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MAN ON A LEASH

I glanced at my watch and frowned. “All right. I can give you ten minutes.”

Renolds was a tall, sharp-faced man with yellow-brown burning in his eyes and he claimed to be one of the reporters on my newspaper. “The Journal,” he said, “has functioned as a watchdog for the public ever since it was founded sixty years ago.”

I selected a cigarette from my case. “You could have told that to my editor. He loves compliments. Get to the point.”

His face told me that he was mentally skipping several paragraphs and finding a foothold closer to his subject.

“This entire county is metropolitan,” he said. “And we have a quite competent police force of over three thousand men. Yet we still tolerate the anachronism of a Sheriff’s Department with its force of twenty-five deputies.”

“If you’ve been reading the newspaper you’re supposed to be working for,” I said, “you might have noticed several editorials about that.”

Renolds shrugged that off. “But simple duplication of law enforcement isn’t the worst part of it. The entire Sheriff’s Department is a political plum, a protection racket in uniform. It actually thwarts the regular city police in the performance of their duty.”

He slapped his fist on his open hand. It made a small sound. “We’ve got to do more than write editorials. We’ve got to split this thing wide open.”

His face was darkish red, as though he harbored a permanent fever. “The Sheriff’s Department runs the County Workhouse and we all know what goes on in there.”

I lit my cigarette. “Perhaps.”

He nodded. “Of course you do, Mr. Troy. It’s Sheriff Brager’s private mint. He gets rake-offs on the food and kick-backs from the guards. A prisoner lives like a dog unless he has a friend on the outside to slip him enough money to buy favors. The guards are cretins who stay on the job for the graft they can squeeze and for the beatings they can administer with a smile.”

“There was an investigation about two years ago,” I said. “It came to nothing.”

Renolds snorted. “All that the investigating committee had to go on were rumors. It had no concrete facts. Brager cleaned up the place in a hurry and kept it that way for the month it was watched. The prisoners were too scared to talk. Brager saw to that.”

He paced the floor. “Kangaroo courts run rampant. Brager uses the prisoners as a private work force. When they aren’t working on his estate or on one of his pet projects, he loads them on trucks and rents them out to big farmers at four bucks a head. He pockets the money and they’re lucky if they get a good meal out of it.”

I leaned back in my chair and watched the cigarette smoke. “Apparently you intend doing something about it.”

Renolds nodded vigorously. “I’m going to get myself arrested.”
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