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      I don’t know if I could have prepared myself for what was about to happen that Saturday night. I don’t believe so. One can hardly anticipate something like that.

      My gaze swept across the dining room, taking in each detail. Everything was in place. Gaslit wall sconces cast a soft glow on the polished sideboard and buffet. Delicate lace curtains swayed gently in every window to allow the desultory breeze indoors while providing the privacy my clients valued. The imported carpet, arranged so only the perimeter of the glossy wooden floorboards beneath it was visible, swallowed loud voices and heavy footfalls. Damask-covered tables were arranged throughout the large room to promote quiet conversation.

      My eyes rested at last on the looking glass hanging on the wall. The mirror reflected my solemn demeanor, from the top of my head to the waist of my gown. I reached up to tuck in a tendril of wayward hair. I had chosen my new gown specifically to complement the wig I wore. The gown was the soft color of a ripe summer peach. The fashionable sloping shoulders, wide neckline, and voluminous skirt accentuated my waist, which had thankfully not thickened over the past eighteen years since Daniel and I married in 1834. The gown was becoming, though I longed to discard the corset and petticoats. The corset made it hard to breathe and the petticoats were the last things I wanted to wear on a July evening when the fickle wind hadn’t yet dissipated the heat of the day.

      I took as deep a breath as I could and let it out slowly. Wearing a wig again, this gown, these uncomfortable silk slippers, seemed an affront to Daniel's memory. He had been gone three years and a day, though, and it was time for me to publicly claim my place as the owner, proprietress, and hostess of The Chestnut Wig, the most popular gambling salon in the region. It would be strange to greet clients again without Daniel at my side. At least I would no longer have to pay another hostess for her services, as I had done during the entire duration of my mourning.

      Soft footsteps approached from the rear of the house and I turned around, leaving my reflection behind.

      "Jeannine, it’s nearly six o'clock. Are you ready?" Chloe, my cousin, gave me a concerned look. I knew she worried that I would be nervous on my first night back in the public eye without Daniel. Dressed in a long black gown, she held in one hand the leather-bound journal in which she maintained meticulous notes about our food and beverages, menus, staff schedules, and supplies of crockery, serving dishes, and extra utensils. As she was now in first mourning, her husband having passed fewer than six months previously, she stayed in the summer kitchen as much as possible during our hours of business. It would be improper for our clients to see her, and she was not one to buck customs. Though I had occasionally deviated from the rigidity of mourning rules after Daniel’s passing, particularly in the sweltering heat of summer, Chloe showed no sign of doing likewise.

      “The girls in the summer kitchen are finishing the meal preparations. The waiters are lined up, ready to bring the trays into the house," Chloe said.

      "Thank you. Have them wait until the clients start to arrive."

      Chloe nodded, then scrutinized my face for several seconds. "You have been out of the public eye for three years. Are you worried about this evening?"

      I tried smiling, but it probably looked like more of a wince. "If I had closed the salon when Daniel died, I would worry that people wouldn’t return to a gambling parlor run by a woman. But it was common knowledge that I ran the salon behind the scenes during my mourning, and patrons continued to visit.”

      I looked down and twisted the gold wedding band on my left hand while I spoke. “Likewise, I would be worried if I had delegated all my Chestnut Wig responsibilities during mourning and only returned to work tonight. Since serving as hostess was the only duty I delegated, I expect it to be much the same way it was when Daniel was alive. If anything, I confess to being a bit restless. I want this evening to be successfully behind us."

      "You’ll be wonderful." Chloe shifted the journal under her arm and took both my hands in hers. "Daniel would be so proud of you." My cousin may have been six years my junior, but she felt more like an older sister.

      Chloe had plunged into despair when her husband died, and though I had no need for an assistant, I had hired her in order to give meaning and routine to her days. When she became my assistant, I also invited her to live in the Chestnut Wig with me. Our mothers had been sisters, so Chloe had been a good friend since we were children. I couldn’t bear to see her suffering from loneliness and despondency. I recalled my first six months of widowhood—the smallest inconveniences reduced me to tears, my concentration wandered, and I was utterly crushed in spirit. I wanted to help Chloe through such dark times as much as I could.

      Widowhood can be a lonely time, particularly in the first few years, as I had learned. What with the long period of mourning, as well as the restrictions about leaving the house, the rules about speaking to others, and wearing a full veil when out-of-doors, a new widow could feel as if she had no business being happy or spending frivolous time with others. Chloe was still early in her widowhood, and it was important to me that she have someone living with her who understood what she was experiencing. If Chloe needed private time to mourn, she could have as much time as she wanted. But if she needed company, she could have that, too.

      My dear cousin gave me a knowing smile and led the way to the back of the house. I gave each of the gaming rooms on the first floor a cursory glance as we passed. Together we walked along the winding path leading from the back door to the summer kitchen, where the sounds of food preparation filled our ears.

      The summer kitchen was a luxury not everyone could afford. It was a stone building situated behind the main house, used during the summer so the heat generated by cooking did not make the house any warmer than necessary. We had another kitchen inside the house for use when the weather grew colder. An attic over the summer kitchen was empty now, though it provided extra storage space if necessary. Outdoor shutters over the tall windows downstairs provided privacy when needed.

      Stepping inside the stone building, I inhaled the scent of grilled meat, roasted vegetables, watermelon soup, and a mingling of other luscious aromas. Several negro women worked efficiently and in tandem, talking among themselves and laughing liberally. One of them looked up and saw me. "Good evening, Mizz Holt." Then she nodded at Chloe. "And Mizz Cooper. Food's almost ready. Smells good, don't it?"

      "It does. I'd love to taste all of it, but I'm afraid this corset won’t allow it," I said with a chuckle. I hoped there would be food left over, for I would certainly eat some after I removed the infernal stays. I turned to the waiters lined up along one wall of the kitchen. "Ready, gentlemen?"

      All the men, like the women who worked in the kitchen, had varying degrees of dark skin. The captain, Solomon Sanders, smiled and stood even taller. "We are, Mizz Holt. And good luck tonight."

      I smiled broadly at him. He had been with Daniel and me longer than any other waiter and he was my personal favorite. "You’ll help me if I need it, correct, Solomon?"

      He grinned. "You know I will, ma'am."

      I turned to Chloe. "It looks like everything out here is ready. I’ll unlock the front door and let you know when to send in the waiters.”

      Chloe nodded once and consulted her journal. "We have extra pear brandy tonight, so try to get folks to drink that."

      "I will," I assured her. "If I know our clients, they do love their pear brandy."

      Leaving all the staff and activity and noise behind me, I retraced my steps back to the house. A lone blackbird cawed, unseen, as a light breeze ruffled the treetops. To my right was a shaded alcove where Chloe and I would breakfast on warm mornings or read on Sunday afternoons. Our little wrought iron table for two nestled in the thick grass beside a red maple tree, surrounded by a bounty of summer flowers in riotous colors. I longed to be at that table now, wigless, wearing a simple day gown and reading a book, but The Chestnut Wig came first. Our gambling salon was, after all, the reason I could afford the staff and the lovely furnishings and the very food we ate.

      I hastened my steps and entered the house. All was quiet, but that would end soon. I glanced out one of the front windows and noted the men already assembling in front of Congress Hall, a large hotel up the block a bit and across the street.

      In just a few moments they would make their way to The Chestnut Wig for an evening of civilized gaming, conversation, and plentiful and delicious food and drink. Glancing again at the mirror in the dining room, I checked my reflection one last time. The lustrous russet wig I always wore over my mouse-brown hair while I worked gave me a feeling of strength and constancy. It was the very thing I needed tonight.

      I had begun wearing a variety of chestnut wigs when Daniel and I married. He named our salon after them in tribute to me, and I intended to continue the tradition in his beloved memory.

      I unlocked the door and stepped into the shade of the wide veranda. I didn’t even have time to sit in one of the wooden rocking chairs before the men in front of Congress Hall began to make their way to the house. I stood at the top of the front steps, a wide smile on my face.

      "Jeannine Holt!" The first man to reach the steps bounded toward me and took each of my hands in his. "What a privilege for us to be here at The Chestnut Wig tonight. We’ve been looking forward to your public debut as the proprietress, haven't we, gentlemen?" He turned toward the men ascending the steps behind him. Wearing solicitous smiles, they responded with a chorus of agreement. He turned back to me. "There are several others whom I know will be here this evening. I’m sure they’ll arrive shortly."

      A number of my clients were annual summer-long guests at Congress Hall. I had become acquainted with many of them over the years, though I hadn’t seen them much since Daniel

      passed.

      I thanked him and gave the men a gracious nod before directing them through the foyer and into the dining room, where they would begin their evening with a sumptuous buffet before continuing to the gaming rooms on the first and second floors of the house. The card dealers and croupiers I employed were already in place.

      In the doorway, I touched a small button on the wall. It would ring a bell in the summer kitchen to summon the waiters to the dining room.

      As the minutes ticked by, more and more people arrived. I recognized businessmen from town, as well as summer visitors who stayed in lodgings smaller than Congress Hall. Daniel had been friends with many of them. My shoulders relaxed and my jaw unclenched a bit as I surveyed the room. This evening would not be so bad.
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      The men in attendance, all dressed in black or brown frock coats with trousers of tan, white, and even plaid, chose seats and tables while the waiters arrived bearing trays of food. My staff placed the food on the sideboard and buffet, beside tall stacks of our fine porcelain dishes. The guests knew to help themselves. There was a general shuffling as they stood and mingled around the food. As they returned to their tables, I walked around the dining room carrying a crystal carafe of caramel-colored pear brandy, proffering it to anyone who wished to imbibe. That task complete for the time being, I turned my attention to the clients who preferred wine. It was the hostess’ duty to serve the beverages, though if I were in conversation with a guest or otherwise occupied, the waiters would make sure the guests had enough to drink throughout the evening.

      Presently I heard the front door open and close. Two latecomers appeared in the dining room doorway. Gideon Welch and Isaac Campbell didn’t frequent The Chestnut Wig as often as many of the other men in the room because they were business owners themselves and often busy with their own enterprises. Isaac owned a steamboat company. His small but highly profitable fleet of steamboats carried travelers between Cape May and points south. His office was located along the docks on Cape May’s inner bay. Gideon owned the very popular Seaside Hotel, an elegant inn catering to the wealthiest of travelers.

      When my Daniel was alive, he and Gideon had fallen out over Gideon's attempt to woo our cooks to his hotel's kitchen. Gideon's ploy had been unsuccessful because he had a disreputable tendency to disparage and denigrate his employees, whereas we have always treated our staff with respect. He had never forgiven Daniel for referring to his behavior as "cunning" and "unscrupulous."

      Since Daniel's passing, however, Gideon had returned to The Chestnut Wig on several occasions. He and I maintained a civil attitude toward one another during the few instances I had seen him during my mourning period. I had a hunch he preferred to frequent a different gaming salon, but The Chestnut Wig had become a status symbol of sorts, so he liked to be seen at my establishment.

      There was another reason I did not care for Gideon. Solomon Sanders, the captain of my waiters, was a former employee of his. Solomon had related several stories of Gideon mistreating his negro staff, from striking them to belittling them in front of guests, to withholding pay if they made mistakes.

      After obtaining plates of food, Gideon and Isaac chose a table near the perimeter of the room, next to a window. With their heads together and voices low, they appeared to be in earnest conversation.

      I approached their table and offered red wine. Both men nodded and thanked me, clearly eager to return to their exchange.

      I did not intend to eavesdrop. However, I caught a snippet of their conversation as I stepped close to the window to adjust a curtain that had blown outward and become snagged on the shrubbery.

      “There must have been a mistake,” Isaac said. “I’m sure Mr. Shaw will look into it on Monday morning. If the bank were open on Sundays, he would no doubt do it tomorrow. He naturally wouldn’t want any misinformation to reflect poorly upon the bank.”

      Mr. Shaw was the president of the bank in Cape May. Not being a fan of games of chance, he never visited The Chestnut Wig, but I knew him from our salon’s long association with the bank.

      "I’m sure you’re correct," came Gideon's reply. "I am most eager for Mr. Shaw to shed some light on the situation. Dr. Jonathan Pitney has practiced medicine on Absecon Island for several years now and he is quite familiar with the health benefits of the sea air and abundant sunshine. I daresay you and I experience those same benefits ourselves, living as we do so close to the ocean. His plan for a health resort is an excellent opportunity for me and other business owners to expand our ventures northward. And a railroad is the most efficient way to drive those ventures into the future."

      I fetched the brandy decanter and moved to the table closest to Gideon and Isaac, keeping one ear tuned to their conversation and the other ear trained on the rest of the room. "Like you, I have invested a significant amount of money in the railroad. I agree with your analysis of the project," Isaac said.

      “I assume Mr. Shaw will be able to resolve the issue immediately,” Gideon said. “However, if he can’t, I will have to take further steps to safeguard my investment.”

      This was not the first time I had heard talk of the proposed railroad to Absecon Island from Camden, just outside Philadelphia. I had even done some research into it myself, and I was always interested to hear others’ opinions about it. Though I did not care for Gideon, I maintained a grudging admiration for his business judgment. And I respected Isaac, though I knew little about him personally.

      I stoppered the brandy decanter and stepped back toward the wall so I could survey the entire room. So far the evening was a success.

      The waiters moved soundlessly among the patrons, bringing plates of food if requested, clearing used plates and utensils. I was proud of my employees. Several of them had shared stories of callous, wicked treatment at the hands of former employers and I was pleased they had found a happier place to work at The Chestnut Wig. Carrying on Daniel's custom, Chloe and I provided our staff with impeccably laundered and pressed uniforms to wear while working in the dining room and gaming rooms. It was a great source of satisfaction, and the men and women who worked for us appreciated the care we took in providing them with well-fitting, well-made clothing. Watching them glide among our guests, I knew we had the neatest and best-presented employees at any establishment on the New Jersey cape.

      I smiled when two women, dressed in resplendent silks, entered the dining room. Mrs. Violet Curtis and Mrs. Ada Miller, both widows, were acquaintances of mine. They occasionally came to The Chestnut Wig to play at cards, and they were quite excellent strategists. It was not uncommon for their collective winnings to outstrip the collective winnings of the men. As they were above me in social standing, I would never dare to address them by their Christian names, but I thought of them as Violet and Ada.

      "Welcome," I said, walking toward them.

      "Mrs. Holt, how lovely to see you," Violet said. The younger of the two women, she was approximately my age, well-dressed and adorned with glittering jewelry. "Your gown is simply stunning. How are you faring on your first night back as hostess?"

      "It is lovely to see you, too, Mrs. Curtis. My first night back is going very well. And thank you for the kind compliment, though all the credit for the gown goes to my seamstress."

      Violet's older companion, Ada, had been a widow for two decades. She leaned in close to me. "I couldn’t wait to get out of those dreadful widow's weeds. Especially in the summertime, wearing black all the time was simply too hot. And decidedly unbecoming. And you, having to wear them first for Daniel and then in half mourning for your cousin's husband. Thankfully you can now wear what you wish. And I must say, you look fetching in peach."

      I grinned at Ada. I hoped I would be like her in twenty years.

      "Please, ladies, enjoy some refreshment." I gestured toward the buffet, where one of the waiters was replacing a tray of meat cakes. "What is your preference for a beverage? I’ll bring it to you. We have a delightful pear brandy this evening."

      Both women indicated they would have the brandy and walked to the buffet. When they were seated with their food, I went to their table to pour their beverages. As I did so, a loud oath came from across the room. I stopped pouring midstream, turning to see who was angry and what was causing the trouble.

      Gideon Welch's eyes bulged as his jowly face turned every shade of pink. I scanned the room quickly to determine the cause of his anger, and my heart sank when I saw Solomon stand from a kneeling position near Gideon's table. He kept his eyes focused on the floor while Gideon launched into a tirade.

      "Solomon, you clumsy old oaf! 'Tis bad enough I have to look upon your disagreeable negro face when I come in here, but now you've gone and spilt my drink. Get out of my sight, you filthy cur."

      Every voice stilled, every person froze. Gideon’s abuse was outrageous and unacceptable. Sudden, red-hot anger flooded my body.

      I set the brandy on the ladies' table with a thunk and hurried to Solomon's side. I would not tolerate Gideon speaking to him in such a manner. Solomon no longer worked for Gideon—he worked for me and he was a fine man. I spoke to him in a low voice. "You go out to the kitchen. I will speak to Gideon."

      But my words came too late. The noise from the fracas had attracted the notice of the other waiters who were tending to guests in the adjoining game rooms. They streamed into the dining room at once, their faces betraying a startling depth of rage. And though Gideon's words were shameful and wrong, I hoped the men’s fury would not boil over.

      I thought back to the stories my staff told about past injustices, insults, and mistreatment, and I realized what I was seeing. It was the release of a long pent-up anger, anger that had been simmering toward abusers, wealthy white men in particular, for ages. It was an anger that only took one spark, the ignorant comment of a foolish man, to ignite into a conflagration.

      I knew this would not end well.

      I demanded they turn around and leave the room at once, but they seemed not to hear me in their rage. My guests in the dining room, except Ada and Violet, were already pushing their chairs back and making their way to Gideon's side, as if choosing battle positions. The thirty-five or so white men far outnumbered the six negro waiters. Everyone was shouting simultaneously. I tried clapping my hands for order, but no one listened.

      I do not know who started the violence, but before I could even make my way safely to the doorway of the dining room, a melee had broken out. Fists swung, elbows jabbed, glass broke, food flew, white and black men pushed and shoved each other, and the shouting grew louder.

      Solomon was in the thick of the fray. He appeared to be fending off blows from some of the white men. Several waiters came to his aid and succeeded in dragging him away from the brawl. He leaned against the wall, his chest heaving from exertion. His eyes met mine, then he looked quickly away. The back door slammed and Chloe rushed toward the dining room, stopping short in the doorway as she took in the scene, her mouth hanging open in astonishment.

      "This is bedlam! What's happening?" she cried. "I could hear the noise all the way in the summer kitchen."

      "Gideon Welch started a fight between the guests and the waiters by insulting Solomon. Someone needs to run for the sheriff." I searched the room for Violet and Ada. They were shouting at the men to stop fighting. I waved my arms until Violet caught sight of me. I beckoned her to me, and Ada followed.

      "Do either of you have a coachman waiting outside?" I asked.

      Violet nodded. "I brought Ada tonight in my carriage."

      "Have the coachman fetch the sheriff, please. And tell him to hurry!"

      Violet flew toward the front door.

      By the time she returned only a few moments later, the fight was waning. Disheveled men, many with bloodied noses and lips, were becoming exhausted. One by one, they staggered away from the knot of people at the center of the skirmish. Neither my waiters nor my guests were particularly young men—I was surprised they had been able to fight as long as they had.

      As the noise died, I moved swiftly to the center of the room. I stood with my hands on my hips, scolding everyone. "I am sickened that all of you would engage in such barbaric behavior. How dare you bring your fisticuffs to my salon? What were you⁠—"

      As I spoke, I glanced at the floor, where a large red stain appeared to be seeping from behind the circular table nearest the buffet. I froze, hoping it was wine. Everyone was silent, staring at me. I hesitated a moment, then stepped closer.

      Gideon Welch, his face turned toward me and his eyes wide open, lay prone behind the table, his back covered in blood. I screamed.
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      As shouts of alarm erupted and people pressed forward to see the carnage, Solomon rushed to my aid.

      "What is it, Mizz Holt?"

      I pointed toward Gideon. Blood pooled on the carpet beneath him. A gaping hole had been ripped into his fine white shirt and the blood appeared to have come from a wound in his torso.

      Solomon faltered for a moment, then grabbed my elbow and led me to the table farthest from Gideon. He pulled out a chair for me and I sat, feeling woozy. Violet rushed toward Gideon while Ada poured me a large measure of brandy. With the exception of one guest, Bert Branson, the men in the room remained glued to the places where they stood.

      Bert, who had been injured in an accident many years previously, limped forward with the help of his cane. “I will fetch the doctor.”

      Another man spoke up, offering to go in Bert’s stead. Before he could do so, Violet knelt beside Gideon and reached for his wrist. She had nursed her husband through the illness that led to his death, so she was quite capable.

      As Bert and all the others looked on, Violet held Gideon’s wrist for a full minute, then shook her head as she stood. "He's dead," she announced.

      I covered my mouth with both hands. The men, white and black alike, answered with a chorus of gasps and cries. Isaac, Gideon’s dinner companion, inhaled sharply as his hands flew to his chest and he sat down heavily on the nearest chair. Several men made to leave and fled toward the dining room door, but Violet caught Ada’s eye and nodded toward the doorway. Ada moved to block anyone from entering or leaving. Her ample size and somewhat advanced age would prevent anyone from trying to force their way from the room. I was still in shock, grateful for someone else to be taking charge of the situation.

      Violet spoke up. "Every one of you will stay exactly where you are until the sheriff gets here. My coachman has already gone for him and will get the doctor the moment the sheriff arrives," she said in a loud voice. She glowered at the waiters, muttering words like "savage" and "brutes" and "infantile." I frowned, but said nothing, not wishing to rouse everyone’s passions again. They were not the ones who had started the fight, but they were the ones who would surely bear the consequences.

      From where I sat in the dining room I glanced up to see Chloe, white with shock, sitting on the stairs leading to the floors above. I had forgotten about her in the skirmish. I fortified myself with a long sip of brandy. Ada moved out of the way briefly so I could leave the room. I sat on the step below hers.

      "How are you doing?" I asked quietly. At the moment, the best way for me to keep my own feelings of horror and dread at bay was to focus on someone else.

      She looked up, her eyes blank. She swallowed. "I can’t believe this."

      I motioned for her to move over and I squeezed onto the narrow step beside her. I whispered, "Gideon Welch is a clot. If he had kept his mouth shut, none of this would have happened."

      She shook her head. “And this started because he insulted Solomon, you say? Poor Solomon, having to endure such abuse." She gave a start, her eyes widening. "Where is Solomon? Is he injured?"

      "He is not seriously hurt, but he did sustain some bumps and bruises, from the look of him. He’s still in the dining room." I glanced through the doorway and saw the waiters along one wall and the guests seated haphazardly among the tables. No one was speaking—Violet and Ada were thankfully making sure of that. Chloe returned to the summer kitchen to explain to the women out there what had happened. I waited on the stair in silence until I heard the distinctive sounds of a horse racing toward the house. Thank heaven, the sheriff had arrived. I went outside and waited for him on the porch. He ran up the front steps and jerked to a stop when he saw me.

      I called out to Violet’s coachman, instructing him to fetch Doc Parsons.

      “Rouse my deputy, too,” the sheriff shouted.

      I gave the sheriff a brief summary of what had happened and escorted him quickly to the dining room. He took in the entire room with a sharp glance as he walked straight to Gideon's body. Like Violet, he knelt beside Gideon and felt for a pulse. Finding none, he stood up and turned in a circle, taking in the details around him. He told me to fetch two of my croupiers.

      Curious, I went upstairs to one of the gaming rooms and summoned two card dealers. They accompanied me downstairs and waited, eyes wide with confusion, for the sheriff to address them.

      “I need you to keep watch over the men who were in this room at the time of the murder,” the sheriff told them. He deputized the croupiers and ordered them to take up their posts in the adjoining game room. That room had emptied quickly when the fight began—the men in there had run into the dining room to see what was causing the ruckus. That made them potential witnesses, so the sheriff would have to question each of them.

      I led everyone from the dining room into the game room. The sheriff ordered the croupiers-turned-deputies to prevent them from talking to each other or leaving. Violet and Ada sat stiffly on straight-backed chairs in the hallway.

      It was not long before the doctor and the sheriff’s deputy arrived. The doctor hastily inspected Gideon's body, then asked the deputy to assist him in moving the body to his wagon. He said he would make a more thorough examination at first light. After he departed, the sheriff turned to me.

      "I need a place to interview everyone," he said. I showed him to the private parlor across the hall where Chloe and I often gathered to chat after the close of business. It was a beautiful room. Two grandfather chairs and matching ottomans sat on a thick, luxurious carpet covered with blue and pink roses. Its wide gold border lent a sunny warmth to the room. Between the two grandfather chairs sat an occasional table displaying our favorite curios. There was a pink horsehair sofa and a polished secretary in one corner. Along the back wall was a marble fireplace. It seemed a shame to sully our calm, exquisite sanctuary with the sordid details of a murder investigation.

      The sheriff asked me to sit and tell him everything that had transpired since our guests began arriving earlier in the evening. I related everything I could recall, then he asked me a series of questions.

      "Did you see anyone attack Gideon Welch?"

      "No."

      He gave me a hard stare. “It sounds like no one saw the assault. How is that possible?”

      I refused to squirm under his brash question. “Given the noise and chaos erupting all over the room, I’m not surprised no one noticed it.”

      "Did you see Gideon attack anyone?"

      "Verbally, yes. Physically, no."

      "And you said one of your waiters was the cause of the fight …" He glanced at piece of paper in his hand. "… Solomon Sanders? How long has he been working for you?"

      I gave the sheriff a stern glance. "I said nothing of the sort. Solomon was not the cause of the fight. Gideon's rudeness was the cause of the fight. Gideon became unnecessarily enraged at Solomon for some reason I do not know. The waiters who became involved in the commotion were simply defending Solomon. But to answer your question, Solomon began working here when Daniel was still alive."

      The sheriff knew Daniel well, as they had grown up not far from each other. Like me, Daniel had not been fond of him. "It has been many years. I don’t know how long, exactly."

      "What do you know about him? Personally, I mean. Away from work."

      "He and his wife and their four daughters live on the outskirts of town. They are a lovely family. Sheriff, Solomon did not do this. I know him well and he would never do such a thing."

      The sheriff stared at me for a moment. I wished I knew what was running through his mind, though I could venture a guess and it was not a charitable one. "That's enough for now, Mrs. Holt, but I may have more questions for you."

      He held the door open and I swept past him. He walked into the hallway, where he gestured toward Violet. "I would like to speak with you next, Mrs. Curtis."

      After he interviewed Violet, he called Ada. When she emerged from the parlor several minutes later, she and Violet left immediately in Violet's carriage. Though Violet lived just around the corner, Ada lived farther away. I was sure both women wanted nothing more than to be in safety of their own homes.

      The sheriff interviewed Chloe next, since she had witnessed part of the clash in the dining room. Her interview only lasted a few minutes, then she returned straightaway to the summer kitchen. The sheriff strode into the game room and nodded toward Isaac Campbell. “Please come with me, Mr. Campbell.”

      Isaac, whose color had almost returned, stood up on shaky legs and followed the sheriff from the room. His shirt front was speckled with blood, but that was no different from many of the other men waiting to be interviewed. Several long minutes passed before Isaac emerged from the parlor. I was standing in the doorway to the game room, next to the dining room. He nodded toward me, bid me good evening, and left. The sheriff came to stand near me and pointed to the closest white man. "You're next. Come with me. The rest of you keep quiet and wait here."

      One by one, the sheriff interviewed every white man in the room, allowing them all to go home as he finished questioning them. I was surprised at how little time the interviews took but soon realized the sheriff had no intention of letting the negroes go so quickly.

      The youngest waiter was the first to be interviewed. He followed the sheriff from the room, his eyes wide and his hands fidgeting. The silence was almost unbearable while the rest of us waited for the interview to end. When he returned to the dining room, I sent him home. The sheriff interviewed the rest of the waiters and as they finished, they departed one by one. Normally they would stay to clean up from the evening's activities, but just this once, the cleanup could wait.

      Solomon was the last waiter to be interviewed, and he was gone an eternity. It was long past midnight when he and the sheriff emerged from the parlor. I discreetly gestured for Solomon to wait for me on the porch while the sheriff joined his deputy in the dining room. The deputy had been combing the room for clues to the murder while the sheriff interviewed suspects, and now the sheriff asked the deputy for a summary of his thoughts.

      I joined Solomon on the porch while the lawmen were occupied. "How are you?" I asked. The sheen of sweat on his face shone in the darkness.

      "He thinks I did it. I'm sure of it," he replied. I could hear his breathing, shallow and hurried.

      I laid my hand on his arm. "I know you didn’t do it and I told him so. You go home to Lydia and your daughters and get some rest. It's been a long night."

      "Yes'm." He descended the stairs quickly. I stood on the porch listening until his footsteps died away.

      The sheriff and deputy came outside a few minutes later. "I’ll be in contact with you as necessary, Mrs. Holt. I think this investigation should not take long," the sheriff said.

      Though I couldn’t be certain whom he suspected, my stomach roiled as if my body sensed the answer already.
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      An hour later, Chloe and I sat in our private parlor, dressed in our nightclothes. It wasn’t our normal practice to wear nightclothes in the parlor, of course, but nothing about the evening had been normal.

      "We are going to be exhausted when the sun comes up," I said. It was past two o'clock already.

      "Hmh," Chloe said distractedly. A moment later she spoke again. "Who do you think killed Gideon?"

      "I haven’t the faintest idea. He was not a good man. Heaven only knows how many people in that room may have reason to dislike him."

      “But to attack him like that … that was the work of someone who harbored far more than dislike.” Chloe shifted in her chair and tucked her knees under her, covering them with her long nightgown. "What did Solomon do that made Gideon so angry?"

      I shook my head. "He spilled a beverage. Red wine, I believe."

      Chloe grimaced. “There will be an overwhelming amount of cleaning to do before we can open Monday.”

      I sighed. “I know. There is blood all over the carpet where Gideon died, and that will have to be removed and cleaned, if not discarded. I have never seen a room in such a state. Spilled food, spilled drinks, broken glass, chipped china, and that's just the floor. We shall have to clean the tables and the sideboard and even the walls."

      Chloe shook her head. "Do you want to start now?"

      "The sheriff and his deputy may want to examine the dining room again for clues to the murder. Perhaps we should wait until tomorrow. If he doesn’t come in the morning, I shall go to his office and tell him we’d like to start cleaning. Right now I think we should try to get some sleep."

      Chloe followed me up the stairs to my rooms, which were on the third floor, then continued to her own suite of rooms on the fourth floor.

      To my surprise, I was able to fall asleep and I didn’t awaken until late in the morning. After dressing in my day gown, I hurried downstairs and into the dining room. I stopped short in the doorway and let out a gasp.
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