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About the Book




Her manuscript held secrets. Now it's Exhibit A. 

Parker County, Texas, 1925

In a town where justice wears a crooked smile, the courtroom can be as dangerous as the crime scene.

Lady Anne Worthington, an English countess and brilliant inventor, has finally unveiled the creation that could launch her lifelong dream. But celebration takes a backseat when her dear friend Penelope’s eccentric aunt—beloved local writer Pip Noble—is arrested for murdering her husband, the Honorable Judge. The weapon? A ceremonial sword. The motive? Buried in her scrapped manuscript.

The courtroom is no place for invention, but Lady Anne knows words can be deadly, especially when twisted into lies. With the prosecution determined to silence Aunt Pip and the town turning against her, Lady Anne must put her ambitions on hold and dive into the murky past of a man everyone claimed to admire.

With Penelope at her side and a notebook full of literary clues, can Lady Anne outwit the justice system before the pen becomes a deadly weapon? Or will she discover that in a town like this, even the innocent can be sentenced to silence when the killer writes the last chapter?
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1

A Noble Cause





March 1925 – Mineral Wells, Texas 

In my experience, words drew blood far quicker than swords. Especially when printed in bold type above a headline including the woman’s name and the word murderess.

The trouble with small-town gossip: It traveled faster than a telegram and stuck longer than a postage stamp. Before Aunt Pip Noble strolled into my workshop, the newspapers had already convicted her, society buried her reputation, and her lawyer had halfway finished digging the hole. I heard three versions of her crime on my morning stroll—and I hadn’t decided if any of them were worth believing.

I didn’t need to check the clock. Seven minutes before the train arrived, and another fourteen for the journey on foot to Rhett’s shop. Assuming the murder suspect walked at a normal pace for a woman in her mid-forties, enough time remained to perfect the swapping of the compact wax spool.

I clicked the small pair of tweezers built into the pen cap and shook my head as I mumbled to myself. “This is much too cumbersome. The winding mechanism looks frighteningly out of place. Like a derby hat at a garden party.”

“Colorful, but trite. I’d write that it stuck out like a saddle on a rattlesnake.” The sing-song voice bubbled from the doorway. “But that’s the writer in me always wanting to find a perfect metaphor.”

I spun from my workspace, knocking a box of gears on the floor. “Mrs. Noble?”

The door creaked open an inch wider, and in stepped Aunt Pip, looking every bit the heroine of her own serialized life. Her ash-blonde hair—windswept from the spring gusts—billowed around her shoulders in elegant disarray, the exact shade of weathered silk ribbon. She held her cloche hat like a prize she’d wrestled from the wind, and her eyes sparkled with some private joke. A tea-rose blouse peeked from beneath a bright green walking coat, the buttons slightly mismatched, as if she’d fastened them in a hurry while halfway through writing a scene. Her skirt swayed as she moved, gray and practical, but cut just stylish enough to make a statement.

“Now, what’s all this about a wind-up pen and inappropriate party hats?” she asked, as if she’d been listening through the keyhole as I mumbled to myself for the last quarter of an hour.

I shoved the rest of the contraption aside and stood. “Only something I’m tinkering with. I didn’t expect you for another nineteen minutes.”

“The train from Weatherford left early.” She removed black gloves and offered her hand. “Penelope told me all about you, Lady Anne Worthington. Or do you prefer the paper’s moniker of Lady Sherlock?”

“Anne will do just fine.” My lips pursed. “How much has your niece said about me?”

“All good, I assure you.” With hands on her hips, she perused my lab. “That spooky always knowing the time thing, and the fact that you’re forever working on an invention to change the world. I’m fascinated by you already.”

“I’m thrilled to meet you, Mrs. Noble.”

“I’m Aunt Pip to all the folks my nieces’ age and younger.” She tilted her head to assess me. “But wait, you’re what, five years older than her? And you’re almost as pretty as Penelope.”

“No, she’s stunning,” I said, uneasy with her evaluation.

But she continued, a Texan who spoke her mind. A writer who spoke her mind. “Yeah, none of the gals beat my Pen. Your nose is slightly crooked, and you’re not as shapely as she is. However, I am sure with your flawless skin, the English accent, and the proper title, the fellas flock around you. Even if you do wear pants.”

“I do fine.” I chuckled, unsure what to make of the woman. There certainly wasn’t anyone like her in England. “And trousers are more practical for working in my shop. I assure you, I own acceptable dresses.”

“Well, as a proper English lady with a title, I would hope so.” She softened the comment with a smile. “Penelope tells me the two of you are experts in murder investigations. And with my neck on the line, I can use all the help y’all can muster.”

“In this case, your worst enemy may not be the charge—it’s the account everyone’s already telling about you.”

“Quite right.”

Pip Noble, the writer of a successful serial story in the Ladies’ Fireside Weekly, had been arrested a few weeks earlier for the murder of her husband, Judge Andrew Noble. Penelope asked for my assistance in clearing her aunt’s name.

She ran a finger across my desk, smudging a bit of gear lubricant. “Say, can you build a fancy machine to find out when someone tells a lie?”

“I tinkered with a vocal frequency machine to detect subtle pitch variations in a person’s voice. It isn’t useful at this point.”

“Figures.” She shrugged. “But you have found killers before, yes? You aren’t new at this.”

“I dabble some…”

“With a handsome Texas Ranger sidekick.” Aunt Pip twitched her nose, smoothly changing topics to romance. “Penelope says there might be wedding bells soon.”

My eyes widened. “Penelope gets ahead of herself. There’s a certain blonde schoolteacher who has him in her sights...”

“I’m sure you can dispatch her when the time comes.” Aunt Pip continued to scrutinize the contents of my workshop. I caught the writer’s curiosity. Her mind worked overtime, like mine. But she created characters and words on paper, while I created tangible inventions. I used discipline and order. She used chaos.

“That’s an automatic teapot,” I said when Aunt Pip paused to review an item. “It’s on a timer, so my tea is ready at specific times.”

She nodded and lingered at a shelf lined with labeled tins and tools, her fingers dancing over the stencils as if reading Braille. “I often wonder what it’s like to build something with your hands. I conjure little towns and stubborn heroines, but all I’ve ever made with any consistency are messes and similes.”

“Perhaps your messes are more organized than mine,” I said, nudging a box of brass fittings with my foot. “You put your creativity on paper for the enjoyment of thousands around the country.”

“Organized disorder, I suppose. Much like your laboratory.” She offered a half-smile. “I love being in the company of creative people. I already feel inspired.”

“Tell me about the pickle you’re in, Aunt Pip.”

“My entire life feels like it’s been thrown into a mixer and poured over ice.” Her tone wobbled. “I don’t know where to begin.”

I gestured to the stool at the corner of my workbench, the one I usually reserved for a certain Texas Ranger. But Ty Steffanelli didn’t have the patience or the attention span to sit longer than four minutes, especially when I got to tinkerin’ as he’d say.

Aunt Pip glanced toward the door, as if someone might be eavesdropping from the hall. She sat, folding her coat carefully over her lap, but her shoulders didn’t relax.

“Tell me however much you’re comfortable with,” I said, my voice quiet and gentle. “I’m discreet. Whatever you say won’t leave this room.”

She leaned forward. “The lawyer I hired is worth less than a Confederate dollar. During our preparation for the trial, he advised me to smile more and not overwhelm the jury with my vocabulary. He insists the men will not like a woman who thinks too much or appears smart. Apparently, intelligence is a hop, skip, and a jump away from crafty and murderous.”

“Bosh,” I said. “Your barrister sounds charming.”

“I’d fire him if every one of these yellowbellies didn’t act the same way. I’m thinking of defending myself.”

“Well, I am not sure that is wise.”

She waved off my concern. “Someone defending themselves always has a fool for a client.”

“You’re no fool, but a murder trial is not the place to experiment.”

“Penelope wants to meet my lawyer before I do something rash. But time is against me. The prosecutor made it his personal mission to hang this thing around my neck like a flea-bitten boa.”

I reached for a clean cloth and began polishing the edge of a gear, more out of habit than necessity. “Do you believe someone framed you?”

A gust of wind rattled the windowpane behind her. She shifted in her seat. “I want to find out the answer to that question.”

I studied her face. There were a few wrinkle lines, and she wore only a trace of makeup. She was attractive with alert green eyes. Perhaps a woman capable of subterfuge.

Aunt Pip caught my assessment and smirked. “I didn’t kill him. Despite what people think and what the newspapers print. I’m many things—stubborn, impulsive, prone to theatrics on occasion—but I did not murder Andrew.”

I nodded. “Penelope believes you. And I trust Penelope.”

“And you?” This time she studied me. “Do you believe me?”

I met her gaze. “I don’t know you yet. But I’m willing to find the truth, whatever it is. I’m quite adept at doing so. Much like your niece.”

“Fair enough. That’s more than most give me lately. Even so-called friends.”

We remained quiet for a moment, the room filled with the steady ticking of a clock and a tree branch clawing at my window. She put on a good front, but a vulnerability lay there, beneath the mask.

“Penelope mentioned a contraption you made with a typewriter and a telegram.” She wasn’t comfortable with me yet, so she delayed.

I pointed to the corner. “My Self-Typing Telegraph Machine is being prepped for manufacturing. I signed a contract with the state of California after the demonstration at the World’s Fair in San Francisco.”

Aunt Pip inspected my invention with a skeptical glare for several minutes. She tweaked the knobs and buttons, ran her hands along the brass, and clicked her tongue against her cheek. “Fascinating. How does a person’s mind conceive such a device?”

“It’s as much a part of me as creating a fictional world out of nothing is a part of you,” I said. “Do you find your inspiration from real life or come up with it out of the blue?”

“Stories are in my head. If I don’t write them down, I can’t sleep. And often I can’t sleep because too many of them rattle around inside here.” She knocked on her forehead. “My imagination tends to land me in trouble, I’m afraid.”

I sucked in a breath. “What is the evidence against you? Can you provide some of the nitty-gritty details?”

“Ah, a woman who wants to get into the weeds.” Aunt Pip wiggled her nose as she smiled. “How about I have my lawyer send the file? Where’s your telephone?”

I pointed to a desk by the window, which was covered with copper wire and a pile of various batteries, most of them too bulky for my purpose. “Right over there.”

Aunt Pip perched on the edge of the chair like a sparrow ready to scold a cat, still clutching her hat like it might attempt an escape. She jabbed the receiver on the telephone cradle three times with dramatic precision, then leaned into the mouthpiece and offered the operator a charming drawl.

“Good afternoon. This is Mrs. Andrew Jerrard Noble calling from Mineral Wells. Please connect me to Mr. George Stapleton’s office in Weatherford. He’s an attorney.” She glanced my way and rolled her eyes. “No, he’s not in a tournament. He’s a lawyer. He talks in the courtroom. Yes, now you understand.”

I shook my head and tried not to laugh. Alexander Graham Bell’s marvelous invention allowed us to speak with people great distances away, but it did not always allow for clear conversations.

Aunt Pip caught my raised eyebrows and whispered, “She sounds like she’s being forced to operate the switchboard under duress. Like someone is holding her hostage.”

A click sounded, and the woman straightened.

“George! How delightful. Yes, I’m thrilled with the bail arrangement. Four thousand dollars is a bargain considering my imminent danger as a flight risk.” She shook her head at me and added another eye roll. “No, I didn’t hear about your cousin.”

“Oh dear,” I mumbled.

Aunt Pip tapped her fingers and waited. “Oh, that’s awful. Of course, nothing like facing a murder charge.” She nodded along. “She should try another doctor…What’s that? Oh, it’s your cousin’s cat? In my experience, cats end up on top. They act superior to humans…Oh, I didn’t realize you moved on.”

“Is he going to allow you to make your point?” I asked.

Aunt Pip motioned with her hands, as if the lawyer could see the hurry-up signal. “George, I called for a reason.” She let out a deep sigh. “As I mentioned, Cicely is my stepdaughter and the chief witness for the other side. Do not tell her…Alright, I realize you understand the attorney-client privilege…Oh, no, that is not accurate.” She took another breath and shifted the phone to the other ear. She knocked on the window, threw her voice, and mimicked a grumbling crowd. “George, I’m afraid someone is waiting to use this telephone, so I’ll get to why I called you.”

I tossed my hair over my shoulder and picked up a gear to tinker with as Aunt Pip continued her frustrating conversation. I tuned it out until the one-sided discussion turned interesting.

“Well, I’m sure my niece didn’t mean to insult your secretary, but I fail to see how asking her if she is still learning the alphabet is a reason to hold a grudge. She is a quick wit, like me.”

I pictured Penelope, who had less patience than I did for incompetence.

“I want another copy. I want my investigator to review it. No, this is a clever woman inventor who dabbles on the side. No, the private firm from Fort Worth charged me seventy dollars to tell me I looked upset. I won’t be using them any longer.”

Another long pause in which Aunt Pip’s smile faded.

“I am not going to drive to Weatherford to pick it up myself. I pay you a handsome sum…”

A sharper pause.

“Pony Express isn’t necessary, though I admire the mental image.” She sighed. “I think a courier is a perfectly reasonable idea. Send a boy on the train, or a man with a car who doesn’t ask too many questions.”

Her voice began to rise in pitch, like a teakettle preparing to whistle. “I cannot imagine how my request violates your system, George, unless the system is that no one ever reads the files. In that case, then yes, I suppose I am a mutineer.”

She held the receiver away from her ear for a moment. “Splendid. He’s giving a speech. He’s going to go hoarse before opening statements.” Back to the phone, she deepened her voice into a most serious tone. “If you wanted a quiet life of organizing files, perhaps bookkeeping is a profession to pursue. Or library work. Criminal law is often messy, George.”

A beat.

“I’m not yelling. This is my pleasant voice. You don’t want me to reach the next level, I assure you.”

A longer beat.

“Your mother’s casserole dish? What does that have to do with…It was 1917, and she told me to keep it.”

Finally, Aunt Pip leaned against the window with dramatic resignation. “Fine, I suppose your mother can’t bear the thought of an eight-year-old gift in the hands of a murderer.”

Pause.

“Tomorrow morning will not do. This afternoon.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes, I’m persistent. And yes, I will not allow you a moment of peace until you do as I say. Very well.”

She placed the receiver back on the cradle and smiled sweetly at me. “Imagine that man in front of the court. My husband dreaded cases with him, arguing over endless facts and figures. The only thing that shuts up George Stapleton is the bang of a gavel and the threat of contempt.”

“We can review the file this evening,” I said. “You must join me at my friend Marigold’s house.”

“I can’t impose. I’m persona non grata. Her neighbors might gossip.”

“Oh, bosh, she lives way out in the country on a farm. And Marigold does as she pleases anyhow. She adores extra company.” Plus, Marigold had been dying to get a look at Pip Noble, the accused in the notorious case.

“Well…” Aunt Pip checked the grandfather clock on my wall. “I plan to go to the Crazy Water for my scheduled spa treatment. A lady must have her priorities straight.”

“Relaxation does a body good,” I said.

“And a massage tends to fend off my terrible migraines.” She smiled. “Another byproduct of my mind never stopping.”

“My mother gets them as well,” I said. “Lavender, eucalyptus, and peppermint oils help her.”

“Well, that’s handy to know. I’ll see about purchasing some at the spa.” She gathered her skirt and headed to the door.

“Rhett, who owns this shop, will drive us to their house. Relax if you are able, Aunt Pip.”

“I will. And don’t wait for me. I’ll find Marigold’s house and meet you there.”

I watched as Aunt Pip swept out the door, her pleasantries to Rhett echoing up the stairs as she went. Moments later, I was at the second-story window, a silent spectator to her departure. The spring wind caught her coat, making it flutter behind her like a flag in retreat.

The accused murderer.

Banjo, the cocker spaniel I shared with Ty, spotted her and circled like a sheepdog on the clock, wagging his tail. Aunt Pip spoke to him on his level and made him jump up and down in his excited way. She accepted the stick and tossed it for him several times.

I stood for a long moment, staring at the telephone as if its silence held the answer. I replayed Aunt Pip’s half of the conversation, her words sharp and witty, her manner poised. She wasn't a fool, and she certainly didn't appear impulsive. So, was she a woman capable of planning the demise of her husband? The newspapers had already declared her guilty, and despite all my experience, I had to admit the woman looked the part—a chilling thought, considering Penelope's faith in her aunt’s innocence.

I'd need every tool at my disposal—and maybe a few I hadn't invented yet—to get to the truth.

Banjo shoved his nose into my workspace and issued a single woof.

“You met her, boy. Is she a killer?”

Woof. Which I translated to, “No, she threw my stick. I like her.”

“Right, Banjo. Too bad you’re not on the jury. A puppy dog with your judgment would be a vast improvement. Because if the newspapers are correct, it will take a miracle to change public opinion.”
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The Sound of Trouble





I took a deep breath, letting the scents of Marigold’s farm wash over me: fresh herbs, clean laundry on the line, and the promise of something delicious from the oven. The sun hung low in the sky, a golden orb painting the gently sloping hills of budding dogwoods and wild bluebonnets. Artists came from all over the country for that type of inspiration. 

Rhett McCray leaned over the table beside me, squinting at the ink sketches and wiping his hands on a rag that had once been white. He had the look of a man carved out of walnut—lean, weathered, and all angles—his dark hair streaked with silver at the temples and swept back in a way that suggested it never quite did what he asked it to. His voice came deep and slow like a river cutting through gravel, and he carried himself like a man who’d long ago made peace with the weight of the world and decided to carry it anyway.

“You’re serious about building this?” Rhett’s eyebrows shot up. “A recording device in a pen?”

“If we put our heads together, we might get a working prototype by the summer. However, next week is better.”

He let out a long whistle. “What’s the rush?” There was something about him—quiet, steady, a little lonesome—that made me think he might’ve walked straight out of an old frontier ballad.

I glanced out the window. “I might require this item for court.”

He rubbed his chin. “Secret recording?”

Before I managed to answer, Marigold called from the kitchen, her voice rising over the sound of sizzling fat and the thump of a wooden spoon on the side of a pot.

“I’d trust a possum with a padlock more than the Weatherford court reporter to get anything right.” She swept into the room, a whirlwind of energy with a bowl of peeled potatoes tucked under one arm, her apron dusted in flour, and a determined glint in her eye. “She’s the same woman who transcribed ‘not guilty’ as ‘hot guilty’ on a bootlegging case last month, where my friend Mamie had to testify. The new judge almost had a stroke, mumbling about the appellate court tossing the case over inaccuracies.”

I marveled at my friend’s ability to absorb gossip and discussions from not only our county, Palo Pinto, but also the neighboring counties of Parker, Eastland, and Stephens.

“This is one of the reasons I require the device,” I said.

Marigold dropped the bowl on the counter with a clatter and pointed a paring knife in my general direction. “It is smart to have a backup if you’re planning on getting anything said in that courtroom transcribed correctly. I’d tell you the rumors about the woman, but I don’t repeat gossip.”

Rhett chuckled under his breath, the savory aroma of onions and garlic wafting from the stove behind her, wrapping the room in warmth and spice. I caught the thoughtfulness in his eyes.

“You see,” I said, lifting a brow. “There’s wisdom in having clever friends. And this pen might save Penelope’s aunt.”

Marigold tossed a potato peel into the waste bin with a practiced flick. “And if this thing works, maybe you can loan it to me the next time Edison claims he told me about bringing his giant cousins with massive appetites for dinner.”

I wandered to the stove and peeked inside the simmering pot. When she wasn’t looking, I stole a spoonful and nearly burned off my tastebuds. “Heavens, how do you make your potatoes so spicy yet…soothing? Is that the word? It is like a slap and a lullaby all in one.”

She wiped her hands, gave a satisfied grunt, and leaned on the counter like she planned to reveal state secrets. “Dried cayenne for the kick. Only a pinch, mind you, not enough to singe a tongue. But the trick is a splash of cream right at the end. It smooths out the dish. My granny called it making peace with the pot.”

Rhett chuckled behind me. “You make peace like a general with a rolling pin.”

“Better than a man with a sword.” Marigold winked. “Are you hungry, Rhett?”

“I could be convinced to try a bite or two.”

Marigold cut her eyes to the grandfather clock. “When will the guest who killed Your Honor be joining us?”

“She’s innocent, Marigold,” I insisted, though my friend just gave a skeptical shrug.

“The papers don’t agree.” Her words hung in the air, a final punctuation mark to our discussion.

A sputtering roar interrupted us and tore through the serene afternoon, drawing me to the window. A pair of doves fluttered from the roof, seeking shelter from the mechanical growl.

Rhett’s head snapped up. “That doesn’t sound like a Model T.”

“It sounds like a freight train is barreling right for the front porch.” Marigold dried her hands on her apron as we all rushed to the screen door.

The three of us stepped outside, where Cubbie and Edison halted their game of catch. Cubbie, with his gap-toothed grin and a cap he never managed to keep straight, tossed his baseball glove to the dirt and tore out toward the oncoming motorcycle.

“Whoa!”

Edison squinted through the dust and setting sun. “That’s a Harley-Davidson JD model.” Lean and handsome, he looked every bit the small-town showman: half farmer, half movie house impresario. He liked movie reels, tractors, and telling me exactly what year a car—or a scandal—rolled into the county.

He and Marigold were two sides of the same coin. She ruled with a wooden spoon and a steady eye, while he never minded one iota, happy to let her make the big decisions. They both traded gossip, though she called it ‘concern’ and he labeled it ‘commentary’.

They were the heart of this place. Together with Rhett, they made this unlikely family feel more like home than any stuffy English manor ever could. They were all that stood between me and a life of titles and arranged marriages.

Them and a certain blue-eyed Texas Ranger.

The harmony I felt in Mineral Wells was about to be disrupted. The motorcycle, a sputtering beast of steel and chrome, roared up the gravel lane, kicking up a rooster tail of red dust and pebbles. Pip Noble, with windblown ash-blonde hair tumbling free of its hat, held the handlebars. The drab olive paint job featured a fine gold pinstripe, and the worn leather seat bore witness to the motorcycle’s past adventures.

“Marvelous day for a ride,” Aunt Pip said, swinging one leg over the Harley with the practiced grace of a performer taking a bow. “The grinning man at the hotel gave me odd directions to your farm, yet somehow they led me right to your front door.”

“A Harley!” Cubbie yelled as he approached. “Is this yours?”

She lifted a pair of goggles onto her forehead. “No, I borrowed it from a fellow I call Smiley.”

“Who in Mineral Wells has a motorcycle?” Marigold asked.

Aunt Pip unstrapped her satchel from the rear. “Fellow named Howard something-or-other. He has a fancy suit that doesn’t exactly fit. The Crazy Water is his hangout, though he mentioned buying a spa outside town.”

Howie Novacek? I thought, shaking my head.

“He offered to show me how to use it properly, but the poor man didn’t know how to kick-start it. He fell on his backside with a dopey grin and a colorful, ‘Oh darn.’ He’s interesting.”

I caught Rhett’s expression and tried not to smirk. “Howie Novacek for certain,” I said.

“He said something about you two being almost engaged?” Aunt Pip asked as she fluffed her hair. “A smiley mogul and a Texas Ranger, my, my.”

“Howie is a dear,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “He just has a rather flexible relationship with the truth.”

Marigold raised an eyebrow and snickered. “He sent a big bouquet of peonies to Anne last week.”

Rhett captured my eye, a spark of pure mischief in his gaze. “That boy ain’t never gonna learn, is he? I wonder if Ty is the jealous type?”

“Oh heavens,” I said, a smile fighting to break through. The image flashed in my mind: Howie with his dukes up, his tie askew, and Ty simply shaking his head, dispatching the whole affair with a flick of his wrist. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud.

Cubbie, circling the Harley with the single-minded focus of a prospector finding gold, broke into a grin. “Can I take it for a ride?”

Aunt Pip spread her arms. “What do I care if you crash? It’s not mine.” She grinned when Marigold paled. “I’m kidding, of course. Don’t crash. And you ride with your daddy.”

Edison headed toward the magical machine. “Oh boy.”

“Edison!” Marigold said with a horrified squeal.

“I’ll drive slow,” he promised, already lifting their son onto the seat in front of him.

The motorcycle rumbled to life once again with Edison’s kick start. Cubbie whooped for joy as his father eased it into motion. They circled the farmhouse in wide loops, a brigade of Cubbie’s pets following along barking, whinnying, and clucking all the way.

“Bet you never thought dinner would come with a sideshow,” Aunt Pip said.

Rhett shuffled his feet and darted his gaze away from her. “Do you always make a grand entrance?”

“Only when I’m late,” she said with a wink. She brushed his arm as she slipped by him and positioned herself in front of Marigold. “Whatever you’re cooking smells incredible. I’m Pip Noble. Sorry to impose, but Anne insisted.”

Marigold pulled her glare away from her boys, who took more chances with each lap. “The more the merrier, though I wish you drove a car. An old, slow one that coughed black fumes.”


      [image: ]We enjoyed dinner at a long table that Marigold’s grandfather built decades earlier—pine, scratched and nicked with age, but polished to a soft glow. The divine food kept the conversation to a minimum. Cubbie finished in record time and sailed out the door to sit on the motorcycle.

Aunt Pip rolled her fork over the smothered pork chops, arranging the creamy onion gravy. Marigold outdid herself with the entrée, and it wasn’t even the star. I couldn’t decide what I relished more: the spicy potatoes, the green beans with toasted pecans, or the fluffy cornbread that Edison claimed won awards.

“I should feature this in my next installment,” Aunt Pip said, dabbing her lips with a napkin. “My readers enjoy recipes of the prairie between stories. My editor wants more, but I can’t cook a lick. I’m at the mercy of others. If you give me the details, I’ll offer full credit in print.” She clapped. “Marigold’s Smothered Pork Chops.”

Marigold, always modest, blushed. “That’s sweet, but this isn’t fancy enough for a magazine.”

“It’s everything but fancy,” Aunt Pip said. “Which is why it’s perfect.”

With that settled, Aunt Pip continued her story about moonshine stills in Oklahoma and the criminal crew infiltrating Tarrant County. I spied Rhett across the table. He had yet to take his eyes off Pip since she roared into our world. It was not like him to be so openly charmed. I made a mental note to tease him later.

With dessert finished and coffee cups drained, we drifted to the parlor. Edison cranked his wind-up gramophone, and the room filled with a tender romantic ballad—the kind of melody that could charm even the most stubborn of hearts.

“This is all the rage around the nation,” he said. “Always by Irving Berlin. I put it on before the matinee last week, and half the town sniffled into their hankies. Berlin said he wrote it as a wedding gift for his wife. The man understands how to pull on the heartstrings.”

“Yes, I’ll give him that,” Rhett said. Out of character for the gruff fellow. Might he be trying to impress a certain widow?

For a fleeting moment, it felt like the sort of evening you wanted to bottle and keep forever—the laughter, the warmth, the easy rhythm of friendship.

Then Marigold walked in with a plain legal envelope. I didn’t need to read the return address to know our pleasant evening was over.
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The Author's Alibi





The clink of dessert spoons and the low hum of the gramophone hadn’t yet faded when Marigold swept into the sitting room, a plain legal envelope tucked under her arm like contraband. 

“Courier dropped this at the movie house just before closing,” she said, her usual warmth edged with the kind of gravity that could sour chocolate cake.

“Finally,” Aunt Pip said from her armchair. “I was beginning to think I owed Lawyer Stapleton another tongue-lashing.”

The envelope looked harmless enough until you imagined a name printed inside, alongside the word ‘Defendant.’

“Rhett,” I said, clearing my throat. “Why don’t you and Edison help our miniature mechanic figure out the Harley’s engine?”

“Doesn’t sound like a two-man job,” Rhett said.

“We can take a hint,” Edison said, steering him toward the door.

I broke the seal and slid out the file: In re: The State of Texas v. Penelope ‘Pip’ Noble. Determination slipped into focus. The game was on.

Marigold leaned over the back of my chair while Aunt Pip rocked back and forth to the rhythm of the music.

“A witness saw a woman in a raincoat the night of Judge Noble’s death,” I said, putting my rapid-reading skills to use. “According to his statement, you climbed through the office window around eleven pm.”

“Climbed in?” Aunt Pip raised an eyebrow. “Now, explain why I would need to climb in the window of my own house.”

I turned to the next page. “They found a broken heel from a woman’s shoe in the mud. Apparently, the weather outside was frightful.”

“The coat identified you?” Marigold asked, reading over my shoulder. “Not too many people in these parts own a genuine Burberry trench coat. I don't think I've seen another one besides in a fashion magazine.”

“It was my coat,” Aunt Pip admitted. “But anyone could’ve grabbed it. Aggie hung it on the line to dry after she cleaned it. I chased a stray cat and got mud all over it.”

It wasn’t just the coat. According to the file, the neighbor convincingly recognized Aunt Pip as the woman who snuck in through the window. Five minutes later, after he heard screams, he phoned the police.

When officers forced their way through the door, they found the judge dead on the study floor, with Aunt Pip upstairs, sound asleep. She claimed she hadn’t heard a thing, a detail her lawyer noted was plausible due to her migraines, for which she wore a sleep mask and earplugs. But with the neighbor’s testimony and the tight timeline, her ‘alibi’ felt less like an explanation and more like a convenient excuse.

I flipped to the next page. “The killer used a ceremonial sword. A weapon Judge Noble cherished as a reminder of his grandfather, who fought in the Civil War. He kept it hanging on the wall above his desk.”

Aunt Pip leaned back and crossed her arms. “Why would I sneak into my own house in the dead of night and stab him? Somehow, the crime appears both premeditated and impulsive.”

Perhaps, but the metaphor alone was enough to make a writer giddy. The pen was quite literally mightier than the sword.

“There is talk.” Marigold cocked her head to the side, apprehension in her tone. “I assume you want us to put all the cards on the table?”

“By all means,” Aunt Pip said.

“The people around here believe you’re guilty.”

“The newspapers made sure of that. In this town, ink stains deeper than blood.” Aunt Pip’s nose curled. “They’re torching my reputation out of spite to tank our magazine sales and boost theirs.”

I nodded and read on. “That might be true, but you had a motive, Aunt Pip.”

“So did a lot of people.”

“The file touches on this matter of a separation.”

“Well…” Aunt Pip glanced toward the fireplace and the modest flame.

I ran my fingers along a small gear in my pocket. The questions were uncomfortable, but being surprised in court would be worse. “It’s important we speak candidly.”

“Andrew and I were estranged off and on. More off the last few years. We didn’t believe in divorce. We believed in space. Leading separate lives when it suited us.” She shrugged. “I slept in the spare room and went on assignment when I pleased. He hosted his lawyer friends and dropped cigar ash all over the study. It worked for us. Our arguments never got heated.”

Marigold poured fresh coffee for Aunt Pip and hot tea for me. “Do you have any idea who wanted him dead?”

Aunt Pip snorted. “Half the people who stood before his bench. And maybe a few others he irritated. Judge Andrew Jerrard Noble didn’t suffer fools, and he spoke his mind.”

I cocked my head. “That may be, but according to the evidence, the killer is likely female. Are there any women criminals or attorneys who had a bone to pick?”

“A red herring meant to frame me.” Aunt Pip waved off the evidence with a flick of her wrist. “We can’t trust my blind-as-a-bat neighbor.”

“The broken heel, along with the eyewitness, makes a strong case,” Marigold said.

Aunt Pip sighed. “With the whispers about our situation, some ladies had their eyes on Andrew.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“He was charming once.” Aunt Pip shrugged. “Lately, I had doubts about his faithfulness.”

My stomach tumbled into my shoes. If she said any of this on the stand, the rest was just a formality. “You realize how serious this is, don’t you? You just laid out a compelling motive for yourself.”

“If I wanted to murder him, I would’ve used an undetectable poison and an ingenious plot worthy of a mystery novel,” she said, without a hint of remorse. “The clues wouldn’t point right back to me. That’s simply a mark of a lazy writer.”

Marigold let out a sharp bark of laughter, then clasped her hand over her mouth. I found myself smiling despite the cold dread coiling in my gut. Aunt Pip’s wit was as dangerous as it was charming.

The fire crackled, and the clock ticked, a steady, measured beat mocking the chaotic pile of evidence I sifted through. It was thin, but not nonexistent. A jury often convicted on less.

Aunt Pip remained the only suspect. The police never looked anywhere else. I expected a smoking gun pointing at someone else to jump out of the file. But it did not.

“Who do you suspect?” I asked, flipping to the final page.

“I can’t begin to guess.” Aunt Pip gathered her hair over her shoulder. “I’ve seen how quickly a false accusation can destroy a reputation, and I refuse to do that to some poor woman so that I can be freed.”

Outside, the boys’ laughter echoed, followed by the rev of the engine and Cubbie’s shriek of pure joy. I thought of the factory waiting for me, the need to finalize specs, and hiring three more engineers for the Self-Typing Telegraph Machine. The demands of my own life were immense.

Aunt Pip’s eyes, so much like her niece’s, fixed on mine. Fire resided inside. But decency and life, too. “So, are you in, Lady Anne? Are you on the team?”

I swallowed. “This situation is daunting. It will require all our combined talents to free you.”

“We don’t have to solve the case, Anne,” Marigold said, her voice softening. “Reasonable doubt is the requirement.”

I nodded, but my gaze lingered on the file. Reasonable doubt might satisfy the law, but in this town, they wanted a story. And I’d have to find it before the jury wrote their own ending.
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