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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!

      The fall of 1903 came early in September, bringing with it a sweeping wind. Shopkeepers on Bridge Street closed early, anticipating few people out on the street once the storm hit. Adele Gossling followed suit, closing her stationery store at four o'clock in the afternoon. She persuaded her friend to accompany her to the post office.

      “Auntie’s companion promised she would write," she said.

      “Have no fear,” said Nin. “Your aunt will be all right.”

      Adele smiled. Nin had a special gift and could see and feel things no one else did. Her predictions were usually right.

      The Arrojo Post Office was a small wooden house standing alongside the two-story buildings lining Bridge Street. Lyle Duncan, postmaster and telegraph operator, lived on the premises like many business people in Arrojo, but his house resembled a shack one would find in the more rural parts of town. He was more content putting his money into buying the latest Ford Model A than enhancing his modest accommodations.

      Mr. Duncan greeted them with a cautious smile. He laid aside the armful of envelopes he was sorting and handed Adele a small stack of telegrams and letters with her Caliber Lane address. “I hope the news is good, Miss Gossling."

      “The news will be good,” Nin said in a firm voice.

      The man glanced at her for a moment, then turned back to the mail.

      “Miss Gibbons says Auntie ought to be out of bed soon.” Adele's breath eased. “She can even speak a little.”

      “Perhaps she shall find her voice when she sees your letter,” Nin said as Adele handed the stamped envelope to Mr. Duncan.

      Adele smiled and tore open another letter. “Elsie wants us to come to Sacramento.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “They’re going ahead with the protest.” Adele folded the letter. “Outside the governor’s mansion on the day he’s giving a dinner party, no less.  They need every able-bodied woman they can get.”

      “They might get arrested," Nin pointed out.

      “That’s what they want,” Adele said. “She read about the work of the British suffragists, and she insists she may resort to that if the governor continues to treat our right to have a voice in the elections as a joke.”

      “Do you think he will?”

      “Probably.” Adele sighed. “I hope she doesn’t do anything rash. Her father is with her and his health —”

      Over the sound of Nin’s reply came pounding feet. Dust floated around them.

      “Has a letter come for me?”

      “I would greatly appreciate it if you would shut the door,” Mr. Duncan snapped. “Can’t you see there’s a dust storm?”

      “I said, has a letter come for me?”

      The voice, grated and demanding, showed the trying patience of one tasked with disciplining children. And, indeed, the woman was a teacher. Adele recognized her as Millie Gibb, the new English teacher at the Wrigley School for Girls.

      Adele glanced at Nin. The girls at the school who ran errands for her now and again told her about Miss Gibb. Beatrice, in her usual outspoken way, called her Grammar Bobby after the law officers of London she had seen the summer before when her parents took her to Europe.

      “Well, has it?” The voice sounded like shaved ice.

      Mr. Duncan set down the mail as if it were made of lace. “The evening mail will be delivered shortly,” he said in a cold voice.

      “Oh, for God’s sake, if you could just look.” Miss Gibb’s face was red like a newly washed apple. Adele observed the uncommon pallor, its paleness replaced with a vibrance more disturbing than exuberant.

      “Is it important?” she asked gently.

      “I’ll thank you to mind your own business!”

      Nin’s dark eyes narrowed and she gave the woman a sinister glare that made everyone think her gift was more evil than good. Miss Gibb backed away, her mouse-gray eyes more anxious than before. Adele took hold of her friend’s hand.

      “No need to shout, miss,” Mr. Duncan mumbled.

      “I’m not shouting,” Miss Gibb said. “I’m merely inquiring after a letter, and it’s your duty as postmaster to give it to me.”

      “You’re very precise,” said Nin. Then, in a lower voice, she added, “Though perhaps not as precise as you want to believe.”

      “Words are my profession,” Miss Gibb threw out, but she was looking at Mr. Duncan. When she spoke again, her voice was composed. “I’m expecting a very important letter. Life-changing, to be precise.” She glared at Nin. “I must have it, you see. I must have it now.”

      “Mr. Duncan, will you please see if you can find it, since it’s so important to Miss Gibb?” Adele asked. “Surely, a few minutes of your time —”

      The man bowed and shuffled through a stack of envelopes.

      Rather than thank her, Miss Gibb gave Adele a cockeyed stare that mummified her skeletal frame. “Some women can get a man to do anything for them.”

      “When they are kind,” Nin said in a sharp voice.

      Something deflated Millie’s whole countenance. “I was never like that,” she said. “Never like that at all.” She spoke almost to herself like someone who was used to speaking in empty rooms.

      “No letters,” Mr. Duncan said in a brisk voice.

      “None at all?” Miss Gibb leaned into the wooden counter. “Can you look again, please? It would have a Sacramento address, I think—yes, Sacramento.” She sounded uncertain.

      Mr. Duncan raised his eyebrow at Adele, who nodded. He went back to his stack of envelopes but declared there was not so much as a postcard with a Sacramento address.

      For a moment, Adele thought Miss Gibb was going to faint. The redness was gone from her face, replaced by an unusual marble shade, cold and listless. Miss Gibb’s eyes wandered to the open doorway, looking at the Arrojo Hotel across the street.

      “I’m sure it will come soon,” Adele reassured her.

      As if trying to muster enough courage to speak, Miss Gibb asked, “Any parcels for me, Mr. Duncan?”

      Mr. Duncan handed her a wrapped package and a rolled-up magazine tied with string. Miss Gibb immediately began to flutter about, grasping the parcel with both hands. Her hold was so hard her knuckles almost tore through her skin. She looked down at it with a wide-eyed expression.

      “It looks like a book,” Nin remarked in a low voice.

      Miss Gibb answered, “It is a book. A book of magic.”

      This clearly alarmed Mr. Duncan, as he coughed, but Miss Gibb seemed not to notice. She continued in her dreamy voice, “In this book lies a key to unlocking the way we are and not the way we must be. Do you understand what I mean, Miss Gossling?” She looked at Adele with her mouse eyes, making Adele realize how cold-blooded they really were. At the same time, brightness lit up her face, making it almost pretty, despite the premature lines forming at the corners of her mouth.

      “There is magic even in the simplest things, Miss Gibb,” said Adele. “I’m sure your students will realize this when you read to them from your book.”

      “My students!” The last word spit out on the dusty floor along with a sweeping wind crossing the threshold. “Those spoiled, insolent girls!”

      Adele stiffened. She had great affection for the girls at the Wrigley School. They had been gathering information for her since her arrival in Arrojo. She felt like telling Miss Gibb of the sordid crime involving Lucy Blackstone that these girls, with their open eyes and ears, had helped to solve. But she was afraid Miss Gibb would tell Mrs. Wrigley and the schoolmistress, despite her friendly manner, was not one to tolerate a breach of what she considered the most girlish etiquette: to remain clean of life’s sordid affairs.

      “If you hate them so much, why did you take the job as their English teacher?” Nin asked. It was never Nin’s way to dance around a subject but spear it and hold it up for examination.

      “I must earn my living, Miss Branch, the same as you and Miss Gossling,” the woman sniffed. “I never had your opportunities. Soft ways and pretty hair always find opportunities.” Her hand flew to her own hair which was wiry and coarse.

      “May I ask what your book is about?” Adele inquired.

      “The history of words,” said the woman. “They don’t appear out of the sky. Someone had to make them up. And in the case of the English language, many people put their hand in.” Her eyes still shining, she advanced a little, the red returning to her face. “One word can go through thousands of evolutions.”

      “You’re a language Darwinist?” Nin asked with amusement.

      Miss Gibb drew away. “I hardly expect you to understand. You’re rather more of the spirit than the word, aren’t you?”

      Adele grabbed Nin’s arm just in time before she flew at the woman. Nin’s temper could be as stormy as the San Francisco Bay.

      Oblivious to Nin’s outburst, Miss Gibb announced, “I’m going to be a great etymologist someday.”

      “A what?” Mr. Duncan asked.

      “I’m nothing now and there are people who want to keep me here. But I shall prevail. I shall prevail!” Her entire body was pointed like an arrow. “I’m about to embark on a new adventure, as a matter of fact.”

      “I imagine you haven’t much time for reading with your work at the school,” Nin remarked.

      “Nonsense,” Miss Gibb said. “I can read a book like this in two days.”

      “Indeed?” Adele glanced at the thick package.

      “I stay up all night to read sometimes,” she said. “When I’m excited — when I’m excited —” She stared at Adele. “I have nothing else, you see. Nothing else.” She covered her mouth with her hand and rushed out of the post office.
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      “I declare!” Mr. Duncan spoke first, but he seemed reluctant to declare anything after that. He turned back to his mail.

      “The wind makes some people restless,” Nin said.

      “She’s always been an odd one,” the man said. “Don’t think I’ll give her any more mail outside of delivery hours.”

      The street was quieter now that most businesses were closed for the day. Dusk put lines of deep blue on the sky. Even though Adele had lived in Arrojo for over a year, she still found the clearness of the country sky invigorating. It was a relief to be away from the city fog and crowded streets. She had even imagined seeing figures shaped in the fog as she walked along the cobblestones. That was very soon after her father died, and some of the women in the settlement houses warned her that many people saw the souls of the dearly departed in the fog.

      “I think it was more than nerves,” Adele said as she held her friend’s arm. “People don’t make intimate declarations to strangers unless —”

      “Unless?”

      “They think they will never speak to anyone again.”

      “Adele!” Nin stared at her. “Your brother shouldn’t confide in you about his work. It puts death into your head.”

      Adele laughed. “You know that’s the last thing Jack would ever do.”

      “He has antiquated ideas about what constitutes appropriate conversation for women,” Nin agreed.

      “It does seem startling someone like Miss Gibb would have such lofty ideas about her future,” Adele continued.

      “And rather arrogant ones,” Nin added. “I don’t even know what etymology is.”

      They reached the deeper end of Bridge Street where both of their shops stood, small wooden storefronts one right next to the other. Only last summer Adele convinced Nin to allow her to paint them both a pleasant faded peach that even the red dust could not coat.

      “It is arrogant to boast about being something most people wouldn’t know about,” Adele agreed. “Perhaps her students would know.”

      “The insolent brats?” Nin had little warmth for the cackling bunch of girls Adele favored.

      “She was rather critical of them,” Adele said. “But one is critical of a life one doesn’t want. I found fault in every picnic and ball I was dragged to when I was living in San Francisco.”

      “You had a higher sense of purpose,” Nin insisted.

      “Perhaps Miss Gibb does too,” Adele said.

      She bid her friend goodbye and watched Nin open the creaking side door leading to the second floor of the building where she lived. She always watched to make sure Nin reached the top of the rickety staircase in one piece. Only when she was safely inside did Adele close the door and lock it with the key Nin had given her.

      She made her way down the windy street, pulling the veil from her hat over her face to shield the dust out of her eyes. Arrojo had surprisingly sturdy roots, and the building and vegetation did little more than sway in the storm. Like the people who had built the town, nothing, not even a split in the earth or the raging fires of hell would leave its mark.

      The Arrojo Police Station was empty except for her brother Jackson who sat at the new desk Sheriff Hatfield had put in a few months before.

      “Did Edison go home for his dinner?” she asked as she peeled off her gloves. They felt grainy from the dust.

      Her brother nodded. “That boy is afraid of storms. Believes evil spirits will rise from the ground. Such nonsense!”

      “Nin said the wind brings strange behavior.” Out of habit, she examined the papers lying on the desk with the magnifying glass she always wore around her neck.

      “She ought to know,” Jackson said. There was silence for a time. Adele felt he was watching her. “Well?”

      “Auntie is doing better,” she said.

      “Perhaps we ought to go down there.” His eyebrows peaked.

      She kissed his cheek. “Miss Gibbons is quite capable of managing things.”

      “Apoplexy is serious, Del.” He leaned back. “It’s lucky she has such a loyal companion like Miss Gibbons. Still, companions aren’t family.”

      Adele nodded. “It’s different when one has family about. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t taken the deputy sheriff position when Hatfield offered it to you.”

      Jackson smiled. “Hatfield is a hard man to refuse.”

      The door swung open and the sheriff entered. He was a massive man both vertically and horizontally, though his largeness was more in figure than girth. He had a pleasant, almost boyish face despite his fifty-odd years. He saw her and immediately his countenance became almost that of a shy boy.

      “Good evening, Adele.” They had been on familiar terms with one another since the Blackstone murder case the year before.

      “Good evening, Sheriff,” she said just as kindly.

      “Any news about your aunt from Santa Barbara?” he asked.

      She nodded. “And news from Elsie in Sacramento.”

      Jackson eyed her. “And what is she doing in Sacramento?”

      “On one of her suffragist missions, no doubt.” Hatfield shook the red dust off his shoulders. Somehow, he always managed to get something caught in the grooves of the heavy jacket he wore.

      “She wants to coax the governor into a meeting about the vote for women,” she said.

      “I’ve no doubt she’ll succeed,” the sheriff said.

      “Elsie could coax a California grizzly back into its cave,” her brother snorted. “If only by the sheer fright of her severe face.”

      “You needn’t be severe yourself because she once had designs on you,” Adele said.

      “My dear sister, I’m only as severe as necessary toward one who is determined to pull my sister into her shenanigans.”

      The bone that dug between his sister’s chestnut eyebrows lurched forward. “Women’s rights are not shenanigans!”

      “In the hands of Elsie Blessings, it is!” he retorted.

      “Now, Jackson,” Hatfield said. “Miss Blessings and her friends have a right to voice their opinion.”

      “Not when they pull respectable ladies into the most absurd —”

      “I am not one of those ladies, Jack.” Adele leaned her parasol against the desk. It slipped and fell to the floor with a crash.

      The door opened slowly and Edison, an assistant deputy sheriff, poked his head in. He bowed to Adele and headed for the sink to make a pot of coffee which he would be needing for his nightly duty

      “My ma always says a good dinner solves many problems,” said Hatfield. “Now that Edison is here, I think we can leave for the day. Edison!” He yelled out the young man’s name, a habit he picked up in the days when he was the captain of a fishing boat. “You’re late, lad.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. The storm.”

      “Speak in complete sentences in front of the lady, Edison.” Hatfield put on his usual hummer and scarf.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Perhaps the dust did settle on my mind,” Jackson admitted when they were outside. “I didn’t mean to speak sharply, Del, but I don’t want Elsie and her friends to pull you into something that might get you into trouble.” He put his arm around her shoulders.

      “I’m sure your sister has enough sense to keep her head,” said Hatfield.

      “You always say the kindest things to me, Sheriff,” she said.

      They walked home at a slow pace in the pushing wind. Soon they were talking about the new section of roses in his mother’s garden. The enthusiasm in his voice pulled Adele out of her gloom.

      “They’re called American Beauties,” he said. “Ma is determined to make them stand upright. She insists she’s going to win the flower show this year.”

      “And oust Mrs. Faderman’s buttercups out of the running?” Adele smiled.

      “Lady Augusta is about the only person who could triumph over Mrs. Faderman in any capacity,” Jackson said.

      “I must go tomorrow to get the seeds she ordered from the catalog," said Hatfield. “They mustn’t sit in Mr. Duncan’s mailbag for too long.”

      “A shame you didn’t tell me,” Adele said. “I would have picked them up myself today.”

      “You had troubles of your own,” Hatfield said.

      “It appears I’m not the only one,” she remarked as they passed by the dark leaves of the avocado trees that marked the beginning of Caliber Lane. “Miss Millie Gibb almost had a fit at the post office this evening.”

      “Indeed?” Jackson glanced at her. “The imbalances of spinsterhood, no doubt.”

      Adele gave her brother a look. “That had nothing to do with it. She was anxious for a letter from Sacramento.”

      “Perhaps she’s waiting for word from a sick family member herself,” the sheriff suggested.

      “I don’t think so.” Adele raised the veil from her face in an absent-minded way. “It seemed more personal than that.”

      “What could be more personal than a letter from a sick relative?” Jackson asked as he moved a rock out of their path with his stick.

      “I mean more desperate. Selfish, even.”

      “That hardly makes sense, Del,” said her brother.

      “I must agree with Adele,” said Hatfield. “When one has lived alone for many years, one gets into the habit of thinking of oneself.” In a more even tone, he added, “I was that way before Ma came to live with me.”

      “Miss Gibb was behaving in a rather peculiar way,” said Adele.

      “Peculiar how?” The sheriff looked at her. He was as interested in human behavior as the scientists they were reading about who toyed with the monkeys to see what they would do.

      “The girls told me she’s exacting as a teacher,” said Adele. “But she was very agitated with Mr. Duncan. Almost demanding.”

      “When a teacher is out of her element, she can be headstrong,” said Jackson. “I remember meeting one of my teachers at The Olympic Club once. He was more jovial there than when he was scratching on the blackboard in the classroom.”

      “But this was so unusual,” said Adele.

      “I take it she didn’t get her letter,” her brother remarked.

      “No, but she did get a parcel and a magazine,” his sister replied. “She treated that parcel as if it were an incantation of a higher being. She even called it magical.”

      “Your friend ought to know about that,” said Jackson. “Perhaps they could go flying around in the air together.” He had made no secret of his rather dubious opinions of Nin’s gifts.

      “It wasn’t like that, Jack,” she said. “She looked almost — possessed. In a frightening way.” She was feeling disturbed again and would have passed by the gate of their house if her brother hadn’t had a firm grip on her arm.

      “The storm makes sensitive people behave in mysterious ways.” Hatfield put his large hand on top of his hat to keep the wind from taking it off into the wild weeds growing between the Gossling house and the now abandoned Blackstone house.

      “That’s what Nin said.”

      “Well, perhaps her instincts were a little earthier this time,” said Jackson with a smile as he opened the gate. The Cordobas, who kept the house for them, were standing in their usual place at the front door. Tomas had his hen-like gaze with his hands squeezed to his chin, and his wife Ruth smiled in her strong, soothing way.

      Hatfield bowed and sauntered away back toward the direction of Bridge Street.
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      That Sunday, Adele found herself at breakfast with Jackson on the back porch, feeling the soft breeze the previous week’s wind storm had left behind billow through the puffed lace of her blouse. The back screen threw open and Hatfield stepped out. He took off his hat immediately.

      “Good morning, sir,” said Jackson without looking up from his paper.

      “Tomas just brought a fresh pot of coffee,” said Adele. “And your favorite corn muffins.”

      The man was silent for a moment as he looked down at the golden cakes lying in the basket. Then he said, “You’ll need to put that paper down, Deputy.”

      Both Adele and her brother sat up. She realized the sheriff was not dressed in his Sunday best. He wore what he called his clue suit, a slightly shabby but useful ensemble he insisted had brought him luck when he accompanied the stagecoaches with the largest shipments of gold for Wells Fargo. His sheriff’s badge was prominently pinned to his lapel.

      “It’s a crime, isn’t it?” Jackson was already reaching for the jacket he had hung on the empty chair next to him.

      “Very,” Hatfield answered, eyeing Adele. “It looks as if you were right about Miss Millie Gibb.”

      Adele stared at him. “You mean Miss Gibb is dead?”

      He nodded, looking at her with a few lines on his face standing out in the hot sun.

      ~~~~~

      Adele did not have to persuade the sheriff to allow her to come with them. In fact, he suggested it. “You were one of the last in town to see Miss Gibb,” Hatfield said as they hurried toward Bridge Street. “That might prove useful.”

      Adele felt as if her feet had turned to lead. “To think she was alive only a few days ago!”

      “Mrs. Taylor found her this morning.” Hatfield held out his arm to her.

      “Shouldn’t Nin come with us?” asked Adele as she took it. “She saw Miss Gibb too.”

      “Let’s leave her in peace for now,” said the sheriff. “Too many of us strolling down Bridge Street is liable to kick up a lot of fuss. We don’t know what really happened yet.”

      “You think it was murder.” Jackson crushed the edge of his stick into the red dust.

      “She was found dead in her room,” said Hatfield. “Mrs. Taylor said it came as a great shock to everyone in the house.”

      Indeed, Adele felt like a lightning bolt had inserted electricity into everything at Mrs. Taylor’s house, from the door knobs to the furniture. The maid, whom Adele sometimes saw bubbling through the streets doing the shopping was now limp like a drowned flower, her thick cotton handkerchief held to her face. As she led them upstairs, her hand trembled as it grasped the banister with each step.

      “Don’t be afraid, Lilly,” she whispered to her.

      “Oh, miss, it’s awful!” she burst out.

      “Yes, well, we’re here now,” Jackson said in a brisk tone. Hatfield gave him a warning glance. Her brother had a vigorous way about him that worked very well with some of the male suspects but he didn’t have much sensitivity to the emotional reactions of the women.

      They reached the second floor where Mrs. Taylor housed all her women boarders. Mrs. Taylor herself stood in the hallway. She was a middling woman in every respect — average height, average hair and eyes, average skin, mid-pitched voice, and clothes that had seen better days but at the same time were well taken care of so as not to look shabby. She was intolerant of shabbiness and discord which made her acceptable even to women like Mrs. Faderman. In fact, her sense of decorum was so acute that when she saw Adele, she practically threw herself in the doorway of Miss Gibb’s room.

      “Miss Gossling, it’s hardly proper for you to be here!”

      “I may have been one of the last to see Miss Gibb, ma’am,” Adele said.

      “I forbid you to —” She took a deep breath. “It’s not a pretty sight, Sheriff.”

      “Mrs. Taylor,” said Adele, “remember I found a dead girl in my backyard only last year, and I wasn’t a bit squeamish about it.”

      “Perhaps not, Miss Gossling,” she said. “I just don’t think it fitting for a young woman to see such a thing.”

      “Maybe it’s best if you let us go in first, Del,” Jackson suggested.

      His sister glared at him, tightening her hand around the ribbon of her magnifying glass. “I daresay you’re more squeamish than I am!”

      “I prefer you come in with us,” said Hatfield. “You might pick up things Jackson and I miss, being unfamiliar with ladies’ rooms.”

      Mrs. Taylor growled but moved aside. “In my time —” They were past the doorway before she could finish the sentence.

      The room looked fairly typical compared to the boarding houses Adele had visited many times in her settlement house work — small, poorly lit, and plainly furnished. It was perhaps a little softer in color than most she had seen. What struck Adele right away was its disorderliness. A small night table was out of its place near the bed. The curtain looked as if someone had grabbed it, half pulling it from the rod. Next to the bureau, where nothing looked particularly disturbed, a washbasin stood as stout as ever but the pitcher was thrown on the floor, cracked near the spout.

      “Odd,” she murmured. Hatfield gave her a questioning look. “The girls told me Miss Gibb always had a bee up her bonnet about tidiness. She checked every girl in her class every morning to make sure her appearance was ladylike.”

      “This room is hardly ladylike.” Her brother glanced around.

      Hatfield had already moved to the crumbling figure sitting at the desk in the corner. Miss Gibb wore a light gray nightgown and her feet were bare. Adele had worked with a number of school teachers in the city, and she knew their salaries were by no means extravagant and their tastes were usually as bare as their wardrobe. She could not have imagined, staring at the nails on the wall that held a gingham dress, a light green frock, and the white dress she had worn to the post office that the woman had more than this.

      She gasped when she saw a large, heart-shaped patch cover Miss Gibb’s entire back through the nightgown. Some parts of the patch sank under her arms and Adele knew if she looked at the front of the dress it, too, would have a large patch of dark gray.

      Almost immediately, she asked, “Does it get very hot in these rooms at night, Mrs. Taylor?”

      The woman was a little outside the door, her arms crossed against her middling bosom. “I expect it’s as hot as the rest of town,” she sniffed. “I try to keep things well-aired, but with the dust storms, we have to keep the windows shut. Makes it much easier on Lilly.”

      “She must have been perspiring terribly all night long.” A sharp sound from Mrs. Taylor’s throat made the sheriff correct himself. “I mean glowing. Wouldn’t you say, Jackson?”

      “No doubt about it.”

      “I’ve already sent Edison to fetch Dr. Rhodes or Martin,” said Hatfield as he gently lifted one of Miss Gibb’s arms and then the other, turning them over.

      “Let’s hope it’s the latter.” Jackson gave his sister a look. It was no secret Dr. Rhodes had breakfast late on Sunday mornings, and he was less than appealing when he was called away on duty during mealtimes.

      “Scrapes.” Hatfield held out a flimsy hand. “Cuts.”

      “Bumps, more like it,” said Jackson. When Adele tried to take a few steps nearer, he stood in the way of the body. “She was walking around and not too steadily.”

      “Was Miss Gibb fond of wine at dinner, Mrs. Taylor?” Adele asked in a clear high voice, a way of showing her dissatisfaction with her brother’s too-protective manner.

      “None of my guests drink, Miss Gossling,” Mrs. Taylor insisted.

      “Of course not,” Adele said with a lavish smile. “I would never suggest such a thing with the quality of people here.” The woman smiled. “But you know sometimes when things grow difficult, wine makes the nerves wary, and if we’re not careful, we’re apt to overdo, especially if we’re not used to it.”

      “Millie was never that sort,” said the woman.

      “There are other reasons why one might walk unsteadily, Del,” her brother pointed out.

      “Fatigue, perhaps,” she suggested.

      There was a tap on the wooden stairs and Lilly appeared with her half-buried face in the cotton handkerchief followed by Martin Sanders, Dr. Rhodes’ assistant. “Good Sunday.” The young man bowed. “For some of us, that is.” He glanced through the doorway.

      Hatfield cleared his throat. “I’d like you to wait outside, Adele.”

      “Oh, really, Sheriff!” Adele growled.

      “This is no place for a woman,” Jackson declared.

      “Or a yellow-bellied former Anspach detective,” she retorted.

      “When have I ever been yellow-bellied?” Her brother was more amused than annoyed.

      Adele looked at the sheriff. “You of all people.”

      “I think it’s best.” There was finality in his quiet voice, and Adele knew better than to try and persuade him when his tone was so determined.

      She joined Mrs. Taylor in the hall.

      “I warned you it wasn’t a pretty sight,” said the woman.

      “When did you find her, Mrs. Taylor?”

      “Just a little while ago,” said the woman. “She didn’t come down to church or breakfast. Not like her.”

      “You knew her habits well?” asked Adele. “I mean in a friendly way, not in the way of a landlady.”

      The woman shrugged. “We had a talk or two now and again. Her grandmother used to take in boarders. She knew all about the hard work.”

      “She wasn’t friendly with the other boarders,” Adele guessed.

      “Now what makes you say that?” The woman looked at her with clear eyes.

      “I saw her in the post office on Wednesday and she seemed — well, the kind to keep to herself.”

      “Well, most of my boarders are young folks,” said Mrs. Taylor. “Not flighty ones, mind you.”

      “I know you’d never stand for that.” Adele patted the woman’s shoulder. She was rewarded with a wan smile.

      “Millie was — I don’t know what you’d call it. More experienced.”

      “More worldly?” Adele suggested.

      “Not exactly,” said Mrs. Taylor. “She’s seen something of life, I gathered, but not in the worldly sense. I don’t quite know how to explain it.”

      “You’ve done very well,” said Adele with a smile.

      “I hope there isn’t a fuss,” Mrs. Taylor sighed.

      “You mean a scandal?” Adele asked.

      It was the wrong word to use, as the woman’s entire body tightened. “There have never been any scandals about my house, Miss Gossling.”

      “Certainly not,” said Adele. “I’m sure the police will be discreet.”

      “We mustn’t judge her because she chose a sinful death.” Mrs. Taylor whispered the last.

      Adele realized what she meant. “You really think that’s how she died?”

      “Of course.” The woman pulled her shawl around her shoulders. Adele saw it had quite a few holes in it.

      “She’s lived in Arrojo less time than I have, I believe,” said Adele.

      “Only a little,” said Mrs. Taylor. “A year and a half or thereabouts.”

      “Do you believe she was so unhappy for a year and a half that she would choose a sinful route to death at this particular time?”

      “Can we really judge whether anyone is happy or unhappy, Miss Gossling?” The woman peered at her. “In my day, people knew about their neighbors. Now no one knows about anyone. And women are so silent as it is.”

      “Only when they’re forced to be,” Adele reminded her.

      “Silence is golden.” Mrs. Taylor raised an eye at her. “I know young women these days believe in shouting down the streets and having careers and shunning marriage.” The last she said with a visible shudder. “But Millie wasn’t like that. She was a quiet girl, and she knew her duty. She worked out of necessity, not choice.”

      “And yet,” said Adele in a small voice, “she might have made enemies in her industrious lifetime.”

      “We all have our enemies, don’t we, Miss Gossling?” Martin appeared at the doorway with his doctor’s bag held to his chest. “Even a stray dog always has to fight another stray dog for his bone.”

      “I should hope we’re more civilized than dogs.” Mrs. Taylor sniffed.

      “What did you find?” Adele asked with anxious eyes. “And don’t say my brother told you to keep it from me.” She could hear Mrs. Taylor “humphing” beside her in a low voice.

      Martin laughed. “I wouldn’t even if he had, Miss Gossling. You’re far too inquisitive to resist.”

      “And you’re far too dedicated to your work not to want to share it,” said Adele with a smile.

      “I’m as dedicated to justice as you and your brother, that’s all,” he insisted.

      “Mrs. Taylor believes Miss Gibb chose a sinful route to death.” Adele glanced at the woman who was speaking to the maid.

      “A sinful route?” Martin looked at her.

      “What Mrs. Taylor meant,” Hatfield said slowly, “is she believes Miss Gibb took her own life.”

      The young man shrugged. “I’ve never heard it put quite that way.”

      “I believe Mrs. Taylor was trying to be delicate,” said Adele.

      “In my profession, Miss Gossling, delicacy is a waste of time,” Martin said. “We call it for what it is — suicide.”

      “And do you believe it was suicide?”

      “It’s possible,” he admitted. “There are no outward signs of violence.”

      “What about the scrapes on her hands?” Adele remembered the sheriff’s words.

      “She made those herself,” said Martin. “Not deliberately, of course. Must have lost her balance and fell.”

      “When did she die?” asked Adele.

      “I put it at six to eight hours ago.”

      Adele closed her eyes for a moment as she did when she made calculations in her shop. “That would make it early morning, then.”

      “Fairly early.” Martin suppressed a yawn. “The sheriff puts it at two to four a.m.”

      “Mrs. Taylor.” Adele turned to the woman who was holding her hand up in a scolding way at Lilly. “Was Miss Gibb apt to stay up into the early hours of the morning?”

      The boarding house proprietress pivoted her head around, which raised the entire left side of her face. Adele thought she looked almost interesting that way.

      “I don’t go around creeping in hallways listening at the doorway of my boarders to see if they’re asleep, Miss Gossling,” she said in a chilly voice.

      Adele recalled what Miss Gibb had said at the post office. “If she were excited about something — say, a new book or magazine she received in the mail — could she stay up all night to read it?”

      “She was always very punctual and very sensitive to her duties as a teacher,” Mrs. Taylor said. Without looking at Lilly, she waved her hand at her, signaling her lecture with her was over. Lilly toddled off but not before she gave Adele a grateful glance.

      “What has that to do with Miss Gossling’s question?” Martin asked in a sharp voice.

      “I believe,” said Adele, “Mrs. Taylor is trying to say Miss Gibb would never have risked her good standing with the school by doing anything that might have interfered with her duties. When one stays up all night to read, one might not do their work the following morning in the best way.”

      Mrs. Taylor gave her a broad smile. Adele felt she had been redeemed at least a little in her eyes, despite the woman’s earlier harsh critique of her progressive ways.

      “If there was no evidence of violence of any kind,” said Adele, “how did she die, do you think?”

      “Poison. She died of poison.” This was supplied by Hatfield as he slipped out the door of Miss Gibb’s room.

      “A woman’s weapon,” Adele murmured.

      “Against herself,” Martin added.
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      If Hatfield had disappointed Adele when he sent her out of the room, he was now fair and gracious. He held out his arm and escorted her back in. Miss Gibb’s body was no longer at the desk, having been moved to the bed with the thick blanket rolled over it.

      “So glad you decided to make the room presentable to a lady, Sheriff,” she said in a wry tone,

      “You’re lucky you’re here at all, Del,” snapped her brother. “We’ve gotten more than one complaint about the deputy sheriff’s sister sticking her nose into police business.”

      Hatfield didn’t seem the least bit rattled. “It had nothing to do with you, Adele. I wouldn’t have subjected Edison to this ghastly sight.”

      “Edison,” she said tartly, “gets ill at the sight of a dead cat.”

      The sheriff couldn’t hold back a smile as he joined his deputy at the desk. It was a large one, larger than any Adele had seen in San Francisco boarding houses, though just as shabby with peeling paint and sharp corners. On the desk lay an open book and paper knife, a lamp, and a magazine.

      She fingered the cover of the latter. The black print and title American Language Origins were as bare as the chill that ran through her. She put on her gloves and carefully flipped through it.

      “She tore through this magazine,” Adele remarked. “Look at the pages.” She ran her finger along the edges. “And the book is the same.”

      “Perhaps you were right, then,” said Jackson. “She was reading all night, and that’s why she was up at two in the morning.”

      “If that’s so,” said Hatfield, “the lamp would be turned on, wouldn’t it?”

      Both the Gosslings stared at the student lamp with its skirt-glass light and misshapen bowl.

      “Good Lord, you’re right!” Jackson said. “She could hardly read at that hour without light.”

      “So you think she wasn’t reading at two o’clock in the morning?” Adele eyed him.

      “Question marks, question marks,” murmured Hatfield, rubbing his chin. It was his usual lament when he was perplexed about something during a case, and Adele had learned these were questions he made sure were answered by the time the case was closed.

      Jackson turned to Mrs. Taylor. “Was Miss Gibb a spiritual person?”

      The woman looked alarmed. “She had no crazy notions about ghosts and such. I was just telling Miss Gossling how Millie wasn’t like the younger girls these days.”

      “Yes,” Adele said. “A quiet lady who knew her duty.” She bit her tongue to keep her own ideas about such women to herself.

      “I didn’t mean ghosts, ma’am,” Jackson said with all the charm of his good breeding. “I meant, did she believe in the healing power of herbs and spices?”

      The woman blinked. “I should think your sister’s friend would know the answer to that, seeing as she has the only place in town where one can get such things.”

      Jackson turned to his sister. “Perhaps Miss Branch would know.”

      “The only thing I ever heard her say about Miss Gibb was that she was a nudging nuisance.”

      Hatfield burst out in his deep laughter, in spite of the fact he usually kept grave in the presence of a dead body.

      “And what, pray, did she mean by that?” Jackson eyed her.

      “Miss Gibb had a habit of entering shops, asking a lot of questions, and then leaving without buying a thing,” Adele said. “She was not a favorite of the business people.”

      “Miss Branch isn’t in the habit of holding back her rather acidic opinion of people, is she?” Jackson asked with a stiff lip.

      “Millie had to be frugal,” Mrs. Taylor insisted.

      “Perhaps you’d better tell us what prompted your strange question, Jack,” said his sister.

      He opened his hand and revealed a few large pieces of a cinnamon stick.

      “Oh, that would have been from her hot toddy,” Mrs. Taylor said.

      “Hot toddy?”

      “Yes, she was quite fond of a hot toddy before bed,” said Mrs. Taylor. “She said it helped her sleep.”

      “At two o’clock in the morning, she would need something to help her sleep,” Jackson remarked.

      “What else did the hot toddy contain, other than cinnamon?” Hatfield asked, turning his eyes at Jackson, who already had his pad and pencil out.

      The woman sniffed. “I wouldn’t know, Sheriff. I haven’t the time to putter about the kitchen watching over the cook. I have many other duties.”

      “Which you fulfill admirably, I’m sure.” Hatfield bowed.

      The woman gave him a wide smile and added, “You might ask Mrs. Clogg. She would know about the hot toddy.”

      Hatfield waited until Mrs. Taylor stepped back into the hallway. “Jackson, do you notice anything missing from this room?”

      “I don’t know what you mean, sir,” said his deputy.

      “If there was a hot toddy here, as it seems there was, or you wouldn’t have found the cinnamon stick, it had to come in a glass, didn’t it?”

      Adele’s eyes fell on the desk. There was a lace doily sitting at the other corner as far away from the magazine and book as possible. She pointed to it, saying “She would have put it here to make sure it was out of the way of her reading and wouldn’t stain the desk.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” said Hatfield.

      “Perhaps she threw it in the fire.” Jackson bent down to the grate.

      “That wouldn’t make much sense,” said Adele.

      “It would if she did something to it and didn’t want people to know.” He took one of the pokers, black with coal dust, from the stand and began gently prodding around.

      “Did something to it.” Adele felt her chest grow cold. “You mean poisoned it.”

      “It’s not uncommon, Del,” her brother said. “A lonely, unmarried woman not in her prime, teaching school children, with books her only solace.”

      “Too bad she wasn’t locked up in an attic like Bertha Rochester,” Adele snapped. “Then she would have been not only out of sight but also out of mind.”

      “Not all women are as dynamic as you are, Adele,” said Hatfield. She detected a tone of admiration she had heard in his voice now and again at the strangest opportunities.

      “Sheriff!”

      Hatfield joined Jackson at the grate just as two young men in white coats and overlong mustaches peered through the doorway. They indicated they had been sent by Martin to “pick up the body,” as they bluntly put it. Adele directed them toward the bed since Hatfield was engrossed in Jackson’s discoveries.

      After the men left, both her brother and the sheriff rose, brushing coal dust from their clothes. Adele was amused at the thought of Hatfield’s unwieldy figure crouched halfway inside the tiny fireplace as he shook out his Sunday handkerchief.

      “No glass, I take it,” she guessed.

      “Something much more interesting,” said her brother. “Something in your line of work, Del.”

      He showed her what looked like a fragment of a note or letter. The edges were crisp and charred. She could see small, dark print but could barely make out the words before he placed it carefully inside a smaller handkerchief he always carried in his coat pocket.

      “That explains why there was a fire burning last night even though it’s been mild weather,” he remarked.

      “A disparaging lover, you think?” Hatfield asked.

      “It wouldn’t be uncommon,” said Jackson. “Though perhaps a little surprising.”

      Adele guessed his meaning. “Miss Gibb might not have been a beauty, Jack, but many men appreciate an intelligent and well-read woman more than giggles and curls.”

      She was rewarded by Hatfield’s deep chuckle.

      “Love doesn’t usually go with money, though, does it?” Jackson remarked. “Whatever this letter contained, it had to do with a lot of money.”

      Mrs. Taylor appeared. “Begging your pardon, sir. You understand I don’t get into the business of my guests unless —”

      “Unless?” Hatfield’s head bobbed up.

      “It’s necessary, of course,” was her resolute answer.

      “You know something about this letter, I take it?” he asked.

      “Well, no, sir, not this one in particular,” said Mrs. Taylor. “But more than once Millie asked for a few days more to pay her rent. She told me she had a cousin who was rather in a bad way financially.” Once she had said it, she seemed embarrassed. “I don’t like to go around giving out my guests’ private business, but —”

      “That’s all right, ma’am,” said Jackson. “That’s very helpful to us.”

      “Well, now that everything’s all right —”

      Adele could see she still hesitated and understood the woman’s concern. Her sense of decorum had gotten a jolt over a room she only rented out to women boarders being trampled over by male footsteps.

      “I’ll make sure everything’s in order, Mrs. Taylor,” she assured her in a low voice.

      Mrs. Taylor rewarded her with one of her wide smiles and departed.

      “Could be this cousin was asking for money,” Jackson said.

      “Why throw it in the fire, then?” asked Hatfield. “I’ve had more than one of Ma’s uncles write for a few coins, and even when I refused, I never threw the letter out.”

      “It does seem a little excessive,” Adele agreed.

      “Unless this wasn’t the first time,” her brother pointed out. “Mrs. Taylor mentioned Miss Gibb had to ask for a few days more to pay her rent several times.”

      The maid was at the doorway. “Mrs. Taylor, sir.” Her voice was still thick with tears. “She wants to know how long before she can get breakfast on the table. She knows you want to speak to everyone, sir, so she waited.”

      “This late?” Jackson glanced at his watch.

      “The guests always dine late on Sundays, sir,” said Lilly in a soft voice.

      “By all means, tell her to serve breakfast,” said Hatfield. “We’ll conduct interviews afterward in the parlor. And tell Assistant Deputy Edison I’d like him to send up one of the lads to guard this room.” The young woman curtsied and scurried away.

      Jackson insisted on going over the contents of the desk drawers even though Hatfield was of the opinion there was certainly very little in them.

      “Well, well,” she heard Jackson murmur.

      He held in his hand a small revolver. Adele was startled at the little thing as it lay so innocently with its gold plate and shiny pearl handle. The ball of the trigger was perfectly round, and the barrel had figure eights engraved along the muzzle. Despite her abhorrence for such things, she couldn’t help but murmur, “So pretty.”

      “That makes it all the more lethal.” The sheriff examined it. “A fine piece of work for a woman’s handgun.”

      “Martin said there was no violence,” Adele said.

      “He was quite right,” said Hatfield.

      “If there are any bullet wounds on Miss Gibb,” said Jackson, “we certainly couldn’t find them. And there would have been some kind of noise, tiny as the thing is, if there had been a shot at two o’clock in the morning.”

      Hatfield flicked the cylinder open, and the click made Adele jump.

      “Not loaded,” Jackson observed. “Not much use for a gun if it isn’t loaded.”

      “For a woman, an unloaded gun might be very useful.” Hatfield glanced at him. “As a threat, if nothing else.”

      “It’s not very clean either.” Adele peered at it.

      “How would you know, Del?” Jackson shot her a look.

      She glared at him. “I remember watching Papa clean his shotgun. I know what a clean gun looks like.”

      “You’re right, Adele,” said the sheriff. “It hasn’t been cleaned for a while. It isn’t very new either. I would say around thirty years old.” He wrapped it in cloth and put it in his pocket. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was a gift from Miss Gibb’s parents, but she never fired it in her life. Never even purchased the bullets for it, probably.”

      “She likely would have reached for it if an intruder had come into the room,” Adele pointed out.

      “How exactly would an intruder have gotten in?” Jackson glanced at the only window in the place, small and narrow. He drew back the curtains and examined it. “Locked.”

      “I think we can rule that out,” said Hatfield.

      “Then what are you ruling in?” Adele eyed him.

      He only blinked and murmured, “Question marks, question marks.”
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      Adele had only been in Mrs. Taylor’s home a few times, so she surveyed the downstairs with curiosity. However small the rooms were, Mrs. Taylor knew the value of first impressions and had given the shared rooms a pleasant and agreeable air. The parlor was longer and wider than most Adele had seen in boarding houses. It was clearly well dusted, and she had no doubt the furniture covers were regularly renewed so as to give a more polished appearance. The drapes were drawn, and the windows partly open. Across the parlor was the dining room with its double doors closed.

      A young woman barely out of girlhood hobbled toward them and in a shy voice told the sheriff everyone was still at breakfast.

      “We’ll help the lads poke around outside,” said Hatfield in a brisk voice.

      “You think someone might have left something there?” Adele asked.

      “We can’t rule it out, Del,” Jackson said. “Right now, we’re looking at suicide or foul play.”

      “Oh, sir!” The girl’s eyes widened as she glanced at Adele.

      “Don’t worry, dear,” Adele said in the soothing voice she used for frightened people. “What’s your name?”

      “Sally, miss,” she said.

      “And you work here, Sally?”

      “I’m the scullery maid, miss.” She blushed.

      “Thank you for telling us, Sally.” The sheriff smiled. “Don’t mention anything about what my deputy just said to the others. We don’t want to frighten anyone.”

      “Oh, no, sir — I mean, Sheriff!” She blushed again.

      The small front lawn was filled with young men. As Adele descended the stairs, Edison’s lean, bouncing figure nearly bumped into hers. “Sheriff!”

      “Don’t flit about like a wasp,” Hatfield said. “Tell me slowly and calmly what’s on your mind.”

      “Evidence, sir,” said the young man. “It looks like evidence, that is.”

      “‘Looks like’ is not being.” The sheriff descended the steps into the small circle of assistant deputies always recruited for searches. “Well, lads, what’s this evidence you’ve found?”

      Edison held up a cigar stub. It was an inch long and had a broken gold seal. The word BLACKJACK was engraved at the bottom of the seal where the edge of the cigar was burned down.

      “Fine quality, though not local,” said Jackson as he examined it. Adele gave a wry smile. It was rare her brother’s taste for fine things helped with an investigation.

      “Which one of you found this?” Hatfield held up the stub.

      There was a murmur among them. A redhead with a mustache too full and pretentious for his youth stepped forward. He cleared his voice several times before he said, “I did, sir.”

      “And you are?” The sheriff could hardly contain his grin behind his serious countenance.

      “Archibald Dulland, Dooland, sir.” He cleared his throat several more times.

      “And where did you find it, Assistant Deputy Dooland?”

      Even Jackson, who had less faith in the young men’s skill than their eagerness to get their names in the Arrojo Courier, had his fist over his mouth in an attempt to cover up his smile.

      “Over there, sir.” The young man pointed in a general direction.

      “Over where, lad?” Hatfield put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “We must have the precise location.”

      “I told him that, sir,” Edison snarled.

      “Show me, then,” said the sheriff.

      The young man led them to the farthest corner of the house near the back where the fence bordered the sidewalk.

      “How was it positioned, Dooland?” asked the sheriff.

      “Sir?” The young man squinted.

      “Was it put down carefully, tossed in the mud, half-buried, or what?”

      “Tossed, sir. And quickly, like whoever lit it was in a hurry.”

      Jackson spoke up, “Smoked a lot of cigars, have you, Assistant Deputy?”

      The young man stiffened. “My father smokes quite a bit at home, sir, and always has to throw them into the field because my ma don’t like the smell.”

      “That’s very observant, Assistant Deputy,” Adele said. “Don’t mind my brother. He just likes to tease people.” She shot Jackson a look.

      Hatfield patted the boy’s cheek. “Good work, Dooland. This might be very important.”

      The young man grinned and followed his comrades as they dispersed once more around the yard.

      “What do you think, sir?” Edison asked in an anxious tone.

      “It might be a clue,” Hatfield lamented. “And then again, it might not.”

      “We don’t even know yet if there are clues to look for,” Jackson pointed out.

      “True, true,” said the sheriff. “There are several young men lodging with Mrs. Taylor. Any one of them could have come out here for a smoke last night after dinner.”

      “Yes, sir.” Edison, clearly defeated, joined the others.

      Adele eyed Hatfield. “Whether it’s a clue or not, you’re interested in it.”

      “It’s not the cigar itself but the way it was half-smoked and thrown aside, as Dooland pointed out.” He glanced over his shoulder in the parallel line from the fence to the house, then advanced slowly. “One question mark answered.” He bent down.

      Adele saw what he meant. The shrubs along that side of the house were thick and coarse. The leaves were dusty on the top in the way of an unkept garden, but further down, the leaves were clean. “Someone was hiding here.”

      “Now you’re going to tell us it was the man who murdered Miss Gibb,” Jackson groaned.

      “We can’t rule out that possibility, Jackson, if the cigar doesn’t belong to anyone in the house,” Hatfield argued.

      “Found all the way over there?” Jackson peered at the fence.

      “Dooland knew what he was talking about,” said the sheriff. “That cigar was tossed from the distance and in a hurry.”

      “But why here?” asked Jackson. “Why hide here?”

      The door to a slightly sunk-in entrance behind them burst open. Sally lurched forward, knocking over a potted plant. Her shiny face appeared with the same startled eyes and open mouth.

      “No need to be frightened, Sally.” Hatfield straightened to his full height. “I told you we were poking around.”

      “Yes, sir.” She wrung her hands. “Mrs. Taylor says it’s alright to go in now.”

      “Breakfast over?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir. Everyone’s having their coffee in the dining room. You — you said you wanted the parlor, sir? For questioning?”

      “Thank you, my girl.” The sheriff tipped his hat and she bowed. She glanced at Adele and smiled as she hastily scooped the dirt that had fallen out of the plant, turned it upright, and closed the door.

      “Well, you’ve charmed the scullery maid at least,” Jackson remarked.

      “Don’t scoff, Jack,” she said. “It’s the maids and butlers and cooks who fill in the gaps.”

      “Very well said, Adele,” agreed the sheriff.

      ~~~~~

      Mrs. Taylor was clearly put out when Sheriff Hatfield informed her he wanted to speak with her first. “I already answered your questions,” she said as she went for the winged chair with two pillows, the most comfortable piece of furniture in the whole room.

      “Not quite, Mrs. Taylor,” Hatfield said. “First, do any of your boarders smoke?”

      “Mr. Lyman has a collection of pipes, a very nice collection,” she said.

      “He would,” murmured Jackson. Adele hid her smile.

      “And cigars?” asked Hatfield. “Do any of the men smoke cigars?”

      “Or the women, for that matter?” Adele chimed in. Her brother gave her a horrified glance. She shrugged and played with the tassel on her skirt.

      “I don’t allow cigar smoking on the premises,” said the woman. “They have the most nauseating scent.”

      “Does Mr. Lyman go outside to smoke his pipes?” asked Jackson.

      “Deputy Gossling, I said he had a collection of pipes,” said the woman. “I didn’t say he actually smoked them. Not that I’ve seen anyway.”
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