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      If you’re interested in reading more early 20th century mysteries, my free offer at the end of this book is for you! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      It was a blistering morning in late March during an election year, and Arrojo citizens were reeling from the visit from Theodore Roosevelt and Charles Fairbanks. When Missy Grace published an editorial about Mr. Roosevelt’s ideas of fairness and conscience, Mrs. Faderman refuted it to whomever would listen at Raleigh’s General Store, Ada’s Millinery, and Dora’s Tea Shop. In spite of their abhorrence of women’s suffrage, Mrs. Faderman and her brood exercised their political opinions with the gusto of a beer garden on a Friday night.

      The one place the ladies kept their opinions to themselves was Adele’s Stationery. In the two years since Adele settled into country life, her progressive views had not changed though even Mrs. Faderman had to admit she didn’t go “marching about with banners” or throw stones at the mayor’s window. Because of this, people had adjusted to her outspoken ways and even her forward-thinking way of life, right down to her noisy Beaton Roundabout.

      Mrs. Faderman’s tight lips were sealed the days following Roosevelt’s visit. Most shopkeepers on Bridge Street had removed the banners declaring “A safety’s the score, Parker & Davis 1904!” from their windows as the town threw itself into preparations for the Easter holiday.

      Adele was in her shop with her friend Nin Branch when the door creaked open and a lady stepped over the threshold. The woman was as smart and sporty in her appearance as any New Women that Adele knew in the city. Her gray suit hung in crisp folds against her shoulders and smooth across her waist, and her hair glossed bright red under the modest hat. Her picante face showed signs of one who would not shy away from a battle once she was pulled into it.

      “Good afternoon,” she said. “Mrs. Brown said you might help me.”

      “Mrs. Brown?”

      “She means that old bloodhound Zephyr,” Nin mumbled. She and the junk collector had a long-standing feud.

      “Oh, Mrs. Brown!” Adele blinked. “I wouldn’t think a young woman like you would know Zephyr.”

      She smiled. “Mrs. Brown and my grandmother were great friends.”

      “You live in Arrojo?” Adele asked.

      “I do now,” said the woman. “I grew up in Rosa Gris.”

      “I didn’t think I’d ever seen you before,” Adele said.

      The woman held out her hand. “Rebecca Gold. You might be surprised to learn I know all about you, Miss Gossling.”

      “Indeed?” Adele straightened a display on an antique desk near the entrance to the shop.

      “A lady detective,” Miss Gold continued. “A rare thing in a town like this.”

      “Not so rare when you consider Adele is the deputy sheriff’s sister,” Nin said.

      “Deputy Sheriff’s sister or not, I’m not a detective,” Adele insisted. “Perhaps I do occasionally interest myself in police business —”

      “Don’t apologize,” said Miss Gold. “I rather think if more women would interest themselves in crime and punishment, we might all be better off.”

      “Your knowledge of crime is admirable,” Adele said. “You were a secretary or a clerk?”

      The young lady smiled. “I’m a lawyer, Miss Gossling.”

      “How delightful!” Adele took her arm. “There ought to be more lady lawyers just as there ought to be more lady detectives.”

      The woman laughed. “Perhaps we’ll start a craze.”

      “Perhaps we will,” Adele said. “Now, what can I do for you?”

      The woman shifted her purse from one wrist to the other. “I have a client who wishes to draw up her will, and she’s most particular about the materials. She gave me exact instructions.” She handed Adele a short list.

      Adele examined it. “The ink I have,” she said. “As to the pens, I have the new Parker fountain pen, which is not quite what the lady asks for, but close enough.”

      “I should think Thea would fire me if I brought anything other than what she wrote,” Miss Gold remarked. “She’s — well, she’s rather exacting.”

      Adele nodded. “As to the paper — well, I’m afraid I haven’t any in stock. It’s not the sort of thing Arrojo citizens use.”

      “A lady lawyer is little better than a persnickety cat, said the man,” Nin mumbled.

      Miss Gold whirled around, staring at her with almost frightened eyes. “Those are nearly the words my last employer used before I left!”

      Nin slunk down with her hands close to the fire. Adele explained, “My friend sees and feels things no one else does.”

      “Branch,” Miss Gold repeated. “Any relation to Atha Branch?”

      This made Nin’s face turn white. “My mother.”

      “My grandmother and your mother knew one another,” said Miss Gold. “Granny had a great respect for her knowledge of herbs, though not many around here did.”

      The paleness turned a shade darker and Nin looked out the display window.

      “I would be happy to order the paper for you,” Adele said. “I’ve a shipment coming the day after tomorrow and I can add it to my order. Would that do?”

      “That would be perfect.” Miss Gold fumbled for coins in her purse. She was clearly disturbed at Nin’s silence as she kept glancing at the dark woman whose silhouette created an angelic glare in the light. “Miss Branch, I’m terribly sorry if I said something —”

      Nin gave a wan smile. “I oughtn’t to be so sensitive about it anymore.”

      “No hard feelings, then?”

      “Not in the least.” Nin stuck out her hand, and, a little surprised, Miss Gold took it.

      “May I offer recompense?” she asked.

      “It’s not necessary.” Adele smiled. “It’s compensation enough for us to be friends. Call us Adele and Miss Branch.”

      “Call me Anita,” Nin chimed in. Adele glanced in surprise, as her friend hardly let anyone call her by her first name.

      The woman smiled. “You’re very kind. I was referring to refreshment. I lived in England for a time, and I got rather spoiled with the five o’clock tea. I noticed a delightful tea shop just across the street.”

      Adele pulled down the blind of the windows. “We were going to take some tea anyway.”

      “You may as well come with us,” Nin said in her blunt, child-like way.

      They trudged across the street and entered Dora’s Tea Shop. The place smelled of leaves and vanilla, like the tea shops she had gone to with her father as a child. The bright pink and cream decor soothed her as much as the tea. Every now and then, when someone opened the door, a whiff of scones or cream flew out into the street.

      The tea loosened Rebecca’s tongue as she told them of her journey back “home.” “Granny was the only one who thought I could make something of myself as a lawyer,” she said. “My parents were dead set against it. They wanted me to marry the son of a friend.”

      “That’s always the way,” Adele sympathized. “Marriage as the cure for womanly ambition.” She tried not to sound bitter.

      “One night, Granny slipped into my room with a bundle in her hands wrapped in old stockings. She untied them, and out spilled masses of coins. She’d saved them from the household money, slipping a penny here and a dime there into her pocket when Mama wasn’t looking. They were meant for her burial but she insisted she’d rather see them spent on my lawyer’s certification than gold trim for her coffin.”

      “A formidable woman,” Nin remarked, spreading cherry preserves on a scone.

      “Indeed she was,” said Rebecca. “I didn’t want the money, but she said she would tell Arnold — that was the young man — what I really thought of him in front of his parents if I didn’t take it.” She grinned. “Arnold’s mother was one of those holy terrors one would rather avoid.”

      Adele smiled. “So you avoided the rampage and took the money.”

      “I went to Northwestern University to study law,” she continued.

      “Just like Mrs. Kepley.” Adele nodded.

      “I was determined to do right by Granny,” she said. “I did better than most of the men in my class.”

      “Working three times harder and getting three times less the recognition,” Nin growled.

      “They could be quite brutal,” Rebecca agreed. “Not that it disturbed me in the least. Granny taught me to stand up for myself.” She sipped her tea. “I’ve been kicking boys in the knee since I was five years old.”

      Adele laughed.

      “I managed to get a job as a legal assistant at Fox & Benton in Chicago.”

      Adele raised her eyebrow. “Rather prominent.”

      “How did you know that?” She stared at her. “You’re right, of course. They are prominent, but only in Chicago.”

      “My father was a criminal lawyer in San Francisco,” said Adele. A wave of pain went through her as it always did when she thought of Otis Gossling, now four years dead. “He had connections all over the country.”

      “They took on some rather bold clients.” Rebecca poured herself another cup of tea while the waitress slid a plate of fresh strawberries onto the table, indicating they were a gift from Dora. “Businessmen who could rival Rockefeller in their arrogance and self-righteousness. One even put a knife in his rival’s heart and thought it justified.”

      “Men behave like children when it comes to money,” Nin snorted.

      Rebecca laughed. “I almost think Mr. Fox and Mr. Benton would have jumped for joy if I had offered to take that client on.”

      “They eventually allowed you to take on clients?” Adele asked.

      Rebecca’s gray eyes turned stony. “Mr. Fox and Mr. Benton were contented to let me pour the coffee and file the paperwork. They thought I ought to be grateful to them for letting me sit in the back of the courtroom.”

      Adele nodded. “I’ve met many abled women in offices whose minds were withering away over the refuse and paper.”

      “Exactly,” said the woman. “One morning when I came in, took the cover off my typewriter and folded it into a neat little square, I realized Granny’s sacrifice — she died only a month before — would go to naught if I allowed myself to wither away any longer.”

      “So you came here to start your own practice?” Adele asked.

      The woman nodded, her face pale. “I couldn’t go back to Rosa Gris. Oh, I suppose I could have but — well, I preferred coming here.”

      “Let us be the first to welcome you to Arrojo,” Adele said. “I know how alienating it can be to come to a small town like this where no one knows you. I was lucky enough to have a kind family make me feel welcome when I first came.”

      “They ought to have welcomed you,” Nin said, “after what you did for their son.”

      Adele blushed. “That wasn’t me, dear. That was the law taking its course.”

      The lawyer leaned her chin in her hand. “It seems you and I are on the same side.”

      “You fancy yourself an avenger of crime?” Adele asked, a twinkle in her eye.

      “Perhaps I shall be one day,” Rebecca said. “I imagine there’s hardly more than an occasional theft or drunken brawl in a small place like this.”

      “We have our share of tragedies,” Adele said.

      Rebecca gathered her gloves and bag. “If my first client is something to go by, I don’t anticipate much strife.”

      “The lady with the list?” Adele smiled.

      The woman nodded. “Do you know the Marshes?”

      Adele shook her head. “Not from Arrojo, I gather.”

      “They once lived here, but they built a mansion outside of Rosa Gris,” said Rebecca. “They’re quite prominent.”

      “A lucky thing to have them as your first clients, then,” Nin said.

      “I’ve known the Marshes since childhood,” said the woman. “Not very well, of course. They weren’t the sort of family to which one could get close.”

      “Moneyed people usually aren’t,” said Adele.

      “Thea hired me,” the woman continued. “She runs the family, you might say, with an iron hand.”

      “But she isn’t very well,” Adele guessed, “so she wants to put her affairs in order.” Rebecca stared at her. “The exactness of the paper and the fountain pen gave it away. My father once told me people become most peculiar when they’re attending to their death papers.”

      The door flew open and Mrs. Faderman marched in, her plumbed hat tipped to one side. Behind her, Mrs. Lynn scurried like a mouse, followed by Mrs. Cricket, Mrs. Abberton, and several other ladies from Arrojo’s high society. Mrs. Faderman’s eyes were gleaming, and her mouth twisted as if barely able to contain her rage. Adele exchanged a look with Nin, who was already leaning with her chin in the bridge of her hands with anticipation.

      “Tell Miss Lesley we want to see her at once!” Mrs. Faderman ordered.

      The young lady behind the cash register flinched. Dora stepped out a pair of swinging doors, wiping her hands on her apron. Though she was smaller and rounder than Mrs. Faderman, she looked impressively fierce. “May I help you, Mrs. Faderman?”

      “On the contrary,” said the woman, “we’ve come to help you.”

      Dora glanced around the shop, which was not very full at that hour. “I suggest we retire to my office to discuss any trouble —”

      “Trouble?” the woman bellowed. “My dear, you’ll have trouble unless you get rid of those!” Her long finger pointed at a row of tin boxes on the shelf. Their labels shone magnificently in the sunlight.

      Dora looked puzzled. “The aanand teas? What’s the matter with them?”

      “Poison!” Mrs. Faderman spit the word out.

      “Now, Irene, we can’t be certain —” Mrs. Lynn ventured.

      “Of course we’re certain!” Mrs. Abberton flung her curled head back. “Mabel’s as sick as a dog, is she not?”

      “It could have been the cucumbers or the peaches —”

      “Are you insinuating my peaches were rotten, Caroline?” This shrill demand came from Mrs. Cricket.

      “Perhaps you should explain what all this is about, Mrs. Faderman,” Dora said in a firm voice.

      The woman folded her hands. “Belinda invited us all to tea to meet her cousin from Salt Lake City and served the red tea you recommended.”

      “She asked for a soothing tea,” Dora interrupted.

      “Perhaps she ought to have given her a mouth-shutting tea,” Nin growled.

      “Soothing!” Mrs. Faderman said. “Miss Lesley, less than half an hour later, Belinda’s cousin, took to her bed with — well, it isn’t very pretty.”

      “And why, pray, have you and the rest of the ladies not taken to your beds?” Dora raised her eyebrow. “I assume you drank the same tea?”

      “That’s right, Irene.” Mrs. Lynn jumped forward. “We all drank the same tea.”

      “But we, Caroline, are from rugged Western stock.” The woman’s chest heaved like a robin’s. “Mabel, I fear, is of a more delicate Eastern constitution.” Mrs. Cricket hunched her shoulders as if ashamed of her relative.

      “So because one person embarrassed you with her so-called ‘delicate Eastern constitution,’ you assume it was my tea?”

      “I was not embarrassed!” the woman snarled. “I’m here because I’m very much concerned for the community.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Dora said calmly.

      “Who knows what these foreigners put in these overseas products?” Mrs. Faderman sniffed.

      “I have it on good authority from my friend the teas are very pure,” Dora insisted.

      “Nevertheless, we insist you take them off the shelf and send them back to where they came from immediately.”

      “How extraordinary!” Rebecca declared.

      “Mrs. Faderman is an extraordinary woman,” Adele said.

      “In her eyes, at least,” Nin added.

      “Perhaps Mrs. Cricket’s cousin was expecting the watered-down leaves Mr. Raleigh sells,” Dora declared, “or perhaps she has no taste for good, strong tea. Wouldn’t surprise me in the least.” The last was said under her breath.

      “I’ll thank you to be respectful, Miss Lesley,” Mrs. Faderman snapped. “Remember your position.”

      “My position, ma’am, is to provide my customers with specialties they can’t get elsewhere at the best value they can find,” the woman said. “Commerce is rather sordid, I know, but necessary.”

      Mrs. Faderman winced.

      “I would never give my customers anything I haven’t sampled myself,” Dora continued. “I’ve sampled every one of those teas and, as you can see, I’m hardly the worst for it.” She put her hands on her hips. One could not deny, despite her small stature, her frame was muscular.

      “Are you saying I’m a liar?” Mrs. Faderman narrowed her eyes.

      “I am saying, ma’am, as the owner of this shop, I have a right to decide what I will and will not sell,” Dora said. “If this woman did indeed get sick, I suggest you look at the remnants of her plate for evidence of overindulgence.”

      “Indeed?” Mrs. Faderman flared. “We shall see about that!” She walked out of the shop with the others trailing behind her.

      The moment they were gone, a general buzz came from the few patrons who were left, smiles ricocheting around, as most were familiar with Mrs. Faderman and her outbursts.

      “Does she huff and puff like that all the time?” Rebecca asked when they left the shop.

      “Not all the time, but often enough to provide entertainment.” Adele laughed.

      “Dora was rather insistent those teas were all right,” the lawyer said. “Still, I’m glad we ordered a domestic brand.”

      “It takes much to poison tea,” Nin said with a knowing air.

      Rebecca adjusted her hat against the wind. “Thea has a taste for exotic teas. I drank one of her blends once. The bitterness lingered on my tongue for days.”

      Adele laughed. “I can’t imagine anyone serving poisoned tea to those ladies, though perhaps the thought might cross someone’s mind.”

      “Let us hope not,” Rebecca said. “You may find your detecting talents called upon again.” She waved as she trudged down the street.
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      That night after dinner, as she and her brother Jackson were sitting in the parlor with a fire going, Adele told him about Rebecca Gold.

      “A lawyer in Arrojo?” He lit his pipe. “I imagine she won’t find much work here.”

      “You didn’t think you would find much work here when you took on the job of deputy, did you?” Adele pointed out. “I don’t see you and the sheriff sitting idle.”

      “Law and order is always necessary, Del,” he said. “Even a country deputy has enough to preoccupy him.”

      “You seem to have more preoccupation in Rosa Gris than Arrojo lately,” Adele remarked.

      “Rosa Gris is growing,” he said. “What with the new oil refinery outside of town. There are even rumors the Marsh Lumber Mill is going to be expanding soon.”

      “Marsh,” Adele murmured. “Rebecca mentioned a Thea Marsh this afternoon.” She played with her unfinished lacework. “Have you ever met the Marshes, Jack?”

      “They would hardly be amiable to the police,” he said. “There was some dispute one time between the lumberjacks and managers and the sheriff was called in, but Theodore Marsh settled things admirably.”

      “The favored son,” Adele guessed.

      Jackson looked at her over the curls of smoke from his pipe. “Did Miss Gold tell you that?”

      “A mother who names her son after herself can only think of him as a saint.”

      Her brother laughed. “Only you would notice such trifles, Del.”

      “You never know, dear brother,” she said in a cheerful voice. “It may not turn out to be such a trifle after all.”

      He snorted. “You see crime in every corner since you thrust yourself into the Blackstone case.”

      “I helped you with the Blackstone case,” she corrected. “Even the sheriff said so.”

      “Hatfield is a very easy-minded man,” he said. “He gives you too many liberties for my taste, and I’ve told him so.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” With a gleam in his eye, her brother took up the evening paper.

      ~~~~~

      It took a week as well as several calls to the distributor to get the paper Rebecca ordered, as he was one of those men who never took a woman, even one running her own shop, seriously. Adele learned early on such men would only soften with time when they saw she was capable of perseverance and wily negotiation.

      The paper arrived soon after lunch and she took advantage of the mild weather to close her shop and walk to Rebecca’s office to deliver it herself. The alleyway was on the other side of the riverbed in the direction of where the more common elements of town began. Farther down was Quarry Lane which prominent Arrojo citizens regarded as little better than a lighter version of the Barbary Coast. Adele had been there once during the Blackstone case.

      But Adele’s mind was not on crime that afternoon. She had received a telegram that morning from her and Jackson’s favorite aunt in Santa Barbara inviting them down for the holiday, and she was thinking about how she would persuade Nin to join them.

      She arrived at the office just as the lawyer was locking up, her parasol hung over her wrist and her hat skewed on her head.

      “You look like you’re in a hurry,” Adele remarked.

      “One doesn’t keep Thea Marsh waiting,” said Rebecca. “Even her daughter comes hurrying up the stairs when her mother calls.”

      “Then perhaps you can make Mrs. Marsh happy by giving her this.” Adele unrolled the paper. “Is that to your liking?”

      “More importantly, will it be to Thea’s liking.” Rebecca examined it. “I’m just on my way to the house now.” She looked thoughtful. “You could come with me.”

      “And meet the iron hand?” Adele smiled.

      “You could explain to her better than I about the paper,” she said. “If she has questions.”

      “You anticipate she will?”

      “She asks questions about everything.” Rebecca looked tired.

      Adele rolled up the paper and took her arm. “Two feisty ladies can placate a dragon better than one.”

      “She’s not a dragon, really.” Rebecca motioned her toward the hired wagon a little way down the street. “She knows what she wants and she’s not shy about demanding it.” She glanced at the clock in the window of the bank building. “And she demands everybody be on time.”

      “Then we’ll dismiss the wagon and take my Beaton,” Adele suggested. “It’s only down the road.”

      Rebecca gave her a half-smile. “I heard about your automobile. You must frighten people here to death with it.”

      Adele couldn’t help but smile as she remembered rumbling down Bridge Street in the Beaton two years before while Arrojo citizens, including Mrs. Faderman and Mrs. Lynn, stared as if a herd of buffalo had just trampled through town.

      Driving in the Beaton Roundabout on such a lovely day made both women feel even more at ease and they chatted about San Francisco. The route to the Marsh house was thankfully better paved than most roads leading into town and there was even the scent of honeysuckle dotting the narrow path leading up to the house.

      It was indeed a large house, though not as large as the house of the Blackstones, her former neighbors. Its box style was plain but expansive and the gardens circled the drive. A man with a stoop appeared with a hoe. He greeted them in a cordial and reserved manner and offered to put the car away, but Adele preferred to park the Beaton herself.

      She expected a tight-lipped servant to answer the door and keep them waiting in the hall while he saw if “the madame was in.” But instead, a middle-aged woman led them into a large and cozy bedroom.

      Adele could see why Rebecca was so nervous about the paper. Thea Marsh had all the regal countenance and posture of a queen, and her greeting to Adele when the lawyer introduced her oozed commandment. Her appearance was immaculate right down to the combs sweeping up her streaked dark hair and the wakefulness in her dark eyes. Adele guessed that, in her youth, Mrs. Marsh had been described as more handsome than pretty.

      “My daughter reads me the newspaper so of course I have heard of your exploits,”  the woman said.

      “Exploits?” Adele accepted the chair Rebecca offered.

      A wary look appeared in the dark eyes. “You work with the police, don’t you?”

      “Sometimes,” Adele said. “I take it you don’t approve.”

      The woman looked at her diffidently. “Whether I or anyone approves doesn’t seem to matter much to young ladies like you and Rebecca these days, does it?”

      “No, I can’t say it does,” Adele said softly.

      “Perhaps that’s the way it should be,” Mrs. Marsh admitted.

      “You must be glad Rebecca decided to set up her office in Arrojo,” Adele said, “or you wouldn’t have called upon her.”

      The woman smiled, but it was almost reluctant. “You’re quite right, Miss Gossling. I confess, had my husband been alive, I should have followed his lead and hired a man. But then, I wouldn’t have reason to hire anybody if he were alive.”

      “You mean he would have taken care of everything,” Adele guessed.

      “I mean he would have taken care of everything.” She put emphasis on the last word.

      “I often feel it’s sometimes a lucky thing when women are left to take care of their own affairs,” Adele said. “It forces us to admit we can handle things as well as they can. In some cases, we handle them even better.”

      Adele could feel Rebecca’s alarmed stare, but Thea smiled, a genuine smile this time.

      “I don’t hold the same prejudices as my husband, Miss Gossling,” the woman said. “Not when a woman must work to earn her keep, as, sadly, many do nowadays.”

      “My brother was just telling me last night how Rosa Gris has been growing the past few months.” Adele nodded.

      “Arrojo will be bigger in five years, mark my words.”

      “The Marshes know all about such things,” Rebecca chimed in. “Their business is lumber, you know.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “Theo — my son — just signed a contract with the housing development over near Barn Street,” said Thea. “A hundred houses to start!”

      “Those are residences, not businesses,” Adele pointed out.

      “That will come too, my dear,” the woman assured her. “Theo said it will come, and if Theo said it, it will happen.”

      Adele saw her guess about Theodore Marsh being the favored son had been right. “As my father used to say, ma’am, from your mouth to God’s ears.”

      The woman looked at her sharply. “A rather blasphemous statement.”

      “My father was a lawyer, and he never minced words.”

      Mrs. Marsh sighed, adjusting the blanket. “Men say what they like, don’t they?”

      “And rarely phrase what they say delicately,” Adele added.

      The woman rewarded her with another genuine smile. “That remark earns you a cup of very special tea, Miss Gossling. I see you brought my paper.” She indicated the roll under Adele’s arm.

      Mrs. Marsh examined it as an expert would, even putting on a pair of pince-nez to look at it more closely. Adele pressed her hands together to stop them from trembling.

      “It’s fine paper, Thea,” Rebecca said in a hopeful tone.

      Mrs. Marsh rolled it up and handed it to Rebecca. “Miss Gossling’s shop has an excellent reputation, even here in Rosa Gris. It’s why I sent you there.”

      Adele blushed. “Thank you for the compliment, ma’am.” She caught Rebecca’s relieved expression from the corner of her eye.

      Mrs. Marsh rang the bell. “Ella, some tea, please. I think the shaanti blend will do.”

      Rebecca hid a wince and Adele guessed it was one of the bitter teas her friend told her about.

      “Now there’s a business I’d like to see,” Mrs. Marsh remarked as the middle-aged woman departed. “A shop with blends from all over the world.”

      “Dora Lesley has a fine tea shop,” Rebecca pointed out. “We were there not long ago.”

      “Tea shop!” The woman scoffed. “More of a cake shop. I asked Theo to tell her she ought to bring in more teas from the Orient.”

      “She took your advice,” Adele said. “She now has Indian teas on her shelves.”

      “Yes, I know.” Mrs. Marsh sounded almost triumphant. “Theo brought me several to try.”

      “I hear they’re quite good,” Rebecca ventured.

      “They’re all right,” said the woman. “Mona thinks they’re as good as the teas in Bengal but I completely disagree.”

      “Oh, you’ve been to India?” Adele asked.

      The woman looked at her with an air of knowing. “I’ve had teas from every country in the world, Miss Gossling. I know a superior tea when I taste one.”

      “Yes, of course.” Adele backed down.

      “Mona and her husband lived in India for many years,” Rebecca supplied.

      The tray was brought in. Adele studied the bright green tea, its scent sour and floral.

      “I’m sorry my friend Anita Branch isn’t here,” Adele said. “She’s an herbal expert.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard of Miss Branch and her healing gifts,” said the woman. From the stodgy tone in her voice, Adele guessed she didn’t think much of what she had heard.

      “She’s really very knowledgeable,” Rebecca defended, as if sensing Adele’s annoyance.

      “I don’t doubt it.” The servant left, and Mrs. Marsh said in a hearty voice, “My teas will put a spark in your veins.”

      The sour scent overpowered the room as she poured, making Adele’s stomach tighten.

      “There’s a ritual to tea, you know,” Mrs. Marsh said. “The English know it and so do people in the East.”

      “What is your ritual?” Adele asked.

      “Tea at ten, tea at five, and tea before bed,” she dictated. “Always strong.” She looked dreamy for a moment. “Theo gets me all my teas. I’ve taught him all about them.”

      “He’s such a thoughtful man,” Rebecca said.

      Adele glanced at her. The tone was wistful and light.

      “No sugar, and no drinking it piping hot,” Mrs. Marsh continued as she set three cups aside. “That’s where the English and I differ. You must wait until it can go down the throat soothingly like water. And always leave a little bit at the bottom. An offering to the earth, so they say.”

      They waited in silence, taking their cue from Mrs. Marsh.

      Adele took a sip with a little trepidation. The aroma seeped into her throat and the taste was pleasant and bold.

      She sensed Mrs. Marsh’s sparkling eyes on her, expecting approval. “It’s very soothing,” she murmured.

      The woman smiled and sat back with the look of a satisfied cat. “One can travel all over the world in just a cup of tea.”

      “I’m sure you’ve seen more of the world than that,” Adele said, smiling.

      The woman’s face sagged. “You’re wrong, my dear. My husband had rather limiting beliefs about one’s horizons.”

      “He wasn’t a traveler?” Adele asked.

      The woman grimaced. “I thank you for putting it so delicately. My daughter calls it narrow-minded.”

      “He was always dedicated to his business pursuits,” Rebecca said by way of apology.

      “He could have left the mill in Theo’s hands at any time, and he knew it.” Mrs. Marsh’s voice was bitter. “He simply didn’t like the idea of being with people who didn’t know him. One has no control over strangers.” She closed her eyes. “Sometimes I regret this heart of mine prevents me from traveling. Anywhere, mind you, that’s the fun of it. I suppose it’s silly for a seventy-eight-year-old woman to be talking that way.”

      “Not in the least,” Adele said kindly. “These days, boats and trains accommodate people with all sorts of health conditions.”

      The woman opened her eyes and smiled at Adele. “Perhaps, but heart trouble is not one of those conditions that fares well at sea.”

      “Nonsense, Thea,” Rebecca protested. “You were speaking only yesterday of going to the salt baths after the holidays.”

      “Speaking is not doing, dear,” said the woman. “I fear I should see my last glimpse of the sea if I did that.”

      “I have no doubt you’ll not only visit the sea, but some of the far-off lands you’ve always wanted,” Rebecca said in a reassuring voice.

      The woman took her hand and smiled. “You’re a dear, Rebecca. Out of all Mona’s friends, you were always the one I liked the best.”

      “I wasn’t exactly Mona’s friend,” Rebecca reminded her softly.

      “Sometimes I envy Mona,” Mrs. Marsh said. “She got to see India at least.”

      “I don’t fancy she enjoyed it much,” the lawyer remarked. “She hardly talks about it.”

      “On the contrary, dear,” said the woman. “She enjoyed it immensely in spite of all her troubles.” A gray look crossed her face. “I never understood why they went.”

      “It was for William’s work,” Rebecca said.

      The woman laughed. “You’re a simple soul, Rebecca. William could have had his position at the mill any time he wanted after he married Mona. No, there were other reasons why they insisted on going.” She gave her a meaningful look.

      “I imagine they were fascinated by the culture,” Adele said. “I visited Turkey once, and it was quite eye-opening.”

      “Her eyes were opened all right,” said Mrs. Marsh in a troubled voice. “She used to read books on exotic places like that. Gregory used to say, ‘One would think she’s looking for her soul.’ He thought it most improper.” Her eyes sparkled. “But then, Gregory could be rather one-sided about such things.”

      Rebecca didn’t hide her smile.

      “He would have thought it improper for them to live in India,” Adele guessed.

      “He thought it improper for her to live in India,” Mrs. Marsh corrected,” or anywhere but here, really.” The woman leaned back against the pillows.

      Two women entered the room. One looked to be in her forties and had the same dark eyes and wavy hair as Mrs. Marsh, whom Adele guessed was the Mona in question. The other was a pert blond with a rabbity face.

      Mrs. Marsh’s daughter greeted Rebecca with an air kiss above each cheek. “Ella just told me you were here.”

      “Miss Gossling, Mrs. Bridge and Miss Peeler.” Both women nodded.

      “We didn’t want to disturb your walk, dear,” said her mother, accepting the same kind of air kiss.

      Mrs. Bridge settled herself on a stool, leaving Miss Peeler to perch at the edge of the bed. “My, but you’ve become a frequent visitor as of late.”

      “Rebecca is taking care of my affairs, dear,” said the woman.

      Adele observed Mrs. Bridge’s eyes slide toward the rolled-up sheet on Rebecca’s lap. “Affairs?”

      “Nothing you need worry about,” her mother said quickly.

      “I suppose you mean your will, Mother?” There was a strain in her voice.

      Ignoring this, Mrs. Marsh said, “Miss Gossling owns a stationery shop in Arrojo. I’ve had Rebecca buy a few things and her stock is most superior and quite unlike the flimsy merchandise we see in the shops here.”

      Mrs. Bridge’s voice came out like a melodic bird. “I must visit it one day, then.” She turned to Adele. “I’ve heard you’re quite independent-minded.”

      “I’ve discovered that for myself,” Mrs. Marsh intervened.

      “And you approve?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” Her mother asked in a sharp voice.

      “You surprise me, Mother.” The woman’s eyes arched. “You surprise me about a lot of things lately.”

      “Your mother doesn’t approve, Mrs. Bridge,” Adele said. “But as she rightly pointed out, whether she does or not has no bearing on ladies like me.”

      “Bravo, Miss Gossling!” Mrs. Bridge clapped her hands. “You’d better get used to it, Mother. With the direction the country is going, we’ll be seeing more women like Miss Gossling.”

      Miss Peeler spoke for the first time. “Forrest says Mr. Roosevelt is a good man.”

      “You’re always telling us what Forrest said,” Mrs. Bridge snapped. “I’d like to know what you say for a change.”

      The girl sniffed. “If Forrest likes him, why shouldn’t I?”

      “Nice or not, he might be our next president,” Mrs. Marsh said.

      “We’ll see some much-needed changes in this country if he is,” Rebecca said. “I’ve been told there’s an entire movement to beautify the cities now.”

      “Indeed there is,” Adele said. “I know from friends in San Francisco.”

      “And maybe women will get the vote if he’s in office,” Mrs. Bridge added.

      “Heaven forbid!” Mrs. Marsh growled.

      “And yet, here you are, speaking with a lawyer and getting your papers in order,” Mrs. Bridge pointed out. “Don’t you think that’s rather hypocritical?”

      “I do so out of necessity, not liberation,” her mother snapped.

      “Yes, but Theo could easily take care of all that, couldn’t he?” Mona asked.

      “He can’t make my will, can he?” Mrs. Marsh motioned the maid to set the two new cups on the tray.

      Adele was amused to see Miss Peeler shrink back. “No thank you, ma’am. I only came to see if you needed anything from the general store. I’m meeting Forrest for lunch, and we’ll be passing by there.”

      “No thank you, dear.” Mrs. Marsh looked at her with affection. “You’re always looking out for me.”

      The young woman smiled but Adele caught the arch look in Mona’s eyes.

      She saw her excuse to leave and rose. “I’m afraid I must be getting back to my shop.”

      “I’m happy you had tea with me.” The woman smiled. “You’re clearly a level-headed young lady, and I like sensible girls.”

      “Miss Gossling is hardly a girl, Mother,” Mrs. Bridge observed. “Though she is quite young. Young and already running her own business.” A tinge of envy crept in her voice.

      “I must earn my living, Mrs. Bridge,” Adele said. “Shall I drive you back, Rebecca?”

      The lawyer looked expectedly at her client.

      “Yes, I won’t need you anymore today.” The woman said.

      Rebecca put a handful of papers in her case. “I’ll have an answer for you on these tomorrow.” She slipped the rolled paper under her arm. “And I’ll have this ready for your signature. Do you want me to bring the witnesses?”

      “I fancy Mother can find her own witnesses,” Mrs. Bridge said.

      “Mona’s quite right, dear,” said Mrs. Marsh, wiping her forehead with her handkerchief. “I want to enjoy the holidays this year. Who knows if it will be my last?”

      “Nonsense,” Rebecca scoffed.

      “Mother, you have become morbid lately.” Mrs. Bridge shifted the blanket closer to her mother’s chest. “Is that why you’re making your will? Because you don’t think you’ll see another Easter?”

      “That’s my business, Mona.” The tone was like steel.

      “Fingers in every pie,” Adele heard Mrs. Bridge murmur, “even those not baked yet.”

      Her mother held out her hand to Adele. “Come again, won’t you? I’m afraid I’m mostly confined to this room, my heart being what it is. Sometimes I do go out to the yard, though. It’s very pleasant there in the spring.”

      Adele smiled. “I’m happy to have met you.”

      “Yes, please do come and see us sometime,” Mrs. Bridge echoed.

      “I’d like to speak with you about your stay in India,” Adele said.

      All at once, the dullness in the woman’s eyes faded into a fierce spark. “I shall be glad to tell you all about it. India’s a fascinating place, but only if you know it from the native’s perspective.”

      “You know I prefer not to hear about it, dear,” Mrs. Marsh winced.

      “You’re always going on about how Father never let you travel,” her daughter replied. “Hearing about it is almost as good as being there, isn’t it?”

      “Not when you speak of it, Mona.” Mrs. Marsh’s voice was firm. “I would be obliged if you would cease to discuss it.”

      “Not everything can be silenced at your will, Mother.” The melodic tone of her daughter’s voice had a harsh edge.

      “I have the right to decide what will and will not be discussed in my own house, Mona.”

      The woman pressed her hand to her forehead. “Of course, Mother. Of course.”

      The silence that followed made Adele feel stiff. Catching Rebecca’s arm, they both bid the Marshes goodbye and escaped.
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      The week before the holiday was filled with last-minute arrangements, and Adele putting her shop in order before she, Jackson, and Nin packed themselves off to Santa Barbara. She breathed a sigh of relief when at last she locked the door and pulled down the shades of Adele’s Stationery.

      They had three days of complete ease with their Aunt Belle in her house in Santa Barbara left to her by a generous but phlegmatic husband. They returned on Monday. Jackson was out of humor, grumbling how he had spent the entire holiday listening to their aunt reminisce of when she and their father were children.

      “One would think Father was a cherub, the way she talks,” he growled.

      “No one would ever say he was, not even he himself,” Adele insisted. “Papa was as human as you and I.”

      Her brother gave her a look. “I’m surprised to hear you, of all people, say so.”

      “I may have been close to Papa, Jack,” she said. “But I wasn’t completely blind.”

      “No man is a cherub, Mr. Gossling,” Nin added, “not even if he has shiny cheeks and a bow and arrow.”

      “I assure you, Miss Branch, I have neither rosy cheeks nor a bow and arrow!” he snapped.

      Adele coaxed Jackson into playing chess with them, and she and her brother were surprised to find Nin astute at the game. Jackson’s foul mood left him and he seemed almost glad to lose to a woman. He was still congratulating her when the train pulled into the Arrojo station.

      Tomas met them in the wagon, his face lighting up when he saw how rested they looked. The man worried worse than a mother hen, rubbing his hands and clicking his tongue all the time.

      She and Jackson saw Nin to her flat and then rode home. Adele hadn’t realized how much she missed Caliber Street until the wagon turned into the little fork where Mr. and Mrs. Bellingson’s house stood with its strange peach-colored mailbox.

      Jackson asked Tomas and Ruth about their holiday and received animated stories in return. Their five children gathered to offer their salutations, and Adele disbursed the small gifts she had brought back with her.

      “It’s rather nice to be greeted by smiling young faces,” Jackson admitted as they finished lunch.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Blanch weren’t very tolerant of children,” Adele agreed. The Blanches had taken care of their house in San Francisco.

      “One can’t compare the proprieties of the city to the practices of the country,” her brother said.

      “I didn’t think your Chicago experiences would make you such a snob, Jack.”

      A grim look appeared on her brother’s face. “I believe in everything in its place, dear sister.”

      Adele snorted. “No wonder Mrs. Faderman keeps inviting you to her dinners. You’re like two peas in a pod.”

      “Mrs. Faderman’s interest in me is more about my status as a bachelor,” Jackson said with a wince.

      Adele laughed. Tomas entered, followed by Sheriff Hatfield.

      “I thought your worldly relations would keep you for at least one more day,” Adele greeted him.

      “We were called back yesterday, much to Ma’s relief.” There was a cross look on his face. Adele realized long ago the Hatfield relations never put him in the best frame of mind.

      “Police business?” Jackson was immediately alert.

      The sheriff accepted the cup of coffee Ruth handed him, but when she pointed to the largest chair in the room to fit his six-foot frame, he remained standing. “Not exactly.”

      “That sounds mysterious,” Adele said.

      “I received word Mrs. Theodora Marsh died on Saturday night.”

      Adele sat up. “That’s impossible! I spoke to her only a week ago.”

      “Nevertheless,” said Hatfield. “The poor woman is dead.”

      “But is it even our jurisdiction?” Jackson asked. "They don't live in town."

      "The Marsh house is between here and Rosa Gris, so it's as much ours as theirs," he said. "The Rosa Gris sheriff was all too happy to let us look into it."

      "But you implied it might not be police business," Adele pointed out.

      The sheriff set the cup down on the table. “Dr. Brody is positive she died of heart failure.”

      “Who’s Dr. Brody?”

      “A Rosa Gris doctor.” Hatfield shrugged. “Apparently, he has quite a reputation with the affluent of that town.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Adele said. “Mrs. Marsh seemed to take her social position to heart as much as Mrs. Faderman.”

      “Then it isn’t murder,” Jackson said.

      “Apparently, she had a bad heart for several years,” Hatfield said.

      “Yes, she told me,” Adele said.

      “And yet, you’re not satisfied.” Jackson watched him.

      “It was very sudden,” he said. “Overnight, really. I’m always uneasy about overnight deaths.”

      “Heart failure can happen at any moment,” Jackson said.

      “True, true.” He tapped his cup with his spoon.

      “What else does Dr. Brody say?” Adele asked.

      “Mrs. Marsh was found at about seven o’clock this morning by her maid and her nurse.”

      “And the time of death?” Jackson asked.

      “Dr. Brody says approximately eight or nine hours.”

      “So she died around ten or eleven o’clock the night before,” Adele said.

      “No one suspected anything was wrong?” Jackson asked.

      Hatfield shook his head. “Nobody saw or heard anything. Everyone retired early. Mrs. Marsh had a strict rule about ‘early to bed, early to rise.’”

      “And Mrs. Marsh was one to insist everyone follow her rules,” Adele said. “Whether it suited them or not.”

      “How do you know that?” Her brother eyed her.

      “She ruled the roost, as they say, and never let others forget it,” Adele said.

      “I’ve heard she could be rather a tyrant,” Hatfield said dryly.

      “Well, if there’s no crime involved, we’re out of it.” Jackson said.

      “That’s what we need to find out,” Hatfield said.

      ~~~~~

      When Adele arrived on Bridge Street to open her shop, it seemed as if only half the town were present. Raleigh’s was open as usual, and Mrs. Raleigh, cleaning the windows, waved to her. The “CLOSED” sign hung on the doorknob of Dora’s Tea Shop, but Adele could see figures moving about behind the long windows. Other places that usually bustled in the mornings like the bakery and the butchery were silent.

      Nin came in as soon as she opened and, without a word, put the kettle on.

      “You’re a dear.” Adele smiled.

      “One must take care of one’s friends,” Nin said, rather shyly.

      Adele unfolded The Arrojo Courier and searched through the pages. She found what she was looking for:

      Theodora Marsh, who was once one of Arrojo’s prominent citizens, died yesterday of heart failure. She enjoyed a family holiday and went to bed in good spirits. The morning found her lifeless body oddly wrapped in a blanket. Gregory and Theodora Marsh left Arrojo some time ago to start Marsh & Sons Lumber Mill outside of Rosa Gris and built Marsh Manor as one of the largest houses in our area. Mrs. Marsh is survived by her eldest son, Theodore Marsh, her daughter, Mrs. William Bridge, and her younger son, Forrest Marsh.

      She handed the paper to Nin. “You saw this?”

      “You know I never read papers.” Her friend sniffed.

      “I’m sorry for Rebecca,” Adele said. “Perhaps it was just as well Mrs. Marsh insisted on settling her affairs.”

      She began tidying up the shop, which had become a little dusty over the holiday. As she swept, the bell rang. Rebecca stood in the doorway, her face and eyes ragged.

      “I’m so glad you’re back!” she burst out.

      Nin sat her down and put a cup of tea in her hands.

      “You’ve heard about Thea’s death?” the woman asked.

      Adele nodded. “The sheriff told us this morning.”

      “She must have known, since she asked you to make out her will,” Nin added.

      “But she didn’t expect she would need it for years,” Rebecca insisted. “In spite of what she said, she didn’t think for a moment this would be her last Easter.”

      “Her doctor said it was heart failure, didn’t he?” Adele pointed out.

      “Yes,” said Rebecca quietly, “that’s what he said.”

      Adele studied her. The woman’s neck and shoulders were stiff. She held the teacup still with both hands as if afraid it would drop. “You don’t believe him?”

      “It isn’t that,” Rebecca said.

      “And yet —” Nin hinted.

      She pressed the rim of the cup to her chin. “It’s impossible, I tell you!”

      “That she died of heart failure?” Adele asked.

      “She had heart trouble, yes,” Rebecca said, “but not bad enough to kill her all of a sudden like that. Even Dr. Brody admits it was unexpected.”

      “And yet, he was certain she died of heart failure,” Adele said.

      “But it can’t be!” Rebecca put the cup down on the counter. “She was in such fine spirits last night, almost as fine as she was at Easter.”

      “How do you know?” Nin asked.

      “I stayed at the Marsh Mansion over the holiday,” She looked down at her hands. “I had nowhere else to go and Theo asked me to come.”

      “Go on.” Adele leaned against the counter.

      “She got out of bed before lunch. That was a rarity for her, so she must have been feeling up to it. Isn’t that right?” She looked helpless.

      “It would seem so,” Adele admitted.

      “She couldn’t stop complimenting Ella on her fine cooking at dinner,” Rebecca said. “Her appetite was voracious — well, compared to her usual. She even said she didn’t think she’d eaten so much since her husband died.”

      “She was in a good mood, then,” Adele said.

      “After dinner, we played charades and cards and laughed so much! I don’t think I’ve ever seen the family laughing together like that.”

      “The holidays bring out togetherness,” Adele said softly.

      “She was happy.” Rebecca’s eyes filled with tears. “Happier than I can remember.”

      Nin sat on the floor in front of her. “You were very fond of her, weren’t you?”

      “Yes, in a way,” Rebecca said. “I didn’t always agree with the way she treated people. But she was fair and kind to me.”

      “They say sometimes people who are about to die have a reawakening before the end,” Adele said gently.

      “No, it wasn’t that,” Rebecca insisted. “I told you, things just aren’t right.”

      “In what way?” Adele sat down.

      “Thea’s room, for one.”

      “What about it?”

      “Ella came to me, you see, after she and Nurse Pegg discovered the body.”

      “The housekeeper and nurse?” Adele asked.

      “The poor things must have been frightened to death,” Nin remarked.

      “Ella was. Nurse Pegg, I believe, has seen death before, and she’s not the sort to fly into hysterics.”

      I would imagine not, given her profession,” Adele said.

      “Nurse Pegg wouldn’t allow any of us in the room. She told us to call Dr. Brody and remained there on guard until the doctor came.”

      “Very sensible thing to do.” Adele nodded.

      “Theo asked Dr. Brody if I could come in since I was Thea’s lawyer.”

      Adele refilled her cup with tea and pushed it into her hands. “What makes you think Mrs. Marsh’s death was more than heart failure?”

      “I’ve nothing I can really put my finger on,” Rebecca admitted. “Call it women’s intuition.”

      “There’s nothing the matter with women’s intuition,” Nin insisted, “except men belittle it because they don’t have it.”

      Rebecca smiled for the first time. “The room was — off.”

      “In what way?” Adele asked.

      “That’s just it,” said the lawyer. “I don’t quite know how to explain it. It was messy, of course, though not more than any usual person would mess a room before bedtime.”

      “But for Thea Marsh, it was unusual,” Adele guessed.

      “Yes,” Rebecca agreed. “That’s it, I guess. And there was the teacup.”

      “The teacup?”

      “You remember what Thea told you,” Rebecca said. “Tea before bed. She always had it. She usually set the cup on the bedside table so she wouldn’t knock it down when she got up. It wasn’t there this morning.”

      “Maybe she didn’t have her tea last night,” Nin suggested.

      “She had it,” Rebecca insisted. “Ella said Theo brought it up to her as he usually did.”

      “And the maid — what’s her name?”

      “You mean Polly, the parlor maid?”

      Adele nodded. “Polly didn’t take it away?”

      “That’s what Mona suggested,” Rebecca sighed, “but she couldn’t have taken it away without seeing the dead body of her mistress, could she? Ella screamed loud enough to wake her husband downstairs. Imagine what poor Polly would have done if she had found the body.”

      “Screamed loud enough to wake the dead, most likely,” Nin said dryly.

      “I asked her, of course. She swore she hadn’t entered the room since yesterday afternoon.” Rebecca twisted a ring on her finger. “I tried to tell Dr. Brody, but he was anxious to have the whole matter settled for the family’s sake. He’s already issued the death certificate.”

      “Already?” Adele was surprised.

      Rebecca nodded. “I tried to get him to wait, but he said there was no need to upset the family.” Her hands shook. “Poor Theo!”

      “I imagine they were close,” Adele remarked.

      Rebecca glanced at her. “Yes, he was very fond of her. Perhaps the only person in the family who was.”

      “What does he think of his mother’s death?” Adele asked.

      Rebecca looked down at the teacup still in her hands as if suddenly remembering it. She drank it down as if it were whisky. “He believes the doctor, of course, but he’s willing to indulge me.”

      “Indulge you?”

      “My uneasy feeling,” Rebecca said. “I asked him to lock the door to Thea’s room and not let anyone in.”

      “To maintain evidence,” Nin murmured.

      “If there is any,” the woman said. “I’ve seen several criminal cases. The lawyers are always adamant the crime scene — if indeed that’s what it was — remain untouched and untrodden.”

      “Quite right,” Adele agreed.

      “I’m afraid I caused some strife within the family, though,” she admitted.

      “Why is that?”

      “We were having breakfast this morning, and Ella came in and said she wanted to clean up, now that —” she gulped, “— Thea’s body had been taken to the morgue. Theo told her the door was to remain locked and only I have the key and can give the order to unlock it.”

      “I imagine that didn’t go over well with the family,” Adele said.

      Rebecca looked sheepish. “Mona insisted it was absurd to think there was any reason to keep the room locked. Forrest agreed with her, though that hardly matters, as he agrees with her on everything.”

      “She may be right,” Nin pointed out.

      “She might,” Rebecca said. “I just want to be sure.”

      “Sure it wasn’t murder?” Adele asked.

      Rebecca fidgeted in her chair. “Perhaps I’m making something out of nothing.”

      Adele laid her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “You really ought to tell the police, Rebecca.”

      The woman looked horrified. “They would laugh at me.”

      “Not Hatfield,” Adele insisted. “He takes everything seriously.”

      “A missing teacup might be important,” Nin added. “It might be evidence.”

      Rebecca shook her head. “I don’t want them involved until we’re sure.”

      “We?” Nin raised her eyebrow.

      “That’s why I’ve come.” She turned to Adele. “I’ve heard about you from people in town.”

      “Yes, I’m sure the gossips were very eager to tell all about me to a newcomer,” Adele said warily.

      “Missy told me how you solved the murder of Lucy Blackstone and that schoolteacher’s death,” Rebecca said.

      Adele felt her face turn red. “I didn’t solve anything. I merely followed a few feelings of my own, and drew some conclusions, and then handed it to the police to do with what they wished.”

      “Exactly!” Rebecca jumped up. “Come with me to the mansion and look at that room. If we find anything that might pass for evidence, I’ll gladly go to the police with the rest.”

      Adele paced back and forth, her hands behind her back. She could hear her brother saying, “It’s best you keep your nose out of police business from now on.” She didn’t doubt he was right. The townspeople looked at her as if she were going to expose them as they passed her shop, and some had refused to enter since the Millie Gibb case. And yet, the idea that Thea Marsh, a woman she had liked, could be dead from anything but what Dr. Brody had said perked her curiosity.

      “I’ll make a bargain with you,” she said. “Let my brother come with us, and if we find nothing, no harm done. If we find something, he can inform the sheriff in his official capacity.”

      “But why?”

      “If there is something, our having gone through the room, no matter how careful we are, might have vital consequences,” she explained.

      “It would be tampering with the crime scene,” Nin chimed in.

      “But we don’t even know if there is a crime scene!” Rebecca said.

      “If you want us to find out,” Adele said, “we must do it with some authority behind us. I won’t go without it.” Her tone ended on a mulish note.

      Rebecca was quiet for a moment. “Your brother will be discreet?”

      “He always is,” Nin assured her. “But how do we get him here without arousing the sheriff’s suspicions?”

      “Leave that to me.” Adele put on her hat.

      She crossed the street to Rutledge Bakery, which had just opened. Scents of bread and cake made her almost giddy. As she anticipated, three of the girls from the Wrigley School were dawdling over the counter while Mrs. Rutledge stood with a paper bag in her hand, ready to snap up any treat they desired.

      “Good morning, ladies,” Adele said.

      In the two years since she had met them, the girls had grown to be almost ladies. Beatrice, her strawberry blond head glittering in the sun, was nearly thirteen, and the two other girls, Sandra and Fanny, were both a year older.

      Their delight mirrored girls half their age as they scurried around her.

      “Have you some secret mission for us?” Sandra asked, her dark eyes alighted.

      “In a way, yes.” Adele tried not to smile. “Make your purchases and meet me outside.”

      She did not have long to wait, as the girls shot out of the door a few moments later, each swinging a small paper bag in her hand.

      “Well?” Beatrice looked at her expectedly.

      “I’ve a small but very important task for you,” she said. “One of you could manage it easily.”

      “Which one?” The girls leaned forward eagerly.

      Adele put her hand on Fanny’s shoulder. “I’d like Fanny to do it.”

      Fanny beamed while the other girls sulked.

      “You’ll accompany her, though,” Adele added, which made the two girls perk up once more. “You all know what my brother looks like?”

      “Yes, indeed!” Sandra said, two red flags appearing on her cheeks. Adele couldn’t help but recall the way some of the girls, now that they were nearing marriage age, had been eyeing Jackson’s tall, elegant figure. His handsomeness had always been enough to turn any young lady’s head.

      She turned to Fanny. “I’d like you to get him away from the station on some excuse. I need you to speak to him privately, but I don’t want the sheriff or anyone else knowing about it.”

      “I can manage that all right,” Fanny said with an air of confidence.

      “Give him a message,” said Adele. “Tell him to come to his sister’s shop at once. It’s very important he come alone and the sheriff know nothing about it. Is that clear?”

      “How intriguing!” Beatrice said with a sparkle in her eye. “You’ve trapped a murderer, and you want him to arrest the fellow?”

      “Don’t be silly, Bea,” Sandra snapped. “There’s been no murder, so how can there be a murderer?”

      “Just because the paper hasn’t said anything doesn’t mean there hasn’t been one, bum it,” Beatrice growled.

      Adele smiled. “It’s about time you stopped saying ‘bum it,’ dear. It’s not becoming to a lady.”

      “You told us a lady may say what she likes,” the girl pointed out.

      “Indeed she may,” said Adele, “but only if she does it in a ladylike way so as to fool people into thinking she’s speaking politely.” The girls burst out laughing. “On your way, all of you.” She gave them each some coins and they ran off.

      “I didn’t know you took an interest in children, Adele,” Rebecca remarked when she returned.

      “The girls at the Wrigley School aren’t really children anymore,” she said. “I trust them with little errands. They’ll bring Jack here in a few moments, and the sheriff will be none the wiser.”

      True to her word, her brother sauntered into the shop, the silver deputy sheriff’s badge shining in the sunlight. “All right, Del, why the hush-hush?”

      “Does the sheriff know you’re here?”

      “I told him I was going to the Bush farm to check on that stolen horse,” he said, amused. “Those girls of yours insist you have a murderer locked in your storeroom.”

      Adele laughed. “I’m afraid they let their imaginations run away with them. No, no murderer, Jack.”

      “Not yet,” Nin said.

      “Are we playing guessing games now, Miss Branch?” he asked in a stiff tone.

      “I never guess, Mr. Gossling,” she answered. “I take evil and death in any way it comes.”

      He crossed his arms, looking at his sister. “Well?”

      She told him all Rebecca had said as the woman sat silently with her hands in her lap. It was as if Jackson’s badge made her nervous again.

      He looked at Rebecca. “It would be better, Miss Gold, if you would tell the sheriff about your suspicions, just as my sister suggested.”

      “I promised Theo I wouldn’t,” she insisted. “I promised him there wouldn’t be any scandal.”

      “But if his mother didn’t die of natural causes —”

      “I didn’t say that wasn’t true!” she insisted. “I merely said I had a feeling about it.”

      He sighed. “I understand your trepidation. But there’s a procedure to these things, you know.”

      “Fiddlesticks!” Nin burst out. “Don’t you believe in helping a friend?” Rebecca gave her a grateful look.

      “When there’s no crime involved, I’m the first to help anybody,” Jackson’s tone was crusty. “But if there is a crime⁠—”

      Adele took his arm. “We need your professional and astute eye, Jack. If there is nothing in it, then there’s nothing in it. If there is something, Rebecca will convince the family to go through the proper channels.”

      “They won’t have much of a choice,” he remarked.

      “Then you have no reason to object to looking around, do you?” She insisted.

      “I have no objection as long as there is a method to it,” he insisted. “One simply can’t go bursting into a room with a magnifying glass hollering ‘murder afoot!’”

      “Don’t tell me the Anspaches never entered a room without permission.” She eyed him.

      He looked away and she was sorry she had spoken. But then he said, “I suppose it can’t do any harm to look around as long as the family consents, and we’re very careful. But only if we have their full consent, Del.”

      “That you have, Deputy,” Rebecca said in a relieved tone.

      “And I have your promise if there is anything in the least suspicious, you go to the sheriff.”

      “You have my promise.” She bowed.

      Adele gave her brother a peck on the cheek.

      ~~~~~

      The Marsh housekeeper regarded Jackson with trepidation when she saw his badge, but when Rebecca told her he had come to help, she softened and led them upstairs to Mrs. Marsh’s room.

      “She and her husband were fond of Thea,” Rebecca remarked after the woman left. “I don’t believe they would object if they knew the real reason.” She fiddled with the lock.

      “You looked relieved when she told us the family was out,” Adele observed.

      Rebecca’s hand paused on the door handle. “I told you how they reacted when they discovered Theo gave me the key to this room.”

      “And you promised there wouldn’t be any scandal,” Adele said.

      “I promised Theo.”

      There was silence for a moment, and then Jackson took charge. “Shall we go in and see what we can find?”

      The room was indeed a mess. Cinders were scattered on the carpet, and several pieces of small furniture were shifted around with one small table knocked over. In another corner, a large lacquered vase lay on its side.

      Jackson examined it. “The carpet here is wet, but where are the flowers?”

      “Daisies,” Nin murmured.

      Jackson glanced at her.

      “We found them in the wastepaper basket. I suppose they must have been removed,” Rebecca said. “They were daisies.” She glanced at Nin.

      “Someone was careless with the fire,” Jackson remarked, glancing at the cinders.

      Adele studied the cupboard against the wall. Its contents were clearly of an oriental nature. “I see Thea indulged her love of the exotic with objects d’art,” she said. “That’s rather attractive.” She pointed to a bronze figure of a dancing woman.

      Rebecca smiled. “Mona brought that back from Bombay.”

      “A fussy room,” Nin observed.

      “Yes, she was as fussy about her room as she was about her life,” Rebecca lamented. “That’s why it struck me as odd the room should be so out of order.”

      “It looks as if she might have been stumbling around in the dark.” Jackson glanced over the room. “With the furniture moved like this and the vase tipped over.”

      “She never got out of bed at night. Even her tea was served here.” Rebecca motioned toward a small night table.

      Jackson examined it carefully. A small round tray sat on the table.

      “She always had her tea served just before bed?” Adele asked.

      Rebecca nodded. “Theo made it and sometimes brought it up.”

      “I see what you mean about the cup missing,” he said. “There’s even a spot here where the saucer left some spilled tea.”

      Adele exchanged glances with Rebecca. “Yes,” the lawyer said. “That was one of the things that was off to me. Thea was always very immaculate.”

      “Could it have been the maid who spilled the tea when she took the cup away?”

      “She swears she never entered the room after lunch, Jack,” Adele said.

      “But what about after Dr. Brody removed the body?”

      “Impossible,” Rebecca said. “I told you, Theo gave me the key and told everyone to keep away from the room until I allowed it.”

      “The cup must be in here somewhere.” Adele peered through the glass doors of the cupboard, and then moved on to the bureau, opening the top drawer.

      “Del!”

      “Rebecca gave us permission to search the room,” Adele pointed out. She looked at the woman.

      “Naturally you may search,” her friend answered. “I think we have sufficient reason to believe something is amiss now.”

      “Because a cup and saucer are gone?” Jackson asked. “She may have broken them and thrown them away.”

      “But I told you, she was most careful!”

      “Accidents do happen, Miss Gold,” he said gently.

      Adele closed the bureau drawer. “Someone might have hidden them.”

      “For what reason?” Jackson asked.

      “For evil reasons, dear brother.” Adele opened the next drawer carefully. There were handkerchiefs and other linens inside. She saw one corner was unfurled and absently straightened it. Her hand touched something hard, and she folded back what looked like a shawl.

      “Jack!”

      Her brother peered over her shoulder. Embedded in what looked like a tablecloth was a small cup with painted daisies and a saucer to match.

      “I knew it!” Rebecca’s eyes were wide.

      “Don’t jump to conclusions,” Jackson said in a calm voice. “It might have been there for some time.”

      “With that pool of tea at the bottom?” Adele asked. “Thea told us she always leaves a small bit of tea as an offering to the earth that gave it to us.”

      She could see her brother was trying not to smile. As Adele reached for the cup, he pulled her hand back. “Just in case —” He took the cup and saucer carefully.

      “Isn’t it strange there should be such a dark stain at the bottom of the cup?” Adele asked.

      “What kind of tea was Mrs. Marsh drinking the night before she died?” asked Jackson.

      “A green tea,” Rebecca answered. “With cardamon and ginger. Theo bought it for her from Mrs. Lesley’s shop. One of those Indian teas.”

      Jackson turned to Nin. “Would such herbs leave a dark stain at the bottom of the cup?”

      “If not prepared properly,” she remarked.

      “There’s your answer then.” He looked knowingly at his sister.

      “But a dark violet stain?” Adele asked.

      “Those herbs aren’t violet,” Nin insisted.

      “I suppose you have an explanation for that?”

      He was silent for a moment. “No. No, I haven’t.” He started to reach a finger inside the cup.

      A scream came from Nin, “Don’t touch it!”

      “Miss Branch, are you all right?” Rebecca stared at her.

      “Don’t touch it!”

      “Really, Miss Branch,” Jackson sniffed.

      Adele put her arm around her friend’s shoulders. She looked pale and stared at the teacup as if a snake were coiled in it.
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