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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!

      

      On a Saturday afternoon in July, Bridge Street, the main commercial district of Arrojo, was as busy as any avenue in San Francisco. Sales girls showed ladies their wares with an overenthusiastic smile, while their managers sat hunched in their offices calculating the weekly take in anticipation of closing time.

      It was then they heard the automobile. The faint rumble sounded far away at first. People came out of the shops, staring down the street.

      A covered wagon appeared. The man sitting next to the Mexican driver was tall and clean-shaven, well-fitted inside a dark suit with the collar folded up perfectly around his neck. Furniture peeked out of the back as the wagon bobbed along the rocky road. The man seemed anxious, looking over his shoulder as if aware one loose stone could send an heirloom mirror or a Chinese vase flying into the street. The agreeable-looking driver guided the horses with a clear sense of purpose and expertise. Despite that the well-dressed man’s hands were elevated over each knee as if preparing to grab the reins at any moment.

      Ladies turned to catch a glimpse of the young man, and he, in return, tipped his hat to them. Rugged and gentle features combined to form a charming countenance not lost on the younger women. They huddled closer to their mothers, giggling and lowering their eyes.

      At that moment, the car appeared. The driver was a woman veiled in a chiffon scarf, her parasol bouncing on the passenger’s side as if ready to fall from the anxious automobile at any moment. She stopped right in the middle of the street and descended from the car, pulling back the scarf, letting tendrils of chestnut hair tumble out. Her tweed jacket fit perfectly over her starched blouse and one of the newfangled corsets gave her the look of a proud pigeon.

      She glanced around with a satisfied smile, oblivious to the stares. The fishmonger and his wife stood before her, and their gaping mouths matched the salmon sitting in an ice bed in the window. She smiled, but before she could speak, they disappeared into their shop, closing the door behind them with a thud. In the wagon a few feet away, the young man’s face reddened.

      The woman seemed unruffled but somewhat surprised. She advanced toward the ladies standing not far away. Two middle-aged women sniffed, two young ladies beside them giggled, and an elderly lady leaned on a cane, her prune face barely visible under her bonnet.

      “Adele Gossling.” The woman held out her hand to the elderly lady. Her voice was decided but courteous.

      The woman turned her back and hobbled down the street. One of the middle-aged ladies hunched forward as if afraid the brazen young lady would address her next. The other spoke in an icy tone. “May I help you?”

      Adele did not draw her hand away, confident someone would eventually show a sign of hospitality. “Well, ma’am, I was hoping I could help you.”

      The woman glanced at the automobile. “We prefer those newfangled machines be parked out of the main shopping district.”

      “I’ll be residing here, so I’ll make note of it,” said Adele.

      “Residing?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said “I just bought the Rosemont house.”

      “You mean you’re going to live here?” one of the young women asked while the other let out a nervous giggle.

      “You’re from San Francisco, I take it?” The icy woman asked. Adele nodded. “Well.” She contemplated this. “It seems the Rosemonts were less discriminating than we thought.”

      “If you’ll direct me to the old Shoe Shine Shop, ma’am, I won’t take up any more of your time.” Adele’s tone was no less exuberant but more tolerant.

      “Shine closed down some time ago.” The second middle-aged woman stared at her.

      “I know that, ma’am,” said Adele. “I’m to set up my shop there.”

      “Indeed?” The icy woman raised a pince-nez to her eyes, making them look smaller than they already were. Adele felt she were being examined by a very staunch raccoon. “You bought the house and the shop?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Adele bowed.

      “You must be very rich,” said the young girl who had first spoken and her friend let out another giggle. The icy woman, whom Adele guessed was her mother, pinched her elbow.

      “If I were, I wouldn’t be opening a stationery shop,” said Adele with a laugh.

      “I beg your pardon!” The girl flushed. The two middle-aged women exchanged a look.

      “I’m no pauper though,” she added.

      “One would scarcely go in for one of those contraptions if one were a pauper.” The icy woman sniffed at the car.

      “You don’t you approve of them, ma’am?” Adele asked.

      “I do not!” The woman glared. “They frighten the horses with their unbearable noise. You could cause a very nasty accident if you’re not careful.”

      “I’m always careful,” Adele assured her.

      “Nevertheless,” she said. “We hope not to see that contraption on Bridge Street in the future.”

      “I’ll leave the car at home, ma’am,” Adele promised. “I hope to see more of all of you, though.”

      “Indeed?” The woman eyed her.

      “I invite you to come and visit my shop when I open,” Adele said. “I’m sure you won’t be disappointed by my wares or my manners.”

      “We order our stationery from Harley & Sons in San Francisco.” The icy woman turned toward the milliner’s down the street.

      “They’re terribly overpriced, if you want to know the truth, ma’am,” said Adele. “I promise you the same quality for half.”

      A horse snorted, and she glanced down the street. The young man in the wagon touched the rim of his hat as if trying to send some sort of signal.

      “Do you know him?” the second woman asked.

      “I ought to.” Adele smiled. “He’s my brother.”

      “Will he be living with you in the Rosemont house?”

      “Unfortunately not,” said Adele. “He’s only here to help me with my things. He’ll be returning to San Francisco shortly.” She added, “The grand opening for Adele’s Stationery is next Friday. I invite you to come.”

      “Really, young lady.” The blood drained from the woman’s cheeks. “That is most forward of you. One does not invite people to a grand opening.”

      “You mean a woman shouldn’t try to drum up business for herself?” Adele asked dryly. “This is a new century, ma’am. Women have a right to make their living as much as a man.” Her gaze swept across the four women in front of her.

      “We don’t take to that sort of progressive talk here, Miss —Miss —”

      “Gossling,” Adele reminded her. “And your name, ma’am?”

      “We have certain expectations in Arrojo,” the woman continued.

      “And your name, ma’am?” she persisted.

      She regarded Adele with a self-righteous gaze. “Mrs. Faderman.”

      “Well, Mrs. Faderman,” Adele said, “I have a few expectations of my own.”

      “Oh, you’re engaged!” The woman’s face lifted with a sign of hope.

      Adele looked at her with unmistakable horror. “Heaven forbid!”

      Mrs. Faderman’s expression turned icy again. “I don’t think you should make light of it, Miss Gossling.”

      “I assure you, I’m not,” Adele said.

      “I was interested because it’s been my experience ladies who are engaged do not stay in business long. Their time is soon occupied by other things.” She coughed delicately.

      “You mean more important things like a house, a husband, and children,” Adele guessed.

      “I didn’t say so.”

      “Well, I plan on being in your midst for a very long time,” Adele said with a smile.

      “Unengaged?” asked her daughter.

      “Unengaged,” Adele answered.

      “You may rest assured, Miss Gossling, we have the means to take care of that!” Mrs. Faderman grabbed her daughter’s hand. “New Woman or no New Woman,” she added.

      Adele burst out laughing as she watched the others follow her lead. They reminded her of ducklings toddling after their mother as the four ladies marched down the street in the direction of the milliner’s.

      When they had disappeared, she climbed into her automobile, adjusted the scarf and gloves, and, with more determination, shot down the dusty road, the wheels pounding the gravel behind her.
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      “I’m sure we’ll find plenty of nasty creatures here.” Jackson leaned against his walking stick as he surveyed the Rosemont house. The hallway formed a straight line through to the back door and was padded with dirt, leaves, and even tufts of tumbleweed.

      “I should have expected it,” Adele said. “I should have put the scrub brush and the broom in the back of the Beaton instead of burying them in the wagon.”

      “You can never foresee these things.” He scraped the dirt from underneath his shoes on the ragged door mat.

      “Tomas!” The driver of the wagon bobbed his head. “Have you a wife and children?”

      “Yes, señorita.” He held up eight fingers to indicate the blessed size of his family.

      “I’d like you to take my car and bring your wife and the eldest daughter here immediately to help clean my house,” she said. “Make that the two eldest.”

      “Really, Del,” Jackson muttered.

      “Why in heavens not?” she asked.

      “You don’t know what kind of people they are.”

      “My wife cleans well, señor,” the man insisted. “My children too.”

      “Of course they do,” Adele said. “You bring them all here, Tomas.”

      The man looked at the car as if it were a creature just emerged from the bottom of the San Francisco Bay.

      “Oh, very well, take the horses,” said Adele. “Tell them, if they come, I’ll give you and your wife one dollar each, and fifty cents to each of your children. If you make haste, I’ll give each of them a dollar and a half, and you and your wife two dollars.”

      The man grinned, unhitched the horses from the wagon, and with a quick shake of the reins, was gone.

      Jackson bowed, acknowledging defeat as was usually the case when he tried to wrestle with his sister's determination.

      “I thought you would approve.” She eyed him. “Eventually.”

      “He told me he hasn’t had much luck finding work this year," he said. “Not a promising future for a family of eight.”

      “I may just move the entire brood here,” said Adele. “He and his wife can take care of the place for me. There must be plenty of room out back for them to build a house, and I’m sure it would suit them more than any work they might find in the city.” She swung around, the hem of her skirt just missing a patch of mud on the porch. Her movements were slightly indiscreet for a woman. “I’ve a feeling I’ll incur plenty of dust through these window cracks.”

      “If you wanted to avoid dust, you should have stayed in the city,” Jackson remarked.

      “This house may be dirty, Jack, but it has no memories.” Adele removed the scarf, and tentacles of hair whipped in the wind.

      “I thought you wanted to get out of the city because of John Bellows, not because of memories.”

      “Both,” she said shortly. “I told you that before.”

      “We could have moved to another city where there are no memories,” he said in a soft voice, looking down at the clumps of nettle bushes below the porch. “Like Los Angeles or Santa Barbara near Aunt Belle.”

      She put her hand on his shoulder. “This place has plenty of room for both of us. It would be delightful if you stayed.”

      “And help you fight off the nasty creatures?” He grinned.

      “Help me fight off the lady crusaders,” she said. “I have a feeling they’ll try to get me engaged to some local fellow before long.”

      He laughed. “Heaven help them, and heaven help him!”

      Her face grew serious. “I only want peace now, Jack.” She grabbed his hand. “Come, let's see the rest of it.”

      “You mean show me the rest of it,” he said.

      “I bought the place sight unseen.” She lifted her skirt as she descended the porch steps.

      Wrinkles appeared around his eyes. “You mean you bought a house without knowing what it looked like?”

      “Miss Lake said it was very pretty.”

      “Pretty!” He snorted. “I suppose pretty is what's important in the eyes of a woman estate agent.”

      She glared at him. “That was unworthy of you, Jack.”

      “No more unworthy of me than buying a house half-cocked was unworthy of you,” he retorted.

      “Sometimes you have to trust people.” She took his arm.

      Oak trees made the patchy yellow grass around the house look less desolate, and red and green shrubs gave the wilderness a lovely autumn palette. The dust was almost toe-deep, and even Adele had to lift her skirt all the way up to her ankles so as not to redden the hem.

      To the left, a field of frazzled poppies pointed their orange petals toward the sky. To the right deep hairs of grass and weeds made a prickly fortress around the house. Further away, another house, larger and more ornate than Adele’s, stood majestically against the background of hills far away.

      “I wonder who lives there.” She shielded her eyes from the sun.

      “An eminent citizen, perhaps a property owner,” said Jackson.

      “How do you know?”

      “You can see from here how the house is well built,” he said. “A man who has money to spend on aesthetics.”

      “You really should have done more detective work, Jack,” she said. “You have a marvelous eye.”

      “A cursed eye,” he grumbled. “It’s better I left the Anspach Agency when I did.”

      “Of course it’s better,” said Adele as they walked to the rear of the house. “The Anspaches have no pity. No shame either. They’re worse than the Pinkertons.”

      He looked at the grass for a moment as they stood at the back porch. His handsome face glazed like a marble shield of lingering regrets. She hadn't yet found out what it was he regretted.

      “What are those trees?” she asked.

      “Maples, I believe.”

      “Jack, there’s a gazebo!”

      The white and lemon gazebo had not the slightest sign of wear. Its octagon sides were symmetric among the wild grasses and flowers, and the egg-shaped roof had a lightening effect. The inside, however, was more revealing of its condition. They found the anticipated creatures nesting in one corner. Jackson chased them out with his cane.

      “It looked so untouched,” she mused. “I have a feeling looks deceive in just about every corner of this place.”

      A young woman appeared in the garden of the big house as if she could not wait to take in the bright morning. She was dressed in white from her hair to her waist. She ran to a bush with hanging red flowers and threw out her arms as if ready to embrace it. Her simple delight almost made Adele forget the way the women had snubbed her on Bridge Street.

      “Whistle to her, Jack.” Her brother stared at her as if she had told him to jump off a bridge. “It won’t be indiscreet. I’m sure handsome young men are a scarcity in a town like this.”

      “Certainly not!”

      “Oh, for goodness sake.” Adele tried to whistle but it came out like a shriek. She called and waved.

      The young woman noticed and, with a laugh, called and waved back.

      “You’ll make her think you belong locked in an attic.” Her brother led her into the house.

      “You needn’t worry about my not making any friends,” she said. “I expect even the matchmaking hens will get used to me in time.”

      “You’ve never the better part of discretion, Del.” Jackson frowned.

      “Is it indiscreet to wave hello to a new neighbor?” she asked. “We aren’t in the city with our windows nose to nose, perhaps, but we can still be cordial.”

      “Those are not the kind of people who are likely to converse with a neighbor over a fence,” he said with a marked irony. “Not a neighbor like you, that is.”

      Adele stiffened. “Papa was one of the best lawyers in the city. I’ll thank you to remember that, Jack.”

      “He was also a criminal lawyer,” her brother reminded her.

      “He wasn’t perhaps in the same clubs as Mr. Hopkins or Mr. Stanford, but we had a social presence. In a place like this, I’m sure we would be considered well off.”

      “And you’re going to be a shopkeeper,” he said quietly.

      “That’s more for purpose than money and you know it,” she snapped.

      Horse's hooves saved him from answering. Tomas had returned, bringing his entire family with him.
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      A few days later, Adele left Tomas’ wife Ruth and her eldest daughter to sweep out the cobwebs of the house as she hunted up the small building at 625 Bridge Street. It had fewer nasty creatures than the Rosemont house but the grime reached every corner.

      “This red dust is rather like a parasite, isn’t it?” she remarked to the woman standing in the doorway of the shop next to hers.

      The woman didn’t answer but only stared at her with cat-like eyes. She seemed petrified in some maniacal fairytale. She wore no hat, and her hair looked as if it hadn’t seen a pin in years. Free-flowing and coal black, the waves swung past her shoulders. Her clothes were as loose as her hair with only the vaguest outline of a corset underneath. Her features showed a natural grace and her intense eyes made her beauty so spellbinding every child and man passing by could not keep from glancing at her. The wild woman met the children's eyes without smiling and pointedly ignored the men.

      Adele wiped her hands on a clean rag and approached her. “Adele Gossling.”

      Unlike the hens, the woman accepted the greeting. Her grasp was fierce, as if trying to squeeze the truth out of it.

      “And your name?”

      The woman did not answer She dropped her hand and retreated back to the door, her eyes never leaving Adele’s face.

      Adele couldn’t resist peering through the window of the woman’s shop. “Charming,” she murmured. Exotic scents floated out from the open doorway, reminding her of the mysterious stalls she had passed by in Chinatown.

      The woman moved quickly in front of the window.

      “I don’t mean to be nosy,” Adele said. “I only wanted to see so I can send my clients your way. You can send me yours, and we can help one another.”

      The woman turned her head away as if the idea of business was crude to her.

      “Mine is a stationery store,” she continued.

      A smile appeared on the woman’s lips. It was an odd little smile, not quite inviting and even a little teasing. The smile annoyed Adele.

      “I’m quite serious about making my shop a success, “ she insisted, “as I’m sure you are in making yours.”

      The woman seemed ready to answer, but a voice called for Adele from behind. It was the boy bringing the merchandise she had ordered. Behind them, a man who looked to be in his forties greeted her with cautious kindness. “Welcome, miss.”

      “The Arrojo welcoming committee at last?” she asked with a smile. “My brother should have been here to see it.”

      He removed his hat. “My name is Lowell Tanning. At your service, miss.”

      “I’m happy to see at least one person in this town doesn’t regard me as an outcast.”

      He laughed. “You mustn’t take the cold shoulder you received too much to heart. Arrojo was founded by the most excellent of men who, I’m afraid, believed they created the California landscape alongside the Almighty. I ought to know. My grandfather was one of them.”

      “I’m quite impressed with it,” said Adele. “I expected a tiny town when I found the little dot on the map. But this is more like a small city.”

      “Indeed,” said Mr. Tanning. “My ancestors and, I suspect, those of many others here, were a sight more forthcoming with their vision of commerce than those of us living here would care to admit.”

      Adele took his arm. “Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?”

      “Tea would be ideal, miss,” he said with a bow.

      “Will you join us for tea, Miss —” But the woman had retreated into her shop and shut the door.

      “An interesting wood nymph,” Adele remarked.

      Mr. Tanning followed her into the shop. “Most people around here think Miss Branch is some kind of witch or a sorceress. They find her more diabolical than interesting.”

      “You can’t be serious.” She stared at him.

      He bowed his head. “I’m afraid I am.”

      She put her hand on her hip. “Do you believe she’s a witch or a sorceress, Mr. Tanning?”

      “I’m a much more plain-thinking man,” he said. “I’ve heard Miss Branch has special powers — clairvoyance, I think they call it. Just as her mother did.”

      “I see,” she said. “Perhaps you shall be plain-speaking as well, Mr. Tanning, and tell me just what savage wilderness I’ve stumbled into?”

      He laughed as she put the kettle on a small gas stove. “I assure you we’re as civilized as anyone living in Sacramento and even your San Francisco. Though much less hurried, I imagine.”

      “I’ll tell my brother,” she said. “He’ll be relieved to know.”

      “The gentleman we saw in the wagon?” Adele nodded. “He’s not staying with you?”

      “I tried to persuade him.”

      “I can understand how he feels,” he said. “Not much here for a man unless he’s willing to resign himself to small town pleasures and reticence.”

      “Is it reticent?” Adele delivered the teacup into his waiting hands.

      The man considered this. “I suppose one may call a small town reticent as compared to the city. And yet, people stay on because, well, we feel safer with the devil we know than the devil we don’t know.”

      Adele nodded. “I sensed that the moment I arrived. Is there no hope for one like me in a place like Arrojo?”

      The man fitted the cup inside the saucer. “I’m not sure I know what you mean, Miss Gossling.”

      “I’m neither a great lady nor an imbecile,” she said. “I would very much like to live among you in peace.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ll have much trouble unless you’re a criminal or a rebel.” He grimaced.

      “My brother thinks I’m a little bit of both,” she remarked.

      He laughed. “And what do you think?”

      “We’ve entered a new century, Mr. Tanning,” she said. “We have much to discover. We can’t afford to tread in the waters of the past.”

      “I’m afraid you won’t find many embracing that view in Arrojo.”

      “I’m not here to march in the streets with banners, sir,” she declared. “I’m only after peace and small pleasures.”

      “That’s a rather odd thing to hear from a young woman in the prime of life,” he remarked.

      She fiddled with the handle of her teacup. “My father died recently, Mr. Tanning.”

      He set the cup down on the dusty counter. “You and he were very close, I take it.”

      “Yes, we were.” She opened her bag and took out a handkerchief, turning away to wipe her eyes.

      “So close that you’re using his handkerchief,” he said in a quiet voice.

      She stared down at it. The embroidered O.G. shone in the sun.

      Mr. Tanning put on his hat. “Miss Gossling, you may not be approved by all, but you will not be disliked as long as there is kindness in your heart.”

      She felt at once grateful to this man who had obviously stepped away from decorum out of sympathy for the aloofness she had experienced her first day in town. “I assure you, Mr. Tanning, I will bear no one malice should they choose to disapprove of or even dislike me.”

      “I feel certain you’ll find the peace you’re looking for,” he said. “I shall ask my wife to invite you and your brother to dinner one Sunday. Will he be coming down to see you often?’

      “I’m afraid not as often as I would wish,” she sighed.

      “Ah, you miss him,” he said.

      “He insists on living in the city.”

      “But you needed to escape the memories,” he guessed. “You needed your small pleasures and peace.”

      She felt the tears begin again and clutched her handkerchief.

      “Please let me know when he’s in town,” he said. “I promise you a good dinner and good company.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Tanning,” she said with a curtsy. “For everything.”

      The compliment seemed to embarrass the man, and he hurried down the street, nearly knocking over the boy delivering her merchandise.
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      A few days later, the door to Adele’s Stationery stood ajar for a grand reception and found only dust and air. A few heads turned as people passed the shop, but no one stopped, and eyes did not linger past the GRAND OPENING banner. Children peered through the window bright with displays of yellow, pink, and blue letter paper, their mouths gaping as if they had never seen such fine colors in their lives. She bought a bag of lemon drops at Hyde’s Confectionery and gave them to the children. They smiled at her, reassuring her Arrojo was not a wholly unsympathetic place.

      In the afternoon, she made herself a cup of coffee and sat behind the counter. Her head ached from watching the door. Not a single person had entered or even peered inside with the least curiosity, save the children. She tried not to be disheartened but it was difficult to keep the tears back. She could see her father’s face, a twinkle in the green eyes that were so much like Jackson’s. She knew what he would say: Be patient, be determined, and don’t let them beat you.

      A young woman appeared in the doorway. The folds of her dress fluttered with ribbons, and the brilliant peach shade made the colored paper in the window pale in comparison. Her arms were filled with packages wrapped in brown paper. “Is that coffee?” She stared at the cup in Adele’s hand. “Is it strong? Very strong?”

      Adele smiled. The girl’s loveliness came not only from her youth but the untroubled mind that belonged to a belle. “I’ll make you a cup and let you decide. I’m Adele Gossling.”

      “Oh, we know that.” The girl lurched forward. Her step was quick rather than careful.

      “We?”

      “I mean, my father told us,” she said.

      “Is your father Mr. Tanning?”

      The girl’s lovely face gathered with perplexity. Then a glint appeared in her eye. “Mr. Tanning is not my father. Perhaps the future will bring surprises.”

      Adele poured the girl a cup of coffee, not questioning the vague response.

      “My father is Michael Blackstone,” the girl continued. “He’s the most elegant and respected gentlemen in Arrojo.”

      Now it was Adele’s turn to show amusement. “You say that with a little too much pride.”

      “Do I?” The girl dropped into a chair, leaning her parasol across the counter. “I suppose I do have a little too much pride, but I never thought about it. I’m more capricious and headstrong. At least that’s what my father says.” She peered at Adele. “Should I be ashamed of that?”

      “One may be anything when one hasn’t the burden of years on one’s soul,” Adele studied Miss Blackstone’s features. “I believe you’re my neighbor.”

      The girl laughed. “I knew you were sharp the moment I saw you in your gazebo the other day. Unlike some of those girls I went to school with.” The last was added with a sniff.

      “You’re Miss Blackstone?”

      “Lucy Blackstone,” she said. “You must call me Lucy, of course. And I shall call you Adele, since we’re to be friends.” She grabbed her hand but did not shake it. Instead, she seemed to want to feel the strength of it.

      “How kind of you to come into my shop to introduce yourself.” Adele tried not to make her desperation obvious.

      “I did not come to introduce myself.” The girl fingered the pencils. “Not just that, anyway. I came to make a purchase.” She eyed the empty store. “This is your first time owning a shop, isn’t it?”

      “How did you know?”

      Lucy’s eyes glowed. “Father knows everything. Sometimes before he has a right to know it.”

      “I see.” Adele smiled. “Yes, this is my first shop.”

      Lucy cocked her head. “Why stationery?”

      “I’ve always had a fondness for the epistolary,” Adele admitted. “There’s something rather elegant and utilitarian about writing paper and envelopes and ink.”

      Lucy laughed in a way that did not resemble the goose giggle of the young ladies in the society Adele left behind in San Francisco. “You clearly haven’t had many love letters. They’re anything but utilitarian.”

      “I’ve had my share,” Adele said. “Have you really come to buy?”

      “You didn’t think I would leave you to your own devices. In Arrojo?” The girl snorted. “No one will set foot in your shop unless someone else buys first. It is an old-fashioned and terribly unjust custom here.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “Nor should you.” Lucy’s skirt swept dangerously close to a stack of envelopes. “I’m sure such antiquated ideas are not the providence of an exciting city like San Francisco. How I wish I lived there!”

      “Perhaps you would change your mind if you did,” Adele said dryly.

      “Oh, it’s a rogue’s village, I know,” said Lucy. “My mother often tells me. She was a Nob Hill debutante until she married Father and he brought her to this anthill.” Adele could not help laughing. “Well, it’s the truth. I wonder you ever wanted to come.”

      “San Francisco is the anthill,” said Adele. “All the well-dressed ants scurrying from one corner to another. Most of them have forgotten wherefore and why.”

      “Perhaps they never knew.” Lucy examined a sheath of writing paper.

      “That’s quite a philosophical suggestion,” Adele remarked. “I see you’ve been educated.”

      “Oh, I’ve read Shakespeare and listened to Mozart.” She shrugged.

      “And what shall you do with your education, Lucy?”

      The girl stiffened. “I want you to order me a special kind of writing paper.”

      “Certainly,” said Adele.

      “Lavender paper,” added Lucy. “A very pale shade of lavender.”

      “I’ll try my best,” Adele mumbled.

      “And can you get me this design?” The girl reached for a pencil and paper lying on the counter and scratched at it. She then handed it to Adele.

      The design was so exquisite, Adele felt sure the girl had also studied drawing with less ennui than she had literature and music. The carnation wreaths with their claw-like leaves and flapping petals looked as if they belonged there. Adele could almost smell their spicy scent.

      “You’re a talented artist,” she remarked.

      “I only take from nature what she gives,” Lucy said, flushing. “You couldn’t see my garden from where you and that handsome man were looking.”

      “My brother, you mean,” said Adele. “I don’t think we noticed it.”

      “You must come and see it, then.” She grabbed Adele’s hand. “My talent lies not in drawing but in cultivating carnations.”

      “A rather conventional interest for an unconventional young lady,” Adele said, amused.

      “Heavens, am I unconventional?” asked the girl. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “I would call a lady of your standing who comes into the shop of the town outcast and buys from her unconventional,” Adele said. “I’m most appreciative.”

      Lucy took both her hands. “I intend to see you become one of us. I shall insist upon it.”

      “You always get what you want, don’t you?” Adele eyed her. “Might I make a suggestion regarding your design?”

      The girl bowed her head in an exaggerated way, which did not entirely convince Adele she was ready to accept advice. Listen to it, perhaps, but that was a very different thing.

      She took up the pencil, and with a few swipes, two of the flowers opened their petals, their glory spilling into the corner of the page.

      The girl snatched it from her. “I despise flowers in bloom!”

      “Why is that?”

      Lucy did not answer. With a stroke of her hands, she opened the parasol over her head and leaned against the doorway. “I’ll expect you for lunch next Sunday afternoon. With or without your brother?”

      “Without, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh, but he’ll come soon, won’t he?”

      “If I have anything to say about it,” Adele said with a smile. “I’ll be sure to bring him around to meet you when he does.”

      The girl nodded. “When will the letter paper be ready?”

      “By the end of next week, I think. I can bring it with me to when I come, if you like,” said Adele.

      “Splendid! I’ve a very special use for it, you see, and I’d like it as soon as possible.” Her gloved hand went to her cheek. “Oh, but that’s between you and me. We’ll have many secrets between us, won’t we?”

      “My father once said a young woman apt to keep secrets is a young woman not to be trusted,” Adele remarked.

      “Oh, my father told me the very same thing.” Lucy swept her skirt up from the dusty sidewalk. “I don’t always believe everything he says, though I make him think I do.” She waved as she crossed the street.

      “I believed everything mine said.” The words came softly, blowing like a warm wind inside the shop, now perfumed and airy in the wake of the young woman’s departure.
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      Lucy’s prediction proved correct. As if everyone on Bridge Street saw her waving at Adele and bouncing out of her shop, they started tentatively coming in, and some even bought. Adele opened for half a day on Saturday and sold several more packets of writing paper, some stamps, and a few fountain pens, including one special order for Mrs. Cricket, one of the fussier ladies in town. The orders were small, but people’s eyes wandered around the shop as if examining not only the merchandise but also the quality of its owner. Adele realized when Arrojo citizens became used to her presence, she could rely on a steady flow of customers.

      She was eager to show her gratitude toward Lucy Blackstone and promptly arrived at the house on Sunday. It looked much larger up close, and the twisted pillars rivaled the surrounding tall trees. A rather obliging butler led her to the parlor, their steps echoing in the hollow hallway. The exquisite paintings on the walls and the statue of a shielded Venus made Adele almost wish she had asked Jackson to accompany her.

      Lucy was staring out the open French doorways. Her mother and father sat as if for a portrait, the woman with her skirts spread over her ankles as she lounged on the couch, the man standing over her with his hand on her shoulder. A small boy who looked about seven years old sat on the floor pushing a tin toy car around.

      Lucy gave her a peck on one cheek and then the other.

      “Before I forget.” Adele reached into her large purse. “I brought the paper.”

      The girl pressed her hand and whispered, “Not now. Later.” Then, in a lighter tone, “Come meet my parents. Mother, this is Adele, our new neighbor. I told you about her.”

      Lucy’s mother smiled, her face so perfectly pale, it might have been the model for the stone Venus. “I believe it’s customary to call a woman who owns a shop by her last name, dear.”

      “Adele is my friend.” Lucy’s brow creased. “Her shop is a diversion, Mother. Adele is a woman of independent means.”

      “You mean she’s rich like us?” The little boy pushed the car around Adele’s feet.

      “I’m not exactly rich.” Adele smiled. “And who might you be?”

      “Michael Blackstone Jr.,” the little boy announced. “People call me Mickey.”

      “You’re rich enough for our blood,” Lucy said. “Isn’t she, Father?”

      Her father bowed. “Forgive my daughter, Miss Gossling. She’s apt to forget her manners.”

      “I know what I’m about,” Lucy insisted. “More than most people.”

      He threw her a sharp look, but almost immediately, his countenance changed. “I’m sorry if she offended you, Miss Gossling.”

      “I’m not in the least offended,” Adele said. “In fact, I’m honored to be here.”

      “Oh?”

      “I know the Blackstones are one of the oldest and most respected families in Arrojo.”

      He looked pleased. “We welcome you to our home, don’t we, Marissa?” He looked expectedly at his wife.

      “Indeed we do.”

      Adele smiled and held out her hand to the woman. Mrs. Blackstone raised hers but let it fall as if she hadn’t the strength, laying a lace handkerchief like a pillow on her lap.

      “I’m afraid I’m intruding,” Adele said.

      “Lucy didn’t tell us you were coming until this morning,” Mr. Blackstone admitted. “We usually prefer to keep Sundays between the family.”

      “I see what you mean by your daughter being impetuous.” Adele glanced at the girl. Lucy looked as unconcerned as one who always got her own way.

      “The family Sunday is a thing of the past, Father,” she said. “Sundays are for company and leisure now.”

      “It’s no matter,” said Mrs. Blackstone. “We like having guests, don’t we, Michael?” She glanced at her husband.

      “That is true, my dear.”

      “I don’t see why I can’t invite my own guests.” Lucy’s voice was like steel. “This is my house too.”

      “I never said it wasn’t, my dear,” said her father. “We merely like to know these things ahead of time.”

      “You always have to know everything,” Adele heard Lucy say under her breath.

      Mickey made a noise like a motor as he steered the toy car. Mrs. Blackstone said with a recovering smile, “You’re not intruding in the least, Miss Gossling. We’re happy to entertain you.”

      “I imagine you don’t usually entertain shopkeepers,” Adele said in a light voice.

      “We are always happy to welcome any newcomer to Arrojo,” Mr. Blackstone insisted. “Especially our neighbors.”

      Adele felt a pull on her hand and smiled down at Mickey. “I’ll be a great landlord someday, just like Papa,” he said.

      She laughed. “Do you know what a landlord is?”

      “What has that to do with it?” The boy’s tone was serious rather than indignant. Without waiting for the answer, he rolled the car around the couch.

      “You’ll find out when it’s time, my boy,” his father assured him. “I believe James just rang the bell for lunch, my dear.”

      The Blackstones warmed to her over the roast and potatoes. Even Mickey insisted on showing her his car, expertly pointing to the different parts as if he had built the thing himself.

      “What brought you to Arrojo, Miss Gossling?” Mr. Blackstone pushed the wine further away from him, consequently putting it out of both Adele’s and Lucy’s reach. It was clear he disapproved of more than one glass of wine for young ladies.

      She thought of her conversation with Mr. Tanning. “I’m looking for small pleasures and peace.”

      “That sounds rather cryptic.”

      “Father prefers women to be straightforward.” Lucy leaned over and plucked the wine bottle from the table, pouring a glass for both of them.

      “Your father prefers everyone to be straightforward, dear,” said Mrs. Blackstone.

      “I shall speak plainly, then,” said Adele. “My father died, and I wanted to get away from the city.”

      “I can understand that,” Mr. Blackstone said. “But that’s not the only reason, is it?”

      Adele smiled. “You’re right, of course. My, shall we say, marriage prospects were none too bright in the city, and there was a certain young man who was determined to change that.”

      “How utterly fascinating!” Lucy’s eyes were shining. “You must tell me about it some time.”

      “I’m sure the young man you speak of meant no harm,” said her father. “I’m sure he was only trying to do what was best for you.”

      Adele grasped her napkin under the table. “You will appreciate young ladies these days would rather decide for themselves what is best for them, Mr. Blackstone.”

      “I realize that, Miss Gossling,” he said in a firm voice, “Though I can’t say I always agree with it. It depends upon the young lady.” Although he did not look at his daughter, Adele had the feeling the speech was meant for her.

      “Have you lived in San Francisco all your life?” Lucy asked. Adele nodded. “How splendid!” The girl sighed.

      “It’s not as splendid as you seem to think,” Adele said gently.

      “I don’t think, I know,” said Lucy.

      “I’ve told Lucy many stories about the city,” said Mrs. Blackstone. “I was born there, you see.”

      “Perhaps you exaggerated a little, my dear.” Mr. Blackstone refused the green beans the footman put in front of him.

      “Perhaps I did,” Mrs. Blackstone agreed. “One is apt to romanticize one’s youth.”

      “Father has lived here all his life,” said Lucy. “He believes provinciality is God’s intention for men. He won’t see small towns like this offer nothing for young people.”

      The hard glance between father and daughter told Adele the argument was well-worn in the house.

      “Your daughter told me you were the belle of Nob Hill at one time.” Adele turned to Mrs. Blackstone. “I’m sure you weren’t exaggerating about its splendor.”

      “I don’t regret one day I’ve lived in Arrojo,” said the woman. “I imagine twenty years from now, neither will Lucy. Don’t you agree, dear?”

      Adele thought at first she was directing the question at her daughter, but she soon realized she meant her husband.

      He turned to Adele. “And there’s no chance this young man would leave San Francisco and come here?”

      “No, indeed, sir.” The odd glare in his eyes prompted her to add, “He’s a partner in a law firm there and quite grounded in city life.”

      “No matter,” said Mr. Blackstone. “I’m sure you’ll find yourself with plenty of opportunities. A woman of your breeding always has opportunities.”

      Lucy shot her father a look. “You make her sound like a dog, Father.”

      “You know your father is always interested in your friends, dear,” said Mrs. Blackstone.

      “Yes, I know.”

      Adele did not miss the irony in her voice.

      “I suppose it was rather indiscreet of me,” the man admitted.

      “I don’t mind.” Adele grasped her napkin again. “I’ve nothing to hide.”

      Lucy picked up her wine glass. “You know, Father, some women prefer to marry later in life, and some prefer to marry right away. It all depends on when they fall in love.”

      “Poppycock!” Mr. Blackstone snapped. “Marriage is much more than just a matter of love.”

      “Father believes in taking one’s assets into account in everything,” said Lucy in a sharp voice. “Even marriage.”

      “I imagine the ladies in this town will try to bring you to the mercy of the maypole,” said the man with a smile.

      “There isn’t much chance they will succeed,” Adele insisted. “Not for a while, anyway.”

      He rose and took Mickey’s hand. “It’s time for your nap, my boy.”

      Mickey leaned his curly head against his father’s shoulder “You promised me pistachio fudge!”

      His father nodded at the nanny who had just entered the room. “Miss Cummings, make sure Mickey gets a piece of fudge before you put him down. A small piece, mind you.”

      Mickey seemed satisfied, and as he was led out of the dining room waved at Adele and his sister.

      They all retired to the parlor for coffee, and Adele couldn’t help but remark to Mrs. Blackstone, “Your house is very lovely.”

      Mrs. Blackstone looked pleased. “Michael chose most of the furnishings. He has such good taste.”

      Her husband lit a cigar. “My father rebuilt this house three times. Most people add on, but he insisted if one is to change one’s house, he must do so from the ground up. He did the same for the houses of his tenant farmers.”

      “My brother guessed you were a landowner,” said Adele. “He said your house was so well kept, it could only belong to one who knew about such things.”

      “How very observant of him,” said Mr. Blackstone.

      “He thinks it’s a curse,” said Adele with a laugh. “He’s a detective.”

      “Your brother doesn’t live with you?” he asked.

      “He insisted on staying in the city.”

      “Isn’t that highly irregular?” Mrs. Blackstone ventured. “You’re not married and–”

      “He knows no harm will come to me in a town like this,” said Adele. “Mr. Tanning reassured me of that the other day. Do you know Mr. Tanning?”

      A sudden shadow of clouds appeared through the French doors, turning the dome of sunlight gray.

      “He’s an old enemy of Father’s,” Lucy said.

      “Lucy!”

      “Adele is bound to hear about it from the town gossips, Mother.”

      Mr. Blackstone coughed. “We have a business dispute, it’s true.”

      “Business dispute?” Lucy eyed her father. “I believe it’s more complicated than that, Father.” She turned to Adele. “A piece of land Father thinks is dangerous so he wants to shut it down.”

      “And Mr. Tanning doesn’t want it shut down?” Adele guessed.

      Mr. Blackstone said in a forceful voice, “He won’t have a choice. It’s swampland and pestilent. I’ve sent the governor a letter, just as I said I would.”

      “Father, you have no right,” Lucy insisted. “It’s Tanning property.”

      “The town council agreed with me, my dear,” he said. “It’s infested with disease and dangerous. You wouldn’t want your brother or his friends going there to play, would you?”

      “Mr. Tanning offered to have it cleaned and put up a fence,” said his daughter.

      “He offered!” the man growled. “Offering and doing are two very different things.”

      “Lucy, stop!” Mrs. Blackstone’s voice was strong for the first time that evening, almost matching her daughter’s vitality. “Leave your father to handle these things.”

      “I forgot I’m not allowed to have an opinion on anything,” Lucy mumbled.

      “Of course you are, my dear.” Mr. Blackstone chucked her under the chin. “But your only duty now is to be beautiful and enjoy yourself.”

      “What about my duty to find a husband?” She eyed him.

      “Find a husband, certainly.” He gazed out the French windows. “When it’s time.”

      “When it’s time,” Lucy scoffed in a low voice.

      A tight silence filled the room again. Adele cleared her throat. “I would think you would have a lot of help in that area.”

      Lucy gave a hearty laugh. “You mean with the ladies in town? Have they started on you already?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Adele smiled as she accepted a slice of orange cake from Mrs. Blackstone’s fragile hands.

      “They might just have their opportunity.” The sparkle appeared in Lucy’s eyes. “I intend to give you a welcoming party.”

      A clatter sounded behind her. Turning around, she saw Mr. Blackstone pick up the empty cup he had dropped on the table.

      “It will be a grand party,” Lucy continued in a decisive voice. “Music and dancing, of course. They’ll all come.”

      “You should have told us this before, Lucy.” Mr. Blackstone’s tone was a little sharp.

      “I’m telling you now,” she said.

      “And when is this grand party to take place?”

      “Friday, I think.” Lucy blinked. “Yes, Friday.”

      “That’s only a week away!” Mr. Blackstone growled. “You really ought to have been more considerate, my dear.”

      Lucy took Adele’s arm. “Come, Adele. You must see my garden.”

      “By all means, do show Adele your garden.” Mrs. Blackstone’s voice was a little faint. “The carnations are so lovely just now.”

      Mr. Blackstone waved them away and settled in a chair, reaching for the Sunday newspaper.

      The garden looked like a canopy of rainbow and velvet. The closeness of flowers brushed against her face and hands. At one point, she lost sight of her hostess, making her way through the mass of blooms on her own, feeling thorns and sharp leaves hook into her skirt.

      “Careful!” she heard Lucy’s voice somewhere at the other end of the garden.

      At last, she saw a refuge in a small wooden bench, an octagon wrapping around what could only be the prize collection of violet and white carnations.

      Lucy smiled and held out her hand. She noticed the young lady’s delicate skirt was pricked and stained with green.

      “I told you they’re my life,” said the girl.

      “And your joy?” Adele laid her handbag on the bench.

      “And my joy.” In a softer voice, she said, “I envy you.”

      “I should think many young ladies envy you,” Adele smiled. “A beautiful house, a beautiful garden.”

      “It’s not my house,” Lucy said. “And it’s really not my garden. When I have a house of my own the garden will be much larger than this, and the flowers won’t be so crowded. I had to crowd them because this is the only space I could get.”

      The hurt in her voice made Adele take her hand. “You shall have a house of your own and a large garden. Perhaps not too far into the future.”

      “No, not too far,” said the young lady. She sat up. “You can give me the stationery now.”

      The moment Adele took out the package, Lucy snatched it from her and tore through the brown wrapping. The letter paper spilled over her stiff skirt, the carnations accentuated in raised purple.

      “Thank you!” She threw her arms around Adele.

      Adele couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m only fulfilling my duty as a stationer, Lucy.”

      “You don’t understand. I wish you could understand —” The furrow of her brow relaxed. “Sometimes a woman just needs her own private stationery.” She looked at Adele with bright blue eyes. “Don’t you agree?”

      “Under certain circumstances, yes.”

      “Under certain circumstances,” Lucy echoed.

      Adele handed the girl a handkerchief.

      “Oh!” Lucy stared at it with a jump.

      Adele realized she had pulled out of her bag the heavy linen handkerchief with the initials O.G. rather than her own. “It was my father’s.”

      “You keep it with you?”

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t.” Adele felt her face grow warm. “Jack says I need to let go of the past.”

      “I think it’s lovely.” Lucy handed it back to her. “I wonder if I’ll keep one of Father’s handkerchiefs when he dies.” Then, in a low tone, Adele heard her murmur, “No, I don’t think I will.”

      Adele cleared her throat. “I’m glad the paper suits you. You might tell some of your friends so they’re not afraid to come into my shop.”

      Lucy smiled and pressed her hand. “I shall. I think a woman doesn’t really come into her own until she has her own letter paper and can write to whomever she chooses.”

      “A woman usually doesn’t do that until she’s a wife,” said Adele in a gentle tone.

      “That’s exactly what my father said!”

      The remark was pointed, making Adele jump back. Lucy gathered the pages in a neat pile in her lap. “I shall make it known to all the nasty crows in this town that you fulfill your promises. You’ll have more orders than you can handle within the week.” She rose. “Shall we go inside?”

      “One moment,” Adele broached. “Your parents had no idea you intended to give me a welcome party, did they?”

      “Oh, I probably told Mother, but she’s so absent-minded,” said Lucy. “She’s not well, you see, so Father runs the house. That just leaves her to languish even more.”

      “All the same,” said Adele. “I don’t wish to be a burden on anyone.”

      “Oh, nonsense!” The girl was genuinely annoyed. “Mother loves parties. And it’s Father’s chance to parade around like a peacock, showing off his fine home. Don’t be fooled for a moment by their disapproval.”

      “It’s a large undertaking,” Adele pointed out.

      Lucy patted her hand. “Expect the invitation within the next few days. I always get what I want, you see.”

      “In that case, since it’s my party, I assume I may invite whomever I wish?” Adele eyed her.

      “Naturally.”

      “I’d like to invite the Tannings.” Her voice was firm. “Mr. Tanning made me feel welcome when no one else would, and I’d like to return the favor.”

      “Yes, he’s a very nice man,” said the girl quickly.

      Adele looked down. “He reminded me of my father a little.”

      “Oh, I see.” Lucy took her hand. “Yes, he’s a very paternal sort, isn’t he? Perhaps it’s no wonder he and Father don’t get on.”

      A gust of wind blew in, making a few of the tall carnations lean toward them. Lucy rose and cupped one in her hand. “They have a language all their own, you know. White for purity. Yellow is disappointment, and pink is gratitude. And the reds stand for affection or deep love, depending on the shade.”

      “How fascinating,” Adele said.

      “As for the striped ones,” Lucy continued, “one must be careful. Striped is a gentle ’no’ but a ‘no’ just the same. One may take a ‘no’ any way one wishes, whether it’s lightly or violently.”

      Adele plucked a violet carnation that looked ready to leap to the ground. “And this one?”

      “My favorite!” Lucy was delighted. “It suits me so well. Purple for capriciousness!”

      Adele laughed. Then, in a more serious tone, she added, “You said you liked closed flowers. May I ask why?”

      Lucy let out a laugh. “You’re not afraid to ask probing questions, are you, Adele? Father would say it was unbecoming to a young lady.”

      “And what do you say?” She eyed her.

      “What do you say?” The girl eyed her back.

      “I don’t deny it,” Adele admitted. “But I give my trust to those who answer in return.”

      “You should be more cautious, then.” Lucy looked down at the stationery sitting on the bench.

      “I ought to be,” Adele agreed. “I lived all my life in the city and saw things that would make even the strongest of men shiver.”

      Lucy smiled. “There’s secrecy in a closed flower bud. When it opens, the mystery is gone.”

      “You sound as if you’re quoting someone else,” said Adele.

      Lucy was about to respond, but the rustling leaves behind them indicated someone was coming. She grabbed the paper bundle and shoved it between the overgrown shrubs opposite the carnations. “Don’t say a word about the stationery!”

      Just then, Mr. Blackstone appeared, holding Mickey’s hand. “We were rather worried about you.”

      “No need to be, Father.” Lucy took Adele’s arm. “We were just about to come back inside.”

      Mickey ran toward the carnations, burying his face into their blooms. His father pulled him back. “How do you like my daughter’s flowers, Miss Gossling?”

      “Very pretty,” Adele said.

      “And very exaggerated,” he remarked. “I never understood why you had to plant so many in one place, Lucy.”

      “I like them.” There was a stubbornness in her voice.

      “You like the purple ones!” Mickey declared.

      “They suit your sister,” Adele said with a smile.

      “We’ll be in presently, Father,” said Lucy.

      “Well, don’t be too long, my dear.” He and Micky disappeared between the rose bushes closer to the house.

      “He knows I don’t like anyone in this part of the garden.” Lucy’s voice was tight. “He did that deliberately!”

      “Perhaps he was just taking your brother for a walk,” Adele suggested.

      “No, he knew we were talking of secrets,” Lucy insisted. “He was trying to listen in. He’s always trying to listen in!”

      “There was nothing for him to listen in to,” Adele assured her. “I need to get back, Lucy.”

      “Yes, of course.” Her friend patted her hand.

      As they started toward the house, Adele ventured, “I have one more guest I’d like to invite to the party.”

      “Your brother?” Lucy smiled. “That goes without saying.”

      “No, a woman,” said Adele. “I believe you know her. Miss Branch.”

      Lucy stared at her. “Anita Branch?”

      “Is that her name?” asked Adele.

      “Well, it’s rather awkward.” Lucy fidgeted with the edge of her sash.

      “Because she’s the town witch and sorceress?”

      Rather than answer her, Lucy asked, “Why do you want to invite her to the party?”

      “I think she’s rather lonely,” said Adele. “Lone women must stick together, you know.”

      “I suppose it can be done,” she murmured. “She is of noble birth, after all. Yes, why not?” This resolve lent a sparkle to her smile as she led Adele into the house.

      Mr. and Mrs. Blackstone were sitting on the couch. “Your father and I have been discussing this party of yours, Lucy, dear,” Mrs. Blackstone began. “I don’t see how we could arrange it so soon.”

      “We’ve organized parties in much less time, Mother,” said the girl. “You know that.”

      “I don’t want to be a burden on anyone,” Adele murmured.

      “You aren’t, Adele,” Lucy assured her. “I’ll arrange everything.”

      “I’m sure Miss Gossling can take care of her own affairs,” Mr. Blackstone insisted. “She doesn’t need you to be her social secretary.”

      “You’re not being very neighborly, Father.” Lucy’s voice was sharp. “It’s up to people like us to show this town that Adele is harmless.”

      “Harmless, yes,” Adele said dryly. “As every forward-thinking lady is.”

      “The party will give those backward-thinking ladies the kick up the skirt they need,” said Lucy with a laugh. “They’ve been needing it for some time. You’ve said so yourself often enough, Father.”

      Her mother gasped, but there came an unexpected laugh from her father. “Well, it might be worth giving a party to see that.” He bowed to Adele. “I’m sorry if we seemed inhospitable. We would be honored if you would allow us to arrange it.”

      “I don’t see how we possibly could.” Mrs. Blackstone looked alarmingly at her husband.

      “I’m sure you and Lucy could manage it, my dear,” said the man. “We’ll engage the servants to help, of course.”

      “The servants have their duties, Michael.”

      “Then we’ll engage more of them.” It was clear by his tone he had made up his mind.

      “Come now, Mother, you love a big party.” Lucy turned to Adele. “Tomorrow she’ll be flinging out orders and making lists. Won’t you, Mother?”

      Mrs. Blackstone, seeing her daughter and husband’s resolve, smiled wanly at Adele. “Lucy’s quite right. Don’t mind me. I’m a little tired right now.” She held out her hands. Adele took them, feeling their warmth. “You must promise to bring your brother so we can meet him properly.”

      “I’ll get him to Arrojo if I have to horse-whip him,” Adele promised.
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      Adele had no need to carry out her promise to Mrs. Blackstone, as Jackson readily agreed to come down on Friday for the party. He arrived in the afternoon just as a heavy rain cleared the dust from the front porch. At first, he coaxed Tomas into acting as his valet but eventually shut him out of the second-floor room Adele gave him to do his own preening.

      The late hour did nothing to lighten Adele’s mood. She could do little more than wait in the parlor in a silver and blue dress her brother insisted was the only proper thing she had to wear. The crumpled silk and lace were so delicate, she couldn’t sit down without creasing it so she strolled, tugging at her gloves.

      When Jackson appeared at last, she had to admit the wait was worth it. His suit was pressed to perfection. The waves of his hair shone like wax, and his skin glowed with pride. Even his top hat framed his face just right. He looked like one of the illustrations in the Sears Roebuck catalog.

      “Perhaps you’ll save me tonight after all.” Adele took his arm.

      “Save you?”

      “From the ladies in town,” she said. “They’ve been swarming around the shop since they received their invitations. Not to buy, of course, but to scrutinize my marriage potential.”

      He laughed. “It might do you good.” They stepped outside. “At least the rain has stopped.”

      “Isn’t it heavenly in the country?” Adele took a deep breath. “None of that rancid city smoke.”

      “If you’re trying to persuade me to move out here, you’re wasting your time.” He lowered his hat over his forehead. “I’ve none of your love for the backwoods, Del.”

      “Arrojo is hardly the backwoods,” she insisted. “They’re very civilized here. Let’s walk!” She turned toward the Blackstone house. “It’s a waste to take the car on a heavenly night like this.”

      “It’s a beastly night,” he complained. “One step in that mud and your dress will be ruined.”

      “Papa once said a woman of immaculate appearance was little better than a wax doll,” she shot out.

      “I know very well what he said,” said Jackson shortly. “We’re not talking about a little dust. We’re talking about mud.”

      She lifted the train of her dress over one wrist. “I’ll be careful.”

      He held on tightly to her arm. “Del, don’t you want to make a good impression with these people?”

      She stiffened. “Of course I do. But I want to be me too.”

      “You have a business now,” he reminded her. “It wouldn’t do to alienate one of the most prominent citizens in this town who is giving a party just to introduce you to society, would it?”

      She looked at his face under the pale moonlight. “Perhaps you’re right,” she admitted. “We’ll take the Beaton.”

      “We will not,” he snarled. “We’ll take the wagon. I don’t think you’ll make a very good impression roaring up to the house in that monstrosity.”

      She gritted her teeth at him but followed him to the street like an obedient child.

      The Blackstone house illuminated with tear-shaped lights twisted around the porch and through the gate in a wave reaching all the way to the road. As they climbed out of the wagon, her heels scraped against fibers on top of the hard ground.

      “Good heavens!” she said. “I believe it’s a carpet.”

      “A red carpet for the guest of honor.” The swell of violins from the orchestra played over his reply.

      It was indeed a rug, though a silver one rather than red. The flashing color nearly blinded her under the pale lights. Corkscrew lanterns strung all around the veranda twirled in the wind. Windows were flung open as if it were cleaning day, and even the front door was pulled back. She had not expected such a welcome.

      The same butler with a collar as stiff as his posture approached them, holding out his hand. She whispered to her brother, “The card, the card.”

      Jackson dug into his pocket for the invitation Lucy had sent. The butler’s croaking voice read, “Mr. and Mrs. Gossling?”

      “Miss Gossling,” Adele corrected.

      Lucy swept toward them. Lavender pearls flew from the neck, and her dress was cream silk and a pale shade of violet. A large violet and white striped carnation was pinned to the center of her bodice. “At last!” She kissed Adele on either cheek. “The guest of honor.”

      “Had I anticipated such a spectacle, I never would have agreed to it,” Adele murmured. Jackson pinched her elbow.

      “It’s quite gaudy, isn’t it?” Lucy agreed. She lowered her voice. “I tried telling Mother, but she insisted if we were to host a party for a newcomer, it must be as lavish as possible.” She regarded Jackson with approval. “Good evening, Mr. Gossling.”

      “Call me Jackson, please.” He bowed. Adele felt proud of him with his tall demeanor and charming smile.

      “I feel I must warn you. Once the ladies here catch sight of you, they’ll get ideas before the night is over,” she said with a laugh. “You see, most of the best men in Arrojo are already taken or about to be.”

      “I’m here as my sister’s escort only,” he said, a little stiffly.

      “I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself,” she said. “We have the most divine cook in the county. The canapés are nearly gone, but I’m sure we can arrange for more.”

      “I’m anxious to meet everyone,” said Adele.

      “I’m rather curious myself.” Jackson handed his hat and coat to the butler.

      “Jack considers himself my watchdog,” said Adele. “Rather a nuisance, but most brothers are, aren’t they?” She winked at Lucy.

      “Only under the age of ten.” Her friend laughed.

      “Lucy has a brother named Mickey who is going to be a great landlord someday,” said Adele. “He’s well under the age of ten.”

      “Eight and a half, to be exact,” Lucy corrected, taking her hand.

      As she did so, Adele heard a ring of chimes. “What a splendid idea for a bracelet!”

      The bracelet in question was a gold band about a quarter of an inch thick with rings hanging all around it like charms.

      “I have awkward fingers,” Lucy explained. “I can’t wear rings, but I love them so. So I wear them like this.”

      “May I see it?” Adele asked.

      Lucy seemed almost reluctant, but she held up her wrist. The rings were all gold with modest designs, and some of them had stones. One in particular caught Adele’s eye. Its band was thicker than the others and held a stone as fleshy violet as Lucy’s dress.

      “A lilac diamond, isn’t it?” Jack looked over her shoulder.

      Lucy nodded. “They’re quite rare, I’m told.”

      “A lovely thing,” murmured Adele.

      “It looks almost like an engagement ring,” Jackson remarked.

      A clash sounded near a rosewood table with cocktail glasses. A footman scrambled to pick up the pieces of a broken plate, while Mr. Blackstone stood nearby, adjusting his coat in the mirror.

      “It is an engagement ring, as a matter of fact,” Lucy said. “My great-grandmother was especially attracted to diamonds and Great-Grandfather bought it for her. He was always very generous.”

      “Your great-grandmother must have shared your love of the color violet,” Adele remarked.

      Lucy burst out laughing and touched the pearls around her neck. They were elegantly arranged in strands close to her neck, showing off her décolleté.

      “A present from your father?” Adele asked.

      Mr. Blackstone came up behind her. “How did you guess?”

      “My father told me once it’s a father’s privilege to give his daughter her first string of pearls.”

      “Father was very accommodating in your case,” said Jack. “The fact that the pearls sit in your jewelry box gathering dust is no fault of his.”

      “I confess, it’s true,” said Adele as laughter erupted around her. “I haven’t much use for jewelry.”

      “I always wear these pearls at parties.” Lucy put her arm through her father’s. “It pleases Father so.”

      “I should have worn mine, then,” Adele said. “It would have pleased my father too.” For a moment, a wave of sadness entered her heart.

      “Lucy, your guests,” her father reminded her in a low voice.

      “The Gosslings are my guests too,” she insisted. “Why don’t you both slip into a quiet corner while I go find the rest of the canapés? It will give you a moment to breathe before the sightseers descend upon you.”

      “Sightseers?” Jackson asked.

      “They gawk at newcomers in Arrojo.” Lucy closed her fan. “We don’t always mind our manners here. I’ll be back!” She disappeared among the colored skirts and black trousers.

      “You must excuse me,” said Mr. Blackstone with a low bow.

      “She seems a spirited sort,” Jackson said when he was gone. “Perhaps a little too frivolous.”

      “She’s young, Jack,” Adele said. “Though I do think a young girl flashing an engagement ring around like that might cause a misunderstanding.”

      “Perhaps that’s her intent,” Jackson said. “I’ve seen women hide their engagement rings when it suited them.”

      “Jack, sometimes you are wicked!”

      The champagne sent a warm feeling in her throat. When it settled, she found herself looking into the eyes of the dark-haired woman who occupied the shop next to hers. Miss Branch looked as if she would rather be in a cave than the marbled room with its abominable lights. And yet, Adele was almost stunned by the striking beauty of her feline features, especially the eyes that stared at her with wide-eyed wisdom. She wore a cherry red evening gown, the décolleté modest but alluring. Adele admired the simplicity of her appearance.

      Before Adele could speak, the woman exclaimed, “You’re Adele Gossling.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I introduced myself to you about a week ago.”

      “I wasn’t very cordial,” the woman admitted. “I’m not very socially graceful. You’ll forgive me?”

      “There is nothing to forgive,” said Adele, smiling.

      “My name is Anita Branch,” she said. “Friends call me Nin.”

      “My brother, Jackson.” Adele turned to him.

      Jackson, clearly taken by the woman’s beauty, stared at her for a few moments. Then, he collected himself and gave her his usual gracious greeting. Nin raised an eye without really looking at him. “Friends call me Nin.”

      Jackson cleared his throat and looked away, embarrassed.

      “If you’ll pardon my being so bold,” said Adele, “you look as if you’re bored or lost or both.”

      She expected the woman to give her the unmovable eye she had given Jackson. Instead, she smiled, a lovely smile that deepened her beauty. “And you look as if you want to throw kerosene over the lot of them.”

      “Not now, maybe, but I think I will very soon.” Adele glanced at the knot of matron ladies who had begun gathering in a corner.

      “Delightful!” The woman’s smile deepened. “That’s just how I feel about it.”

      Her playful wickedness made Adele laugh.

      “Then permit me to ask why you came,” Jackson said with a slight cough.

      Nin gave him a look. “Miss Gossling was kind enough to ask me, and I would never have refused. I’m not as ill-bred as that, Mr. Gossling.”

      “I’m sure,” the young man murmured.

      “We’re friends, remember?” said Adele. “Call me Adele.”

      “Adele.” The woman looked anxious. “What have they been saying about me?”

      “They?” asked Jackson.

      She ignored him, grasping Adele’s hand. “Whatever they told you about me, it isn’t true!”

      Jackson gave her a peculiar glance, but Adele understood what the woman was trying to say. More than once she had come up against scornful looks from people who thought her work with the settlement houses and her suffragist meetings were inappropriate at best, dangerous at worst. At first, she had been hurt by their snickering but later, she realized people talked about her because of her unconditional refusal to be what they thought a woman of her standing ought to be – lightly educated, married, and putting her time and energies into society rather than social reforms.

      “I never listen to what other people say without forming my own opinion first,” she said softly. “Certainly not about someone who makes a very favorable impression on me.”

      Nin pressed Adele’s hand, her strong fingers digging into her gloves. She turned to Jackson and said, “Mr. Gossling, you may call me Miss Branch.” She disappeared into the crowd, and Adele could not see her among the dresses and sashes.

      She handed Jackson a fresh glass of champagne. “You look as if you just escaped from a large pair of hands around your throat.”

      “I’m not sure I haven’t.” He stared ruefully into the crowd.

      “Don’t take it personally, Jack,” she said. “Some women simply aren’t impressed by a gentleman.”

      He had no time to respond, as in an instant, they were surrounded by people. Eyes peered, and spectacles adjusted as if to get a closer look. Adele felt her dress tighten against her back, and her bag grew heavy around her wrist. Jackson touched the collar of his white shirt as a sign of his discomfort.

      Adele took a deep breath. “Thank you all for coming to this party Lucy was so generous to give me,” she said. “I hope to see all of you in my shop. I’m sure I can accommodate you in any way you like.”

      The circle was silent, the swaying skirts frozen. Someone stepped forward, and Adele realized she was Mrs. Faderman, the same woman who had spoken to her the first day she arrived at Arrojo.

      “The Arrojo Ladies Auxiliary welcomes you.” Her voice was as grated and steady as it had been at their first meeting. “My husband, Mr. Faderman.” A seamless-looking man with a balding head and paunch bowed. “My daughter, Vanessa. Vanessa!” One of the giggling young ladies Adele had seen on the street stepped forward in robin’s egg blue, nearly tripping over her train. She curtseyed and retreated back into the fold. “My son, Percy.”

      A flustered, heavy-set young man with a red face fluttered to Adele’s side. “Indeed, indeed! So happy to —”

      “That will do, Percy.”

      He, too, retreated into the crowd.

      “And who are you, young man?” Mrs. Faderman looked up at Jackson expectedly.

      “My brother, Jackson, ma’am.” Adele tried to sound braver than she felt. “He’s only visiting.”

      “Oh, what a shame.” The woman turned to her with a heavy look. “Miss Gossling, I feel I must tell you – I must warn you – we pride ourselves here on our excellent traditions and values.”

      “I’m sure my brother is pleased to hear it, ma’am,” Adele said. “I fancy he was afraid I would become as wild as the landscape.”

      “Del!” he hissed.

      Mrs. Faderman looked at him with a reptilian expression, as if trying to decide whether to be irked by the implication that Arrojo could be considered “wild,” or pleased she had found a like-minded person. The nod she gave him did not clarify the matter.

      “Perhaps you will understand, then,” she continued. “We do not look kindly upon progressives and reformers.”

      “One may be progressive without carrying banners and shouting in the street.” Adele stiffened.

      “Oh, I wish you would!”

      The outburst came from a pert little woman who had scurried through the circle and burst into its center. Her auburn hair flung in coils around her face, the twist half undone. Unlike the others, she was dressed in a light cotton suit and high-necked shirt and carried a pencil and notepad.

      She held out her hand. “I’m Missy Grace, Miss Gossling. I own the Arrojo Courier. I am also its editor, reporter, and distributor.”

      “Only by default, dear,” said Mrs. Faderman. “Miss Grace’s brothers owned the paper, but they saw fit to leave us for the corrupted coin of the city.”

      Missy’s face colored. She continued, “I’d like to do a story on your shop, Miss Gossling. May I stop by sometime?”

      “I’d be delighted,” said Adele.

      Mrs. Faderman cleared her throat. “As I was saying, we do not welcome progressives here. I’m relieved to hear you have no plans to pursue any ideas in that direction.”

      Adele tried to keep her voice calm. “My purpose is to live a peaceful life. I hope that meets with your approval.”

      This seemed to satisfy the woman. She took charge, introducing people as if she were the party’s hostess.

      When the crowd dispersed, three tall, sandy-haired men and a straw-haired woman remained.

      “Good evening, Mr. Tanning!” She had not seen the man since that day in her shop.

      “I see you received your welcoming committee.” He smiled and bowed. “I told you they’re harmless.”

      “Jack, this is Mr. Tanning,” Adele said. “He doesn’t share the general opinion I’ve come to bring ruin to the city of Arrojo with my ‘progressive ideas.’ He shared a teapot with me my first week here.”

      “I was only too glad to welcome your sister, sir.” The man shook Jackson’s hand. He introduced them to his wife, Frances, the straw-haired woman with a sweet but tired-looking face.

      “My son, Richard.” A handsome young man with a hearty manner nodded. His collar was already damp with perspiration.

      The fourth member of the family grabbed Adele’s elbow. “Do you like oranges? Oranges, oranges!” His eyes, though like Richard’s, were much brighter, like the eyes of a child.

      “Doesn’t everybody?” She smiled.

      “Papa doesn’t,” he said. “Papa likes lemons.” He frowned. “Sour, sour lemons.”

      “Miss Gossling,” Mr. Tanning said. “This is my elder son, Daniel. You must forgive his forthrightness. He’s not used to so many people.” He carefully unhooked his son’s long fingers from Adele’s arm.

      “Cucumbers, I like cucumbers too,” said Daniel. “They put ‘em in bread here. Hate thin bread.”

      “You mustn’t be afraid of him.” Mrs. Tanning sounded as if she had said this so many times.

      “Why would I be afraid?” said Adele. “Daniel, you know, you could take the cucumber out of the thin bread and eat it all by itself.” Behind her, she felt Jackson’s hand on her back.

      “Fat bread, I like fat bread,” he said. He clicked his heels together. “Cor-pu-lence!”

      Adele burst out laughing. “You know some very big words, don’t you?”

      Lucy appeared out of nowhere, her spicy perfume filling the air around them. “I’m glad you could come. It’s good to see you home, Richard.”

      “My son has been away at college for the last four years,” Mr. Tanning explained.

      “Reading, writing, and arithmetic,” Daniel chanted.

      Lucy took his hand. “Danny, how about some cucumbers?” There was a gentle tone in her voice. “Mrs. Brown went to the market today especially for them. She made a maple cake too.”

      “Mrs. Brown, always a frown and stamping her foot to the ground,” Daniel sang.

      “Mickey is waiting for you.” Lucy began to lead him away. “He wants to show you his new toy.” Their voices faded away.

      “He’s a sweet boy, really,” Mrs. Tanning began.

      “Tanning!”

      Mr. Blackstone strolled up to them, his wife trailing behind, her pink dress lending a bright air to the circle. Mr. Blackstone now had a red carnation in the lapel of his dark suit. Mr. and Mrs. Tanning’s faces tightened, and Richard clasped his hands behind his back.

      “What are you doing here?” Mr. Blackstone demanded.

      “I invited the Tannings, Father.” Lucy returned to the circle. “I wanted Adele to meet everyone in town.”

      “I see.” This came out in a low growl.

      “It was at my request, Mr. Blackstone,” Adele said.

      Mr. Tanning said in a low voice, “We’re not here to make trouble, Blackstone. We want to enjoy the party as much as you do.” With a nod toward his family, they wandered away. Adele noticed Mrs. Blackstone’s eyes followed them.

      Mr. Blackstone turned to Jackson and said in a strained tone, “Your sister has caused quite a flutter, Mr. Gossling.”

      “She had no intention of doing so, sir.” Jackson’s expression became fierce and protective, though his tone was even.

      “I’m sorry if it upsets you, Mr. Blackstone,” said Adele. “But it is, perhaps, as Lucy said, the kick up the skirt some of the people here needed.”

      Mr. Blackstone laughed. “Your father must have had quite a time with you as a child, Miss Gossling.”

      “Why do you say that?” Adele asked.

      “Oh, a mere observation.”

      “Father is thinking of me,” said Lucy. “You see, he always speaks of how impossible it is to tame a woman once she gets ideas into her head.”

      “I don’t know that anyone should be tamed, man or woman,” said Jackson. “We’re not animals, after all.”

      The man shrugged. “Perhaps I’m simply not used to the way things are in the new century.”

      “And how are things, Father?” Lucy looked pointedly at him.

      “I don’t believe anyone has illusions about that,” said Mr. Blackstone. “Chaotic, an explosion of sorts. Not with dynamite, but with deeds.”

      “With dynamite also,” said Jackson. “I suppose you’ve heard about the riots in the coal mines.”

      “Not here, not in California,” Mr. Blackstone insisted. “Certainly not in Arrojo.”

      “Arrojo is a peaceful town.” His wife stroked her feathered fan.

      “Sometimes, ma’am, even peaceful towns contain violent influences,” Jackson mumbled.

      “That’s true.” Richard approached with his father behind him.

      “Jack used to work for the Anspach Detective Agency.” Adele chose another glass of champagne even though she had no intention of drinking it. “He was often sent to so-called peaceful towns.”

      “Interesting work, I dare say,” said Mr. Tanning.

      “You can hardly compare, sir,” Mr. Blackstone insisted. “Those towns in the Midwest aren’t remotely related to what we have here. Your sister will surely tell you she could not find a better settlement.”

      “It wasn’t only the Midwest, Mr. Blackstone,” said Jackson. “My work took me to the narrowest pockets of the country. Sometimes I stayed in towns with no more than twenty settlers.”

      “The voices of devils lurk in the mouths of saints,” Mr. Tanning murmured.

      “Rather prophetic, Tanning,” Mr. Blackstone snapped.

      “As you well know, Blackstone,” Mr. Tanning replied, his voice as calm as the other’s was agitated. “Cloaks of respectability can’t shield everything.”

      “Please!” Lucy clutched her glove. “We’re here to enjoy ourselves.”

      “Forgive me, my dear.” Mr. Blackstone took his daughter’s hand. “May I have this dance?”

      “I believe this is my dance, sir.” Richard led her to the dance floor. Adele realized Lucy’s hand looked as if it had been tucked under his elbow for some time.

      “Dance, Del?” Jackson offered.

      From the bouncing way her brother danced, she knew he regretted his invitation. Jackson was much more a waltz man, though she observed he always held his partner away from him as if her dress were on fire.

      “You ought to be master of the dance floor, Jack,” she said with a wink.

      “I don’t see why I should be.”

      “Every bachelor should be,” she said over the orchestra. “You were always much too serious.”

      His pace slowed. “I’m not as carefree as Richard Tanning, if that’s what you mean. We’re about the same age, I think.”

      Adele glanced at the center of the floor. Lucy was no longer dancing with him but with her father. Their dance moved with deliberate steps while those around them swung around as if determined to leave their footsteps behind.

      Richard stood in a darkened corner, sipping punch as if it were an elixir, his eyes on the dancers, but she felt they were really on one particular person. The tinkling bells from the orchestra made his intent eyes sparkle like glass.

      “I don’t think he is carefree,” she observed.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “He looks like a young man weighed down by some trouble.”

      “He has his fortune to make, just like any other young man,” said Jackson. “That can be rather taxing on the mind.”

      She glanced at him with a keen eye. “You made your decision about your fortune rather resolutely.” The floor turned into a swarm of perfume and laughter, hurting her ears and eyes. “Can we stop now?”

      They retreated to the rim of the circle formed around the dancers. She saw Nin lingering against the wall. “Don’t you think Miss Branch is the loveliest woman in the room?”

      “You don’t give much credit to your hostess.”

      “Unlike you, Jack, I don’t follow the dictates of property that demand flattering the hostess even if she doesn’t merit it.” Her voice softened. “Nin is an outcast in Arrojo. I’m sure others would warm toward her if you asked her to dance. You’ve made such a good impression.”

      “Her conduct toward me was not exactly inviting, Del,” he grumbled.

      “Nonetheless,” she said. “As a gentleman —”

      He sighed and approached Miss Branch as a hunter circling a panther, bowed and extended the invitation. Adele expected Nin to rebuff him, but, to her surprise, her new friend allowed him to lead her to the dance floor. Despite the dragging skirt, Nin proved to be an accomplished dancer. She had such grace Adele felt almost like a duck in comparison.

      She looked around the crowded ballroom. Richard was still in the dark corner, holding a slip of paper in his hand. As she neared him, he crumpled it up, shoving it in his pocket.

      The young man retreated as Nin joined her.

      “You waltz beautifully,” Adele complimented.

      “I learned with reluctance,” Nin replied. Her face grew serious. “I’m sure Miss Blackstone thought it would be a lark to see me stumbling all over myself.”

      “Nonsense.” Adele took her arm. “You were invited because I wanted you here.”

      “She couldn’t very well refuse,” the woman said shyly. “My mother’s family established themselves as the monarchs of this valley just as much as the Blackstones.”

      Adele eyed her. “You speak as if you resent belonging to the monarchs of the valley.”

      “I don’t belong with them!” Nin’s voice rose above the strain of violins, and a group of young people near them glared. Lowering her voice, she added, “I resent anyone who moves against the cosmical forces.”

      “Cosmical forces?” Adele asked. “Surely, you don’t believe–”

      The woman’s dark eyes were like hot coals. “I have a gift, you see.”

      “Oh?”

      “I get feelings.” Nin looked uncomfortable. “Vibrations, really.”

      “What sort of vibrations?”

      “Oh, any sort,” she said. “The world is always moving.”

      “I see,” said Adele softly.

      “I’m not evil!” The striking face gathered with fear. “You don’t think I’m evil, do you?”

      “I should say not,” said Adele. “A little extraordinary, perhaps.”

      “I have my gifts as others have theirs,” the woman insisted. “Perhaps I will pay for my gifts someday.” She scurried away, and Adele caught sight of her against the wall, pressing her hands behind her and watching with her dark eyes.

      She found Jackson and accepted the paper fan and glass of water he handed her.

      “What a strange woman Nin is,” she murmured.

      “Quite strange,” Jackson agreed as he found them two chairs. “I’d just as soon stay away from her, and you should too, Del.”

      “You’re being uncharacteristically boorish,” she growled.

      “I’ve met similar women,” he insisted.

      “And just where and how you met them isn’t fit for polite conversation,” Adele said.

      “Don’t be vulgar!”

      “For your information, dear brother,” she said, “she’s had as exclusive an upbringing as Lucy.”

      “I suppose you’ll tell me next she knows what knife to use with the fish and when to leave her calling card.”

      “Better than either of us,” Adele retorted. “We weren’t exactly on the Nob Hill swells’ invitation lists.” She added quickly, “Not that Papa was ever lacking in social propriety.”

      “No, he made certain of that,” her brother growled.

      She looked away. It was not a night she could stand hearing Jackson’s critical observations about their father.

      At ten o’clock, she noticed some of the matrons taking up their wraps. Their offspring stayed, trying to coax Lucy into bringing out the punch bowl. Lucy shrugged them off while her parents watched on with approval.

      The room was beginning to get stifling, the ladies’ perfume mingling with cigar smoke. Adele and Jackson strolled into the hallway, where a breeze was coming through an open French door. Mr. Tanning saw them and nodded before going out to the porch.

      “I think I’m going to like living in a small town,” Adele announced. “Everybody knowing everybody else.”

      “And thus being ripe for gossip.” Jackson took her hand. “Promise me you won’t give them a reason, Del.”

      His authoritative tone enraged Adele. She slipped her hand out of his. “Why do you assume you must take on the role of my watcher since Papa died?”

      “Because you need looking after.”

      “Hogwash!” She drew her shawl closer to her shoulders, as the wind was beginning to get chilly.

      Mrs. Tanning rushed at them. “Have you seen my husband?” Her voice rose above the orchestra music.

      “He went out that door a few minutes ago.” Jackson nodded toward the veranda.

      She smiled her thanks and hurried away.

      “Perhaps your suffragist friends neglected to tell you,” he continued in a tight voice. “Women may see themselves as independent, but this view isn’t always shared by those who prey on them.”

      “I don’t see much chance of being anyone’s prey here,” Adele said. “Not in a dangerous way, that is. Unless one considers the well-meaning intentions of society matrons as dangerous.”

      Jackson laughed. “I can’t help but wonder if they aren’t!”

      As they wandered back to the ballroom, Adele caught a glimpse of Richard, wrapped in a dark coat, as he slipped outside the French doors.

      “The Tannings must be feeling dangerous intentions,” she said as they took a place beside Nin, the only spot the cigar smoke had not reached.

      “What do you mean?” Jackson asked.

      “They all seem anxious to get out of the house,” Adele said.

      “With the cold relations between them and the Blackstones, I shouldn’t wonder they would want to leave,” Jackson remarked.

      “I don’t think Richard left,” Adele said. “A party like this is probably one of the few amusements young people have in a town like this.”

      “They find their own diversions,” Nin said. “I try to take as little notice of them as they take of me.”

      “You’re above reproach, Miss Branch,” Jackson said. “Of that I’m sure.”

      “I’ve had my share of scandal, Mr. Gossling.” She eyed him. “A woman, unlike a man, must be careful. People are ready to believe anything of her.”

      “You underestimate the sense of duty and honor of my sex,” he said. Adele could feel his arm stiffen in hers.

      “Duty and honor can be misplaced at times,” the woman retorted. “Even in the best of us, man or woman.”

      He bowed and remained silent.

      The clock above their heads let out a tired bong.

      “Midnight already.” Adele put the empty glass she had been holding on a table.

      “We must be getting along,” Jackson agreed.

      “Nin, will you come with us or stay?”

      “I’ve nothing to stay for.” She shrugged and took her arm.

      Even with the matrons and their husbands nearly gone, the room seemed more rather than less crowded, and it took them a while to find their hosts. They finally located Mrs. Blackstone, still the generous hostess, but retreated to a chair in the corner.

      “Lucy does like bringing in the younger people.” She fanned herself. “They simply adore her.”

      “Where is Lucy?” Adele asked. “I’d like to thank her personally for this party.”

      “We don’t know.” Creases appeared on her face. “We’ve been looking for her for some time.”

      “I expect she’s around somewhere,”  Jackson assured her.

      “I don’t think so,” said Mrs. Blackstone. “I haven’t seen her. I just sent Michael out to the veranda to look for her.”

      Just then, noise erupted over the orchestra’s stringy waltz. The violins ceased, and two men’s voices rose over the smoke.

      “This wouldn’t be the first time, would it?” The voice belonged to Michael Blackstone.

      “I could say likewise, but I’m too much of a gentleman to speak of a lady’s–”

      “A lady’s what? A lady’s what?!”

      “Indiscretions.”

      Standing at the center of the room were Mr. Blackstone and Lowell Tanning. Mr. Blackstone had grabbed Mr. Tanning’s wrist and was holding up his arm as if he meant to strike. “You will apologize, sir!” his voice roared through the crowd.

      “I will,” replied the man, “when you apologize for your insinuation my son could have behaved in such an unflattering fashion.”

      “I do not make insinuations, Tanning,” he said. “I go by facts.”

      “My son is an honorable man,” Mr. Tanning growled. “Perhaps you and I have different opinions as to what constitutes honor.”

      “Jack–” Adele nudged her brother.

      With the stroll of a man who was always on the right side of the law, Jackson reached the two men. “Gentlemen, if you don’t want to ruin the party, I suggest you cease.”

      “I had no intention of ruining anything,” said Mr. Tanning. “But when someone makes accusations about my son —”

      “Perhaps you’ll agree to mutual apologies,” Jackson said. “We can discuss this in a more private setting.”

      Mr. Blackstone looked as if he were about to transfer the strike he had planned from Mr. Tanning to Jackson. But his voice eased, and he said, “Perhaps you’re right, Mr. Gossling.” He let go of Mr. Tanning’s wrist and nodded at the orchestra. The room filled with waltz music, and the dancers resumed.

      Neither man seemed interested any longer in pursuing the argument. Mr. Tanning led his wife and eldest son out the door. Mr. Blackstone sat at the foot of the stairs, wiping his face with a handkerchief. “You can expect nothing less from a man whose grandfather bullied his way into this territory,” he growled. “I can only imagine how many women his son has led astray during those four years in college.”

      “You don’t think–” Mrs. Blackstone’s voice shook.

      He put his hands on her shoulders, kissing her cheek. “Lucy is much too sensible, my dear.”

      “Of course she is.” The woman sank back into the chair.

      “If you’ll tell us what that was about, perhaps we could help,” said Jackson.

      “It seems both my daughter and Richard are missing,” said Mr. Blackstone.

      “And you thought Mr. Tanning’s son may have taken Lucy away somewhere.” Jackson nodded. “You might have been more discreet about your inquiries, Mr. Blackstone.”

      “Perhaps I should have been,” the man admitted.

      “Mr. Blackstone, why do you think Richard led young ladies astray during his college years?” Adele asked.

      “One hears things, Miss Gossling.”

      “But you said you go by facts, not rumors,” she pointed out.

      He took a carafe of water and poured a glass, which he pushed into his wife’s hands. “In this case, it is of no consequence,” he said. “I shouldn’t be surprised if —”

      “If what?”

      “He does a respectable young lady harm one day.”

      Mrs. Blackstone let out a small scream, covering her mouth with her fan. In a gentler tone, he added, “I’m sure Lucy’s upstairs, my dear, probably already asleep. She was telling me earlier how tired she was and would probably end up going to bed before the party was over.”

      “You might send someone to go and look,” Jackson suggested. “Adele could look in.”

      “I shall do so myself if you think it wise.” He looked at his wife. She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief and nodded “Really, my dear, you worry far too much about her.”

      “We were just leaving, but we won’t disturb her.” Jackson took Adele’s arm in one of his and tried taking Nin’s in the other, but she pulled away.

      “I’ll thank her tomorrow,” Adele promised, pulling her wrap over her shoulders.

      “Not before noon,” the man called out as he headed toward the stairs.
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      The night was clear as they stepped outside. The black sky showed stars as bright as the party lights.

      “You can’t say it’s not beautiful here, Jack,” Adele insisted.

      “Beautiful, yes, but far too quiet for my taste.” He pulled his hat closer over his ears. “Can we give you a ride home, Miss Branch?”

      “I would rather walk,” she insisted.

      “Where exactly do you live, if I may ask?”

      “I have a humble abode above my store, Mr. Gossling,” she said. “I don’t live in finery as you do.”

      “I wasn’t trying to criticize, Miss Branch,” he grumbled. “I merely asked.

      This seemed to change her attitude and her face softened. “I changed my mind. I should be delighted for a ride home.” She climbed into the wagon. “You prefer noise and chaos to quiet, Mr. Gossling?”

      “He’s used to big city crowds,” Adele explained, settling beside her. “San Francisco and Chicago mostly.”

      “You’ll get used to the sounds here,” said Nin. “The birds and other animals. Flowers and trees speak too if you know how to listen.”

      “Are you perhaps part of the back-to-nature movement, Miss Branch?” Jackson asked.

      “Must one be a part of anything to believe in it?” She asked.

      “It sometimes helps to find like-minded people,” Adele said gently.

      “I am not an intellectual,” she sniffed. “My education was erratic at best and even that is being too generous.”

      “I’m sure you have many fine qualities, Miss Branch,” said Jackson.

      “Of a different sort than yours, I’m sure, Mr. Gossling,” she said. “Adele told me you used to be a policeman.”

      He stiffened. “I worked for the Anspach Detective Agency.”

      “You speak as if you’re ashamed to admit it,” Nin said. “Perhaps you ought to be.”

      “Don’t believe everything you read in the papers about the Anspaches, Miss Branch.”

      “I seldom read papers,” she snapped.

      “I think Nin is right, Jack,” said Adele. “You’re different kinds of observers. Your gifts are logical while Nin’s lie more in the spiritual.”

      “Oh?” He glanced at her, ducking from a hanging tree as he steered the horses. “Are you what they call a mesmerizing healer, Miss Branch?”

      Adele could feel her friend’s rage rising in the heat of the summer night. “Don’t call me that! Don’t ever call me that!”

      Jackson shook the reins, and one of the horses let out a neigh. “I apologize if I’ve offended you.” In a lighter tone, he added, “We ought to have gotten Tomas to drive us. He knows the waywardness of these country roads better than I do.”

      “At this time of night?” Adele asked. “I would sooner have woken up our hostess to bid her goodnight than tamper with the sleep of a man with five children under the age of fifteen.”

      “You’re very gracious, Adele,” Nin said in a soft voice.

      They reached Bridge Street, and Jackson slowed the horses to a stop near Adele’s shop. “Naturally we’ll see you to your door.”

      “Naturally, you will not,” Nin’s voice rang in the empty night. “I’ve seen myself home many times.”

      “All the same, I insist.” He laid the reins aside.

      She jumped down from the wagon and looked squarely at him. “I’ve had the misfortune to come across gentlemen like you who try to feel superior in front of what they deem a ‘fragile woman.’ I’m not the least bit fragile, and, I suspect, neither is your sister. Perhaps you’ll do us both the honor of allowing us to decide when we need your help.” She pulled her wrap, a flimsy velvet thing without beads or ruffles, around her head like a scarf. “Goodnight, Adele. I shall see you tomorrow.” She scurried into the building.

      Adele burst out laughing at Jackson’s startled face. Her laughter rang through the hollows of the empty street. She was sure Nin heard, as the woman glanced back. Had the lamps been closer together, she knew she would have seen her smiling.

      As she and Jackson rode back, she took pity on him and suggested he stay the night. “You can’t ride all the way back to San Francisco at this late hour,” she insisted. “Think of the highwaymen and thieves. And the roads must be like a riverbed after that rain. Suppose the wheels got caught in the mud?”

      “You haven’t much faith in my driving,” he remarked. “I won plenty of wagon races when I was a youngster.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “When you were a youngster.”

      “You speak as if I am already an old man,” he grumbled as they rounded Caliber Lane.

      “Jack.” Her voice lowered. “I’m not at all sure I like sleeping alone in such a big house.”

      He took her arm. “You’ll get used to it, Del. You’ve only been here a short time.”

      “I’d like your company,” she said. “Please stay.”

      He remained silent for a moment. “Is it because of what Mrs. Blackstone said about Lucy disappearing? Her father said she went to bed.”

      “It just seems odd.” They entered the gate. “Lucy spent days planning the party. She must have come into my shop a dozen times, asking about everything from the finger sandwiches to the color of the napkins.”

      “A very accommodating hostess,” he said with a nod.

      “So why would such an accommodating hostess retire early from a party she planned so carefully?”

      “Del, both of us have been to parties where the hostess retired early and left people to their own devices, relying on the servants to ensure no china would be broken or windows cracked.”

      “That was in the city.” Adele stopped under a tree with large, sweeping leaves. “And what about Richard Tanning?”

      “What about Richard Tanning?”

      “Did you notice when the Tannings left, he wasn’t with them?”

      “Perhaps he left before they did,” said Jackson. “God knows there were times when I wished I could do the same.”

      “But you never did, did you?” Adele pointed out.

      “I was taught to endure every kind of annoyance,” he said, “one of Father’s most insistent lessons, if you recall.”

      “You were taught to be a gentleman,” Adele said. “According to Lowell Tanning, so was his son.”

      The door flew open, and Tomas and his wife Ruth stood blocking the light. Tomas clasped his hands together, mumbling in Spanish. Ruth, much calmer, smiled and held out a knitted shawl, which Jackson put around Adele’s shoulders.

      “We were worried, señor and señorita,” Tomas exclaimed.

      “He was worried,” Ruth corrected. They both spoke English well with only a small trace of an accent.

      “Ruth, can you make up a bed in the room next to mine?” Adele asked. “I’ve convinced my brother to stay the night rather than risk the road back to San Francisco.”

      “Very good, señorita.” The woman nodded.

      “Very good, very good.” Tomas bowed. “Bad weather to ride tonight.”

      “I could make it, but I’m trying to be accommodating.” Jackson smiled. “I’ve no clothes or anything of that sort.”

      “Not to worry, señor,” Tomas assured him as he led him upstairs.

      Once she was safely tucked in bed, Adele watched as the moon made patterns of light through the lace curtains. She realized the same moon had eluded the lace curtains on the French doors in the Blackstone house.

      She woke early, seeing the sun make the same patterns through the curtains the moon had courted the night before. The air was a little chilly, and she threw on the knitted shawl Ruth had given her before she poured icy water into the basin and washed her face. She dressed quickly and put a dash of powder on her face, foregoing her usual dab of rouge, as Jackson hated seeing her too fresh-faced in the morning.

      She peered inside the kitchen. Its stove already burned, and the coffee pot was sending up curls of steam. She smiled at Ruth scrutinizing a spot on a china plate while her eldest daughter, Maria, separated slices from the bacon with a knife.

      “Is the coffee ready yet, Ruth?”

      “Yes, señorita,” said the woman. “I bring it to you.”

      “Jack likes his coffee very strong.” Adele reached for the floral pot on the shelf. “He won’t eat a bite without it. Very continental of him, don’t you think?”

      Before the woman could answer, the back door flew open, and Tomas rushed in. He seemed abandoned of all reason, words coming through in English and Spanish, none of it making sense. He was so pale that Ruth made him sit down, and Maria splashed a handful of cold water on his face.

      “Señorita — lying on the ground — señorita — no move —”

      “Calm yourself, Tomas,” Adele ordered.

      Between the ramblings and gesticulating hands, she managed to get the story out of him. He had gone outside early to sweep outside and found a girl lying on the ground, and, though he was no expert in such things, he believed her to be “very dead.”

      Adele woke Jackson, who slept with the uncommon affection for the morning sun, and shoved a cup of strong coffee in his hands. When she told him what Tomas had found, they both were silent, neither looking out the window of his room, which looked out to the back part of the house.

      Even though the girl was lying face down, they both knew it was Lucy. Adele almost screamed when she saw the gray blouse and red skirt caked with mud and torn at the hem.

      “Jack what do we do?” she whispered.

      Her brother was calm. “Tomas, run and get the sheriff.”

      “Sheriff, señor?” Tomas blinked.

      “Oh, for God’s sake!” The veins stood out on Jackson’s neck. “The police, man, the police!”

      “Where?”

      “Ask around town!”

      “Jack, there’s no need to shout at the poor man,” Adele said.

      He took a breath. “I’m sorry. But this is very serious, Del.”

      “We realize that.” She regained her composure.

      Jackson pulled out his handkerchief. Adele expected him to wipe his damp face, but instead, he started folding something into it. Then he unfolded the handkerchief. “Mustn’t touch anything,” he mumbled.

      “You know my friend Nin, Tomas?” Adele asked. The man nodded. “Her shop will be open now. Ask her to come and bring the sheriff with her.” The man bowed and scurried away.

      “We must tell the Blackstones.” Adele leaned against the gazebo wall.

      Jackson put his arm around her shoulders. “The police will do that, Del.”

      “I’m their neighbor!” Adele choked.

      “All the more reason you have no right to interfere,” he insisted.

      “For God’s sake, the girl is dead in my gazebo!” Her bones felt as if they were rattling. “They have a right to know.”

      Jackson blinked in the sunlight. He motioned toward Ruth lingering a few feet away, her hands clasped together but calmer than any of them. “Please go fetch Mr. Blackstone, Ruth, or send one of the older children. Don’t tell him what happened. Say only that Mr. Gossling has asked him to come at once.”

      “Jack,” said Adele, “did you ever accompany them to the crime scene?” The words seemed to startle him. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? A crime scene?”

      “Now and then.”

      “The best time to find evidence is when a body is fresh, isn’t it?”

      He glanced at her. “And how would you know something as gruesome as that?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m only guessing. Don’t you think you ought to look things over before the police get here?”

      “Certainly not!”

      “You’re not some yellow journalist out for a morbid story,” she pointed out. “You’re a trained professional.”

      “And as a professional, I know enough to stay out of the way.” He turned toward the house. “The police will be here soon, and then it will be in their hands.”

      Mr. Blackstone appeared wrapped in a silk robe and looking as if he had taken the time for a decent grooming. “What’s this all about, Mr. Gossling?” He stopped, staring down at Lucy’s sprawled body. He let out a howl and sank to his knees.

      “Mr. Blackstone, I’m so sorry,” Adele whispered.

      “Please, sir.” Jackson pressed his shoulders. “You mustn’t disturb anything until the police get here.”

      “You are the police, aren’t you?” Mr. Blackstone sprang up.

      “I was a private detective,” Jackson corrected.

      “Well, then, do your duty!” He raised his voice.

      “It isn’t my duty, sir,” said Jackson. “It’s the duty of the police. I suggest you return to the house and wait for them.”

      “I have to know something.” The man pleaded. “Please.”

      “You will when the police know enough to tell you.”

      The man’s head snapped back. “Have you no compassion, man?”

      “Mr. Blackstone.” Jackson stood firm. “I really think you ought to go back home. Your family will be needing you.”

      The man’s gray face set like ice. “Yes,” Mr. Blackstone mumbled. “Yes, the family. I must take care of them.” He grabbed Jackson’s hand. “You’ll look around and come tell me what you found? Promise!”

      “If you wish, sir,” said Jackson with a gentle smile. “Maria, see Mr. Blackstone home.”

      The girl nodded and attempted to take Mr. Blackstone’s arm, but, as if suddenly remembering his position, the man pushed her away and strode out to the road.

      “Now are you convinced you must do something, Jack?” Adele asked. “That poor man. He’s so broken up.”

      Jackson took out a handkerchief and knelt down, folding whatever it was he had dropped back in the handkerchief. Adele saw it was a striped carnation, tattered with dirt, its petals so opened, a few hung as if on hinges.

      He inspected Lucy’s shoes by gently probing at them with a stick. “Mud,” he said. “Quite a lot of it.”

      “On her skirt too.” Adele leaned over. “No leaves, though.”

      “But needles, yes.” He lifted a handful of them clumped together with dry mud.

      “Jack,” said Adele, “those bushes you were talking about, remember?” He nodded. “These are the same.”

      “Lucy wasn’t killed here, then,” he said. “She was killed somewhere else and dragged here.”

      Adele felt dizzy again. Just as she dropped into a seat in the gazebo, a deep voice boomed, “Don’t anyone touch anything!”

      Coming toward them was someone twice the height and size of any man Adele knew. He was middle-aged with curly brown hair and exacting dark eyes. The rough redness of his skin was somewhat veiled by a short V-shaped mustache. The sturdiness of his figure did not come from corpulence but from buoyancy. He was dressed in a morning suit, but the silver star pinned to his lapel told of his position. Several young men trailed behind him, some of them looking hardly older than boys. Adele realized this was the Arrojo police – perhaps all of it.

      Nin followed them, draped in one of her flowing dresses. She stood against a tree that hung over the gazebo, clutching it for support as she stared down at Lucy.

      “I told you,” Jackson whispered. He cleared his throat.  “I assure you, Sheriff, nothing has been disturbed.”

      “Good man.” He produced a roll of paper from his pocket. “Edison!” The boom echoed so loudly that a pair of birds, disturbed from their sleep, flew out of the tree where Nin stood.

      A young man of no more than twenty sped forward. “Yes, sir?”

      “Have some of the lads stand guard from here–” he indicated the beginning of the veranda, “— to here —” He pointed at the brush in the direction of the Blackstone house.

      “Just a moment!” Adele stepped forward.

      The man fumbled in his pocket and came up with a handkerchief, which he wiped his face. “Morning, miss. And you are?”

      “And you are?” Adele gave him a square look.

      He seemed undisturbed. “Sheriff Horatio Hatfield. I'm also the county coroner and, I suspect, a few other titles before the year is out.”

      Adele hid a smile. “I own this house, Sheriff. I’m Adele Gossling.”

      “Oh, yes,” he said. “The new lady in town. I’ve been told quite a lot about you.” He tipped his hat.

      “I’m sure you have,” she said dryly. “I’d like to know why you’re ordering police on my property.”

      “Not your property, Miss Gossling,” he said. “The crime scene. Always must watch for curiosity seekers and muckrakers.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re progressive with police practices, Sheriff,” Jackson said.

      “We’re not entirely in the backwoods, sir,” said the man. “And your name? Edison!”

      “Jackson Gossling.” He held out his hand. “Miss Gossling is my sister.”

      “Jack has already discovered a few interesting things, Sheriff,” said Adele.

      The man’s thick eyebrow flew up. “Has he?”

      “You didn’t expect us to wait when we had a professional in the house, did you?’ Adele’s face gleamed with pride. “Jack worked for the Anspaches.”

      “Their methods are different from the police’s, miss,” said the man. “Vigilante methods, as a matter of fact.”

      “I agree,” said Jackson. “Which is why I left them.”

      “He’s glad to be of any assistance to you and your men.” A quick survey of the three boys mulling around the veranda, now fully equipped with coffee cups and thick slices of toast, showed they were hardly past manhood. “I dare say you look as if you need it.”

      She expected the sheriff to be offended, but the man threw back his head and let out a hearty laugh.

      “Del, I’m sure the sheriff has no need of my help,” her brother mumbled.

      “We shall see, we shall see.” The man stood with his hands on his hips. “So you’ve started already, Mr. Gossling. What have you found so far?”

      “Miss Blackstone wasn’t murdered here,” he said. “That I’m fairly certain of. There’s mud on her skirt and shoes.” He showed him the clump of needles. “Her body was dragged from somewhere in the brush.”

      “Very keen observations. Edison!” The young man scurried forward with the twine twisted in his hands. “Get some of the lads to block off this section of the street too. The young woman lived next door, didn’t she?” He indicated the house nearby.

      Adele nodded. “Lucy is — was — the daughter of Michael and Marissa Blackstone.”

      “Yes, I know.” Sheriff Hatfield looked sad for a moment, then glared at Edison who was still lingering. “Well, go to it, lad!” The young man scurried away. “Anything else you want to tell me about, Mr. Gossling?”

      “Just this.” He handed him the handkerchief.

      Sheriff Hatfield slipped on a pair of silk gloves and examined the carnation. “The girl was wearing it, I assume.”

      Jackson nodded. “It seems Lucy’s carnations were infamous in these parts.”

      “I seem to recall my ma telling me something of the sort.” He folded the flower inside the handkerchief as carefully as Jackson had wrapped it and handed it to one of the loitering young men. “You surprise me, Mr. Gossling. I’ve met many Anspach, and they always struck me more as men of action than observation.”

      “Perhaps that’s another reason why I left.” Jackson grimaced. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get my breakfast now. I think you should too, Del. And Miss Branch, of course, if she’s had none.” He started toward the house.

      “I heard the Anspach never abandon their duty,” said Hatfield.

      Jackson spun around. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I’ve met detectives who never reached such conclusions as you have until days or even weeks into the investigation,” said Hatfield. “That tells me something about your skills, sir.”

      “I gather that’s a compliment,” said Jackson. “But as I said, I’m no longer an Anspach.”

      “Nevertheless, once a detective, always a detective,” the sheriff remarked.

      “Not I, sir.” Jackson stiffened. “I shouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for my sister asking me to stay here last night.”

      “A lucky thing it was too,” Adele chimed in.

      “You don’t want interference from an outsider, Sheriff,” Jackson insisted.

      The man continued, “A very great lawman taught me when one has the opportunity and the knowledge to fight for justice, one must do so.” For a moment, there was a fading look in his eyes. “I’ll be frank with you, sir. I’m dealing with lads.” His hand swept toward the veranda where a few of the young men still dawdled. “Good boys, but lacking a little in quick wit and deduction, shall we say. I need all the help I can get.”

      Jackson remained silent. Everyone was watching, from Tomas to Nin, who was still leaning against the tree.

      “Are you asking for my aid with the investigation, Sheriff?” he asked in a careful voice.

      “Assuming you’ve nothing better to do with your time.” He eyed him. “Am I right?”

      Jackson gave a small smile. “You have good observations yourself, sir.”

      “Well, what do you say?”

      Adele watched as her brother examined the ivy entwined with an angel carving on the gazebo wall. “Considering I knew the girl slightly, I suppose it’s as you said — I have a duty now to help find her killer.”

      Sheriff Hatfield grinned. “Edison! Bring us all some breakfast.”

      “I’ll get it,” said Adele. As she passed by her brother, she squeezed his arm.

      When she came back with the tray of coffee and toast, Jackson and the sheriff were crouched over Lucy.

      “Strangled, poor girl,” said Hatfield. “What do you make of these?” He pointed to Lucy’s neck.

      Adele set the tray on the gazebo bench and glanced at the dead girl’s head. She had never been ashamed of the more violent parts of life, whether an amputated leg of a factory worker during one of her hospital rounds or a prostitute’s mauled face in a settlement house.

      She saw what the sheriff meant. There were marks on Lucy’s neck, sunk deep into the skin. The tiny globes created a perforated line across her throat.

      “The pearls!” Adele gasped. “Jack, the lilac pearls she was wearing at the party last night. My God, he strangled her with the pearls.”

      Hatfield balanced his hands on his bent knees. “I hope you don’t take offense, Miss Gossling, but are you one of these women who aims rocks into the windows of politicians’ houses and chains herself to their gate?”

      “If you mean, Sheriff, am I a suffragist,” Adele said, “the answer is yes. However, I have never thrown a rock nor chained myself to a gate in my life. I believe there are better, more peaceful ways for women to win their rights.”

      “I’m glad of that,” said the man. “Now, will you explain to me what pearls and what party last night?”

      As she spoke, Hatfield examined the gazebo floor, circling the body. “These are the pearls in question?” He opened his hand to reveal two violet globes shining in the sunlight. “Their size matches the grooves on Miss Blackstone’s neck.”

      “It seems odd she would have worn the pearls without the party dress,” Adele murmured.

      “Perhaps my theory about her being murdered elsewhere is wrong,” Jackson remarked.

      “Not necessarily,” said Hatfield. “If she had been murdered here, we would have found many more.” He cupped the pearls in his gloved hand. “A few caught in that blouse she’s wearing when the body was dragged.”

      “A crime of opportunity,” Jackson suggested. “The murderer used what was on hand.”

      “We shall see. Edison!”

      The young man appeared, slightly shaken, and Hatfield carefully wrapped the pearls in a piece of paper.

      Adele joined Nin near the tree, comforted by the slight scent of mint surrounding her. “It’s so distressing, isn’t it?” she whispered.

      Nin shrugged. “I don’t really see, it but I feel it.”

      “Feel what?”

      “The cold,” said Nin. “She’s been chilly all night.”

      “Well, it was a cold night,” Adele pointed out. “And if she’s been lying there that long —” She shivered.

      “That has nothing to do with it,” Nin insisted.

      “Sheriff,” Adele said. “Perhaps Lucy was in a hurry to go somewhere last night.”

      “You mean a rendezvous?” He glanced at her.

      She blushed. “She wasn’t that sort of young lady. A little flirtatious, maybe, but there was no harm in her.”

      A young man appeared at her side, making her jump. He looked like a caricature of an owl with large eyes beneath magnified eyeglasses and a moony face.

      The sheriff greeted him. “Good morning, Mr. Sanders. We haven’t interrupted your breakfast, I hope?” He introduced the young man as the medical examiner’s assistant.

      “That’s more in the line of Doctor Rhodes’ peculiarities, Sheriff, not mine,” Mr. Sanders laughed.

      “Where is the good doctor?” Hatfield sniffed.

      “Having his breakfast, sir,” said the young man in a sheepish tone.

      The sheriff snorted. “I can’t say I’m surprised. I shouldn’t think Rhodes would interrupt his hotcakes for a possible murder case.”

      “Probable, sir, not possible,” Jackson said. “It is murder.”

      “My first murder case,” Mr. Sanders sighed.

      “Don’t look so wistful, lad,” said Hatfield. “You may have many more.”

      The young man slipped off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. “Dr. Rhodes has given me full authority as usual, Sheriff.”

      “I should think in such a case as this, the doctor would want to be here himself,” Jackson observed as he moved out of the way.

      “Mr. Sanders is as capable of his job as you are of yours, Mr. Gossling,” said Sheriff Hatfield.

      The young man set down his bag and bent over the body. “I’ve examined many dead bodies in my time, sir. I did two years with the leper colony down near the border.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply there was any question of your skills, Mr. Sanders,” Jackson said.

      “If you’ll kindly all step back.” The young man opened his bag.

      Ruth brought out more coffee and toast. Adele tried to coax Nin to eat something, but the young woman refused, holding on to the tree as if it were her only anchor. Her shoulders and arms pressed closer to her body as if preparing for a storm.

      Mr. Sanders brushed away the ivy stuck to his trousers and closed his bag. “Death by strangulation.”

      “You’re certain?” the sheriff asked.

      He nodded. “It happened very quickly, so I don’t think she suffered much.”

      “I’m sure her family will be relieved to hear that,” Hatfield said.

      “Oh, and I picked this up under the skirt.” He handed him a sheet of pale violet paper.

      “The time of death?”

      “She’s been dead probably about ten or eleven hours,” said Mr. Sanders.

      “That’s rather vague, sir.”

      “I imagine that would put Lucy’s death between ten and eleven o’clock last night,” Jackson supplied.

      Hatfield nodded. “I apologize for my impatience, Mr. Sanders, but no one comes out alive at sea if they tell the captain the gale will rise at some hour of the morning.”

      “Lucky we’re not at sea, then,” Mr. Sanders mumbled. To Jackson, he said in a low voice, “Sheriff Hatfield was the captain of the Lordes for ten years, and I shouldn’t wonder if he sometimes forgets he’s on dry land now.” He tipped his hat to the ladies. “You’ll have my report in a few hours.”

      “Well, it seems clear where our duty lies, Jackson,” said Hatfield. “Now we must roll up our sleeves and get to work.”

      “What about the inquest, sir?” Jackson asked.

      The sheriff chuckled. “You’ve just witnessed it. We do things rather informally here.”

      “You’re not going to leave her here?” Adele shivered.

      “I’ll be back soon to take the body to the doctor’s office,” Mr. Sanders assured her.

      “Were there signs of any struggle?” Jackson called out as they headed toward the road.

      The medical examiner’s assistant glanced back over his shoulder. “None that I could find.”

      “No struggle,” Jackson lamented. “She knew the killer then.”

      “Him or her,” Hatfield added. “I’ve met some charming women stranglers in my time.” He cleared his throat. “Begging the ladies’ pardon.”

      Nin’s head leaned away from the tree as she stared intently at Lucy’s immobile body.

      “I think it’s time we had her taken away,” Hatfield said. “Edison! Get the lads to cover up the poor thing and get her out of here.”

      “Wait!” Nin came into the gazebo and knelt at Lucy’s side. She stared into the deadened face.

      “Don’t touch a thing!” The sheriff rushed forward.

      Adele grabbed his arm. “I don’t think she intends to,” she said in a low voice.

      Nin closed her eyes and clasped her hands together under her chin as if in prayer. She was so motionless, Adele thought for a moment that she had stopped breathing. Suddenly, Nin opened her eyes and stared for what seemed like a long moment. Then, she rose. “Someone lost his grasp in love and anger.”

      Hatfield took off his hat and brushed the rim. “I’ve heard things about your being a mesmerizer of sorts, Miss Branch.”

      The word made Nin lunge at him. “I am not a mesmerizer!”

      Adele grabbed her by the shoulders in time. “It’s all right, dear.” To the sheriff, she said, “Miss Branch is no charlatan, Sheriff. She’s a clairvoyant.”

      A subtle but incredulous scoff rose from Jackson.

      “I never thought she was a charlatan,” said the sheriff.

      “I inherited from my mother a gift for reading vibrations,” Nin ventured. “I suppose that sounds mad or evil to you.”

      “Not in the least,” he said kindly. The woman’s face relaxed.

      “You said ‘his,’” said Adele. “Does that mean the killer is a man?”

      “Really, I don’t think–” Jackson started but she glared at him.

      “A man, yes,” said Nin.

      “Yes, well, I take every bit of information into consideration.” The sheriff buttoned his coat. “I don’t think there’s much more we can do here. Miss Gossling, tell your people not to touch anything back here until the body has been removed.”

      “I must go home.” Nin looked as if the spark of life had deflated from her face. Her skin was almost gray and her eyes were heavy.

      “Edison will accompany you.” The sheriff raised his hand at the young man.

      “Really, it isn’t necessary,” she insisted.

      “You look as if you’re about to faint, Miss Branch,” he said. “I won’t have that on my hands. Edison!”

      The young man immediately came to order and seemed happy to lead Nin away, stealing glances at her rare beauty as they walked slowly down the street.
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      By Monday, Jackson had been to the city and back, bringing several suitcases with him and settling in the room across from hers. Adele was happy he had chosen to stay with her rather than the Arrojo Hotel even as she was saddened by the circumstances that brought him there.

      Around noon the next day, her brother and Sheriff Hatfield entered her shop. Jackson looked grave but Hatfield was almost bouncing. “The official papers have been filed,” the sheriff said. “Now we have license to see the family. I’d like you to come with us, Miss Gossling.”

      “I’m no law woman.” She shrugged.

      “No, but I’ve observed you have a certain sensitivity, and Mrs. Blackstone is likely to be more comfortable with a woman there.”

      “She may be indisposed, sir,” Jackson pointed out.

      “She may be,” the sheriff agreed. “Nonetheless, duty is duty.”

      Adele got her hat and they set out for the Blackstones. As they turned onto Caliber Street, the horizon was dotted with the dark suits of Hatfield’s lads, along with a few dung-colored overalls.

      “What are they searching for, Sheriff?” she asked.

      “Anything and everything,” he said. “If the body was dragged to your backyard, as we believe, something may have been left behind.”

      “A clue, you mean.” She smiled. “I read detective stories occasionally.”

      “Speaking of clues.” Hatfield extracted the lavender sheet of paper Mr. Sanders had given him and examined it. “Looks to be an exclusive design and make.”

      “It is,” said Adele. “I sold it to her.”

      Hatfield’s eyebrows perked with interest. “When was this?”

      “A week or so ago.” She switched her parasol from her right hand to her left as it hit a tree, sending a sprinkle of dust onto her hat. “Lucy made the design herself.”

      “She had quite a liking for the color purple, I see.” Jackson unfolded it. “Why, it’s blank!”

      “A blank sheet of letter paper,” said Hatfield. “On a dead body. Curious.”

      “Sheriff,” said Adele. “I believe she kept the stationery a secret. She insisted I give it to her when we were alone, and I’m quite sure her parents didn’t even know she had purchased it.”

      “Notes to a secret admirer,” Jackson guessed. “Or a secret lover.”

      “It’s not uncommon among young ladies of her standing to be melodramatic with their affections,” Hatfield said with a nod.

      “Perhaps it was more than melodrama,” Adele murmured.

      “Why do you say that, Miss Gossling?” the sheriff asked.

      “I don’t know.” Adele shut her parasol as he opened the front gate of the Blackstone house. “It’s more a feeling.”

      “Another clairvoyant in our midst.” Jackson raised an eye at Hatfield.

      “I don’t want you to tease her, Jack,” Adele said. “I like Nin.”

      “I said I take all information into consideration and I meant it,” said Hatfield. He took Adele’s arm as he led her over a pile of muddy leaves. “You and Miss Branch may say what you like, Miss Gossling.”

      She smiled. “For that, you may call me Adele.”

      The command in his stance left him for a moment, and he looked almost like a sheepish young boy.

      The door opened to their knock and the Blackstone butler looked grim in the dark suit. The family had wasted no time in preparing for mourning. A black wreath hung on the door, and the mirror and picture in the front hall were draped with black sheets.

      Ignoring the sheriff, he bowed to the Gosslings. Hatfield seemed well-versed in dealing with servile smugness. He removed his hat and gloves and said in an authoritative voice, “Please tell Mr. and Mrs. Blackstone that Sheriff Horatio Hatfield would like to see them.”

      Mr. Blackstone strolled out to the hall. His face had regained its color, and the black suit looked as crisp as the one the butler wore. “Please keep your voices down. My wife is asleep.”

      “I must ask you to wake her, sir,” Hatfield said. “We’re now authorized to investigate your daughter’s murder.”

      “I will not wake up my wife,” he insisted. “The doctor has given her a sedative. Lucy was our only daughter, so you can well imagine how all this has been a shock to her.”

      “Yes, yes, of course.” The sheriff’s voice softened. “Forgive my impertinence. One becomes accustomed to speaking like a boor when one has dealt with insolent seamen and criminals.”

      Mr. Blackstone turned to the butler. “James, please bring coffee into the drawing room.”

      “Yes, sir.” The man bowed.

      “And, James,” Sheriff Hatfield added, “please gather the servants and have them wait in the dining hall. I would like to speak with all of them.”

      James glanced at his employer, who nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      As they settled in the drawing room, Adele couldn’t help but remember the first time she had come there and how keenly she felt the room’s excessive sunlight under the scrutiny of the Blackstones. She saw Lucy’s swirling skirt, her idealistic impressions of San Francisco, and her insistence on the party. Tears gathered in her eyes, and she fished into her silk bag for a handkerchief.

      “Here, dear.” Jackson put his own handkerchief in her lap. Even as children, he had anticipated her moods, knowing when to deliver a calming touch, a handkerchief, or a listening ear.

      Mr. Blackstone seemed to understand as well. “This was her favorite room,” he said. “We preferred to read in the upstairs parlor, but Lucy was always down here or in her garden.”

      “Who will tend the garden now?” Adele asked.

      “I will,” he said.

      A throat cleared and they looked at the sheriff, poised with a leather-cased pad and pencil. “I don’t wish to upset you more than you already are, sir, but I must ask these questions.”

      “I understand, Sheriff.” Mr. Blackstone lit a cigar.

      “When did you and your wife last see your daughter?”

      “My wife saw her at around eleven-thirty the night of the party,” he said. “We were having a party. I’m sure the Gosslings told you.”

      “You say your wife saw her at that time,” said the man. “And you?”

      “I went up to Lucy’s room at around midnight and looked in,” he said. “I assumed she was asleep, so I didn’t disturb her.”

      “You assumed?” Jackson leaned forward.

      “I didn’t actually enter the room,” he admitted. “I opened the door a crack and glanced in. I thought I saw a figure in the bed. Lucy is – was – a very light sleeper, so anything more would have awakened her.”

      “When did the party end?” asked the sheriff.

      “About an hour later.”

      “So your daughter left the party early?” the sheriff inquired.

      “She was very tired,” Mr. Blackstone insisted. “She said as much to a few of her friends.”

      “We’ll need to speak to everyone who was at the party,” said Hatfield.

      Mr. Blackstone stiffened. “My reputation as a host would hardly be enhanced in this community if everyone who attended a party at my house was afraid of being questioned by the police.”

      “I can’t help that, sir,” Hatfield said with equal stiffness. “We’re trying to find out who killed your daughter.”

      Mr. Blackstone’s hands dropped to his sides.

      The butler entered and set down the tray of coffee. “I’ll serve, James,” he said in a rough voice. As he lifted the coffee pot, it shook sideways, showing his composure was perhaps not as steady as Adele first thought. She caught his hand in time.

      “Allow me, Mr. Blackstone,” she said.

      He stared at his knees as Adele poured and handed the cups around. “I don’t even know how she died,” he mused.

      “We needn’t go into details,” the sheriff said.

      “Damn it, man, I have a right to know!” He grabbed Jackson’s wrist. “I’m asking you. How?”

      “She was strangled,” Jackson said in a low voice.

      “I can see you’re not telling me the whole truth.” The man’s voice began to crack.

      “Mr. Blackstone, please don’t upset yourself,” Adele said.

      “Sir, was your daughter wearing a string of pearls at that party she gave for Miss Gossling?” the sheriff asked.

      “Yes, she was,” he said.

      “We found evidence of the pearls, but she was wearing a gray blouse and red skirt when we found her,” said Hatfield.

      “I’m well aware of that,” said Mr. Blackstone. “I did manage to see her before you came. The Gosslings were kind enough to notify me as soon as they found her.”

      “But you didn’t know how she was killed?” Hatfield asked quietly. “The bruises on her neck were fairly clear.”

      “I wasn’t looking at her neck!”

      “No, of course not.” Hatfield cleared his throat. “It seems clear she didn’t go to bed as you thought that night.”

      “That’s impossible.” The man glared at him. “I tell you, I saw her asleep.”

      “When I was at sea, many a seaman used to fill his bed with pillows and go out on deck to smoke a pipe or play a game of cards,” said Hatfield, leaning back. “The guard on duty never noticed.”

      Mr. Blackstone’s face became hard. “What exactly are you implying?”

      “It’s possible your daughter told her friends she was tired so they would believe she had gone to bed.”

      The man leaped up, knocking over his coffee cup. “My daughter was not that sort of girl!”

      Hatfield seemed unalarmed by the man’s glaring eyes. “No one is implying she was, Mr. Blackstone. But young women do sometimes keep things from their families.”

      “Not Lucy,” said the man. “Not from me.”

      “Even the closest daughters don’t tell their fathers everything,” Adele murmured. She felt her brother’s eyes on her.

      “Perhaps not, Miss Gossling, but Lucy was not that way.” The man slowly sat down. “She told me everything. Everything.”

      “The sheriff is merely trying to establish some facts,” Jackson said.

      “These are not facts, sir, but insulting insinuations.” All at once, he regained his equilibrium. “I don’t deny, though, that Lucy could be, well, rather impulsive at times.”

      “Capricious,” Adele murmured.

      The man glanced at her. “She was easily swayed to adventure, but never indiscreetly.” His voice broke.

      “Naturally not,” Adele said in a gentle voice. This seemed to calm the man.

      “Mr. Blackstone,” Hatfield continued, “this was found near your daughter.” He unfolded the blank sheet of lavender stationery. “Have you ever seen this before?” The man shook his head. “Miss Gossling confirmed Lucy ordered this stationery from her store about two weeks ago. Lucy designed it herself.”

      Mr. Blackstone fingered the raised carnation buds. “Yes. It was her style.”

      “And you’re sure you’ve never seen it before?” Jackson asked.

      “Lucy could buy whatever she wished,” he said. “She had a trust left to her by my wife’s father when she was eighteen. It wasn’t much but certainly enough to spend what she pleased.” He reached into his pocket for his handkerchief but put it back quickly.

      “Do you know if your wife has ever seen it?” asked the sheriff.

      “I’m quite certain she hasn’t.” The man suddenly looked at him. “Why is this important?”

      “Can you think of a reason, sir, why your daughter would purchase stationery without telling you?”

      “I just told you, she often –” His face grew red. “I see what you mean. As I told you before, Sheriff –”

      “Can you think of why a blank sheet of paper would be found on your daughter’s person?” Hatfield interrupted.

      Mr. Blackstone was silent, kneading one hand in the other.

      “Mr. Blackstone?” Jackson touched the man’s arm. “You do have an idea, don’t you?”

      “Once, when she was a little girl, my father told her she should believe nothing unless it was written down,” he said. “You know how children can take what an adult will tell them and make a prophecy out of it. Lucy took it very seriously.”

      “But nothing’s written on the page,” Adele pointed out.

      “That’s precisely the point,” he said. “Perhaps she meant to write something and never got the chance.” He rose and stared out the French windows. From the gleam of the light, Adele could see tears roll down his cheeks.

      “Have you any idea what she might have wanted to write down?” Hatfield asked.

      “Hang it, if I knew, I would tell you!”

      The sheriff adjusted the tails of his jacket. “I’m sorry to have distressed you, sir. I won’t take up any more of your time for now, but I would like to see Mrs. Blackstone the moment the doctor allows it.”

      “I understand, Sheriff.”

      “And now, we would be most obliged if you would allow us to see your daughter’s room.”

      The man’s face grew white. “It’s out of the question!”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but we must insist.” Hatfield was mild but firm.

      “What earthly reason do you have for wanting to see her room?”

      “We believe your daughter went out during the party,” the sheriff said. “Perhaps something in her room could give us a clue as to where she went and why.”

      “We know where she went,” Mr. Blackstone said. “To Miss Gossling’s gazebo. She wanted a change of scenery, I presume.” He looked at Adele.

      “She was killed elsewhere,” said Hatfield. “We’ve established that.”

      The man could hardly control his emotions. “None of this makes any sense, Sheriff.”

      “I promise you, sir, we’ll make sense of everything,” he assured him. “We’ll find out who did this to your daughter and why.”

      Jackson cleared his throat. “Now if we may see Lucy’s room.”

      Mr. Blackstone let the men file out of the room, but as Adele followed, he grabbed her hand. “Miss Gossling, a word.” He lowered his voice. “I realize these are unusual circumstances but you won’t let them disturb anything, will you? You’ll see to it they’re respectful.”

      “Of course, Mr. Blackstone.”

      “It’s highly intrusive.” His voice became agitated. “Strange men in my daughter’s room. Most distressing.”

      “I’ll see everything remains just as it was,” Adele promised.

      As they climbed the stairs, she couldn’t help but think that, had it been her, her father wouldn’t have given a damn whether police turned her room upside down as long as they found what they needed to catch her killer. But then, her father had known the workings of the law.
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      The room was as Adele would have expected of a young woman with indulgent parents and her own inheritance. Laces and frills permeated the four-poster bed, heavy wardrobe, and chiffonier. A vanity table stood near the window piled with ribbons, bottles, and jars. Jackson examined that while Sheriff Hatfield tackled the drawers and closets. She saw Mr. Blackstone need not have worried. The sheriff, though meticulous, was discreet and delicate, using gloves to go through the drawers.

      Her brother removed the middle drawer of the vanity table, which revealed a hidden compartment. Behind it was the packet of letter paper she had sold Lucy.

      Sheriff Hatfield peered across his shoulder. “Seems you were right, Adele. Miss Blackstone didn’t want her parents to know about the stationery.”

      “She said she had a special use in mind for it,” she murmured.

      “So it seems,” he said in a dry voice.

      Adele fingered the grooming set fit for a princess encased in silver roses. A jewelry box sat majestically underneath the mirror. She examined  the trinkets of gold and precious stones.

      “Jack, the bracelet Lucy wore at the party is missing,” she said.

      The sheriff poked his head out of the closet.

      “Lucy wore a charm bracelet,” she explained. “It wasn’t on her wrist when we found her.”

      “Not that I remember.” Jackson glanced at the sheriff.

      “Was there anything particularly special about it?” asked Hatfield.

      “She hung rings on it,” said Adele. “She said she couldn’t wear them  on her fingers so she had to wear them that way.”

      “What funny ideas young ladies have,” the sheriff lamented.

      “I believe the word you’re groping for is ‘whims?’” Jackson asked dryly.

      “Do you think he might have taken it?” Adele asked. “The murderer, that is?”

      “He or she,” Hatfield corrected. “It’s possible.” He brushed himself off as he emerged from the closet. “We’ll check the evidence we have again when we get back to the station.”

      Just then, the door opened to admit Mickey.

      Sheriff Hatfield removed his gloves. “Who is this little fellow?”

      The boy ran to Adele and encircled her waist. “Is Lucy really not coming back?”

      Pity rose in her chest. “No, Mickey. She’s gone to a better place.”

      “But why?” He began to cry.

      “These things happen, darling.” She stroked his head.

      “Papa says God sometimes takes people away because they’re bad.” He peered up at Adele. “Do you think Lucy was bad?”

      “No, sweet.” She kissed the top of his head. “Lucy was good.”

      “She said the good man would make her good.” He buried his cheek in her skirt. “I heard her say so.”

      Jackson took the boy by the shoulders. “When did she say this, Mickey?”

      “At the party,” he said. “I was supposed to be asleep.” He blinked. “You won’t tell Papa?”

      “We won’t tell Papa anything,” Hatfield said. “Mickey, what else did Lucy tell you?”

      “She said she had to see the good man,” he said. “She was going to see the good man and someday I would understand.” He frowned. “Why do grown-ups always say I’ll understand someday? What day is someday?”

      “Mickey!” His father appeared at the doorway. “Your lunch is getting cold.”

      The boy looked at Adele a little longer before he took his father’s hand.

      “So Lucy was going to meet a man,” Jackson said.

      “Did you notice her paying special attention to anyone at the party?” Hatfield inquired. “Or anyone paying special attention to her?”

      “Not particularly,” said Adele. “You must remember she was the hostess. People are going to pay attention to the hostess whether they want to or not.”

      “Nobody stealing away from the party that you noticed?” he asked.

      “We did see a few people, remember, Del?” said Jackson. “We saw Richard Tanning slip out the side door in the hallway and his father a little while later.”

      “Indeed?” The sheriff’s heavy brows perked up.

      “Now that I think of it, it did seem as if Lucy and Richard were dancing together a great deal,” said Adele.

      “Oh, I don’t think we can jump to that conclusion,” Jackson said. “Lucy was the belle of the ball. Every time I looked at her, she was dancing with someone.”

      “And every time I looked at her, she was dancing with Richard,” Adele retorted.

      “I’ve heard of the Tannings, of course,” said Hatfield. “It’s a devilish thing, not having a chance to meet people formally before being dragged into a murder investigation.”

      “You most likely wouldn’t have met Richard,” said Jackson. “He’s been away at school and just came back.”

      “The family owns some property in the area,” said Adele. “Mr. Blackstone calls it a swamp, but he may be exaggerating. It’s quite clear he and Lowell Tanning didn’t get along.”

      “Oh?” said the sheriff. “We shall have to find out more about that.”

      His heels were cracking down the stairs, thumping across the wooden boards. Mr. Blackstone looked clearly annoyed.

      “My wife is still asleep, Sheriff,” he growled. “If you’ve finished your business —”

      “Not quite, I’m afraid,” he said. “I’d like to see the ballroom where that party took place, Mr. Blackstone. And then, if you would be so kind as to remember, you gave me permission to speak to your servants.”

      “Do what you will,” said the man in a stiff voice.

      “No, sir,” said Hatfield. “I’ll do what I must.”

      It looked as if Mr. Blackstone finally reached his limit. His face blackened and the collar of his suit strained against his neck. In a cold voice, he said, “I will tell Jones he is to help you with anything you need. If you’ll excuse me, I must attend to a wife devastated by the loss of her only daughter and a son who cannot understand why the sister with whom he was playing jacks only a few days ago is now in heaven!” He turned on his heels and strolled out, leaving a frosty air in his wake.

      “Perhaps you were a little too abrupt with him, Sheriff,” Adele suggested.

      “I can’t help that,” Hatfield said. “We have a murderer to find.”

      “And every minute counts,” Jackson added.

      James showed them into the ballroom.

      “I can’t imagine what you think you’ll find, Sheriff,” Adele remarked. “The servants cleared every morsel of the party ages ago.”

      “One can never tell.” He examined the floor. “We already know the body was dragged from somewhere. It could have easily been from some hidden corner in this house.”

      “In a house this size, it’s entirely possible,” Jackson agreed.

      “I beg your pardon, sir.” James cleared his throat. “Mr. Blackstone was most particular about people straying too far from the ballroom. For young Mickey's sake.”

      “Young boys are always afraid of missing all the excitement,” Jackson said ruefully.

      “He particularly asked the servants to redirect anyone who wandered past the hallway,” James continued.

      “But Mr. and Miss Gossling said they saw some people going out the back door.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the man. “It leads to the veranda. Mr. Blackstone had no objection to guests going out for a bit of fresh air.”

      “Can you show us?”

      James led them to the hall and opened the back door. The lace curtains seemed limper than they had been a few nights before. Japanese paper lanterns were still strung up, though not lit.

      “It must have been quite a spectacle out here,” The sheriff remarked, eyeing them.

      “We wouldn’t know,” said Jackson. “Neither Adele nor I ventured outside.”

      “Quite content to watch the intrigues going on inside, eh?” Hatfield eyed him.

      “Quite.” Jackson’s voice was guarded. “If Lucy was killed out here and dragged, there would be a mark somewhere.”

      “I scarcely think it’s possible that she was killed here, Sheriff,” said Adele.

      “And why is that?”

      “The lights.” She steadied a swinging lantern with her parasol. “They would have illuminated even the slightest movement. The curtains were drawn in the ballroom and as you can see, that room overlooks this part of the veranda.”

      “I see you and your brother both inherited strong powers of observation,” said Hatfield with a gleam in his eye.

      “Del’s talent is pure nosiness,” Jackson said. “Ever since she was a child, she slid in between shadows, watching and listening.”

      “I’d rather be a snake than a bunny like most of the young ladies you’ve courted,” Adele retorted. The sheriff laughed.

      Edison, cap tilted to one side and coat askew, bounded up the porch stairs.

      “Be careful, man or you’ll break a step,” the sheriff growled.

      “Sorry, sir,” said the young man. “But — well — we’ve found something.”
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      They followed him into the brush that led back toward Adele’s house. As they neared the shrubbery, she saw a mass of matted grasses and swept bushes as if someone had gone through it with a plow. They reached a circle of wildflowers hidden among tall bushes.

      Sheriff Hatfield gazed into the circle for a few moments. He turned to Jackson and said in a final voice, “Our crime scene.”

      Adele observed how the grasses were overturned, the brush torn, and deep lines formed in the mud.

      “But the medical examiner said there were no signs of a struggle,” Jackson pointed out.

      “Adversary,” the sheriff pronounced. His lips were thin and white. “Whoever killed Miss Blackstone did so with extreme violence.”

      “I can’t believe anyone would do that to Lucy,” Adele said.

      “You only knew her for a short time, Del.” Jackson took her hand. “You can’t know what enemies she might have had.”

      “And look at this, Sheriff!” Edison grinned, one hand pointing to the mud.

      “Footprints.” Hatfield nodded.

      “A man’s footprints,” Jackson said. “Heavy boots.”

      “They’re going toward the house, not away from it,” said Adele. “Odd.”

      Hatfield followed the footsteps in the direction of Adele’s house. Between the gate and cypress tree, the footprints gave way to smooth ground.

      “Ruth’s already swept, hang it,” Jackson grumbled. It was the first time Adele could remember him not minding his manners in front of her.

      “I don’t think there was anything to sweep,” said the sheriff. “Edison!” The young man came running. “Get some twine around these hedges so no one can get through. It’s part of our crime scene now. And get the man to make some plaster imprints of all the footprints you can find.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And don’t for a moment think I won’t know if you missed one,” he barked.

      As they walked back, he said, “We begin to get the picture now, eh?”

      “Lucy has a rendezvous with someone the night of the party,” said Jackson. “She tells everyone she’s tired and goes up to her room on the pretense of going to bed. Then she sneaks out again and comes to the spot in the bush. Her killer was someone she knew, someone she was going to meet. The killer does the deed, then drags the body to the gazebo and leaves it there.”

      “Why not throw the body in Tanning’s swamp?” asked Adele. “If it is indeed a swamp.”

      “Because it’s too far away and someone might see him,” Jackson argued.

      “Or,” said Hatfield, “it is a swamp of some depth and the killer knew we might never have found it. The killer wanted us to find Lucy. I’m certain of that.”

      “Why?”

      “Ah, question marks, question marks,” Hatfield sighed.

      They entered the house again and James jumped to attention.

      “Are the servants gathered, James?” asked the sheriff.

      “In the kitchen, sir.”

      “Good,” he said. “You don’t think your cook could rustle us up some more coffee, do you? All this exercise has made me famished.” He glanced back at the Gosslings as they followed the butler down the back stairs.

      Adele leaned forward. “James, is there a gardener who takes care of the grounds?”

      “No, miss,” he said. “Mr. Blackstone sees to it himself. He rather likes natural surroundings.”

      Hatfield glanced back. “The answer to the riddle, then.”

      “I beg your pardon, sir?” The butler stopped

      “We were wondering about the wild brush beyond the house,” said Hatfield. “I imagine Mr. Blackstone hasn’t the time or inclination to tend to them.”

      “Oh, it’s not that, sir,” said the man. “Mr. Blackstone insists on keeping that area untamed. He says it reminds him of the days when his father first settled here as a young man.”

      All the Blackstone servants were lined up in the pleasantly warm kitchen. Adele was surprised to see only five of them besides James – an elderly woman in a cook’s uniform, two younger women in much-laundered aprons, and two young men.

      “A smaller staff than one would expect in a house this size,” she muttered.

      “Mr. Blackstone, miss, does not believe in excessive help. I quite agree with him.” The last was said with satisfaction and Adele imagined he found it much easier to lord over a small staff than a large one.

      “Where is the servants’ hall?” Hatfield asked.

      James nodded toward the room separated by glass doors.

      “Have coffee served to us there, if you will, and each one come in to speak to us when they’re called.”

      A whimper escaped one of the young women with a tattered apron and the elderly cook said in a soft voice, “Calm yourself, dear.” Adele gave her a reassuring smile as they entered the servants’ hall.

      “James, you’ll be so kind as to join us,” Hatfield called over his shoulder.

      He questioned the butler as they were served a lavish coffee. “You didn’t see Miss Blackstone go out the night of the party?”

      “Hardly, sir,” said James. “I was too busy directing the servants. Perhaps one of the footmen.”

      “I saw at least four footmen wandering about that night,” said Jackson. “There were only two young men in the kitchen.”

      “That is correct, sir,” said James. “Mr. Edwin Goodwin is Mr. Blackstone’s valet. The other gentleman, Mr. Ralph Rawlings, is our only permanent footman. The other three were hired for the occasion.”

      “I’ll need their names,” said the sheriff.

      “I will need Mr. Blackstone’s permission,” the man sniffed.

      “Very well.” Hatfield dug into a slice of angel food cake. “Your cook is most extraordinary. Light as a feather.”

      “I will tell her, sir,” said James, pleased.

      “I prefer to tell her myself,” said the sheriff.

      “Would you like me to send her in, sir?” The man half rose.

      “Not just yet,” Jackson interrupted. James sat down again. “I have a few questions.”

      “Excellent. Give me a chance to enjoy this cake.” The sheriff smiled.

      “At any time during the evening, James, did you go out to the veranda?”

      “Yes, sir,” said the man. “Mr. Blackstone prefers I circulate as much as possible. I must be ever watchful, you know.”

      “I’m sure you do an excellent job,” said Adele, making the man show something of a smile for the first time.

      “I do my best, miss.”

      “Did you see anything unusual there?” Jackson continued.

      “Why, no sir, not that I recall,” said the man. “I did see Mr. Tanning and Mrs. Tanning.”

      “Yes?” Jackson leaned forward.

      The man cleared his throat. “They were exchanging words, sir.”

      “You mean arguing?” asked the sheriff. “A bit of a couple’s spat, perhaps?”

      “Not in that way, sir,” said James. “They did not raise their voices, I mean.”

      “When was this?”

      The man looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. “A little before ten-thirty, I should think.”

      Adele looked at her brother. “We saw Lowell go out at around ten, and his wife a little after that.”

      “Richard went out the back hall door just before ten,” said Jackson with a nod.

      The sheriff scribbled all this down in his leather notepad.

      “Don’t misunderstand my next question,” Jackson continued, “but did you happen to hear what they were saying?”

      “I’m afraid not, sir,” said James. “The moment I realized they were exchanging words, I retreated back into the house.”

      As the man left, Hatfield observed, “Perhaps he does his job a little too well.”

      “Or not well enough and he’s only covering,” said Jackson with a grin.

      “Covering who or what?” Hatfield asked. “His employer’s daughter and her assignations, perhaps?”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to call them that, sir.” Jackson visibly blushed.

      The cook came in next. She threw the sheriff a look of resentment when she saw him tucking into a plate of gingerbread. “I don’t know nothing,” she declared as she sat down. “And it ain’t civil to go frightening young maids with police business, if you ask me.”

      Adele spoke before Hatfield could open his mouth. “Mrs. –”

      “Brown,” said the woman.

      “Mrs. Brown, I’m here to make sure none of the ladies, yourself included, are frightened in any way.” Adele shot the sheriff a glance. The man remained silent.

      Mrs. Brown softened a little. “Thank you, miss. I remember you from Miss Blackstone’s party.”

      “I suspect you had your hands full in the kitchen that night?” Adele asked.

      The woman burst into tears. Adele slid by her side, putting an arm around her shoulders.

      “I taught the little thing how to make meringue,” Mrs. Brown sobbed. “Her mother never knew anything about domestic affairs, if you know what I mean, miss.”

      “I certainly do,” said Adele. She glanced again at Hatfield, who seemed content to let her continue. “My mother never took to the kitchen either. I wish we’d had a great cook such as yourself to teach me how to make meringue.”

      She could feel Jackson’s amused eyes on her. She knew he was thinking she would have thrown the egg whites in their cook’s face, had she tried to teach her how to make anything.

      “I made the pink meringues especially for her.” The woman wiped her face with her apron. “Worked hard to get them the right shade, you know.”

      “And they were delicious,” said Adele. “We all enjoyed them, including your kitchen guest.”

      “Guest, miss?”

      “Mr. Daniel Tanning.” Adele saw the sheriff’s eyebrows rise.

      “He’s a nice young man, though an odd one,” said the woman. “He likes to play jacks with Mickey.”

      “Was he playing jacks with Mickey in the servants’ hall, Mrs. Brown?”

      “He was indeed, miss, until his brother came down,” said the woman. “Then he and Mickey played build-a-picture. You know – somebody starts with a line, another one adds a line, and so on, until you got a picture.” She gave a small smile and then, as if remembering herself, cleared her throat. “Not that I would have time for such nonsense.”

      “I’m sure,” said Adele. “When did Richard come down?”

      “I can’t say for sure, miss,” said Mrs. Brown. “Betty, the girl there, might know. Nice girl but her eyes wander every chance she gets. Can’t say I blame her. Not very interesting, scrubbing dishes.”

      “Did you notice when he left?” Jackson asked.

      “Just before ten o’clock, sir,” she said.

      “How do you know that?” Sheriff Hatfield pushed aside his empty coffee cup.

      “I looked at the clock as he was walking up the stairs thinking Mickey ought to be in bed. Little devil always tries to steal a half hour past his bedtime when he can. He succeeds more often than not.”

      “Did he succeed that night?”

      Sharp edges stood out in her face. “He did indeed, until Mr. Blackstone came down and sent him to bed.”

      “When was that?” asked the sheriff.

      “How should I know?” the woman snapped. “I was putting the roses on the cake just then.”

      Adele pressed her hand. “Was it well past Mickey’s usual bedtime?”

      “Far enough,” she sniffed. “Don’t approve of little boys and girls romping around the kitchen when the stars are out. My sister’s girl, now – ”

      “When is Mickey’s usual bedtime, Mrs. Brown?” Hatfield’s voice rose over her chatter.

      “Nine o’clock or thereabouts, sir,” she said.

      “All right, thank you, Mrs. Brown. Please send Betty to us.”

      “I’d like to sit in if that’s all right with you, sir,” she said. “The girl’s got no mother, you see, so I’ve been taking her in hand.”

      “It would be better if we could speak to her alone,” Jackson explained. “She might – well, tell us more if there were fewer people about. If we feel she would be more comfortable with someone else in the room, we won’t hesitate to call you.”

      “Hrmph!” The woman stalked back to her kitchen.

      “That was delicately phrased, Jackson,” Hatfield said. “You might give Edison and the lads a lesson in police diplomacy one day.”

      Jackson gave a small smile, but Adele knew he was pleased at the compliment.

      Betty was rigid at first, her hands clutching the edge of her apron, but she warmed up when she saw the sheriff kept silent while Adele asked her questions in a gentle, coaxing tone. But she had little more to say beyond confirming what the cook had told them about Richard Tanning’s arrival and departure sometime later.

      Rawlings, the footman, was called in, a rather spirited youth who could barely contain his excitement over what had happened, tapping one foot and then the other until Sheriff Hatfield regarded him with such a sharp eye he stopped moving altogether. He had only one thing to add to what had already been said by James: He had seen Lucy go upstairs at approximately ten-thirty and heard a door open and shut.

      “What door?” asked Jackson.

      “I assume to her bedroom, sir.” The young man turned pink at the mere mention of a lady’s boudoir.

      “You don’t know that for a fact, though?” Hatfield asked.

      “No, sir,” he said. “But I heard her telling Miss Regina Maise and Miss Gloria Banks how she slaved all week to put together this party and hadn’t slept three full nights.” He looked down at his lap. “Her words, sir, not mine.”

      The footman’s exit brought in Eddie Goodwin, Michael Blackstone’s valet. The moment he sat down, he shot out, “Who do you think did it, Sheriff?”

      “Who do you think did it?” Hatfield shot back.

      “Damned if I know.” The man seemed oblivious to Adele’s presence. “You’re the police. That’s your job, ain’t it?”

      “I’m sure you have some ideas, Mr. Goodwin,” said the sheriff. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have brought it up.”

      “I ain’t got no one in mind so don’t go accusing me —” The valet cleared his throat and continued in a more cultivated voice. “When do you think poor Miss Blackstone died?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Jackson stared at him.

      “The time,” the man said.

      “Why would that matter to you?” Hatfield eyed him.

      “It don’t — doesn’t, sir,” he said. “It might to the master.”

      Jackson started to open his mouth in retort, but the sheriff silenced him. “I’ll answer your question, Mr. Goodwin. We think she died between ten and eleven on Friday night.”

      “Oh!” The man blinked. “And how did she die, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “We do mind,” Jackson snapped.

      “Rather inquisitive, aren’t you, Mr. Goodwin?” Adele remarked.

      “No more than anyone would be under the circumstances, miss,” the man mumbled. “Being a lady, I’m sure you can understand that.”

      “Sir, are you aware you’re not only being impertinent but insensitive to your employer?” the sheriff growled.

      “I only wish to know the facts so I can answer your questions, Sheriff.” The man sniffed. “You’ll agree I owe that to my employer.”

      Again, Jackson was ready with a retort but Hatfield signaled his silence. “She was strangled, Mr. Goodwin.” A cry came from the kitchen and Adele knew it was the cook.

      “How?” asked the man. “I mean, how was she strangled?”

      “Look here –” Jackson jumped up, his tall figure menacing, but the sheriff held up his hand.

      “Someone strangled her with the pearls she was wearing,” he said.

      This seemed to hush the man for a few moments. “I see.”

      “If you’ve no more questions, sir,” Jackson snarled, “perhaps you’ll allow us to ask you questions now.”

      The man was startled. “I told you I don’t know anything.”

      “Being Mr. Blackstone’s valet, you were with your master a good part of the time before and after the party, weren’t you?”

      “I would hardly be doing my job if I hadn’t been,” the man snapped.

      “How long have you been Mr. Blackstone’s valet?” Hatfield asked.

      “Three years.”

      “And you get along well?”

      “We tolerate each other,” the man said. “Little more is needed in my position.”

      “Did Mr. Blackstone behave in any way unusual the night of the party?” asked Jackson.

      “I hardly make note of my master’s moods, sir,” Mr. Goodwin answered.

      “I find that hard to believe,” said the sheriff. “You seem like a rather observant fellow, Mr. Goodwin.”

      “And as inquisitive as a woman,” Adele said dryly.

      “You’re wrong there, Sheriff.” The man rose. “As I can’t tell you a thing, am I free to leave?”

      “One moment!” the sheriff’s voice boomed as the man reached the doorway. “At what time did Mr. Blackstone go to bed?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” said Mr. Goodwin. “He dismissed me for the remainder of the night the moment the guests began to arrive.”

      “Is that usual for him?” Jackson asked.

      “At times,” the man said. “Not always.”

      “Why do you think he dismissed you that night?”

      Mr. Goodwin shrugged. “A man likes his privacy sometimes, sir,” he said. “I’m sure there were instances when you preferred your valet to be absent. Assuming you have a valet.”

      Jackson half rose, an enraged look on his face, but Adele pressed his arm.

      “All right, you may go.” The sheriff waved him away.

      But the man lingered for a few moments. “It would take strong hands to strangle Miss Blackstone that way, wouldn’t it?”

      “You speak as if you’ve had experience.” Jackson glared at him.

      “In a manner of speaking,” said Mr. Goodwin. “I grew up on a farm. We used to get a chicken on the table for Sunday dinner by breaking its neck.” He smiled. “But a woman ain’t a chicken, is she?”

      “Nor is she always the busybody you seem to think, Mr. Goodwin,” Adele said acidly.

      “I meant no offense to you in particular, miss.” The man bowed as he left.

      “Mr. Goodwin seems to have definite opinions about the class he serves,” Adele remarked.

      “I met men like that in my Anspach days,” said her brother. “But most of them knew how to behave with the police. This fellow was extremely rude.”

      “Rude and surly,” the sheriff agreed. “And entirely too interested in the death of his employer’s daughter.”

      “Inquisitive, like Del said,” Jackson nodded.

      “And perhaps not just out of nosiness,” Adele said.

      “Question marks, question marks,” the sheriff lamented.

      The last of the servants came in with a little apprehension and timidity not befitting her age or position. She was Gerda Jennings, Lucy’s maid, a woman in her thirties with a sweet, ruddy face. But the ruddiness was now almost white as marble.

      Adele felt a fierce protection. Gerda reminded her of those women she had seen in the settlement houses, their faces sagging with defeat as they tried to hide the bruises on their arms.

      She guided the woman into a chair. The sheriff nodded at her. “Gerda, can you tell us when Lucy went to bed the night of the party?”

      “I don’t know, miss.” Her voice was too girlish for her matronly figure.

      “You don’t know?”

      “She dismissed me for the night after I helped her dress.”

      “Isn’t it rather odd she undressed and prepared for bed without your help?” Adele asked.

      “You’ve no maid, I take it, miss.” Her voice rose a little.

      “No,” Adele admitted. “I’m a rather independent type.”

      “So was Miss Lucy.” She burst into tears.

      “Gerda,” the sheriff cut in, “you’re not telling us the whole truth, are you?”

      “I never –” The woman’s face went from white to dove gray.

      “It’s all right, Gerda,” Jackson said with a kind smile. “Your loyalty to your mistress is admirable.”

      The woman buried her head in her arms.

      Adele patted the woman’s shoulder. “You want to help us find who did this terrible thing, don’t you?”

      From inside the folded arms came her muffled voice, “Yes, miss.”

      “Then you must tell us all you know.”

      The woman wiped her face on her apron. “I don’t want anybody saying she was a bad woman.”

      “We know she was good, Gerda,” Sheriff Hatfield said kindly.

      “Mr. James said Mr. Blackstone opened the door to Lucy’s room just a pinch and saw her sleeping,” she said. “But it wasn’t Lucy, miss.”

      Jackson gave the sheriff a sharp look. “How do you know this if you retired before Miss Lucy went to bed?”

      “I know her ways, sir.”

      “Oh?”

      “Miss Lucy hinted she was going to use the dressmaker’s dummy that night. She always confided in me about things like that because she knew she could trust me.” She said the last with pride.

      “The dressmaker’s dummy,” Adele repeated.

      “She took the seamstress’ dummy, dressed it like herself, with a wig and all, and put it in her bed so no one would know she wasn’t there.” The woman grabbed Adele’s hand. “She never meant no harm, miss!”

      “I’m sure she didn’t,” Adele said. “Why do you think she used the dressmaker’s dummy that night?”

      “She was meeting someone and didn’t want anybody to know.”

      The sheriff leaned back. “Who was she meeting, Gerda?”

      “I don’t know, sir,” said the maid.

      “Come, come,” he said. “You attended your mistress very well, as your loyalty to her shows, and you told us she always confided in you.”

      “I don’t want to–”

      Adele could see the sheriff winding up, so she said, “Remember, Gerda, you want to help us.”

      “I don’t know, miss.” The woman shook her head, her face darkening with despair. “That is, not for certain. I know she was writing to someone because she sent me with the notes.”

      “What kind of notes?” Hatfield asked.

      “I never read them!” The woman’s head shook in her indignation.

      “I mean what paper did she use, did she seal them up, things like that,” said Hatfield a little impatiently.

      “She wrote them on purple paper, sir,” she said. “Pretty sort of paper.” Tears filled her eyes. “Miss Lucy loved pretty things.”

      “It’s all right, Gerda,” said Adele. “She bought the writing paper at my shop.”

      “Then you know!”

      “We don’t know who received those notes,” said Adele. “Can you tell us?”

      “It was Mr. Tanning, miss.”

      “Which Mr. Tanning?” Jackson asked.

      “Mr. Richard Tanning, of course, sir.”

      “Was she meeting Mr. Tanning that night, do you think?” Sheriff Hatfield asked.

      Gerda did not answer at first. Then, looking down at her skirt, she mumbled, “I expect so, sir. I took him a note in the afternoon while everyone was having a rest.”

      “And do you know the nature of their relationship?” the sheriff asked.

      The woman stared at him. “Whatever do you mean, sir?”

      “He means, Gerda,” said Adele in a kind but firm voice, “do you know if they were courting?”

      “Certainly not, miss!” The answer came too quickly and indignantly.

      Adele squeezed the woman’s arm. “Thank you, Gerda. You’ve been a great help.”

      “You won’t tell the master?” Her face darkened again. “But I suppose it doesn’t matter now, does it?” She suddenly sprang up and ran out of the kitchen.
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