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The foreman porter of the goods yard with two of his hands
trailing behind him paused at length before a waggon in the midst of a clatter
of laden trucks on the isolated siding and indicated it with grimy
forefinger.

"Now get to it," he directed. "And don't you leave that van till it's empty,
mind. Here's the manager of Tiptons downs in the office carrying on as if the
Devon and Central Railway belonged to them. Says that he ought to have had the
stuff three days ago."

"So 'e should," one of the porters said sotto voce.

"Yes, that's right enough, Bill," the foreman agreed. "It's this holiday
excursion traffic that throws everything out and gives us double work for no
more pay. But get on with it. Tiptons' lorry will be here any minute now."

The two railwaymen mounted the waggon and proceeded to strip back the heavy
tarpaulin that lay over it to protect its somewhat fragile contents from the
vagaries of the English climate. The van itself was filled with spring produce
from the Warwickshire district—early gooseberries, potatoes, spring
rhubarb and the like—which had been sent down to the West by goods train
with a view to the Whitsuntide holidays. But, as the foreman said, the goods
train had been shunted here and there over the hundred and fifty miles to make
room for the various excursion trains radiating from the Midlands right down to
what is known as the Cornish Riviera. It was rather unfortunate for the
consignee of these perishable goods, but there was no help for it. All the
railway authorities could do now was to expedite the unloading as quickly as
possible, and then their side of the task was finished.

Hardly had half the tarpaulin been rolled back before one of the workmen
looked across at his mate, who was tugging at the other end, and shouted
something that the latter failed to understand.

"What's up, mate?" the second man asked. "Blime, but you look as if you'd
seen a ghost, Bill!"

"You just come 'ere," the other man whispered hoarsely. "There, my lad, what
d'you make of that?"

The speaker pointed to something lying on the top of a layer of baskets
filled with early gooseberries. It was the body of a man, a middle-aged,
well-dressed man with a small brown moustache and pointed beard, reclining
there as if he had been asleep. But it was no ordinary sleep, as both the
railwaymen, looking down upon him, knew only too well. They had seen too much
of that sort of thing during the years in France to be mistaken.

"Yes, he's dead enough," the first man said, as he glanced into the face of
his companion. "And it don't look as if there'd been any violence, either. No
marks and no blood, nor nothing."

"Yes, an' no robbery, neither," the other man put in. "Just twig 'is watch
chain an' the diamond pin in 'is scarf."

"Yes, an' that there hothouse rose in 'is buttonhole. He must 'ave crept
into the waggon when it was waiting in one of the sidings with the object
getting a lift on the cheap. An' yet a cove dressed as 'e is, with that gold
watch chain and diamond pin an' all the rest of it, ain't the sort as can't pay
'is fare. Looks to me like a first-class passenger."

"Yes, you're about right there. You nip along as far as the office an' ask
Mr. Gregory to come this way. This is a job not for the handlin' o' the likes
of you and me."

A little later on, a man in authority came down into the siding. He asked a
question or two, then made a brief inspection for himself and, without further
delay, dispatched one of the workmen to Barnstaple police headquarters, in
search of a superintendent.

A quarter of an hour later, the body of the dead man was lifted out on to
the line for the inspection of the superintendent. He made a more or less
perfunctory examination before he spoke.

"Um, I can't make this out at all. No signs of violence whatever, no bones
broken and no blood. I am not a medical man, so I cannot say for certain, but I
should say that the poor fellow has been dead for a day or two. One of you go
along and fetch the ambulance, so that we can take the body as far as the
mortuary."

Meanwhile, the superintendent, together with the man in authority, stood
idly waiting there. To them presently came a little, inquisitive-looking man,
with rimless pince-nez and an expression of something more than curiosity on
his pinched features. He was lame as to his left leg, but he hopped along
dexterously enough as he plied the superintendent with all sorts of
questions.

"Now, look here," the superintendent said. "It's no use worrying me, Mr.
Jagger, because I can't tell you any more than you know. Yes, the body was
found on the top of a waggon load of vegetable matter! and there it lies for
you to see for yourself. Who the man is and how he got there is a mystery, and
probably will remain so till after the inquest. But I don't mind telling you
that there are no signs of violence on the body, and nothing to suggest that
the man did not die a natural death. And this much I don't mind saying. Whoever
the man is, he wasn't short of money. Beyond his diamond pin and gold watch and
chain, I found over forty pounds in his note-case. And that is all you will
learn for the present."

"Oh, that's good enough to get on with," the little lame man said
cheerfully. "You see, I must look after the interests of my paper, and,
besides, I am the local correspondent on the 'Daily Bulletin.' I must get away
and telephone this at once."

There was nothing more that could be done until the body of the dead man had
been examined by the police doctor, and even he was comparatively puzzled when
he made his examination in the mortuary, attended by the superintendent of
police.

"I can't for the life of me make it out," he said. "I can see no sign of any
marks that would indicate foul play. I can't find anything wrong, not even the
slightest derangement of clothing. And look at that rose in the buttonhole. A
Gloire de Dijon, unless I am greatly mistaken, and certainly a flower that must
have come from a greenhouse at this time of the year. It is a bit faded, of
course, but not a single leaf has been disturbed."

"Poison," the superintendent suggested. "Man poisoned and then his body
carried, in the hours of darkness, and placed in the waggon. Not a bad way of
getting rid of a corpse, so that it will eventually be found perhaps a hundred
and fifty miles from where the crime was committed. See what I mean?"

"No, I confess that I do not," the doctor admitted. "I presume that train
came direct from Brendham, or, at any rate was placed on rail somewhere in that
district."

"Well, certainly the train started near about there and, in the ordinary
course of things, wound have come straight through. But, you see, there has
been such a tremendous amount of holiday traffic which has only been cleared
off this morning, and that means that the goods train must have been held up
three or four times on the way. Of course, I can't say without making
inquiries, but the train might have been shunted in two or three places during
the nights since it started for the West. However, we shall see."

"When would you like to have the inquest?" the doctor asked.

"Well, in the ordinary course of events, it ought to be to-morrow, but in
the circumstances, I should like to have it postponed for another day, at
least. You see, this appears to be something quite out of the common, and, in
any case, it may be a few days before the man's friends turn up to identify
him. He might be travelling on business and writing no letters, so that his
relatives would not have the slightest idea that he was dead. I don't know why,
but I feel that this is going to turn into a very big thing. One of those
tragedies that the public freeze on to and all the papers lay themselves out
for special features. We shall have half the reporters in London down here
before to-morrow is out. That is why I want the inquest put off a bit, because
I am quite certain that the Yard will have to have a hand in this business. In
fact, I think I shall get on the telephone to London at once."

The superintendent was not far wrong in his conjecture, for the next
morning's issue of the 'Daily Bulletin' came out with flaring headlines and a
more or less pyrotechnic description of the strange event that had come to
light in the goods-yard at Barnstaple station. All of which the superintendent
recognised as the handwork of that smart reporter Jagger. He had scarcely
assimilated the melodrama before he was called to the telephone. He could hear
by the hum of the wire that he was on a long-distance call and it did not
require much intelligence on his part to guess that Scotland Yard was at the
other end of the line.

"Inspector Norcliff speaking," came the words, more or less distinctly.
"That Westport headquarters? Oh yes, Mr. Grierson. About that railway mystery.
Sorry I could not get on to you yesterday, but I was out of town all day. As a
matter of fact, I have just read the account of the finding of the body in this
morning's 'Daily Bulletin.' No fresh developments, I suppose?"

"No, sir," Grierson replied. "And, so far, no inquiries as regards the dead
man. I may say that our doctor here is considerably puzzled. He agrees with me
that there has been foul play somewhere, but there is no sign of that to be
seen on the corpse. If you could only make it convenient to get down
here—"

"Oh, you need not trouble about that," came the reply. "I am catching the
eleven ten from town, and I am bringing one of our own medico-scientific
experts with me."

With that, the brief conversation ended and the superintendent went back to
his work. He was glad enough to hear that he was going to have the finest
assistance that the brains of Scotland Yard could lend him, with a view to the
solution to a case which he frankly admitted was a little outside his
grasp.

"Well, that's all right, so far," he told himself. "I can't do any more for
the present, though perhaps the 'Daily Bulletin' account might help in bringing
forward somebody to identify the body."
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Inspector Norcliff sat in the corner of a first-class carriage
on the Western bound express with a companion seated opposite him. They had the
compartment entirely to themselves, so that they could discuss what was already
known as the Barnstaple mystery without being overheard. The inspector bore no
sort of likeness to the average sleuth of fiction; indeed, he presented an
appearance much more like a successful middle-aged business man than a hunter
of his fellow creatures. He was tall and rather inclined to slimness, with grey
moustache and nearly pointed beard, and his dress was that of a prosperous city
man, such as might be seen by the hundred every morning on the suburban
lines.

His companion, on the other hand, was insignificant looking, not to say
shabby. He wore a blue serge suit, which might have been slept in, and a soft
collar that resembled a rag more than anything else. But his keen, intellectual
features and his high forehead proclaimed him to the thoughtful observer as an
individual distinctly out of the common. And indeed, the man known as Vincent
Trumble had more than a passing reputation amongst the ranks of those who are
interested in psycho-analysis and medical jurisprudence. For the time being, at
any rate, he was more or less attached to Scotland Yard and one of its most
valued staff.

"Well, doctor, what do you make of it?" Norcliff asked.

Trumble looked up from the 'Daily Bulletin,' which he had been studying,
word for word so far as the railway mystery was concerned, ever since the train
steamed out of London.

"Oh, I am not going to commit myself, my friend," Trumble smiled. "All the
same, this is a most interesting account. That reporter chap down at Westport
must be a bit of a genius in his way. With very little to go upon he hasn't
missed a single point."

"Yes, that's all very well," Norcliff said. "But it doesn't get us any
further. Was that man murdered?"

"My dear chap, how on earth can I tell? If you ask me, as man to man, I
should suggest that he was. Of course, there might have been some reason why he
hid himself on the top of that vegetable waggon. For instance, he might be a
fugitive from justice. If you accept that view, then there is nothing out of
the way in the fact that he was wearing a valuable gold watch and chain and a
diamond pin, to say nothing of the fact of his being in possession of some
considerable means. The Midland police may have been after him, for all we know
to the contrary."

"If they had been, I should have known it," Norcliff said.

"Oh no, you wouldn't, my friend. There has been no time. The hue and cry
will not really begin until all the police offices in England have duly
digested that sensational column in to-day's 'Daily Bulletin.' A point to me, I
think, Inspector."

"One up, doctor," Norcliff smiled. "Go on."

"Oh, well, it is only a game, so far as we are concerned at present," the
doctor said. "I am only showing you what might be. The man was getting away
from his pursuers, and he hit upon that ingenious method of putting as much
ground as possible between himself and those upon his track. Probably, he hoped
to reach Plymouth or Falmouth and get passage on some outward-bound boat. And
then, instead of a prosaic ending like that, he died suddenly on the way. We
may be in pursuit of a phantom, after all."

"Yes, we might," Norcliff agreed, "but if he died a natural death, the
post-mortem examination will show that."

"Of course it will. But there is another side to the question. Suppose it
wasn't a natural death, and suppose the man was not running away from justice?
Don't you think it most extraordinary thing that one who was evidently a
professional or high-class business man should know exactly how to get on board
that goods train? I mean, he could not have boarded it at the point of dispatch
without being seen, because that smart little journalist managed to elicit the
fact that the waggon was loaded in daylight. I don't know where he got the
information, probably by asking fruit dealers in Westport. At any rate, there
it is, and it's a guinea to a gooseberry that the journalistic faculty has not
gone wrong."

"But what does it lead up to?" Norcliff asked.

"Well, it leads up to this. That dead man, whoever, he is, must have made a
very careful study of railway procedure, so far as goods trains are concerned.
He must have discovered that, in certain circumstances, covered waggons and the
like might possibly be detained en route between the Midlands and Westport. I
mean, he must have been cognisant of the fact that there were certain stopping
places especially at this time of year. I take it that, usually, those fast
goods trains go right through. They would not be much use for fruit trains if
they didn't. But, on this particular occasion, the train was side-tracked on
more than one occasion. We have to thank that Barnstaple reporter for that bit
of information. Unless my deductions are entirely wrong, the dead man knew
pretty well what was going to happen to that particular train. He knew that it
could not be relied upon to get through during the Whitsun holiday traffic and
that it would be shunted into a siding. And now I will come to an entirely
opposite theory to the one I advanced just now. Let us suppose for a moment
that somebody else knew all about this. Let us suppose that the other person
knew pretty well what was going on and had discovered from the dead man exactly
how he was going to escape. He knew, moreover, a particular siding where that
train would be shunted. He wanted to get rid of the murdered man—"

"But you said just now—" Norcliff interrupted.

"Oh, never mind what I said just now. There were two of them in some big
criminal business. The second man wanted to get rid of the first, and, knowing
what his colleague knew about those trains, laid a little scheme to that end.
In other words murdered him somewhere in the neighborhood of one of those
stopping places and contrived to get the body hidden in the waggon, where it
was found. Moreover, by so doing, he would make it almost impossible for you to
lay your hand upon the exact spot where the crime was committed. It might have
been no further west than Abbotsbury, or, on the other hand, it might have been
as far as Bristol. You see, these sidings are some times in very lonely places,
so that under cover of darkness it would not have been a difficult matter to
handle a body. Of course, the details would have to be carefully planned
beforehand and the victim lured to a certain spot, but a really clever criminal
could manage that easily. However, we cannot get any further until we find out
exactly where that waggon lay each night during the delayed journey between the
Midlands and the West."

"Most ingenious," Norcliff said. "You have certainly given me something to
think about doctor. Upon my word I shall be almost disappointed if we discover
that that man died a natural death."

"Well, it would certainly be like Hamlet with the Prince left out," the
doctor agreed. "Still, as King George said about the dumpling 'how the deuce
did the apple get inside?' You've got to find out how a well-dressed,
apparently prosperous man was discovered dead, hiding himself on the top of a
railway truck. And, unless I am greatly mistaken, when you do discover that,
you will find yourself on the track of a great criminal conspiracy."

They were still discussing the case from more points of view than one, when,
finally, they stepped out of the train at Westport late in the afternoon to
find Inspector Grierson on the platform awaiting them. Norcliff wasted no time
in making the necessary introductions and then they moved off in the direction
of the mortuary.

"I want to see that body, Mr. Superintendent," Trumble said. "I understand
that your police doctor is a little uncertain."

"Well, he doesn't like to speak too positively, sir," the superintendent
replied. "Perhaps you would like to see him too."

"Later on, certainly," Trumble said. "Meanwhile, I should like to have a
chance of examining the body alone."

It was a long time before Trumble, busy in that gloomy little room, began to
speak. He had examined the body of the dead man with a meticulous care that
left nothing to chance. Then, at length, he turned to the others and proceeded
to enlighten them.

"Of course, no one can be quite certain until after the post-mortem," he
said. "I may be entirely wrong, but I have come to the conclusion that the
deceased was murdered."

"Poison?" the superintendent suggested.

"Well, in a way. Not exactly poison, perhaps, but certainly some very
powerful drug. I know the symptoms of most of the great poisoning results, that
is, poisoning pure and simple. And yet I can detect no signs on the body of any
poison of which I am cognisant. No congestion of the eyes, no contraction of
the muscles, but every sign that the victim was at one time under the influence
of a drug that rendered him absolutely unconscious."

"And then?" Norcliff asked. "And then?"

"Oh, I am not suggesting that he was placed in the waggon when he was
insensible," the doctor said. "I am fully under the impression that he was dead
at the time. He was murdered when the drug was at its height, quite simply and
in a way that would show no signs of violence. It would only be necessary for
his murderer to hold a folded towel over his mouth and nostrils when vitality
was at its lowest ebb, and then he would have just faded out of life without
the slightest appearance of a struggle. And that, in my considered opinion, is
the way he was killed."

"The post-mortem should confirm that," Grierson said. "Then when the facts
are disclosed at the inquest—"

Trumble turned on him like a terrier on a rat.

"There must be no such disclosure at the inquest," he snapped. "It would be
fatal to our investigations. My idea is to do not more than give simple facts
at the inquest and then ask for an adjournment for two or three weeks. And I am
quite sure that in this my friend Norcliff will agree with me."
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The local superintendent regarded Trumble with a puzzled
expression. It was quite evident that he did not know what the latter had in
the back of his mind.

"I am afraid I don't follow you, sir," he said.

"Well, it's this way," Trumble explained. "Let us take it for granted, for
the moment, that this is a case of murder. Mind you, I am not going so far as
to say definitely that it is, but permit me to assume it. If I am right, then
the murderer, whoever he is, has committed something quite novel in the way of
a crime. He has drugged his victim first and suffocated him afterwards with a
view to deceiving the doctor who handles the case. It is hardly probable that
the criminal knows anything about medical jurisprudence; indeed, it would be a
very strange coincidence if he did. He is probably miles away now, hugging
himself with the delusion that the verdict will be one of 'found dead.' He will
naturally jump to the conclusion that he has deceived the doctors, and that
though the case is mysterious enough there is no evidence of first-hand crime
about it. But if it comes out at the inquest that the man was drugged and then
suffocated and that my evidence proved such a contention up to the hilt, then
the man for whom we are looking will be put upon his guard. But why should we
go out of our way to do so?"

"Meaning that the inquest is to be a sort of blind?" the superintendent
asked. "Deceiving the public."

"Well, you can call it that if you like. But I don't think we can work this
little scheme without the aid of the coroner. You see, what I want at the first
hearing is that there should be nothing but formal evidence tendered. Then you,
Mr. Superintendent, can formally apply for a fortnight's adjournment in the
interests of justice. Perhaps you will be good enough to attend to that."

"Yes, that's the idea," Norcliff interpolated. "You see the coroner and tell
him all that we have discovered. Explain to him exactly what Mr. Trumble has in
the back of his mind, and ask him to see that nothing beyond the mere
formalities crops up. You never know what questions some fool of a juryman is
likely to ask. Nothing more for the moment, is there, Trumble?"

Dr. Trumble, having said his say, intimated that he was perfectly satisfied
with the position of affairs as far as it had gone, and with that the
conference broke up. The two men from London went back to their hotel to dine,
leaving local matters in the hands of the superintendent. There was nothing to
do now but wait for the inquest, which was held, in due course, two days later
in the Town Hall, and, as Norcliff predicted, caused a great sensation. Long
before the proceedings commenced the building was packed and the press table
full to overflowing.

"What did I tell you?" Norcliff muttered, as he and his companion made their
way to the place allotted to them. "I told you we should have all the reporters
in the country down here, and you can see for yourself that I am correct."

It was even as Norcliff had said. The railway mystery had gripped the public
imagination and the cheap press was making the most of it. There was not much
to go upon so far, but it was wonderful what they had done with the small
amount of material at their disposal. They had gathered here now, from all over
England, looking forward eagerly to sensational details in which they were
going to be disappointed. It was not for any of them to know that
Superintendent Grierson had seen the coroner and explained to him the exact
position of affairs. And he, of course, had been only too willing to fall in
with the suggestion that had emanated from Scotland Yard.

He took his seat, after the jury was sworn, and immediately got to business.
First came the two railwaymen who had found the body, who had very little to
say that was not already public property, and after them came the police
surgeon, who had officially made a post-mortem. Even he had very little to
disclose.

"I was called in, in the course of my duty," he said glibly, "to examine the
body of deceased. So far as I can ascertain, the dead man came to a natural
end. I am not saying I am right, sir, because the case presents peculiar
features. I should say the dead man was about 50 years of age and there was
nothing about the organs of the body to point to any particular cause of
death."

"They were normal and healthy?" the coroner asked,

"Exactly, sir. The heart was sound and so were the arteries. In fact, quite
a healthy subject, and, moreover, a man who has taken great care of himself,
which was proved by the state in which I found both kidneys and liver."

'"Then you think it is a case of natural death?" the coroner asked.

"On the face of things, I should say yes, sir. But there are peculiar
features of the case which I should prefer not to go into for the moment. If
you will allow me to say so—"

"Oh, quite, quite," the coroner said a little anxiously. "You found no
symptoms of poisoning, for instance?"

"Not the slightest trace. I may say that I had assistance in making my
post-mortem from a distinguished colleague who happens to be here at the
present moment, but whose name I need not mention, because he has nothing
whatever to do with the case. Neither of us could find the slightest trace of
poison, but, at the same time, we came to the conclusion that though the
deceased seemed to be normal in every way he was not unacquainted with
drugs."

"Which suggests an overdose," the coroner put in.

"It may be that," the witness said. "The deceased might have taken more than
he was accustomed to, and if he had turned over on his face, as indeed he was
discovered, with his head half buried in a basket of produce, then he might
have suffocated. But, of course, all this is mere surmise on my part."

"Then you don't think it is a case of murder?" a juryman asked.

"I decline to express a definite opinion at the moment," the witness said
cautiously. "But it is just possible that deceased was alive when he found his
way into the railway waggon. I have had no time to apply certain tests which
were suggested to me by my colleague, but perhaps, as the inquest is pretty
sure to be adjourned, I shall be in a position to speak more freely at the next
hearing."

The last few words were a plain hint to the coroner, and he promptly took
them as such.

"Thank you, doctor," he said. "I don't think we shall want to trouble you
any further. Call the superintendent."

The superintendent stepped up to the table and gabbled off his evidence in a
professional manner. But nothing that he could say served to throw further
light on the mystery.

"It is all very strange," the coroner murmured. "There has been a good deal
of publicity given to this case; in fact, it seems to have attracted attention
all over the country. This being so, it is remarkable that nobody has come
forward to identify deceased. Here is a man who is apparently of the
professional or prosperous business type, well dressed and bearing on his body
certain valuables, who, apparently, seems to have no one who knows him and is
without relatives. Of course, a good many people don't read the papers, but
still, considering that the man had evidently travelled by the train between
Brendham and Westport—"

"Interrupting you for the moment, sir," Norcliff said, "I would respectfully
remind you that that has yet to be proved. To begin with, I have ascertained
that the fruit train, or, at any fate, that particular fruit waggon, was made
up at Brendham in the broad daylight. Therefore, the subject of this inquiry
could not have started from that town. Moreover, those particular waggons were
shunted on more than one occasion between Brendham and Westport, and twice, if
not more, they were side-tracked during the hours of the night. That being the
case—"

"Yes, yes, I quite see your point," the coroner said. "The mistake is mine.
But still I cannot understand why it is that no one has come forward to
identify the body. Am I to understand that no papers were found on it?"

"So the superintendent tells me," Norcliff said. "There was not a single
scrap of writing of any sort. Moreover, there was no name or initial on the
man's handkerchief or on any of his underclothing. I have looked in vain for
the tab at the back of the coat collar, where the tailor usually has his name
and place of business. That may have been carefully removed, but again I am
speaking entirely without book."

"But the buttons on the clothing?" the coroner hinted.

"They were all plain buttons. And so were the buttons on the dead man's
trousers, which very often bear the tailor's imprint."

"From all of which it would appear that deceased was taking special steps to
preserve his anonymity."

"Possible," Norcliff agreed, "But so far I have seen nothing to lead me to
believe so. What we have to do now is to trace the various stopping places of
the train, so as to narrow down the two or three spots in which the dead man
could have entered the train, or his body was carried there. You have had the
medical evidence, sir, which does not throw much light upon the mystery, and,
if I may say so, I fail to see the object of carrying this inquiry any further
until I have had an opportunity for closer investigation."

"Which means that you apply for an adjournment?"

"That is right, sir," Norcliff said. "Would you be good enough to put it off
till, say, this day fortnight?"

The coroner rose from his seat with alacrity.

"Very well," he said. "I quite agree with you, Inspector Norcliff. The case
is adjourned till this day fortnight, at half-past ten in the morning, when all
witnesses will be present."

With that, the disappointed audience filed out and the small army of press
reporters turned disconsolately away. For a minute or two Norcliff and the rest
of them lingered behind after the coroner had gone, and talked the situation
over together, though there was very little in what had happened to take hold
of.

"I suppose it's up to you now, sir," Superintendent Grierson said. "I don't
see how I can do anything more for the present."
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"I am inclined to agree with you," Norcliff said. "Of course,
you will keep your eyes open in case anything should turn up, though I am not
in the least sanguine. Out there are one or two little points to which I want
to call your attention before we go any further. Now we have got rid of the
possibility of inquisitive jurymen, I want to point out to you certain
peculiarities in the clothing of the deceased. Of course, it is a common thing
for a man, especially if he happens to be a single man, as the deceased might
have been, to have his underclothing and linen unmarked. Your average bachelor
buys just what he wants from time to time and sends it to his laundry without
any means of identification, because he does not know any better. Whereas, if
he were a married man, with women about him, then the articles I speak of would
be branded with his name, or at least his initials. And this, I conclude, tends
to prove that deceased was single. Quite a minor point, but it may turn out to
be important later on. And, another thing. Did you notice anything peculiar
about the clothing?"

"I can't say I did," the superintendent admitted.

"Well, first of all, he was wearing American shoes. No mistake about them.
You know those brown shoes with knobby toes that the well-dressed Yankee always
affects."

"Perfectly right," the superintendent admitted. "I ought to have noticed
that, but I am afraid I didn't."

"Very well, then. Let us go a step further. The cut of the coat, very broad
across the shoulder, and loose fitting. American again. Both the shoes and the
suit of clothes were made in the United States. So probably, was the
underclothing. Let us suppose, for a moment, that this man was a tourist,
travelling about England, as so many Americans do, and getting into bad hands.
He might have had thousands of pounds on him. This being the case, it would be
an artful move on the part of the murderer or murderers to leave him his watch
and chain and note-case, to say nothing of the diamond pin in his tie. If I am
right in this surmise, then that accounts for the fact that nobody has come
forward to claim the body. The man might have been in England a week, he might
have been here six months. But somebody must have known him. I mean such people
as hotel-keepers and bank cashiers. We can't get any sort of move on until we
can lay hands upon somebody who can say who the man was or, at any rate, what
he called himself. And yet, there is nothing by which we could identify
him."

"Oh, yes, there is," a little squeaky voice broke in from the background. "I
have an idea."

Norcliff turned somewhat angrily in the direction of the speaker. Then he
saw, to his great annoyance, that he was face to face with the little lame
journalist who had been responsible for the flaring article in the 'Daily
Bulletin.'

"What the deuce are you doing here?" he demanded. "Now, tell me exactly what
you came back for."

"I didn't come back at all," the little man smiled. "I haven't been away
yet. I sat in a corner there, writing my report, and I suppose you didn't
notice me. All the same, I shouldn't have butted in like this if I hadn't heard
what you said and if I hadn't had something in the nature of a brain wave."

"Well, what is it?" Norcliff said more good-naturedly.

"Well, it's just this, Inspector. I am interested in this case. I was the
first to get on to it, and the first to publish the facts. It was a bit of a
scoop for me, and it ought to do me a spot of good. I am a bit ambitious, I am,
and I think I am a cut above the country reporting job that keeps me down here.
Now, I have been over that man's wardrobe as carefully as you have. And, if I
am not greatly mistaken, I have discovered something like a clue."

"Out with it, then," Norcliff said encouragingly.

"Oh, half a mo'," the little man grinned. "Not quite so fast as all that.
I've got to get a bit out of this, as well as you, and the 'Daily Bulletin' is
going to know it. All I want is that my paper should come first. There is a job
going in Fleet-street, and if I make good over this business, I stand a
thundering good chance of getting it. You help me and I will help you."

"Quite fair," Norcliff said. "It wouldn't be the first time I got a tip from
the press, and I am always ready to acknowledge it. I shall know where to put
in a good word for you."

"O.K.," the little man smiled serenely. "Now, perhaps you will send somebody
round to the police station and ask them to look among the dead man's effects
and bring his collar back."

A few minutes later, and the little man stood before what he felt to be an
interested group, with the double linen collar in his hand. He pointed to the
inside of the neck-band.

"There you are," he said. "No maker's name on that collar, and, no sort of
trade mark, I mean, it isn't called anything, like the 'Burlington' or the
'Acme,' or anything of that sort. But there is a mark on it, as you can see for
yourself."

He handed over the strip of linen to Norcliff, who saw, in blurred
marking-ink by the side of the button-hole, the letters XX.L. roughly scrawled
and somewhat faint from constant washings.

"There you are," Jagger went on. "That's a laundry mark, that is. Wonder you
didn't tumble to it before, Inspector."

"Well, I didn't," the Inspector said shortly. "Go on."

"Why, certainly. It's a laundry mark all right, and, moreover, a laundry of
which the deceased was in the habit of making regular use, or the letters
wouldn't have run and faded as they have."

"I don't quite see it," the Inspector said.

"Oh, can't you?" the little man jeered. "Must have been the same laundry,
because if he had been in the habit of changing from one washing establishment
to another, then there would be other marks. Now do you see what I mean?"

"Very smart, very smart indeed," Norcliff smiled encouragingly. "Certainly
one to you, my friend. But it means a good deal of spade work to be done
yet."

"Ah, that is where the press comes in and saves you all the trouble," the
man Jagger grinned. "I am making up quite a good column for the 'Daily
Bulletin,' and if I can work this bit in, it will round up my article very
nicely. Now, what I want you to do, Inspector, is this. I want you to let me
make an exact copy of that laundry mark and have it reproduced in the
'Bulletin'—exclusive to the 'Bulletin,' and all that sort of thing. With
our million odd circulation that mark would be seen by at least five times as
many people. It will be a very strange thing if amongst all that lot somebody
doesn't come forward who knows all about the laundry mark."

"Really, Mr. Jagger, you ought to be one of ourselves," Norcliff smiled. "A
most excellent idea. I suppose you will telephone your article presently in the
ordinary way?"

"You bet I will," Jagger responded promptly.

"Very well, then. You send your article and allude to some mysterious clue
that is coming along in time for the 'Bulletin,' not to-morrow, but the day
after. Then I will have the mark photographed and printed this afternoon, and
let you have a copy of it. A clever journalist like you will be able to make a
second sensational article instead of one for your enterprising paper."

Jagger vanished, perfectly satisfied with what he regarded as a good
morning's work, and, after that, Norcliff and Trumble went off in the direction
of the station to make their inquiries there with regard to the movements of
the fruit train between the time it left Brendham and the moment when the body
was found at Westport.

"It will take some time gentlemen," the man in charge of the proper
department told his visitors. "You see, for the greater part of last week, the
whole of the traffic on our, and, indeed, every other line was disturbed by
excursion work. It was heavier than usual, because Whitsuntide this year has
been more than usually fine and warm, and practically everybody in the country
was on the move. If it hadn't been for so many cars on the road, I don't know
what we should have done. At any rate, the train in which the body was found
ought to have reached us two or three days before it did. You see, the goods
were perishable, and I daresay we shall have to pay a good deal out in damage,
for the delay. But there it is, and I am quite sure that when I come to make
the inquiries you want, I shall find that that fruit train was shunted at all
sorts of places to make way for mainline and excursion traffic."

"Yes, I can quite see the point," Norcliff said. "But I want something more
definite than that. I want to know the exact spot at which the fruit waggons
were first shunted, the time of day or night, and how long they were detained
in the various places where they had to remain. A sort of time-table, if you
understand what I mean. If you tell your people that this information is needed
by Scotland Yard, you ought to get it almost at once."

The traffic inspector smiled just a little pityingly.

"Oh, it isn't going to be as easy as all that," he said. "We are all still
busy, making up for the time we lost last week, and every man is up to his eyes
in it. If you get all that you want within the next three days, you will have
to be satisfied."

There was apparently no help for it, and so Norcliff and his companion went
off to kill time as best they could till they had something definite to go upon
from the railway company.

"It is a most infernal nuisance," Norcliff said. "But I don't see how we can
make the slightest move until these railway people stir themselves sufficiently
to provide the information we want. Meanwhile, I suppose we must loaf about and
wait."

It was four full days before anything definite transpired. Then it came, not
at the hands of the railway company, but through the man Jagger who burst
unceremoniously into the sitting room of the hotel where the investigators were
located, waving a telegram triumphantly in his claw-like fingers.

"Got it," he cried excitedly. "Just received this from the office. The mark
on the collar has been identified by a laundryman who called on the 'Bulletin'
people about an hour ago."
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"Excellent," Norcliff said. "But, before we go any farther,
what does your paper propose to do about it?"

"Well, you don't suppose they are going to keep the original information in
the office safe, do you?" Jagger grinned. "It is another scoop for the
'Bulletin,' and don't you forget it."

"My dear young friend," Norcliff said, very gently. "Your paper can have all
the kudos that it wants. But you, with your ambitious outlook on life, can
hardly expect to benefit. It's all very well to argue that the clue of the
laundry mark was due to you, and, to a certain extent, it was. I ought to have
thought about it myself, and, no doubt, I should have done so in time."

"But, all the same, you didn't," Jagger pointed out.

"Oh, I am willing to give you all that, but what I want at the present
moment is to keep that information from the public. It would be a real
misfortune if the 'Daily Bulletin' people came out to-morrow with one of its
flaming headlines announcing the fact that some laundry person had identified
the mark on the collar and that the police were hot upon the trail. Can't you
see how that is going to ruin my work to say nothing of giving the murderer a
warning to the effect that he had overlooked a most important detail whilst he
was getting rid of the body?"
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