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Praise for A Deed of Dreadful Note
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"Meredith revitalizes Anna Katherine Green's legacy while creating an intriguing new mystery.  She captures the spirit of The Leavenworth Case, yet adds her own strokes to Green's original characters,  placing the author herself as the protagonist.  Anna emerges as a strong young woman, college-educated and confident in her intellectual ability, a sleuth who knows the law and is comfortable in New York society.  As a reader, I look forward to reading more of Anna's detective adventures in the future." — Patricia Maida, author of Mother of Detective Fiction: The Life and Works of Anna Katharine Green
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"I DON'T THINK THAT there is a weapon in writing that Patricia Meredith doesn't know the use of. She continues to inspire me. Her work always draws me in and I feel stuck between wonder and amusement. Another murder mystery that keeps you on the edge with such dramatic events that follow the climax. Her work is so incredible, it can be read in one sitting. Only Patricia has the power to give everything a meaningful end. Bizarre and unusual events are detailed with such literary techniques that will keep you interested.  A murder mystery cannot get better than this." — Kini Sunny, @purposeofabook, Bookstagram Reviewer
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"A Deed of Dreadful Note is a delightful stroll into the birth of a mystery, with fresh characters and exciting drama. A fascinating glimpse into the life of a budding author and the world that surrounds her.” — Rebecca Writz
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"AMAZING! INCREDIBLE! She's done it again! Patricia Meredith's best work yet!" — Sue Walker, Historian

***
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"PATRICIA MEREDITH BRINGS the story of Anna Katherine Green to life while creating a compelling new mystery!" — Niko and Layla Sollazzo, @nikosbookreviews, BookTuber
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"THOROUGHLY ENGAGING... beautiful and impactful..." — Lydia Pierce

***

[image: ]


"THE WAY PATRICIA PORTRAYS Anna Katharine made me fall in love with this real life woman, whose memory will never be forgotten, as she inspired all the great mystery and detective writers in her day. The humor, real challenges for women in that era, inspiration from this incredible woman and her brilliance, and relationships in the story had me hooked. I found myself cheering for the heroine and crying through real, relatable heartache. Beautifully written. I can’t wait to read the next ones in her series!" — Anne Fischer, Goodreads Reviewer
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Praise for the Spokane Clock Tower Mysteries
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“Gosh! This book is incredible and that might just be an understatement. Not only surpassed my expectations, it also fired up my brain and I still can’t get the feeling out of my head. A murder mystery with all the Agatha Christie elements... The storyline is ingenious and the characters are flawlessly presented.... Her books are a high that no drug can match.” — Kini Sunny, @purposeofabook, Bookstagram Reviewer

***
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“PAGE-TURNING ADDICTING...absolutely brilliantly written! You’re going to be reading late into the night because you want to find out what’s happening. Let me tell you: it’s so good!” — The Ginger Selkie, @thegingerselkie, Bookstagram Reviewer
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“ANOTHER TAUT AND TIGHTLY plotted thriller...one not to be missed!” — New York Times bestselling author William H. Keith
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“A PAGE-TURNER... THE characters were compelling and likable, and the murder itself was something that made me fascinated to discover how everything would come together in the end.” — Corin Faye, author of The Beautiful Era

***
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“HISTORICAL MYSTERY with all the Agatha Christie vibes I could want.... Contains the energy and aura of the turn of the century: the new ideas, the mixing of different cultures, the inventions, and especially all the lovely literary references... The dialogue makes me want the characters to be my neighbor and the details of the time period are spot on.” — Bibliobrunette, Bookstagram Reviewer
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“I CAN’T GET THE BOOK out of my mind.” — Kathy Buckmaster, Historical Fiction Reader

***
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“I WAS IN SUSPENSE THE whole time. A fun mystery plot, cleverly and compellingly written, with excellent integration of historical persons and events.” — Alex Fergus, Spokane Historian

***
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“FROM HER INGENIOUS title to the well-formed characters with quirks, Patricia Meredith has crafted a mystery that is unique and entertaining.... Meredith’s historical knowledge of Spokane shines, as does her mastery of blacksmithing and clocks.... Overall, a strong beginning to a new mystery series!” — Tonya Mitchell, author of A Feigned Madness

***
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“FIND A COMFY SPOT TO read this and don’t be surprised if you can’t put it down! The story and characters will have you locked in to find out what happens next and you will not be disappointed. The ending is so unpredictable and exciting you will be on the edge of your seat to solve this mystery! You will be addicted. There’s charm, wit, mystery, irony.... You will love these characters!” — Anne Fischer, Goodreads Reviewer
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“I CAN’T WAIT FOR THE rest of the books in the series... Absolutely loved this book! Could not stop!” — Corina, Amazon Reviewer
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A Deed of Dreadful Note




An Anna Katharine Green Mystery
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By Patricia Meredith

This book is dedicated to my husband, Andrew Meredith.

You are my lodestar. I love you more than you love me no changes.

“A deed of dreadful note.” —Shakespeare, Macbeth 

––––––––
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“I have found that the incidents in books which people pick out as improbable are the very ones which are founded on fact. Truth is stranger than fiction.” 

—Anna Katharine Green, “Why Human Beings Are Interested in Crime”
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Dear Reader
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It is my pleasure to introduce you to an author who has inveigled her way into my heart and mind, as I’m sure she will yours. In fact, she may have done so already without your knowledge.

Have you enjoyed Sherlock Holmes and his deductive reasoning, as well as his friendship with Dr. Watson, wondering how Sherlock accomplishes so much when afflicted with rheumatism in his later mysteries?

Have you lost yourself in Agatha Christie’s first novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, loving the moment when Hercule Poirot realizes the importance of his straightening over the mantelpiece for a second time?

Have you been drawn in by Dorothy L. Sayers’s second Lord Peter Wimsey novel, Clouds of Witness, which opens with a coroner’s inquest and the description of the murder victim and possible murderer from the first page?

Have you flipped to a crime scene map? Read a locked room mystery? A manor house mystery? A mystery set in New York City? A detective series following the escapades of an American detective? A mystery entwined with a romance that seems doomed from the beginning?

All of this and so much more began with one woman back in 1878, when she introduced the world to The Leavenworth Case, an overnight bestseller proclaimed for decades as one of the best detective stories ever written. Fifteen years before Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, this female author of American detective fiction began writing the book that would sell over a million copies by her death, not to mention the thirty-six other books that later caused the papers to declare she had “changed mystery fiction,” giving her the title of “the Mother of Detective Fiction.” 

This author was Anna Katharine Green.

Her first novel, The Leavenworth Case, and her Detective Gryce would set the stage for the creation of future detectives like Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot, and Lord Peter Wimsey. She’d go on to write of an elderly spinster amateur detective, inspiring Miss Marple, and a young girl detective, inspiring Nancy Drew. Anna’s writing is really at the heart of almost every device and convention we now recognize as standard in detective mystery fiction.

Although much of her process and inspiration can be found in her letters to friends, as well as published articles and interviews, there are still many nooks left to be filled regarding how she came to write the book that would redefine the mystery genre forever. Perhaps the following will fill in some of those crevices.

To that end, this story is a piece of historical fiction, created by blending The Leavenworth Case with Anna’s personal history, recorded thoughts, and relationships since, as she said herself, “Truth is stranger than fiction.” Where possible, I have used Anna’s own words to capture the grace and wit with which she approached the world and her writing, in particular.

It is my honor to reintroduce you to this woman overlooked by history for far too long, the woman who invented mystery as we know it today, Anna Katharine Green.

—Patricia Meredith, 2023



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

New York City, 1872
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“I never write a single story unless I am in the mood for it. I cannot. I have to feel and live the parts.” 

—Anna Katharine Green, quoted in “Life’s Facts as Startling as Fiction,” by Ruth Snyder

––––––––
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JANE AUSTEN WAS WRONG. Dead wrong. 

If it really is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife, then Howard Jackson clearly broke the mold. Either one of two things must have been true: his fortune was built upon false pretenses, or he didn’t know good wife material when it sat demurely fanning herself across from him in the front parlor. 

I know I’m getting on in years, but this is the nineteenth century. My father may say twenty-five is closer to thirty than twenty, but my stepmother would be the first to warn against counting eggs before they’ve hatched. Mr. Jackson’s egg had clearly hatched twenty years ago, and all that remained was the rank stench of a pig-headed, undesirable old bachelor. 

Of course, I couldn’t say any of this aloud, but I thought it loudly enough even mostly deaf Mr. Jackson should have heard me. 

I’d done everything my father asked. I hadn’t corrected Mr. Jackson when he said that “The Bells” was Edgar Allan Poe’s last poem—it was “Annabel Lee”—nor when he proclaimed the wine to be the best “cabaret” he’d ever tasted. I’d even bitten my tongue when he’d argued that servants should only be allowed a half day on Sunday, rather than the full day he’d overheard my father offering to our cook so she could celebrate her grandson’s baptism. The man made it clear he thought of his servants not as a critical, integral part of his home, but as cattle to be milked when the master called for cream.

But even the best of us have our limits. When he dared to pick up my copy of The Mysterious Key by L.M. Alcott—after I’d proclaimed how much I was enjoying it—and he said that he never could understand women’s morbid fascination with crime, I could no longer hold back.

“I believe we are all interested in crime, Mr. Jackson, no matter our gender. If your next-door neighbor killed his wife, would you not be more interested in that than in anything else he might do? Just suppose that your neighbor’s young daughter was caught in the act of shoplifting. Do you mean to say that you wouldn’t be incredibly more interested than you would if the young lady won the highest honors at school, or announced her engagement, or even died? If a young man in the next block should poison his sweetheart, wouldn’t you be more excited than if he won a decoration on the battlefield? I don’t think there is the slightest doubt of it.”

“It’s all well and good for a man to read of a crime in the papers and share it with his wife,” Mr. Jackson said. “It’s quite another for a woman to take it upon herself to read...mystery novels as though they were anything close to reality. More full of romance and poppycock than anything,” he grumbled under his mustache. 

“I disagree. A good mystery novel is inspired by true events. Truth is stranger than fiction, after all. If a crime is committed, not by someone we know personally, but by people like ourselves, or like the kind of people we want to be, we are intensely stirred. If a society woman shoots her husband, or a college student murders a young girl, or a businessman is killed by one of his competitors, the story of it is of the highest interest to all—whether in the papers or in a fictionalized account.”

“Miss Green, you speak of that which you do not understand. Do you mean to tell me that such things are included in the books you read?”

I thought through my recent reads. Indeed, I had read worse things than those I’d just listed for Mr. Jackson. Poe’s “Tell-Tale Heart” and “Cask of Amontillado,” with dismembered corpses and walled-up living men left to die of suffocation—I had held back these particular examples.

“You know of my interest in The Moonstone, Mr. Jackson,” I said. After all, it had been this novel which had brought us to this moment.

Only a month ago, Mr. Jackson had first joined our family for dinner, having met with my father about some legal matter or other that had required he stop by our home rather than my father’s office downtown. Over creamy mashed potatoes and roasted lamb, my father had revealed that Mr. Jackson had spent some time in India.

“Oh!” I’d said, quite interested. “I’m reading a book about India right now—Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone. You didn’t accidentally steal a Hindu diamond while you were there, did you?”

At first Mr. Jackson had blustered at this. But then, upon realizing the book to which I was referring was fiction, he’d stated he’d had far more interesting adventures than anything a concocted story might offer.

And indeed, he had. An hour later, we were all still glued to our seats, so entranced were we by his tales of what seemed to us like something out of a storybook.

To be clear, I’d laughed and smiled and reacted to his stories as much as anyone else at the table, but apparently, Mr. Jackson had taken my interest as something more. Thankfully, my dear father had warned me of Mr. Jackson’s intentions. In his late forties, I knew a man was bound to be set in his ways, but I’d been flattered he’d even considered me when I was nearly half his age. My father had said he understood if I was disinclined, but only requested that I might let Mr. Jackson down gently. 

This was proving far more difficult than I’d anticipated.

“A man’s stomach is made of sterner stuff, Miss Green,” he said now. “Why, the things I saw during my time in India... But you will have to wait to read my memoir.”

“I was under the impression, based on your last statement, that I should not read your memoir, Mr. Jackson, given the delicate lining of my stomach,” I said, gripping my fan in hopes that it would give me the strength and poise necessary to voice my thoughts in a ladylike manner rather than like a jumping hoyden—my father’s words, not mine. “I believe men and women are not so much interested in crime itself as they are in the reasoning behind the act. Why would someone do such a thing, whether it be stealing, kidnapping, or murder? To be interested simply in crime, merely as crime, should not be considered either morbid or scientific. Most of us are neither. We are just human; and with us it is the motive which rouses our curiosity.”

Mr. Jackson shook his head. “What is there to be curious about? The motive is always the same: someone wants something that’s not theirs. Take it from a wealthy man. Should I ever die, you can be certain greed is the motive.”

“Indeed. In nine times out of ten the motive could be put down as selfishness. Money is obvious, as you said, but there are also the crimes people commit to be freed from some obligation or duty which they were too selfish to meet. Men kill their wives, women kill their husbands, because they want the liberty to go with someone else,” I continued. “Jealous men, jealous women, kill because they couldn’t have the love they wanted or because someone possessed some secret which would disgrace the murderer if it were known. In Emile Gaboriau's The Lerouge Affair, for example—”

Mr. Jackson stood. “As I suspected, you are one of those women fascinated by crime.” He scoffed in a most ungentlemanly manner. “I would recommend that your father encourage you in alternative pursuits. As a lawyer, he must understand the detrimental effect crime can have on the minds of women.”

I stood as well, my grip on my fan restraining me from slapping the man’s face. Even then, I was certain there would be no hope of slapping sense into him.

“Then it appears we are at an impasse.” I offered my hand. “Thank you for your interest in courting me, Mr. Jackson, but I am afraid I must decline your offer at this time. Perhaps we might continue our acquaintance in another manner in the future.”

He bowed over my hand as I curtsied, and I could see where his head was balding in the middle. I restrained a smile as he stomped his way to the foyer, grabbing his hat himself on the way out, rather than awaiting assistance from our butler, Teagan, as his station demanded. The front door slammed shut. Clearly, the man was incensed.

“I suppose that might have gone better...” Mother Grace said with an odd smile, approaching from where she’d been seated as chaperone to the entire conversation in a back corner of the parlor. 

I sighed and tossed my fan on the table. “I am afraid there will be no wedding bells this summer,” I replied, echoing her smile.

She and I had both known before the start of the visit that Mr. Jackson’s entreaty was not going to end with courtship, even if he hadn’t been so rude and disrespectful toward my interests. But his last barb against Father? He was lucky I hadn’t hit him with the fan itself, right in the middle of his balding head. 

I plopped myself into my chair, allowing my skirts to billow about me as I did so, my chatelaine jingling and jangling like bell chimes that followed me everywhere I went. I could tell my stepmother did not disapprove of my response, and in fact, thought my reaction quite fitting.

“I never much cared for Mr. Jackson anyway,” she said, taking her seat in the exact opposite manner of myself, crossing her ankles and sitting forward on the edge of her chair as properly as she had most likely done since the first day of finishing school. Her graying chignon was fashionable and elegant, her gray-blue eyes sharp and perceptive. 

Grace Hollister had swept into my life like an answer to prayer. When my mother passed away while I was yet a young thing, my father had attempted to raise the four children left to his care as well as he could. 

As I said: “attempted to raise.” Dear Father did what he could, but to this day I could only imagine how we might have all turned out if he had not found Grace.

“Clearly Mr. Jackson hasn’t the slightest idea of who I am, other than the young daughter of his lawyer. Why would he want to court me?”

Mother Grace picked up her needlework. “I believe most men come to a point in life when they’re desirous of a young lady to...come alongside them in their later years.”

“What you mean is he’s middle-aged and looking for a wife before he’s truly old.”

“I’d remind you your father and I are yet sixty. It is a shame forty appears so old to your young eyes.”

I blushed. “I would never consider you nor father ‘old,” I objected.

Mother Grace smiled at her embroidery. “Mr. Jackson may not be as young as you might wish, but he’s a most distinguished gentleman.”

Maybe it was simply his character that made his craggy face so objectionable to me. He could not help being an old—that is, middle-aged—rich man looking for someone with whom to share his wealth.

“Mr. Jackson’s tea fortune may be enough to warrant him a home on Fifth Avenue, but I could care less about where a man lives. I’m more interested in where a man dwells.”

Mother Grace raised an elegant brow at me.

“What I mean is, does his mind dwell on the mundane everyday things of this world—like tea—or on the higher philosophies of justice, perspective, reality, or truth.”

“Your aspirations are lofty for one so young.”

“I’m twenty-five years old, Mother Grace. I think I’m old enough to know my own mind.”

“It all comes of sending you to college,” muttered a low voice from the hall.

“Father!” I cried, standing as he joined us in the parlor. My father’s thick white beard tickled my lips as I stood on tiptoe to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “I’m afraid it’s true. My education has made me unfit for marriage.”

I pulled back with a smile that matched his own.

“What nonsense is this?” he said, his eyes twinkling. “You are too lovely for your education to be of any hindrance.” My father brushed my cheek affectionately at these words. He was the only man in my life to as yet call me beautiful, but such was a father’s prerogative.

“I fear the possession of great loveliness is incompatible with the possession of good judgment.”

My father frowned. “The bloom upon a handsome sister’s cheek will fade with the roses of departed summer. But a woman who trains the mind builds up an endless storehouse of wealth from which she can produce treasures for her own enjoyment, as well as those about her.”

“It is clear where Anna gets her talent, James,” said Mother Grace.

As the youngest of four, some might have said Father’s affection for me was what had kept me from marrying thus far, but this would be false. My older sister, Sarah, was still living with us, and I had a suspicion she would never marry. Even after our father had taken a new wife, Sarah had continued to dote upon him as though she intended to do so until his passing.

The truth was, I had no interest in marriage. Perhaps someday, yes, but not anytime soon. I had ambitions of my own that would suffice for a lengthy time before any marriage need be considered.

Not that I had anything against marriage. I had been blessed to witness many a successful and happy marriage. Both of my brothers, James and Sidney, for instance, were happily married and settled down with families of their own.

But I had dreams. Aspirations. I was going to be a Poetess.

Father’s quick eyes took in the empty room. “I take it things did not go well with Mr. Jackson, then, my love?”

Mother Grace gave a slight shake of the head as I did the same, leading my father to the couch where we might sit together. 

“I’m afraid he was quite rude to me, Father, but indeed that is no excuse. I fear I was quite rude in return.”

“I see,” he said, taking my hands in his. “I only want what is best for you. You know that.”

“I do, which is why I feel I must apologize to Mr. Jackson.” 

Mother Grace put down her needlework. “I don’t think—”

“I would hate for you to lose one of your most important clients on my account, Father,” I said.  

“You needn’t worry about such things.”

I bit my lip. Father hadn’t heard me, and even now as I recalled the conversation, I worried what I’d meant to deliver as a treatise on the mystery genre might have sounded more like a criticism of Mr. Jackson’s lack of interest in such matters. I’d felt defensive; had my tone been more biting and cruel than I’d intended? I should not have said the things I’d said. I should have skipped to the part where I declined his courtship and left the room, venting my frustrations into my silent bedroom rather than into the ears of Mr. Jackson. 

“You cannot help your intellect,” Mother Grace said. 

“But I can control my temper. An intellect without temperance is of no use to anybody, and is much less likely to be heard,” I said.

“Did you ever hear back from Mr. Emerson?”

I shook my head, but my cheeks glowed red. In fact, I had heard back from Ralph Waldo Emerson. I had been honored to meet him while at Ripley College in Vermont, and he’d been kind enough to read some of my poetry. When I’d written to him in request of his thoughts, however, he had not replied at first. After I’d written him a second time, inquiring as to whether he might honor me by becoming my sponsor—since a poetess required a male sponsor for publication—his response had been none too comforting. I still had the letter somewhere, though I was not eager to re-read his words. Just the thought of them made me cringe deep inside. 

Although complimentary, he’d suggested I not give up on other ventures to concentrate on publishing my poems. In essence, he’d told me to focus on getting married, rather than write. 

“I am certain when he does reply it will be with a glowing review,” Mother Grace said kindly from her chair. 

My stepmother was my biggest supporter in my writing, second only to Father, who thought my writing skills were something to rival even the greats.

I knew I had thrived under tutelage, had excelled according to my professors, who had been unafraid to remark that had I been a man, I would have joined my father at the bar within a year. But I am not a man, I am a woman, and women cannot be trusted with such heavy yokes as law and justice.

I was only just finding it within myself to return to writing poems since receiving Mr. Emerson’s critique. I wondered if he realized how long his words had set me back in my writing progress. Of course, it was useless to blame him. It was not his fault. He had most likely thought he was offering me some indispensable advice: don’t waste your time. 

But writing wasn’t a waste of time for me. Through my poetry, I’d found a calm I’d never felt before. It was a place of belonging, a place of querencia, a Spanish word a professor had given me once to define that place of peaceful fulfillment. I’d later learned it was also used to define when a bull in a bullfight stakes his claim upon a corner, his back against the wall, and makes his most dangerous last stand.

Then again, perhaps that was still a good definition.

Father nodded and patted my hand. “I will go with you to give Mr. Jackson this apology. He was quite reticent to speak with me of his intentions toward you, for he feared that his...experience might make him less amenable to your young and ambitious spirits.”

I blushed at this. “Thank you, Father.”
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Chapter Two

Mr. Jackson
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“For, as you know, dead men tell no tales.” 

—The Leavenworth Case

––––––––
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MY FATHER AND I CLIMBED into our carriage after luncheon the next day. In hopes of presenting myself as an upright woman of the best society, even if I didn’t want Mr. Jackson to offer courtship again, I had put on my best red-and-white striped skirt, with a tight-fitted red jacket over a white waist. It was my favorite day dress, making me feel elegant and fashionable, as close to fitting in with Fifth Avenue society as possible. I may not be one who normally cared to follow the latest fashions, but when a certain cut flattered me, who was I to turn up my nose at what the latest season dictated?

“Do you think Mr. Jackson will be quite upset?” I asked, rubbing my gloved hands together as we drove. I had run through our entire conversation all night, listening to it over and over again in my head like the chorus to a hymn.

“From what Grace told me, you have nothing to fear,” my father said with a smile.

I returned his smile, pleased Mother Grace had been listening in. It made it much easier to believe I hadn’t put my foot in my mouth if Mother Grace had heard him say the same things I had thought I heard.

That was the problem with reconsidering a past conversation. Every time I stopped and pondered, I wondered if I’d simply misremembered. Had he really said those words? Perhaps Mr. Jackson had merely been interested in a dialogue, rather than a diatribe? What if he hadn’t meant to be offensive? Had I misunderstood his meaning? Was I truly the one at fault? A person’s memory could be—

A gunshot echoed across the sidewalk, bouncing between the brick buildings on either side of Fifth Avenue.

I ducked my head inside the carriage, as did my father, in an involuntary reaction.

Once the initial shock had passed, however, I quickly realized that there was no bullet, and no gun to be seen, either. The carriage had stopped without our saying so, and my father sprang outside to look about him. 

I peered out through the carriage window and was not surprised to find my reaction on every man, woman, and child in the flow about us. Wide eyes met mine and open mouths muttered, “What was that? It sounded like a gunshot!”

“Where did it come from?” I asked Father.

“I don’t know,” he said.

I took a good look at his face and began to fear the worst. 

“People are saying it came from the house on the corner,” he said, pointing in the same direction as others in the crowd.

Gloved hands were all waving excitedly as bystanders conferred with their companions, as well as with strangers who were now considered companions in the shared strife of the moment.

“Mr. Jackson’s house,” I murmured, my face blanching at the realization.

Father reached out to take my hand and help me alight. 

“It may not be,” he said. 

But I could feel the tremor in his hand. 

“I saw my life flash before my eyes,” a woman said theatrically beside me, her hand on her chest.

“Who lives there, I wonder?” a man muttered, and I was surprised when someone else answered.

“That’s the home of Mr. Howard Jackson,” a young woman said matter-of-factly. “My father says he’s the biggest tea magnate in Manhattan.”

I glanced at my own father, who was tight-lipped, his eyes focused on the front door of Mr. Jackson’s abode. I followed his gaze and watched as a young maid poked her head out of the imposing black door and said something to the nearest man. A cry rippled through the crowd that a surgeon must be called. A boy was chosen from the front of the crowd to run for the surgeon, and he shot off like the bullet we’d heard.

“Should we see if we might be of any assistance?” I whispered to my father.

He nodded and began pushing through the crowd toward the front door. It was astonishing to realize that though we’d alighted almost as soon as we’d heard the shot, already there was such a crowd of people in the streets, one would have thought a parade was due to pass through at any moment.

“Excuse me,” Father said. “Pardon me.”

“That was quick.” I pointed toward a black cab as it pulled up before the limestone steps, the thickening mass of bystanders slowing down the horses’ progress. 

The surgeon rushed inside, black bag in hand. He did not stop to knock, so I assumed he was either known to the household, or that the boy had made clear the urgency of the matter.

I held my breath with the rest of the crowd. As we finally neared the steps, another cab pulled up and stopped to the northwest of the house, the crowd now keeping anything from reaching Mr. Jackson’s front door. 

Out stepped a middle-aged man whom I knew quite well by sight; he was the coroner who often met with my father regarding cases he was representing. His name was Leroy Hammond, and he was an unforgettable character. Tall and broad-shouldered, his balding black-haired head made his face seem larger-than-life, which matched the brains I knew were hidden behind that impressive forehead. 

He pushed his glasses up his nose as he disembarked from the cab and pressed through to the front door, knocking with the door-knocker before he was beckoned inside by a butler who matched him in size and figure.

“That cannot be a good sign,” muttered my father upon seeing the coroner.

We tried to press through the mass to enter behind Mr. Hammond, but the butler closed the door as we began to ascend the steps.

My father hid his perturbation, and merely reached up to the door-knocker and knocked.

It was a few moments before it was answered by the same butler I’d glimpsed before. I knew he was the butler because everyone’s butlers looked the same these days. Tall, distinguished, pompous, and if the red glint to his hair told me anything, Irish or Scottish—though with the current trend leaning toward Irish staff, I placed my bets on Irish.

“Good afternoon, Boyle,” said Father, handing the butler his card. 

“Yes, Mr. Green, yes, please, come in,” the butler said with a slight Irish brogue.

“This is my daughter, Miss Green.”

The butler bowed to me in a distracted manner, leading us swiftly into the front parlor.

“Has something happened, Boyle?” my father asked. “I thought I saw Mr. Hammond...”

Boyle glanced up the stairs and back to us. “Yes, Mr. Green. I’m afraid Mr. Jackson will be unable to attend you.”

“What happened? Is there anything we can do to help?”

The butler did not answer, but instead said, “If you would please wait here.” Boyle deposited us onto the Chesterfield beside the fireplace and left to climb the main staircase.

“It must have happened upstairs,” I murmured.

“Now, now, we cannot even be certain what it is, yet,” said my father, removing his hat and running it through his hands. “I wish Boyle would have simply answered my question. I don’t like the look of things...” 

I took the opportunity to take a turn about the parlor as we waited, admiring the furnishings and remarking on a beautiful Turner oil painting that looked to be an original, given its prominent placement above the fireplace. I hoped it would distract my father from his morbid thoughts, for I worried he and I had the same thought running amok through our brains. 

This was my first time in Mr. Jackson’s home, and for all my commentary regarding where he lived, I could not help but be astonished by his choices in decoration. Paintings and sculptures displayed an appreciation for the arts, with pieces that reminded me he was a man who’d traveled and lived in foreign countries.

Perhaps I had judged him too harshly. Perhaps I had jumped to conclusions. Perhaps he was really simply a man looking for some companionship. 

I found myself drawn to the bookshelves lining the walls, as I’d found the best way to learn about a person’s character was to see what they read.

Or didn’t read, as the case may be. Although it was clear a maid of some level had taken the time to brush a feather duster over the edges of the books, she had neglected to brush the tops. As I reached forward to pull out a beautiful green-backed edition of William Wordsworth’s collected poetry, I uttered a small note of dismay at the amount of dust that left the book to collect on my white-gloved finger. 

“Mr. Green, Miss Green,” said a soft voice behind me.
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Chapter Three

Lenore
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“...a confusion too genuine to be dissembled and too transparent to be misunderstood.”

—The Leavenworth Case

––––––––
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I TURNED AS A YOUNG lady entered in the finest red silk taffeta ensemble I’d ever seen. Her dress was a gathered confection dripping with lace trim, ruffles, bows, even macramé fringe, all bustled in the latest fashion, complete with a jacket-style bodice with a high, square neckline that perfectly accentuated the woman’s delicate neck.

The young woman had the quintessential compilation of features, from the petite nose that no doubt wrinkled adorably when she laughed, to the sparkling blue eyes that probably captured a man’s heart the instant they locked onto him. Her hair was the color of the first daffodil of spring, softly curled as it hung from a twisted roll atop her head.

And yet, beneath the perfection lay an innocence, a naïveté, that evoked pity in me.

“I am afraid we have not been properly introduced,” said my father, rising to greet her. “If it is not too much to assume, you must be the niece Mr. Jackson has mentioned to me. Miss Kelthorpe, was it?”

Mr. Jackson had made no mention of her to me. Neither had my father. Perhaps he’d assumed my relationship with Mr. Jackson would not make it as far as meeting the family.

“Oh, yes, how rude of me... I’m all aflutter at the moment... I...I am Miss Kelthorpe, but you may call me Lenore.”

“Lenore?” I repeated, latching onto the familiar name.

“Yes, like Poe’s dead woman,” she said, her voice taking a surprising dip. “Not an alluring history, I must admit, but it was my mother’s favorite poem, and so my father named me such upon her death.”

“So a loving memorial, nonetheless,” said my father.

“You are both most welcome,” said Lenore, motioning that we should be seated as she settled across from us. “How gracious of you to come on such short notice, Mr. Green. However did you hear so quickly?”

I gathered my own now fearfully simple red-and-white bustled skirts about me as I sat. In this young lady’s presence I no doubt looked more like a candy cane than a woman worthy of conversation, but I tried to collect myself and sit up straight and proper, all the while wondering why Mr. Jackson had failed to mention that he had his young and beautiful niece staying with him. It put quite a different light on his interest in me. He had no need of a young woman to dote upon him in his old age; it looked like he already had one. 

“We intended to visit Mr. Jackson this afternoon, and only just happened to be approaching when we heard what sounded like a gunshot,” explained my father. “Please let us know how we might be of some assistance to your household.”

“How considerate. But I am afraid...” Suddenly it became apparent that it was tears which had made the blue eyes sparkle so, as Lenore removed a handkerchief hidden amongst the lace edges of her left sleeve. “Oh, it is too terrible to comprehend. My uncle—it appears he has shot himself!”

I merely nodded my head. It was as I had suspected. There really was no other reason why a gunshot should be heard echoing down Fifth Avenue.

But then an even more terrible thought occurred to me: had I been the cause?

No, I shook my head at myself in my mind. No. It couldn’t be. My dismissal of him couldn’t possibly have caused him to give up on life altogether.

My heart pounded and I was thankful for the gloves on my hands which hid my suddenly sweating palms.

I was grateful when my father beat me to the question that threatened to pass my lips.

“Are you...certain?”

“Well, yes!” Lenore stammered. “Why... What do you mean?”

I shook my head. “I wonder the same. Mr. Jackson does not seem the type of man to kill himself.”

“Have you notified the police?” my father asked.

Lenore seemed shocked at the suggestion. “Why would we?”

“It is possible it was not suicide, which means the police should be informed, as well as the coroner. I saw Mr. Hammond upon our arrival, but I have not seen a constable.”

Which was surprising, given by now the corner cop most assuredly must have heard reports of the gunshot from the milling crowd.

“But...it must have been... We all heard the gunshot and ran to his study,” said Lenore with a frown. “When we opened the door he was—my uncle was—he had a hole—”

Surprisingly—or perhaps not since I’d only ever seen it happen in novels—no one fainted, not even Lenore at this suggestion, though she did grow pale and seemed to think it best to distract herself with her handkerchief rather than dwell on the image no doubt doomed to grow into a nightmare in her head.

“When you say ‘we all,’ who do you mean exactly?” I asked Lenore, eager to turn her from the memory.

“Why, the entire household: myself, Mr. Farwell, Boyle, Bridget, Kate, and Murphy, my lady’s maid.”

“You must excuse my impertinence, I am not familiar with your family other than your uncle; are all those people staff or...?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. We’re quite devoted to one another here. Other than my uncle, I’m alone, so I think of the staff as my family.”

Immediately Lenore rose in my estimation.

“Did Mr. Jackson feel the same?” my father asked.

Lenore shook her head sadly. “No. I’m afraid he did not.” The newness of her situation was evident in the tremble of her voice whenever she mentioned her uncle. “I often have to remind myself that he was of a different generation, of a time before the War, when battle-lines had to be drawn, including within one’s own house.”

It had only been seven years since the end of the War between the North and the South, but the scars remained indelibly across America. The first poem I’d ever published had been entitled “Ode to Grant,” which I wrote when Ulysses S. Grant had become the eighteenth President. I glanced at my father, who knew as well as anyone what the War had cost.

“Mr. Farwell is—was—the only one my uncle really appreciated,” Lenore continued, smiling slightly at the thought. “He was working with my uncle as his private secretary, writing a book regarding his experiences in India—”

The sound of a man clearing his throat interrupted her statement, and we turned to find the coroner had joined us. Mr. Hammond nodded to Father in recognition, but turned his focus to Lenore.

“Miss Kelthorpe, if I might have a word.”

“Of course.” She stood swiftly and excused herself, stepping out into the hall with the man who seemed a giant beside her.

My father and I sat quietly together, our ears perked toward their conversation.

From out in the hall I could hear the low baritone voice of Mr. Hammond saying, “I’m afraid an inquest must be called under these circumstances.”

“An inquest?”

“Yes. The surgeon does not believe your uncle killed himself, and I am inclined to agree. We must call a detective immediately whilst I collect a jury from those outside.”

“A detective?”

“Yes, Miss Kelthorpe. It is standard practice to hold a coroner’s inquest as soon as possible when the cause of death is called into question. We must collect evidence while we can. I will assemble a selection of peers from the crowd. They will view the body, then listen to witness testimony from everyone in the house, including yourself. If you would like, I can call someone to come sit with you during this period. It is a lot to take in.”

I stood before my father could stop me.

“Pardon me,” I said, joining them in the hall. “Perhaps I might be of assistance? I would love to sit with you, Miss Kelthorpe, if you’d allow.”

I nodded my head and was pleased to see Lenore, lost in shock, nodding her head in mirror image.

“Very good. I shall ask the staff to prepare a room for the event, then send for the detective and assemble the jury. There is no need for you to worry, Miss Kelthorpe. Everything will be arranged for you. You are excused until such time as we have need of you,” said Mr. Hammond with a bow.
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Chapter Four

Practicing Patience
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“Any attempt at consolation on the part of a stranger must seem at a time like this the most bitter of mockeries; but do try and consider that circumstantial evidence is not always absolute proof.”

—The Leavenworth Case

––––––––
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I HAVE NEVER BEEN GOOD at waiting. Why is it that the only way for God to teach us patience is by throwing us into situations where we must practice exactly that? There must be a simpler way...

I was itching to return downstairs, where I could hear the men filing in off the street after being randomly hand-picked by the coroner to sit in as a jury. There would be at least seven men, who would probably offer their time willingly, given the state of affairs and the interest shown by the crowd we’d encountered outside. Unlike Lenore, I did not need Mr. Hammond’s explanation; I knew from personal experience with my father that this was common practice. There was nothing like a quick coroner’s inquest to get the ball rolling for the police when it came to judging whether they should treat a case as a suicide, murder, or unknown. 
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