge bond issue to build a new county

  courthouse, hall of records, and jail.




  Thereafter, Madison City had prospered. Las Alidas had barely managed to hold its own. The “south side of the river” nursed a political aloofness, a pride, and a bitterness for which

  there had, in the past, been ample justification. Its tax money had gone to develop the north side of the river. The county officials sought the Las Alidas vote at election time, but paid the

  community only lip-service after election.




  “Now Mark Crandall,” Sheriff Brandon went on, “is one of the big men over on the south side of the river. Whenever he comes over to the county seat, he feels as though

  he’s going into a strange country. He never asks any political favors. He acts on the assumption that all he’ll get out of the county seat is a double cross.”




  Selby nodded.




  Brandon said, “Let’s change all that.”




  “How?” Selby asked.




  “When Sam Roper was district attorney,” Brandon went on, “he made Las Alidas the goat for everything—and I guess that’s been true about as far back as we can

  remember. Of course, around election time Sam went over and made a couple of honeyed talks—and we did, too. I think we got the Las Alidas vote, not because they expected anything from us, but

  because they were sore at Sam Roper—in fact, the Las Alidas vote always goes against the incumbent in office, and in favor of the one who’s trying to get in.”




  Selby nodded.




  “Now, let’s change things around,” Brandon said. “Let’s remember those people are taxpayers and entitled to everything we can give them. Let’s make them feel

  they’re more than welcome whenever they come over to the county seat.”




  Selby nodded. “What does Crandall want?”




  “Sort of a ticklish situation,” the sheriff said. “Looks like a man he recommended for a job has embezzled a bunch of dough.”




  “Who’s the man?” Selby asked.




  “Man by the name of John Burke,” the sheriff said. “Accountant for the Las Alidas Lumber Company.”




  “I’ve met him,” Selby observed, “just casually.”




  “I’ve talked with him a couple of times,” Sheriff Brandon said, “just passing the time of day. He seemed to be a harmless coot.”




  “The way I figured him,” Selby went on, “was as a washed-out individual who’d never be anything but a cog in a machine. About all I can remember of him is the

  thick-lensed glasses that distorted his eyes, and that little trick mustache of his.”




  “Well,” the sheriff said, “I’m going to let Crandall tell you the story himself. I tried to make him feel at home, showed him all the stuff in the office, the collection

  of weapons that have figured in murders, the Chinese opium pipes, our new fingerprint equipment, the stuff Terry’s been working on, the riot guns, those teargas bombs the supervisors got for

  us, and in general tried to make him feel I looked on him as a taxpayer and therefore, one of my bosses. I think it made a big hit with him. I told him to wait a few minutes and I’d run down

  the corridor and see if you were busy—figuring that I’d slip in and tip you off before I brought him in. I think if you’ll adopt the same attitude toward him I did, it’s

  going to make a lot of difference in the way he feels toward us, and we certainly can use a few real friends over on the south side of the river.”




  Selby grinned. “Thanks for the tip-off, Rex. You’re on the right track, and I’m for it, not only with Crandall, but with anyone who comes in from the other end of the county.

  We’re county officials, and it’s up to us to see the taxpayers feel that we’re representing them.”


  Sheriff Brandon said, “Thanks, Doug. I was hoping you’d look

  at it that way. I’ll be right back.”




  He strode out through the exit door of the private office and returned a few moments later with a tall, fleshy man in the early fifties.




  Mark Crandall had a certain impressive dignity about him despite the fact that he seemed entirely unaffected in his manner and speech. He was gray at the temples, and there was the suggestion of

  a droop to his lips. Past fifty, his step nevertheless was quick and springy. His shoulders were held well back, and his handclasp was firm and muscular. “Hello, Selby,” he said, as he

  shook hands with the district attorney.




  “Glad you ran over to see us,” Selby said cordially. “You don’t get over this way very often, do you?”




  “No more than I can help,” Crandall replied, and then as though wishing to soften the barb of the remark, added quickly, “My business is all in Las Alidas. Of course, I get

  into Los Angeles frequently. But I make even those trips as short as possible.”




  “Sit down,” Selby invited. “How about a cigarette?”




  “No, thanks, I’ll have one of my cigars. How about you boys?”




  Sheriff Brandon said, “I’ll take one, but Selby is pretty well wedded to his pipe.”




  “Oh, I smoke an occasional cigar when I’m being polite,” the district attorney said, taking a crusted brier pipe from his side pocket. He opened a humidor, pushed the pipe down

  inside, and filled the bowl with moist, fragrant tobacco.




  The men lit up and smoked in silence for a few seconds. After a while, Selby asked, “How are things over in Las Alidas?”




  “Pretty good,” Crandall replied. “We don’t have the business you folks do over here because we don’t have the through highway, and we don’t have any other

  towns to draw from. But I don’t know but what that makes us stick a little closer—gives us a little more civic spirit. I came over today to speak to the sheriff about an embarrassing

  position in which I find myself. He thought we’d better go over it with you.”




  “Anything I can do,” Selby assured him, “I’ll be glad to.”




  Crandall said, “Ten years ago, I had a brokerage business in Chicago. John Burke was my chief accountant. I found him sober, industrious, efficient, and honest. I’ve never been one

  to stay in a business unless that business paid me for staying in it. So when the bottom dropped out of the market, I dropped out of the brokerage business and liquidated my holdings. While I hoped

  for a return of prosperity, I didn’t allow my desire to color my judgment. As a result, I gradually drifted away from the larger industrial centers, and finally decided to invest in

  horticultural land. I located in Las Alidas and have never been sorry I did. The people are friendly and loyal. I can assure you, Mr. Selby, it’s an entirely different attitude than that

  which I’ve encountered in the larger cities.”




  Selby nodded.




  “Some six months ago I met John Burke on the street in Los Angeles. He was out of work and down on his luck. I brought him back to Las Alidas with me and spoke about him to George Lawler

  who runs the Las Alidas Lumber Company. I knew they were dissatisfied with the bookkeeper and accountant they had and were intending to make a change. They gave Burke a try-out and were very much

  pleased. The man has exceptional ability. I was only too glad to vouch for his integrity.




  “After he’d landed the job, Burke told me he was married and had a baby. It was the first intimation I’d had he wasn’t still a bachelor. He explained he hadn’t

  wanted to tell me about his wife before he got a job because she and the baby were on relief, and he was ashamed of not being able to support them. Remember that the man was very despondent when I

  met him in Los Angeles. Apparently, he just escaped a nervous breakdown.”




  “Thanks to you,” Sheriff Brandon said.




  Crandall’s nod showed that he appreciated the sheriff’s comment. “Tuesday,” he went on, “I went to Los Angeles to consult my brokers upon a matter too important and

  delicate to be discussed over the telephone.




  “I was in the private office of the junior partner, Alfred Miltern, when it became necessary for him to get some data of a highly confidential nature. As he opened the door to step out to

  the corridor, I had a glimpse of John Burke leaving one of the other offices. I heard Mr. Miltern say, ‘Good morning, Mr. Brown. Are they taking care of you all right?’ And Burke said,

  ‘Everything’s coming fine, thank you,’ or something to that effect, I can’t remember his exact words. I was utterly stunned, because I could tell from the manner in which

  Mr. Miltern had addressed him that he was considered an important customer.




  “Fortunately, I had several minutes to think things over while Miltern was in the other department. When he returned, I said casually, ‘Does Brown give you all his

  business?’




  “ ‘You mean Allison Brown?’ he asked.




  “ ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘the one you were talking with in the corridor just now.’




  “ ‘Do you know him?’ he asked.




  “ ‘I’ve known him for more than five years,’ I said.




  “ ‘Perhaps you could tell us something about him,’ Miltern said, and I laughed and said, ‘Not until you answer my question. I want to know how he considers you before I

  divulge any information.’ Thereupon Miltern said, ‘He’s a very peculiar chap. I believe he lives out your way, but he never uses the telephone or the mails. I’d like to know

  more about him. I am wondering if he lives in Las Alidas.’ ”




  “What,” asked Rex Brandon, “did you say to that?”




  “Fortunately,” Crandall said, with a smile, “I was in the position of a customer so far as Miltern was concerned. It enabled me to say with some dignity, ‘Under the

  circumstances I would want to have Mr. Brown’s permission before I said anything. I think it would be better for you to ask your questions of Mr. Brown.’ ”




  “What did Miltern say to that?” Selby asked.




  “There was nothing much he could say. However, I gathered Mr. Brown was a valued customer. I gathered that his transactions ran into rather large figures. Knowing, of course, that

  Burke was entirely dependent upon his salary and that I had recommended him to a position of responsibility, I became uneasy.




  “I returned to Las Alidas Tuesday night and rang Burke’s house. Mrs. Burke answered the telephone and told me her husband was laid up in bed with the flu and had been in bed all

  afternoon. She thought he was over the worst of it, but he was still running a temperature and she was keeping him absolutely quiet. I intimated that I’d like to see him, and she told me,

  tactfully but firmly, that she thought it would be better if he had no visitors, that he was inclined to be nervous, and that she wanted him to rest quietly. There was, of course, nothing I could

  do except express my sympathy, extend my wishes for a speedy recovery, and hang up.”




  Crandall’s face showed anxiety as he surveyed the two men. “What,” he asked, “do you think of it?”




  Brandon ganced at Selby, then back at Crandall. “Sure of your identification?” he asked.




  Crandall said positively, “There’s no chance of a mistake. I saw the man and I heard his voice. The man who was in that brokerage office was John Burke. Frankly, gentlemen, I

  don’t know what to do. There is, of course, a possibility that Burke’s wife may have received some money by inheritance and Burke doesn’t care about letting me know about it.

  He’s a secretive chap. The way he acted about his wife and child proves that. I’ve tried to dismiss the matter from my mind and can’t.




  “Now it occurs to me that you gentlemen might pretend you were investigating some crime and . . . well, sort of check up. Incidentally, there’s one other matter . . . I hate to

  mention it . . . However, it’s one of the things which made me come to you, so I should give you the information.”




  “What is it?” Brandon asked.




  “It happens that Arthur White, who is employed at the First National Bank in Las Alidas—a bank in which I happen to be a director—lives next door to John Burke. I’m not

  very proud of what I did. But nevertheless, it seemed the logical way in which I could get the information I wanted at the time. Yesterday afternoon I made it a point to call Arthur White into my

  office in connection with some other matter, and then casually ask him about his neighbors, the Burkes. I told him I understood Burke was sick, and asked him if he knew anything about it.




  “White opened up and told me that there’d been a lot of strange goings on over at the Burke residence. Most of what he said impressed me as being a lot of petty neighborhood gossip

  about seeing a mysterious hobo carrying a roll of blankets come down the alley back of his house around seven o’clock Tuesday night. He doesn’t think Mr. Burke was home at the time.

  White saw the hobo turn into the alley, thought he might be coming to his house, so kept a watch on him. He saw him go to the Burke place, saw Mrs. Burke come to the backdoor, fling her arms around

  him and embrace him passionately. There’s a lot of other stuff that I won’t dignify by repeating. I was sorry I placed myself in a position where I had to listen to it. But one thing it

  does establish definitely, and that is that Burke didn’t have influenza.




  “After I talked with White, I called the Burke residence again and got no answer. Then I telephoned the lumber company. Lawler told me Burke was in Phoenix, Arizona, on a matter of

  business. That made me feel better about the whole thing, and I tried to put it out of my mind, but it just wouldn’t stay out. If there’s any shortage at the lumber company, I’ll

  be morally obligated to make it up, of course. . . . And yet, Burke handled thousands of dollars for me and was never short so much as a penny. . . . Well, frankly, I’m worried. Burke got his

  job because of me. . . . I suppose I’m an old woman listening to a lot of neighborhood gossip . . . but . . .” His voice trailed away into silence, then he suddenly blurted, “I

  wish you men would investigate.”




  Selby glanced dubiously over to Rex Brandon. “Well,” he said, “we . . .”




  The telephone on Selby’s desk rang. Selby picked up the receiver and Amorette Standish said, “Harry Perkins is calling and seems very much excited. He says it’s very

  important.” “Put him on,” Selby said.




  The switch clicked, and he heard the coroner’s voice, high pitched with excitement. “Doug, this is Harry. Listen, you remember that hobo that was hit by that train night before

  last?”




  “Yes.”




  “Well, you know, we got in touch with his brother in Phoenix, and the brother telephoned, instructed me to rush through the inquest, take the body to Los Angeles, have it cremated, and

  ship the ashes by air express to Phoenix. He wired me five hundred dollars, which was very generous considering the service he wanted. . . . You’re listening, Doug?”




  “Yes,” Selby assured him. “Go ahead.”




  “Well, we had an inquest. Doc Trueman made a post-mortem. We rushed the body to Los Angeles, had it cremated, sent the ashes by air express to the address in Phoenix—and the express

  company has just notified me that they can’t make delivery, because there’s no one of that name at the address given.”




  “You got the five hundred dollars all right?” Selby asked.




  “Yes, it was transferred by wire.”




  “And your telegram was delivered all right?”




  “Yes.”




  “You took the man’s fingerprints?”




  “Yes. Rex Brandon has them.”




  “Any other means of identification—did you take any photographs of the body?”




  “We didn’t, but the Southern Pacific men did. Their detectives showed up on the scene around noon yesterday and got busy. They took photographs of everything, the place

  where the body was found, the body, and all that.”




  “What was the name of the brother in Phoenix?” Selby asked.




  “Horatio Perne, care Inter-Mountain Brokerage Company, 690 East First.”




  “Street or Avenue?” Selby asked. “As I remember, it makes quite a difference in Phoenix. I think they have both streets and avenues, streets running in one direction, and

  avenues in the other.”




  “I don’t know. Six-ninety East First was all the address I had. But I sent a wire to that address and it was delivered.”




  “I’ll find out about it,” Selby said, “and let you know.” He hung up the telephone and said to Rex Brandon, “I think we’d better investigate. I have a

  couple of matters I want to clear up. It’ll take me about ten minutes. Suppose I meet you out in front at that time. We’ll go over to Las Alidas in the county car, and see what we can

  find out.”




  “Okay,” the sheriff said.




  “I have my car here,” Crandall volunteered.




  “No, that would put you to the trouble of making another trip back. You’d better go on over and we’ll look into it and get in touch with you later.”




  Crandall pushed forth an impulsive hand. “I voted for both of you. It wasn’t so much a vote for you as it was a vote against Sam Roper and his crowd. I didn’t expect any

  particular co-operation from you. You could very well have referred me to the chief of police in Las Alidas, and I rather expected that’s exactly what you’d do. However, I have a hunch

  this calls for a little more action than Billy Ransome can offer. I just want to say that you two haven’t lost anything by the way you’ve acted. If you ever need a friend in Las Alidas,

  count on me. Good morning.”




  When he had gone, Brandon grinned across at Selby. “I guess that’s going to help, son,” he said. “Crandall draws quite a bit of water on the south side of the river. . .

  . What do you make of it, anyway?”




  Selby told him of Harry Perkins’ telephone conversation. “What I’m figuring,” he said, “is that there might be a hookup between this mysterious hobo who was seen at

  the Burke residence and this man who was knocked off the trestle.”
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