
Chapter One 

			Late evening, Monday, May 6, 1946

			The baggage room, Union Station, Phoenix

			 

			Leland Burrows was in his mid-forties, on the shorter side, and solid. He was as strong as an ox, and rather resembled one, too, with a wide nose, thick eyebrows, small, dark eyes that were usually bloodshot, short brownish red hair, and a bushy red mustache that seemed to grow out of his deep, oversized nostrils. He wore dingy, oily bib overalls with an old blue work shirt underneath, stained below the arms from months of perspiration. Upon his feet were heavy, well-worn brown leather work boots. He had been employed at Union Station in the baggage room for almost twenty years and had seen his share of fellow handlers come and go. Most of them couldn’t adjust to the long hours, the heavy lifting, and the oppressive heat of the summers, and moved on to other jobs within a year or two. The latest, Alfred Brody, had been there only a few weeks but so far seemed to be working out okay, in Leland’s opinion. Leland wiped his brow with a soiled red kerchief and stared at the younger man now, watching him feed part of a ham sandwich to a rail-thin dog near the large street-side doors. “You know, son, that mangy old pooch wouldn’t keep hanging around here if you’d stop feeding it,” Leland said with a slow drawl as he stuffed the kerchief back in his pocket and hooked his thumbs on the straps of his overalls.

			The younger, handsome dark-skinned man looked over at Leland, an annoyed expression on his clean-shaven face. He was in his mid-twenties, tall and lean, with short black hair, large, bright brown eyes, and long, muscular limbs. “I am not your son, Mr. Burrows. My name is Alfred, Alfred Brody, as you well know. And he’s not a mangy dog. He’s a fine hound, just down on his luck, like a lot of us these days.”

			Leland bristled. “He’s a mutt, and he probably has fleas and God knows what else. You know Mr. Dawson doesn’t like animals in the baggage area unless they’re crated cargo.”

			“And I suppose you’re going to run and tell him. You’d like to tell the station manager on me, I think, sir,” Alfred Brody said. His eyes narrowed a bit.

			Leland spat a wad of chewing tobacco into a tin bucket with amazing accuracy. “I ain’t got no mind to presently, but that don’t mean I won’t. I ain’t no stool pigeon, but that dog is a pest.”

			“By saying you ‘ain’t no stool pigeon,’ to use your colorful English, you’re actually saying you are a stool pigeon. That is what is known as a double negative,” Alfred said, getting to his feet as the hound finished the bit of sandwich and wandered off toward the center of the baggage room.

			“Bah, uppity, you are. Just ’cause you’re supposedly college educated don’t make you any better than me,” Leland said, running a coarse, calloused hand through his hair.

			“Doesn’t make me any worse, either, Mr. Burrows.”

			“Yeah, well, you report to me, and don’t forget it.”

			“Yes, sir, but only until I get a job teaching.”

			Leland laughed and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his dirty shirt. “They ain’t gonna hire a dark-skinned fella like you to teach children, no matter how much schooling you have. You’re lucky old man Dawson gave you a job here. Now get moving and finish tagging those bags for the Golden State Limited. And get that damned dog away from that there trunk before he goes and lifts his leg on it.”

			Alfred looked over at the old, thin dog who was now sniffing and whining relentlessly at a large steamer trunk. “What’s the matter, pooch? What do you smell?” Alfred said, ignoring the senior baggage handler and walking over to the hound.

			“Go on! Shoo!” Leland said loudly. He clapped several times, but the dog wouldn’t move away. Instead, he started circling the trunk slowly, keeping his head down and sniffing at the corners as he continued to whine and growl.

			Alfred walked still closer and examined the luggage tag attached to the handle. “Belongs to a Miss Charlotte Castle. Hmm. That’s the trunk I picked up with those suitcases this afternoon from that apartment over on Roosevelt.”

			Leland clapped his hands again, this time with more force. “Dammit, get him away from there. That trunk’s going on the Golden State Limited to Los Angeles, along with all those bags over there, and I don’t want to have to explain to the owner why it’s soaked in dog piss. Get him away from there and get back to work.”

			Alfred bent down and inspected the area of the leather trunk the dog seemed most interested in. “There’s some fluids leaking out, Mr. Burrows, and a bit of an odd odor. That’s what’s gotten Barkly’s attention.”

			“Jesus, now you’ve named the mutt,” Leland said, moving over to the trunk also and bending down awkwardly for a look. He put on his glasses, squinted, and sniffed. “Hmpf, I’ve seen this before. Contraband deer meat inside, most likely. Folks are always trying to smuggle it to the West Coast. Looks like that old dog may be worth something after all.”

			“Good boy, Barkly,” Alfred said, giving him a pat on the head and a scratch behind his ears, which was rewarded by several thumps of Barkly’s scraggly tail.

			Leland straightened himself up with a groan and took off his glasses, wiping them somewhat clean with his soiled kerchief before putting them back in his shirt pocket inside the overalls. “Yup, contraband, most likely. This trunk’s been sitting here in the heat awhile. They didn’t pack it well enough, I guess, and the meat’s started to rot. Looks like the lock’s busted, too. Best go get Mr. Dawson, son, and let him know what I found. This Miss Castle’s going to be in a heap of trouble.”

			“Once again, I am not your son, Mr. Burrows, and for that I am thankful.”

			“Bah, uppity. And best get that mutt out of here before old man Dawson sees him and blames me for it.”

			“Right.” Alfred led the dog outside through the track-side doors, where he had placed a bowl of fresh water earlier, and then returned. “I’ll inform Mr. Dawson right away about the trunk.” He took out his watch and studied it. “It’s eleven thirty. The Limited is due in fifteen minutes. You’ll have to finish tagging those other bags yourself, sir.” He didn’t wait for a reply but instead hurried out the east door into the main headhouse of the station, which contained the passenger waiting area, telegraph office, newsstand, snack bar, and railroad offices, the largest of which belonged to Edgar Dawson, the station manager.






Chapter Ten 

			Afternoon, Wednesday, May 8, 1946

			John Patterson’s house

			 

			Mason crossed the Salt River on Central Avenue once again, this time heading north. His back was aching, his neck sore, and he was hungry, as it was already after one in the afternoon. He spotted a small drugstore on the corner of Central and Pima, so he pulled over, parked, and went inside, happy to discover it had conditioned air. He purchased a tin of Bayer aspirin from the young clerk behind the counter and then took a seat on one of the red vinyl swivel stools at the soda fountain in the rear of the shop. He ordered a Coke, double cheeseburger, and fries, washing two aspirin down with a glass of water while he waited for his lunch.

			As he sat on the stool, his hat on the empty one next to him, Mason contemplated what he knew so far about the case, which, he had to admit, wasn’t much. Someone had murdered Gertrude Claggett, but who and for what reason, he really had no idea. Certainly Leland Burrows, and even Emil to some extent, seemed set on Alfred Brody, but Mason just didn’t see it. Miss Castle? Possibly. Mrs. Comstock, maybe. Or perhaps Miss Powell or Josiah Claggett. Hell, it could have even been Miss Evans or someone else altogether.

			With a sigh he took out a silver dollar, which he left on the counter to pay for his bill plus a fairly generous tip since the soda jerk was attractive in a Spencer Tracy sort of way, and attentive. He put his hat back on and headed out the door into the bright afternoon sunshine and the relentless heat, the tin of aspirin in his pocket. He steered his car north once again to Buckeye Road, where he turned right, and then left onto Third Street, parking in front of a beige adobe house whose address matched the one Miss Castle had jotted down for him. It was a small house, with a sand and gravel yard, a fairly large tree on the left, and various cacti scattered about. Two half-barrel planters holding under-watered flowers flanked the front steps. He left his car windows down and walked up the narrow, cracked cement path to the front door, which was standing open. Mason rapped on the door frame and called out. “Hello?”

			Presently an attractive-looking man, probably in his early to mid-thirties, with sandy brown hair, brown eyes, and a small brown toothbrush mustache ambled to the door, peering out at Mason as he stood beneath the striped canopy over the entrance. He was wearing a white long-sleeved shirt, open at the collar, and black pleated trousers, with black leather oxfords on his feet. He wore a black silk band about his right bicep, a symbol of mourning.

			“Yes?” he said, his voice low and soft. “May I help you?”

			“You’re John Patterson? Gertrude Claggett’s boyfriend?”

			“Who wants to know? Who are you?” He had one hand on the edge of the open door, as if ready to slam it in Mason’s face if necessary.

			“The name’s Mason Adler. I’m a private detective, hired by Miss Castle’s father. You are John Patterson, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, that’s right. What can I do for you? What do you want? I’ve already talked to the police and some other detective fellow, and a few reporters have been nosing around.”

			“I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Patterson, especially at this difficult time, but I’d like to ask you a few questions, if I may. I’m trying to find the person responsible for Miss Claggett’s death.”

			Mr. Patterson shrugged his broad, bony shoulders. “You say Charlotte Castle’s father hired you? I suppose, then, if it will help. Come on in, but it will have to be quick. I’m supposed to work at the mission this afternoon, and I have to leave in about half an hour.” He stepped aside and let Mason enter, leaving the door open behind him.

			“I’ll try to be brief,” Mason said, removing his straw boater, which he set on the table behind the sofa.

			“I’d appreciate that, sir. I’m pretty much dressed and ready, though. I just have to put on my suit coat and tie and grab my hat.”

			“I’m surprised you’re not taking some time off work, considering.”

			Mr. Patterson looked thoughtful. “I didn’t go in yesterday, but then I found myself just sitting here staring at the walls and wondering what happened and who could have done such a terrible thing to Gertrude. I couldn’t sleep much at all again last night, tossing and turning something awful. I figured today I might as well go into the mission and work my shift, and hopefully take my mind off things, at least for a while.”

			“That makes sense. What kind of work do you do there?”

			“I work in the business office, mostly. But I help out wherever I’m needed. We feed the needy, clothe the poor, and take care of the sick.”

			“Admirable work.”

			“It can be rewarding, but sometimes it’s simply exhausting. We’re always in need of supplies and donations. Old clothes, dry goods, canned goods, blankets, that sort of thing. And of course, we always need money. Part of my job, a big part, is contacting local businesses and wealthy individuals to try and get donations to keep the mission up and running.”

			“I can imagine that must be difficult at times, but I’ve found most folks are generous, sometimes to a fault.”

			“Yes, I’ve found that to be quite true, also. I don’t suppose you’d care to make a donation, Mr. Adler? I’d be happy to accept it in Gertrude’s memory.”

			“I’d be happy to make a donation, though I’m far from wealthy. I didn’t bring my checkbook along, however, so I’ll have to send it or drop it off later.”

			“That would be most kind, thank you.”

			“It’s the Lost Souls Mission on Nineteenth Street, is that correct?”

			“Yes. How did you know that?”

			“I spoke with Miss Julia Powell yesterday,” Mason said, as he looked about the small sitting room, with cream-colored stucco walls, a bare wood floor, and a metal ceiling fan spinning creakily overhead. A Spanish-style fireplace stood against the wall at the far end. The place was sparsely furnished, with just two easy chairs flanking the fireplace and a small sofa facing it. The living room was messy, with dirty dishes on the coffee table, magazines and newspapers strewn about, and clothes piled on one of the chairs. A large, dusty crucifix hung on the wall opposite the front windows. To the right of the front door was an arched doorway, which led to a small kitchen and dining area, and directly ahead was another doorway, through which Mason could see a small hallway running left to right, and the door to the bathroom across it. What he presumed were doors to the bedrooms were on either side of the small hall.

			“Oh, yes, Julia,” John said. “You talked to her, did you? I imagine she had quite a bit to say.”

			“In what regard?”

			“About me, for starters. Please, have a seat, Mr. Adler,” Mr. Patterson said, motioning toward the chair without a pile of clothes on it as he sat down onto the sofa.

			“Thanks,” Mason said, sitting down gingerly as he took out his pencil and notebook. The aspirin had helped, but his neck and back were still sore. “I understand you got the job at the mission through Miss Claggett’s recommendation, by the way.”

			“Did Julia tell you that, too?”

			“It may have come up during our discussion.”

			“Well, yes, it’s true, I suppose. I was out of work, and Julia and I were dating at the time. Nothing serious, just some laughs, you know how it is. She’s that kind of a girl.”

			“What kind of a girl would that be, Mr. Patterson?”

			“You know. Not the kind you marry, just someone to spend time with, have some fun.”

			“Ah, I see. Miss Powell is certainly attractive and rather direct, I must say. I imagine she would be, fun, as you put it.”

			“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that, believe me. I’m not that kind of a fellow. We just enjoyed each other’s company for a while. Anyway, Julia knew I was looking for work, and she knew my last job was as a fund-raiser for Councilman Monroe when he was running for office. Of course, after he got elected, I was back on the street without a job. Julia heard her friend Gert talking about the Lost Souls Mission over on Nineteenth Street, and that they were looking for someone to help out in the office and with fund-raising, and she thought that would be perfect for me, and so did I. So I stopped by city hall one morning where Julia and Gert worked. Gert worked there part-time, but full-time at the mission.”

			“Yes, someone else told me that she held down both jobs. Idle hands and the devil, that sort of thing.”

			Mr. Patterson smiled softly. “That’s Gert all right. Poor Gert. Anyway, Julia introduced me to her, hoping she could put in a good word for me at the mission.”

			“You couldn’t just go down to the mission yourself and apply on your own? Surely someone with your experience in fund-raising would have had a good chance of being hired even without Miss Claggett’s recommendation.”

			“That was my first thought, but they only like to hire people who belong to their religion or are willing to convert. I’m a God-fearing Methodist, you see, and my mother would never forgive me if I changed for the sake of a job. Gert had worked there for quite a while and was well respected, so I figured if she recommended me, they might overlook my own religion and give me a chance.”

			“That makes sense, I suppose.”

			“Yes, well, anyway, she did help me get the job, and we started working together. Gert worked Wednesday through Sunday, I worked every day but Thursdays and Sundays, so we were together quite a bit. And I got to know her brother, Josiah, too, since he was always hanging around the mission. He works there too, part-time, doing odd jobs and whatnot. He started not too long ago.”

			“And as you were working together, you and Miss Claggett hit it off, as they say.”

			Mr. Patterson nodded. “Yeah, that’s what they say. It wasn’t anything personal against Julia, though. I mean, she’s a good kid and all, but me and Gert just were attracted to each other.”

			“Physically?”

			John looked embarrassed. “Well, Gert isn’t built the way Julia is, that’s for sure. But that’s one of the things I liked about Gert. She was pure, and chaste, and smart. And she was pretty, just not the way most girls are. She didn’t go for all of that girly stuff, and I liked that about her. It wasn’t just for laughs like it was with Julia. We were more like kindred spirits. She’s the kind of girl a man marries.”

			“In your opinion, anyway,” Mason said. “How did Miss Powell take the news when you broke up with her to go out with Gert?”

			“Eh, women. We hadn’t even been going out all that long. But of course, she was angry and hurt, and of course she cried, like women always seem to do.”

			“I don’t think that’s a female trait alone, Mr. Patterson. Anyone is going to feel hurt and angry when rejected by someone they care about.”

			John Patterson looked at Mason queerly. “Maybe, but you don’t see guys bursting into tears when some gal dumps them.”

			“Maybe not, but that may be just because society has taught them not to show their emotions.”

			“What are you, Mr. Adler, some kind of a mental doctor? I thought you were a private dick.”

			“I am, I’m just making an observation, that’s all. Have you had any contact with Miss Powell since you ended things?”

			“I called her a couple of times. I just wanted to check on her, make sure she was okay, but she didn’t want to speak with me. Understandable, I guess.”

			“Still, that was thoughtful of you.”

			“It seemed like the right thing to do. Even if it was just for fun between me and Julia, I never intended to hurt anyone, and surprisingly she seemed to take it pretty hard. I’ve heard she’s said some pretty harsh things about me since we ended it. Since I ended it.”

			“That’s often the case, Mr. Patterson.”

			“Yes, I suppose so. I guess she was more serious about things than I was. I just didn’t realize it.”

			“That always makes breakups more difficult. I suppose Miss Powell was also pretty angry with Miss Claggett after you started going out with Gertrude.”

			Mr. Patterson shrugged once more. “I suppose. They had to work together at city hall afterward, and I know Gert felt awkward about it.”

			“Only natural. I can imagine seeing Gertrude every day kept reminding Miss Powell of what had happened. Maybe the anger built until finally she’d had enough. Do you think that’s possible?”

			“I know what you’re getting at, Mr. Adler, but no, I don’t think that’s possible. Jules would never have killed Gert. She was upset, but the anger was more directed at me.”

			“You sound pretty sure of that.”

			“I think I know Jules pretty well. She was hurt, certainly, when we broke up, and sure, she was angry with me, but she’s not the type to hold a grudge or be vindictive. In fact, by now Jules has probably already moved on to some other fella.”

			“Possibly. Nice place you’ve got here, by the way.”

			John glanced around also. “Thanks. It’s satisfactory, I guess. I rent it, month to month, fully furnished. I’m fairly new here to Phoenix.”

			“Oh?”

			“I’m from L.A. originally. I’ve only been in Arizona about a year or so. I came to work on the councilman’s campaign.”

			“I see. You did similar work in L.A.?”

			“And other places. I move around. I get restless after a while. Now that the campaign is over and Gert is gone, there’s really not much left for me here in Phoenix.”

			“What about your job at the mission?”

			He shook his head slowly. “Too many memories there. Too many memories everywhere in Phoenix, especially in this house. Gert was over here all the time. We listened to the radio, played cards, she’d cook for me, and we’d talk, just like an old married couple. Now, well, I may head back to L.A. I have friends and family there.”

			“I hear it’s quite a city.”

			“It is, though the ground shakes a little from time to time.”

			“That would be unsettling.”

			“Eh, you get used to it.”

			“Do you live here alone?”

			“Yes, usually, but Gertie’s brother, Josiah, has been staying here recently. He’d been sleeping on Gert and Charlotte’s couch the last few weeks, after he got kicked out of his rooming house.”

			“Do you know why he got kicked out of the rooming house?”

			“Like I said, he only works at the mission part-time, and I don’t think it pays much. Rumor has it he got drunk and angry one night and busted up a few things in the drawing room. Plus, he was behind on his rent, so they threw him out. Gert and Charlotte let him stay at their place for a while. But the two old biddies that run the apartment building didn’t like him staying long term, so I offered to let him stay here temporarily. He took the news about Gert’s death pretty hard, as did I, of course.”

			“Of course. Please accept my condolences, by the way. Mr. Castleberry, Charlotte’s father, sends his condolences also.”

			“Thanks, that’s kind of you and of him. The funeral will be this Friday morning. I’ve been making the arrangements.”

			“What about Josiah?”

			“What about him?”

			“As her next of kin, shouldn’t he be making the arrangements? Or at least assisting?”

			“He’s of no mind, and of no help.”

			“That’s unfortunate. When was the last time you saw or spoke to Miss Claggett?”

			John took a deep, deep breath and nearly closed his eyes before speaking, softly. “She telephoned me the day she was murdered, actually, right about five o’clock. She was upset and angry. She said she’d learned something disturbing about her brother, and she was going to confront him. I told her not to until I could get there, but she said he was already on the way.”

			“She telephoned you here?”

			“No, at the mission. I was working at the time. Anyway, I hung up and rushed over to her apartment as quickly as I could because I was worried about what Josiah might do, how he might react, when she confronted him.”

			“I see. Gertrude didn’t necessarily feel safe around her brother?”

			“No, and rightly so, because he has quite a temper, especially when he’s been drinking, and he drinks fairly often. Like I said, he busted up the drawing room at the rooming house.”

			“Hmm, so he gets angry when he’s drunk. That would be concerning, I suppose. And about what time was it that you arrived at Miss Claggett’s apartment building?”

			“A little after six, I think. When I got there, I buzzed her apartment but she didn’t answer, which made me even more nervous. Since the building is kept locked, I had to buzz the landlady to get access. The younger one, Miss Evans, let me in and met me in the downstairs hallway, and I told her why I was there. She let me know Josiah had already arrived and that the man from the train station had just been to pick up Charlotte’s trunk and bags and that no one appeared to be home in the apartment, which struck me as odd. The two of us went upstairs, and we found the door ajar. We went in, and I noticed one of the living room windows was open. I glanced out and saw Josiah hurrying away down the sidewalk, up Roosevelt. He must have been climbing down the fire escape as I was coming into the building. I called out to him, but he didn’t answer. He didn’t even look back. He was moving pretty fast.”

			“Did you see any signs of a struggle or anything out of place when you got to the apartment?”

			He shook his head. “No, not at all. Other than the fact that the door was open, everything seemed as usual. Miss Evans and I had a brief look around, but Gertrude was nowhere to be found. We closed and locked the living room window, then we left, closing and locking the door behind us, too.”

			“Do you have any idea what Miss Claggett found out about her brother?”

			Mr. Patterson nodded solemnly. “I think so. Gertrude was a pious woman. She didn’t go for gambling, smoking, swearing, drinking alcohol, or anything else like that. Josiah was and is pretty much the opposite, and he’s also peculiar. He never finished school, but he’s really smart, and he can quote obscure statistics like nobody’s business. And he knows facts and figures backward and forward, but he can’t carry on a social conversation. He used to drive Gert crazy.”

			“But those things you mentioned that irritated her are all things she already knew about him. What is it she found out that she wanted to confront him about?”

			“Oh, yes, well, I suspect he may have been pilfering funds from the mission, and I think Gert discovered it, though she never told me so directly.”

			“Why do you suspect he may have been taking money?”

			“As I said before, he was broke and needed it. And he was back drinking and gambling, though he’d promised Gert he’d stop. I think she may have found out about that, too. And I believe he had run up a few gambling debts, some big ones. He always thinks he can beat the odds by using logic and statistics, and sometimes he does, but lately not so much, from what I understand.”

			“Hmm, do you have any proof of that?” Mason said. “Of him taking money from the mission?”

			“No, not me personally. But I do know one of the elders mentioned to me that something didn’t seem quite right with the finances.” Mr. Patterson sighed. “I can’t help but feel somewhat to blame.”

			“Why is that?” Mason said.

			“Well, when I got hired and started at the mission, Josiah was doing menial odd jobs there. Cleaning the bathrooms, helping in the kitchen, maintenance, sweeping, that sort of thing. I felt sorry for him. I felt perhaps if he were given more responsibility, he’d live up to it. My father always used to say expect the worst of someone and you’ll get it, and conversely, expect the best, and you’ll get that, too, you see?”

			“Yes, I think I understand.”

			“Unfortunately it didn’t work out that way. I started having him assist me in the front office, helping me make telephone calls, count money, even do the books.” John looked Mason in the eye before continuing. “Oh, I know I said Josiah is peculiar, but he’s actually brilliant when it comes to math and figures. He’s very methodical and organized, too. He’s almost fanatical about his appearance. Everything has to match and coordinate, and everything has to be clean and neat, and he’s obsessed with facts, organization, and statistics. So I thought he’d be a natural in the office at the mission, and he was, but I think the temptation of easy money was just too great for him. As I said, since he started, I’m told money has turned up missing from the coffers, a fair amount.”

			“And you think Josiah might have taken it?”

			“It stands to reason, Mr. Adler, though he may have altered the books to cover his tracks. He’s taken money from me, too, I know he has, here at the house. Not a lot, but enough for me to notice. And my watch has gone missing, as of a couple days ago. It was fairly new, gold, with a black alligator band.”

			“Yet you continue to let him stay here?”

			“What choice do I have? He was Gert’s baby brother, and a child of God. He needs help.”

			“Perhaps more help than you alone can provide, Mr. Patterson.”

			“Perhaps, but I do what I can. I have to.”

			“Of course. So you believe Miss Claggett found out her brother was stealing from the mission, and that he was back drinking and gambling, and she confronted him about it?”

			“Yes, but he didn’t kill her. He wouldn’t.”

			“That remains to be seen, I’m afraid. I understand she referred to her brother as J.P.?”

			“That’s right. His middle name is Paul, you see.”

			“But you don’t think he had something to do with her death?”

			Mr. Patterson looked away from Mason and swallowed hard. “I really don’t want to think about that.”

			“I’m asking you to think about that, please, and to be honest. It’s important.”

			He looked back at Mason, a pained expression on his face. “Josiah’s not always in his right mind, you see. If he did harm Gertrude, I’m sure he didn’t mean to. He may not even be fully aware he did it. I have to protect him, now more than ever, because he’s all alone. He has nowhere else to go right now, no family, no real friends to speak of. I can’t just turn him out, or turn him in.”

			“That’s extremely kind of you, Mr. Patterson.”

			“I loved Gertrude. I had planned to ask her to marry me. And she loved me. She also loved Josiah, even though they fought and disagreed on things. She’d want me to care for him as much as I can. And in my heart, I believe he’s innocent. I have to believe that.”

			“But what if he’s not innocent? What if he did steal that money and kill his sister? Would you protect and care for him even then?”

			Mr. Patterson glanced up at the crucifix above the sofa and then back down at Mason, his voice quiet. “I guess I honestly don’t know. I’d certainly make sure he got good legal counsel at least, and all the mental help he needs, as much as I could afford, anyway. I suppose that sounds crazy to you.”

			“I admit it’s unusual.”

			“Gertrude was an unusual woman, Mr. Adler, and Josiah is an unusual man.”

			“I’m beginning to see that. So, you think she confronted him, they fought, he killed her accidentally, or in a fit of anger, or drunkenness, and then fled in a panic?”

			“I don’t think that, but I suppose it’s possible. I truly still feel it must have been someone else, a stranger, or a burglar perhaps.”

			“But you said you saw him hurrying away down the sidewalk when you looked out the window. If he’s innocent, why would he do that?”

			“I’m not sure. Maybe when he got there no one was home. Maybe he just got scared when he found Gertrude missing.”

			“And so he climbed down the fire escape? Obviously he didn’t come down the stairs, or you and Miss Evans would have run into him on your way up.”

			“Maybe Josiah saw me coming into the building, and he was afraid I’d scold him for some reason, so he climbed out and down the escape. Josiah doesn’t always do rational things, Mr. Adler.”

			“It doesn’t sound like it. Did you see him at all Monday afternoon, after you left the apartment?”

			“No. He didn’t come back here until yesterday, after I’d already heard from the police about what had happened to Gertrude. I don’t know where he went or where he spent the night on Monday.”

			“If he did kill his sister, why do you think he would bother taking the time to hide her body in the trunk?”

			“Josiah can be rather childlike at times, socially awkward. So I suppose, if he did kill her, it was much like how a little boy breaks his mother’s favorite lamp and tries to hide the broken pieces under the sofa. He would have realized what he did was wrong, and he’d be afraid and try to hide it.”

			Mason smiled softly to himself. “I remember doing something similar when I was a boy and broke a favorite figurine of my mother’s.”

			“But your mother found out, of course.”

			“She did. I couldn’t sit down for a week once my father got home.”

			“Ouch,” Mr. Patterson said. “But I just thought of something. By the time I got to the apartment, the trunk and two suitcases had already been picked up, and I saw Josiah just then leaving, so how could he have killed her? Her body was put in the trunk.”

			“Well, I suppose he may have killed her, then saw the man from the station on the street below or heard him buzz the apartment. Panicked, he hid her body in the trunk, then climbed out on the fire escape out of sight. When the man left with the bags and trunk, he intended to climb back in but then saw you arrive, so he climbed down the escape as you were coming up the stairs with Miss Evans. When you got to the apartment, the trunks and bags were gone and you saw Josiah hurrying away.”

			“Oh. I hadn’t considered all of that,” Mr. Patterson said quietly.

			“I’m just supposing, Mr. Patterson. It’s possible that didn’t happen that way at all. It’s just a theory.”

			“Right, just a theory. Poor Josiah.”

			“You said you and Miss Evans locked up the apartment when you realized no one was there. What happened next?”

			“When we got back downstairs, I asked Miss Evans to telephone me at the mission if she heard anything as to Gert’s whereabouts, and I told her I’d try calling Gertrude later, also.”

			“Did you?”

			“Yes, of course. Around seven thirty, then again around nine, both times no answer. At ten, just before my shift at the mission ended, I telephoned Miss Evans. Mrs. Comstock answered. She told me neither she nor Miss Evans had seen or heard anything from Gertrude all evening. I was definitely worried by that point. I gave them my home telephone number and said to please call me if they heard from her, no matter what time.”

			“You came back here to your house after that? After you finished your shift at the mission?”

			“That’s right. Though I didn’t get much sleep. I must admit I was very concerned, and I kept hoping the phone would ring, and I was worried about Josiah, too. As I said, he wasn’t here when I got home, and he was still gone when I got up yesterday morning. His bed hadn’t been slept in. While I was having breakfast, my phone rang. I thought perhaps it was Gert or Miss Evans or possibly Josiah, but it was the police. I almost fainted when they told me Gertrude was dead. I just couldn’t believe it. In some ways, I still can’t believe it.”

			“Understandable.”

			“Yes, it was quite a shock. They said they wanted to talk to me and that they were also looking for Josiah. I of course told them the truth, that I wasn’t sure where he was. But then, a short while later, just before the police came, Josiah showed back up. He was tired and hungry, and looked and smelled awful.”

			“Did you ask him what had happened the day before at his sister’s apartment?”

			“I didn’t get a chance, really. He went right to his room to change his clothes, and I knew I had to tell him about Gert’s death, so when he came back out to the kitchen I told him as gently as I could.”

			“How did he take the news of his sister’s death?”

			“When I told him she was dead, he seemed numb, angry. I told him the police wanted to talk to him, and he became very agitated. He put his fist through the kitchen wall and took off again. I think he was fairly intoxicated, as he often was. He hasn’t returned since, so that’s Monday night and Tuesday night he’s spent somewhere else.”

			“And you don’t know where that was or where he is now?”

			“No, sorry, I don’t. He never said. I left word at the mission to contact me if he shows up there, and the police are looking for him, too.”

			“Yes, of course. By the way, do you happen to own a green necktie with a hula dancer on it?”

			John gave Mason a quizzical look. “No, in my job at the mission I’m required to wear a simple black tie and dark blue suit coat with black trousers. In my personal life I also choose to wear simpler clothes. I’m not a flashy dresser by any means. But Josiah owns a tie like that, why?”

			“Just curious.”

			“It’s funny you should ask, actually. He was wearing it on Monday when he left the house before I went to work, but when I saw him out the window from Gertrude’s place, he didn’t have a tie on at all. Nor did he when he came back here yesterday, which is unusual for him, because as I mentioned, he’s always been fastidious about his clothing and appearance.”

			“Where does he stay when he’s here?”

			“In the spare room.”

			“Would you mind if I had a look?”

			“I suppose not.” They got to their feet, and Mr. Patterson led the way through the archway into a short hall and then left to a small bedroom at the back of the house. “This is it.”

			Mason glanced about. A single bed, neatly made, a chest of drawers, a nightstand that held a small lamp and a Bible, and a few religious pictures on the wall Mason assumed belonged to Mr. Patterson. “Very clean and tidy.”

			“Josiah’s always been. As I said before, he’s very methodical and organized. One of his quirks.”

			Mason nodded and walked across the tile floor to the small closet. “A brown sport coat, a green one, a few dress shirts, some trousers, and five ties, none of which are green with a hula girl on it,” Mason said, mostly to himself. “He wasn’t wearing the hula tie the last time you saw him, you say?”

			Mr. Patterson looked thoughtful. “No. As I said, he had it on Monday before I left for work, but not later that day. I remember he was wearing this green sport coat here, too, on Monday.” John lifted its sleeve. “Funny, I don’t remember a button missing from the sleeve, but I may not have noticed, given everything that happened.”

			“Yes, that makes sense.” Mason also looked at the sport coat. “Fairly fancy buttons with an unusual design. Looks like a silver unicorn.”

			John Patterson chuckled softly. “Yes. Josiah can’t afford expensive, tailor-made clothes, so he buys off the rack, usually on sale, then changes out the buttons for more elaborate ones.”

			“Clever.”

			“I suppose so, though it seems like a lot of work to me. What’s the significance of his hula girl tie, by the way? Why did you ask about it?”

			“I’m not really at liberty to say just yet, Mr. Patterson, but I would appreciate your letting me know if and when you see or hear from him. Here’s my card,” Mason said, extracting his business card from a silver case he kept in his pocket and handing it to him.

			“Sure, I’ll do that. I’m supposed to let that police detective fellow know, too.”

			“Of course. By the way, you said he changed his clothes when he stopped back here yesterday. Do you recall what he changed into?”

			“Why yes. He put on his tan sport coat, brown trousers, a white shirt, and a red and brown tie. Why?”

			“Just wondering where his missing hula tie is, though I’m afraid I might know.”

			John Patterson cocked his head. “And where do you think it is?”

			“All in due time, Mr. Patterson, all in due time. I’d better let you get to work, you’ll be late,” Mason said, glancing at his watch. “It’s nearly two.”

			“Jeepers. I’ll just get my coat, tie, and hat and walk out with you.”

			Mason retrieved his straw boater from the table while Mr. Patterson hurriedly put on his black tie and dark blue jacket, the black mourning band now about the right arm of the coat. With his black fedora in his right hand, the two of them stepped out the front door and Mason waited while John closed and locked it.

			“Thank you again for your time, Mr. Patterson,” Mason said, shaking his hand as they both put their hats on.

			“You’re welcome. And please believe me, I don’t think Josiah would ever hurt his sister. And if for some reason he did, it was accidental.”

			“Of course,” Mason said.

			“I’m afraid I must hurry, Mr. Adler. Good day,” he said, stepping around Mason and hurrying out to the sidewalk before turning south.

			Mason watched him go and then ambled slowly down the walk to his car, where he paused, pulling his hat lower to shade his eyes from the unrelenting sun overhead. He was about to open the car door when he saw another man looking at him, peering out from the side of the little house underneath the pergola off the kitchen. He looked bedraggled and nervous, and he was dressed in a rather dirty tan sport coat, brown trousers, white shirt, and a red and brown tie, a brown felt fedora atop his head. Mason nodded to him and gave him a friendly wave, but the man didn’t move or flinch. Slowly Mason went back around the car and up onto the sidewalk.

			“Hello,” he called out as cheerfully as he could. “I’m a friend of Charlotte Castle
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