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  1
End of the Line


October 1924 - Somewhere in the Rocky Mountains 
I expected a lot from a luxury train ride through the picturesque mountains at the cusp of winter—fine dining, spa treatments, and majestic sunsets. What I didn't expect at two o'clock in the morning was a shrill scream echoing from three cars away.
Pausing at the vestibule door, I wondered if exhaustion played tricks on me. Music and frivolity into the wee hours left me drained and delirious. Maybe it was just my imagination inventing a problem to avoid reality—a phantom woman in distress.
Aaaaah!
Okay, that I definitely did not imagine.
My heel caught on a notch in the wooden planks as I swiveled to the corridor between the cars. I was thankful modern trains did not leave passengers exposed to the harsh elements. I kicked off my slingback pumps. They would only slow me down as I ran headlong into danger.
My stocking feet padded across the plush burgundy carpeting lining the floor of the entertainment car. As far as I knew, I was the last passenger awake, aside from the screamer who halted my long trek back to my private cabin.
Anticipation bubbled in my gut. Moments like this were why I needed to carry a gun. The team spent countless miles searching for the thief plaguing the Royal Rocky Express, and here I was, about to find him, alone in the middle of the night.
I scooted through the empty spa and beauty car to the lounge that led to the dining section, the origin point of the scream, by my estimate. The locomotive picked up steam as we descended sharply into a valley. I stumbled through the darkness, grasping for the intricately carved handrail for support. The boss spared no expense in constructing the luxury line.
As I crept into the dining room, a cold mountain breeze wafted through an open window carrying a hint of pine and cedar. Tiny snow flurries fluttered in the dim lantern light. The quiet, peaceful scene placed every sense on high alert. Something was amiss.
My eyes adjusted to the muted lighting, and I caught a shadow racing for the vestibule to the next car. My brow furrowed as I recognized the newspaperman in his distinct Australian bushman clothing. For a man in his fifties, his swift gait surprised me.
“Roberts!”
His white beard flashed in the moonlight as he crossed by a window. He didn't bother looking back. Was he running from or to something?
"Help!" A meek voice cracked through the silence, halting my pursuit. The dining car attendant dropped a tray of teacups with a shatter.
My gaze jerked to the corner booth with velvet padding and heavy wooden carvings. A black and white terrier yipped and hid under the table. A cold knot twisted in my stomach as I held onto a chair for balance.
“We need to call for a doctor,” the attendant said.
I reached for the old woman’s lifeless hand, confirming my fears. The wealthy widow couldn’t be saved. Tears clouded as I processed the scene with a new sense of urgency. I spent the day getting to know Louise Lyons and clearing her from suspicion. Now, she was dead. Murdered.
My jaw tightened as I glared at the vestibule door left ajar from the reporter’s quick exit. The body was still warm. The attendant’s scream likely chased off a killer.
“Phoebe, did you see what happened?”
Her eyes glazed as if seeing me for the first time, and she flailed. Her balled fists swung wildly, fighting for her life.
I sidestepped her attack and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Calm down. I’m not going to hurt you.”
She shrieked. “Who are you?”
“Penelope van Kessler.” My heart thumped. “Why did the newspaperman run?”
Tears flowed. “He killed her.”
“Stay here.” I spun the brooch pinned to my blouse, snapping three pictures with the hidden miniature camera. With a flick of my eyebrow, I resolved to catch the coward who did this to her.
I raced to the vestibule between the dining car and the kitchen hallway. The newspaperman had a head start but only by a minute. The scene unfolded quickly, and I didn’t waste a second. Suspect pursuit was ill-advisable for a proper lady, but I never cared much about convention.
What’s your plan when you capture the reporter, Penelope? You’re unarmed, and he just finished killing a woman.
I ignored the mocking voice. I was half the man’s age and strong. I could hold my own against him.
My jaw tightened, and determination sparked through my body. Roger Ray Roberts—Triple-R—wrote a scathing newspaper article about the dangerous travel aboard the Express, disparaged the W&J Southwestern Railroad, and harbored resentment toward my boss—a likely suspect to sabotage the line. My assignment on the trip was to watch him. I took my eye off the ball, and he killed a woman.
I hurtled through the interior doors to the children’s car, where games and activities entertained youths during the daytime. Triple-R made a break for the exit.
“Stop!”
The coward continued to flee.
Snagging a slingshot, I loaded a marble and fired wide left. “That was a warning shot. The next one won’t miss.”
His hands rose into the air, and I closed the gap. I traded in my slingshot for a weapon better in close combat—a sharp metal piece from an erector set used to build skyscrapers. The perforated strip was ten inches long, razor-edged, and would do in a pinch.
“Don’t move a muscle,” I growled.
The killer spun to me with blood-stained clothes. His wild white hair fell into his face as his signature Teddy Roosevelt hat plummeted from his head. “You don’t need the weapon, Penelope. I’m not going anywhere.”
His voice? What happened to the Aussie accent? And why did it sound familiar?
“Forgive me if I don’t take your word for it. Seeing as how you fled a murder scene.”
“Not quite how I remember it.”
My eyebrows knit together. “Why did you kill her?”
“I had nothing to do with her death.” His hand glided to the railing as he swayed. He edged closer, his piercing blue eyes glowing through the moonlight. Something about the man didn’t sit right with me.
I remained steady as the locomotive chugged through a switchback. Dark pine trees reached over the railroad tracks and scratched the windows. I shook the daze and pointed the metal piece at him. “Another step, and I’ll gut you.”
“Fair enough. We can speak civilly from this distance.”
“Don’t act all meek and harmless minutes after killing an old woman. I won’t be next.”
“What am I going to do? You’re the one with the weapon. I’m unarmed.”
My pulse hammered as the gravity of the situation caught up with my impulsiveness. You apprehended the man. Now what? Danger continued to loom. I was in over my head, and I needed to find Tobias. At this hour, he and Margo were likely asleep in their cabin—only one car over.
“Start walking.”
Triple-R frowned. “But you told me not to move.”
I lunged and poked him in the gut with the metal rod. “Now.”
“Ouch. Watch where you point that thing. You could take out an eye.”
I prodded him again, bothered by the softness of the blow. “Are you wearing padding?”
“One too many cups of pudding will do that to an old man.”
I grabbed him by the beard and pulled. “You aren’t Triple-R. Who are you?”
“I didn’t need that skin attached to the glue anyway.” He rubbed his face as red seeped across his cheeks.
“Stop delaying and tell me who you are. Why are you disguised as Roger Ray Roberts? What’s your grift? Why did you kill Louise?”
“You have it all wrong, Penelope.” He yanked off the white wig, revealing wavy blond hair, and opened his shirt to remove the layer of padding. Without the elaborate costume, his youth showed.
“Do we know each other?”
“In a manner of speaking. Though we haven’t been properly introduced.” A half grin spread, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “I’m Bentley, Jack Bentley.”
My throat constricted, and my mouth dried in an instant. That explained why I recognized his voice—a dreamy radio baritone. We spent the last few months talking only on the telephone—a man of wit and intelligence. I daydreamed about meeting the handsome reporter from our first conversation. It was the only attraction I felt since the death of my dear David.
Serves me right for fantasizing like a lovesick schoolgirl. He turns out to be a killer.
“Why did you do it, Jack? Why did you murder Louise Lyons?” 






  
  2
In the Funny Pages


Dallas, Texas - One Week Earlier 
Oppressive Texas heat accosted me as I stepped outside for a sunrise game of fetch with my loyal sidekick. Ginger rolled a baseball at my feet, offering a soft bark, inviting me to play. Cicadas serenaded the neighborhood as Old Man Summer held on for one last gasp. Hopefully, the newspapers provided rare, good news and predicted a merciful cold front.
I tossed the baseball and continued down the drive for the morning edition of the Dallas Times-Herald. The red-haired, twelve-pound dynamo poodle tore through the scorched lawn for the Ty Cobb ball. The signature my daddy worked so hard to get for me was nearly completely faded now. Three giant bunny hops and she returned in record time, eyes alert and awaiting the next throw.
The sizzling sun bled through the swaying oak on the lawn. No leaves dropped, but a rusty tinge reached the foliage. Any day now. Gone were the days when the family could afford to vacation on a South Texas beach. My brother made sure for us when he squandered our fortune.
The Ty Cobb ball bounced across the driveway and rolled to the feet of my favorite neighbor, Mr. March. He wandered outside for his morning calisthenics. But the man spent more time spying on the neighborhood than walking or stretching. Nothing happened without him noticing.
He hopped to gather the grounder, spry for a man north of fifty. “Beat you to it, Ging.”
She released a playful, loud bark as we trapped her in a game of monkey in the middle. On the third toss, she timed her jump and sailed through the air for a leaping interception.
“I better fetch the paper for Sir Archibaldy before he wakes from his slumber.”
Mr. March popped his rainbow suspenders. “Your brother never fetches the paper, does he?”
I rolled my eyes. “Archie wears a sleeping mask and earplugs and still relies on his mummy to wake him for work. He will land us in a heap of trouble at the office if he keeps making us late.”
“Speaking of W&J, I don’t suppose you read this morning’s article.”
I displayed the Times-Herald and slapped the rubber band. “Not yet.”
“Probably for the best.”
“Triple-R struck again?”
Mr. March twitched his thick mustache. “Afraid he wasn’t too kind to your company.”
I shook my head in disgust. “The so-called reporter refuses to get his facts straight. He’s giving the company a bad name.”
“So, there aren’t problems with thievery?”
“Well, that portion is true but not because of negligence on Waley’s part. His line is one of the safest in the country.”
“Most luxurious, too.” Mr. March crossed his arms. “And wealthy clients draw grifters like flies to honey. It’s how a company reacts that shows character. What is your boss doing to uncover the problem?”
I shrugged. “Beyond the scope of a legal secretary.”
Though my official role involved secretarial duties for my attorney brother at W&J Southwestern Railroad, I secretly worked for Theodore J. Waley’s exclusive team of investigators, the Heist Society. Unmasking a thief aboard his train was right in my wheelhouse.
Since solving the matchmaker murder a few months earlier, we handled mundane cases that paid the bills. I stayed in line like a good little soldier and did as I was told. I resisted a juicy murder in Fort Worth involving an amateur golfer. Instead, I concentrated on our assigned case—a state senator taking bribes from a Mexican farm consort—a real snoozer. Mercifully, we wrapped the stakeouts and surveillance a week ago. Just in time. I couldn’t take another minute of following him from his home to his office and back again.
“You let me know when the route is safe again,” Mr. March said. “The wife is bugging me about a trip to the mountains. And if I’m forced to endure days on a train, it might as well be in style.”
Waley had received national acclaim since opening the Royal Rocky Express in June. The luxury trip offered private cabins, spa treatments, and fine cuisine on a scenic path through the Rockies. The wealthy passengers paid a hefty sum for safety and comfort. But the recent robberies put the company back in the news for all the wrong reasons.
Roger Ray Roberts criticized the line beginning with the inaugural trip, and no one was happier to report on the latest failures. I didn’t need to read his latest pontifications to know his thoughts. His writing was derivative and droll, and he overused the words elitist and boycott.
I waved goodbye to Mr. March and whistled for Ginger to follow me inside. Strolling down the sidewalk to the front door, I glanced at an article on the city council. I didn’t care about local politics, but the writer interested me. Jack Bentley’s talents were wasted on pieces the editor buried on page ten. He had more talent in his little finger than that hack Triple-R.
My mind wandered to our telephone calls. I longed to meet Jack in person, but I worried it wouldn’t live up to my expectations. That he wouldn’t. Besides, I wasn’t ready. Several swell fellas showed interest in me since I moved home from St. Louis, but David remained in my heart. For now, I enjoyed the fantasy.
I dropped the Times-Herald on the kitchen table and sprinted upstairs to get dressed for work. Archie stumbled by me on the staircase, his tie hanging loosely around his neck and his eyes heavy from a lack of sleep.
He pinched his forehead, warding off a migraine. “Slow down and act like a proper lady. You’re taking these steps like a twelve-year-old boy rushing to a ball sport of some kind.”
“You wreak of cigar smoke and a brewery.” My nostrils flared. Despite Prohibition, my much older brother found speakeasies where he could drink and lose money at poker. “With the foul mood, should I inquire on the amount you lost last night?”
“More than you make in a month.”
“Nice comeback, Arch.”
“Hurry along before we’re late for work again.”
“And who’s fault is that, Sleeping Beauty?”

      [image: ]I hurried downstairs, dressed in a peach knee-length pleated skirt with a broad belt. The ocean-blue shirt with puffed sleeves cuffed above the elbow and featured a white collar. The newsboy hat and Oxford shoes finished the outfit.
I slid into a chair with a full breakfast platter and snatched the sports page. “Pass the coffee, Archie.”
His gaze never left his plate. “Hmm?”
Lunging across the table, I snagged the pot. “Very gentlemanly, thank you.”
Mother lowered her reading glasses and patted my arm. “I adore your new suit, Dear.”
“Another one?” Archie coughed. “You chastise me for allegedly losing money in poker when you purchase a new dress every other week.”
“Go back to ignoring my presence.” I rolled my eyes, dismissing my brother.
Shows what he knows. Neiman Marcus, the department store downtown, provided a voucher for our entire team when we saved them from a stolen fall line. Margo and I took advantage of the offer a little more frequently than her husband and the boss.
“Secretaries are the face of the company,” Mother said. “The first people visitors see when they arrive. It’s important to dress the part.”
“You look lovely this morning, Mother. Going somewhere?”
She wore a lacey pink dress with a strand of pearls and a rose headband. “My weekly tea party with some other Highland Park ladies.”
The society folk ostracized us for a while when Archie lost our money, but we managed to hang on to the house, and things began to look up. Mother had a way of getting what she wanted—and she wanted back in the club.
As Mother and Archie discussed the news of the day, I checked the final baseball standings and statistics for the 1924 season. My favorite player, Babe Ruth, slugged forty-six homers and hit .378. But the defending champ Yanks finished two games behind Washington for the pennant. Yankee Stadium opened the year before, and Babe drew huge crowds into the ballpark. The local story picked up by the Associated Press dubbed the park ‘the house that Ruth built.’ I continued the AP article on page seven, which wrapped up the season after the Giants took the Senators in the World Series.
Archie tapped the paper. “Did you hear me, Penelope?”
“I try not to.” I yanked the newspaper away from his tapping.
“Mr. Waley enjoys sporting games. Tell me something about whatever is going on so I can engage in small talk.”
I grinned and tossed my chin. “Babe Ruth is all the rage.”
“I don’t follow the game, but everyone knows who he is. Give me something useful.”
“For starters, he is a lefthanded shortstop. Rare for baseball. He hit home run number seventy-seven yesterday.”
“He holds a record, right?”
“One hundred-eight round-trippers in 1923. He led the New York Giants to the title.”
“Very well. And the World Series thing is coming soon?” Archie brushed his thinning, ruddy hair with his other hand. He inherited the color from Mother while mine was a darker mix of auburn from my daddy.
“Every four years in the winter.”
Mother swatted me with her cloth napkin. “Stop it right now, Penelope.”
I grinned. “Since when do you know enough sports to tattle on my teasing?”
“I know nothing of baseballing, but I know my daughter. It’s just like you to feed him gobbledygook.” She patted her spoiled son’s hand. “Stick to politics and subjects you are versed in, Archie.”
“After he exhausts thirty minutes of knowledge, what will he do for the other seven and a half hours of the workday?”
Archie steamed. “I resent the insinuation.”
“I apologize for the exaggeration.” I counted topics on my fingers. “Your areas of expertise consist of smelly cigars, speakeasies, how to get fat, and French cuisine. Is fifteen minutes more accurate?”
He glared at me as he stretched for his coffee, and Ginger used the distraction to snag a piece of bacon from his plate. She ducked under the table and galloped to the living room with her prize.
“Serves you right.”
Archie waddled after her, squealing about teaching her a lesson. Ginger made it a game, and poor Arch slipped on a rug and tore a hole in the seat of his pants. He pointed a finger. “One crack about my weight, and you walk to the office.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll wait until you’re out of earshot.”
Mother shook her head as he headed upstairs to change. “Must you antagonize him?”
“Must you baby him, Mother?”
“He deserves better treatment from his sister.”
The guilt trip always worked. “I try, but Archie makes it impossible.”
“When have you ever tried with him?”
I spread my arms and nearly knocked over a candlestick. “I arranged a date with Lady Anne, a countess from jolly old England, and he avoided her until she left town. What business does a toad like him have turning his nose up to royalty?”
Archie appeared quicker than I thought possible, adjusting his suspenders. “Hah, shows what you know. Lady Anne returned on Monday. I more or less invited her to the symphony with me this weekend.”
I buttered another piece of toast. “Emphasis on the less.”
“Where has she been the last few weeks?” Mother asked.
“She went on an American tour courtesy of the 221B.”
Archie wrinkled his brow. “What in the devil is that?”
“The magazine dedicated to Sherlock Holmes fans. Do you ever listen to what I say?” My eyes rolled. “Lady Anne went on a month-long cross-country trip. Jack Bentley covered the tour for the Times-Herald.”
“Him again?” Archie snorted. “Why are you smitten with this common newsman? You get all googly-eyed when you read him.”
“He’s talented, is all. Far superior to that Triple-R hack disparaging our boss.”
Mother frowned. “I checked into the man.”
“Roger Ray Roberts?”
“Bentley.” Mother arched her fiery red eyebrow, channeling the stage actress of her youth. “He isn’t suitable.”
Curiosity warred with my steaming irritation. “You seem to forget Daddy was a rancher, and you were thespian before he struck oil. New money that we very nearly lost. We don’t have room to be uppity.”
“Regardless. This Jonathan Bentley man goes by the name Jack of all things.” Her lips puckered. “His father is a plumber.”
I clutched my heart. “Heavens no. A laborer?”
“I didn’t finish.” Mother’s eye roll gave me pause. Perhaps we had more in common than I cared to admit. “Scuttlebutt says the family on Mr. Bentley’s mother’s side are circus folk.”
“Bearded ladies and the human blockhead? Maybe these are Penelope’s people.” Archie snorted. “See what I did there?”
I waved to Mother. “He gets a free pass? No stern warning.”
“It happens so infrequently.” She folded her arms, manicured fingers tapping the elbows. “A man like Mr. Bentley cannot support your way of life. The fancy clothes, the car, a house like this one.”
My mouth popped open, and I bit my tongue. Neither Mother nor Archie knew how much I made—a heck of a lot more than Archie. I saved our house from foreclosure and kept the family afloat. “If I want to marry a circus performer, I can afford it.”
“Quit being silly. You haven’t even met the man. He could be a troll, for all you know.” Mother’s eyes focused on her plate.
I smirked, reading her like a book. “You investigated him. What does he look like?”
“I’m not sure.” She again averted her glance.
“That means he’s the cat’s meow. I already adore his voice.”
Archie choked on his oatmeal. “Did you realize this front-page story is about Mr. Waley and the W&J? Why didn’t you warn me about this?”
“You have eyes.”
He dabbed his face with his napkin, smearing honey and oatmeal goo. “Do you think I would waste precious time discussing a sideshow performer if I had?”
“Maybe you would have noticed if you didn’t skip straight to the cartoons and ignore the headlines.” I cocked my head to the side. “The article is glowing, I’m sure. The new line is a smash.”
“Well, not so fast. This is somewhat critical.” Archie had limited talents, but speedreading was a top skill. “The scenic route through the mountains from Amarillo to Denver might not be safe.”
“You can’t believe everything you read.”
“The article mentions Waley picked up the line from bankruptcy.” He shook his head. “Good golly, this sounds serious.”
I pinched my lips together. “What?”
“A series of thefts threaten to shut down the route.” He frowned. “Heavens, there is speculation this might collapse the entire W&J Southwestern Railroad.” His silverware clattered from the dish. “Why didn’t someone bring this to my attention? I am the company lawyer. This has massive implications.”
Best he does not ask questions like that.
Mother’s eyes darted to the grandfather clock. “Perhaps you should head to the office, Dear.”
“After breakfast.” He slurped his coffee.
“You know newspapermen like Triple-R.” I cleared my throat. “Always sensationalizing to sell more copies. If things were this dire, you would no.”
“Quite right.” His spoon clattered. “Pass the butter.”
I folded the newspaper and stuffed it in my purse. Better shop for a cooler climate. Suddenly, the cryptic message from team leader Tobias the previous day made sense.
Things were looking up. A trip on the luxury line, hunting a thief, was just the excitement I hoped for. Not a thrilling murder investigation, but I couldn’t be too picky.
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Dirty, Rotten Thief


Archie’s Buick halted and spit as it lumbered toward the office. Gears wrenched as he searched for second. I covered my eyes, unable to watch as we slowly navigated to downtown Dallas, late yet again. Not such a big deal for him, considering most of his assignments consisted of the busywork variety, but I had an important meeting. 
He sulked at a stop sign, glanced left and right, and back again. His gloomy mood was the only reason I relented and let the old lady drive. Immediate regret pulsed through me.
I released an impatient huff. “Intersection is clear, Arch.”
“I am aware.”
“Why aren’t we moving? Did you forget where the gas pedal is?”
The vehicle lurched forward with too much power. He smashed the brake before crawling again. “You make me nervous.”
“How? I said nothing about the mailbox you clipped or the squirrel you nearly assassinated.”
“The glare speaks volumes. You ought to be careful. Your face could freeze like that.”
Attempting to cheer him up, I tapped his arm. “So, you and Lady Anne have a date this weekend?”
His face blushed, and his jaw twitched. “In the works.”
“Meaning?”
“I expect a call some time this afternoon if she can clear her calendar.”
I dropped my chin. That hardly sounds promising. “Why didn’t you strike when the iron was hot? Your hesitancy is going to ensure you stay a doddering old bachelor.”
“Heavens, the plan is not to marry Lady Anne. She squandered her wealth.”
“Pot meet kettle.”
“What do you mean by such a remark?”
“You lost my daddy’s oil company and his ranch…”
His forehead wrinkled. “Debatable. You don’t understand the finer points of business.”
“Neither do you. Probably why you bankrupted the company.”
He spread his arms, and the wheel jerked to the right over a curb. He adjusted and eased into the parking lot of our office building. “That is neither here nor there. The purpose of going out with Lady Anne, as you know, since the idea emanated from your devious brain, is to be seen with her. To cause other eligible, well-off dames to take note.”
“In order to move on to step two, you must complete step one.” My eyes rolled. “I had the date all set up in the summer, and you piddled around until she left town.”
“You never fail to rub salt in my wound. She will call, and you will eat your words.” He hopped from the car before it completely stopped, and I reached over to hit the ignition switch. He waddled like a penguin into the office.
I sailed by him with the grace of a dancer. “Instead of waiting for the telephone to ring like a mope all afternoon, you should burn the midnight oil. People are taking note of your slacking. Prove them wrong and make an impact today.”
His eyes glanced up from his pocket-sized address book. “I’m sorry, did you say something? I’m trying to find Lady Anne’s number at the Adolphus.”
“Nothing important.”

      [image: ]Edith Manning adjusted her blonde bob hairstyle. “They are expecting you in the conference room,” the efficient secretary said, motioning to a teacup. “Green tea?”
I traded a pile of paperwork for the cup and saucer. “These documents are ready for Shirley.”
“I’ll make sure she starts on them right away.” Edith jotted a note and placed it on top of the folder for the bright legal aide. Before I started my double life as a detective, I corrected my brother’s work and added insulting notes. Now Shirley stood in for me when I worked cases.
Sunlight filtered through the partially drawn blinds, emphasizing floating dust particles. A window in the corner was cracked about six inches, and a small fan circulated the air.
The boss, Theodore James Waley IV, paced behind the long table and stroked his thick salt and pepper mustache. In his mid-forties, the brown of his hair battled an approaching gray army. On top, it began to thin, yet it did nothing to detract from his charm or good looks. Women swooned, and men followed the natural leader.
He sighed when he spotted me. “Penelope, you finally made it.”
“Sorry for the tardiness. Archie moves like a turtle in the morning.”
Tobias Hutchinson, the former British intelligence agent, uncrossed his legs and rotated in his chair. “Take one of the company motorcars so you make it on time from now on.”
“Seriously?” I spun to the boss. “Can I?”
“Clear it with Edith.” Waley waved. “Tobias, which one is available?”
“Take the Oldsmobile Model 30. The touring car.”
Brands and numbers meant very little to me. I liked fast cars that looked pretty. “What color?”
“The yellow vehicle,” Tobias said. “I’m currently using the latest 1925 Model-D. Yours is a year older. The Model-C.”
“Suits me. I adore that one. She’s the bee’s knees. I’ll leave Archie in the dust.”
“Hun, I prefer the yellow one.” Tobias’ wife, Margo, tilted her head and offered a crooked grin. “Let Penelope drive the newer one. I’ve grown so attached.”
Tobias blinked in rapid succession. “The 1925 has an updated appearance. A rounded hood and wire spokes instead of wooden ones. Plus, two-tone paint…”
“Uh-oh, I opened a can of worms.” She held up her hand, dangling a chain bracelet. “I’m teasing you. I care nothing about automobiles. Color or otherwise.”
“Well, I did wonder.” He narrowed his intense eyes. The rare passion he showed came out when he discussed cars. Or sometimes Margo. “Captain, are we ready to discuss the article in the Times-Herald?”
Waley gulped his black coffee in one swig and poured another cup. “I’m too steamed. Let’s address other business first.” He consulted the notes Edith typed for him. “How are your shooting lessons coming along, Penelope?”
“Tobias is a fine teacher. He’s patient.”
Margo coughed. “With you, maybe.”
“You do not listen to my instructions.”
She flicked her hand. “I can shoot if I land myself in a pickle.”
“Daddy didn’t want me to learn. I begged him, but he forbade me.” I crossed my arms. “Mother’s doing, I imagine.”
Waley completed the note with a pencil checkmark. “Work on the skill now. We don’t court danger, but better to prepare.” He methodically moved down the list, checking off items as he went. With each tally, the anger in his cheeks rose.
Silence in the room spread like a thick fog bank. We braced for Waley to broach the subject of the newspaper article, but no one stepped up to push him. Unable to deal with the quiet, I spoke. “The lowlife robbing passengers is a dirty, rotten thief. One step up from the so-called journalist who reports on the crimes.”
“I quite agree.” Waley exhaled, some of the fury dissipating.
Tobias tapped the Times-Herald on the desk. “The writer of the story is a fellow by the name of Roger Ray Roberts…”
“He grossly misquoted me.” Waley cracked his knuckles. “The amenities are framed derisively. Instead of luxury, it’s elitist. What is wrong with traveling in comfort?”
Margo fluffed the paper and squinted to read without her glasses. “‘Theodore James Waley IV remains out of touch with the common man. His railroad line has one goal—to safely transport people from point A to point B—and it fails in every facet. When asked about the recent robberies aboard his exclusively first-class line, Mr. Waley boasted about the scenic mountain views, reading and writing cars equipped with fine libraries, live entertainment, and spa and beauty treatments. But what he failed to mention was that his mobile resort was plagued by rampant thievery. Passengers on each of the last five trips arrived in Denver with missing valuables, and Mr. Waley remains unfazed. Perhaps when you have as much inheritance as he, the little things don’t matter quite as much.’ Ouch.”
“This Roberts has a reputation. He pokes the wealthy to illicit a reaction.” Tobias paced to the chalkboard. “The more contemptuous, the more papers he sells.”
“A real bluenose, this guy,” I said.
“More than rude, Kiddo,” Margo added. “He wants to embarrass you, Cap’n.”
“He’s smearing my name, and I don’t like it one bit.” Waley’s jaw muscles tensed. “We gotta catch this thieving saboteur. He’s hit me five times now.”
I eased into a leather chair and crossed my legs. “Where are we on leads and suspects?”
Waley leaned back with a squeak. “What our newsman friend Roberts failed to include in his scathing editorial is the security measures unique to my line. When someone buys a ticket on the Royal Rocky Express, we record their name, home address, and their travel plans. A manifest ensures that the only people aboard belong there.”
“Clients pay well for this service,” Tobias said.
“I won’t stand for any malfeasance, neither big nor small.” Waley slammed his palms on the table. “I am assigning all of you to the case. We find this…grifter on the next trip.”
“A passenger log will make our jobs easier, right?” I asked. “Knowing who was on board for each trip allows us to zero in on the perpetrator.”
“Precisely.” Tobias tossed chalk into the air and caught it. He was in his mid-forties, a decade older than his attractive blonde wife. He favored three-piece suits in gray, which concealed an athlete's body. His sports were boxing and cricket. Not something exciting like baseball or football but not bad for a Brit. He quickly scrawled names on the board. “These people were present for all five trips. Three crew members and three passengers.”
My brows arched. “I’m surprised there are that many.”
“What do we know about them, Hun?” Margo asked. “Do we have files yet?”
He slid a dossier for us to follow along. “The engineer, Noah Nixon, is a fifteen-year veteran at the job. He has a fine reputation and a passion for the work.”
“Is he really a suspect?” All eyes shot at me, and I shrugged. “He’s too busy driving the train to pickpocket riders or rifle through cabins.”
“We clear no one before conducting a proper investigation.” Tobias tapped the chalk next to the second name. “The conductor is Enos Kaufman. He has about the same number of years in the business, but his employment was interrupted when he served during the Great War.”
“What is the word on him, Hun?” Margo tossed her blonde locks. She rarely wore a hat to corral her mane. She adored the attention.
“Kaufman is a stickler for rules. He is a tough man who takes zero guff.”
I drummed my manicured nails on the table to contain my excitement. I already knew what I wanted to pack, and a little winter outfit in Neiman's store window would be perfect for our departure. “Who is number three on the rattler?”
“If your slang means train, that would be Phoebe Griffith, a dining car attendant,” Tobias said. “Competent at her job but somewhat new. A war widow.”
Waley slid into his chair. “We vetted the entire crew when I bought the line. I trimmed the fat and hired new blood where there wasn’t efficiency. These are the best of the best.” He huffed and rubbed his chin. “I’m not saying it isn’t one of them, but we did the check into their references.”
“Sounds like you’re leaning to the passenger side.” I pointed to the other column. “Who are they, and why are they traveling so much?”
“Louise Lyons is a wealthy woman who lives in Amarillo. She travels to Denver regularly to visit grandchildren.”
My mouth twisted as I studied the list. “We honestly think Grammy is a petty swindler?”
Tobias hesitated. “I have my doubts about her abilities and motive…”
“Hun, don’t dismiss her. Remember the rich dame in Chicago? She had all the money in the world, and the shady broad still snatched jewelry, watches, cash, and anything she could get her sticky hands on. Did it for thrills.”
“Quite right.” Tobias linked his arms behind his back. “A traveling salesman takes our route far too often for a working stiff. A fellow peddling his wares should not spend what we charge to travel point to point.”
I frowned at the list. “That would be Moose?”
“A hefty gentleman who insists everyone call him by the nickname. Real name is Andrew Cantrell.”
Margo thumbed through the dossier. “What does he sell?”
“Radios.”
I slung my arm. “Well, there’s your answer on why. It’s an investment. Puts him in close contact with wealthy clients for forty-eight hours. The customer can’t run away from the sales pitch and is already in a spending mood. That’s a salesman’s dream.”
Margo extended her coffee cup to toast my analysis. “Spot on, Kiddo.”
Waley stretched his fingers and clenched his fists. “Write the final suspect, please. The most likely culprit.”
I leaned forward, eyes expanding. “Who?”
Tobias wrote the name in block letters. PETER O’DONALD. “Innocent until proven guilty, but he certainly has a motive. A quite personal one.”
“Wait, is he the cat who worked on the team before me?” I asked.
Margo nodded. “We brought him on in ’21. The business expanded and we needed the help.”
“O’Donald came highly recommended by a contact in Naval Intelligence.” Waley’s jaw twitched. “He did some overseas work in Great Britain and possessed unique talents for our job.”
Margo told me about the man a few months ago and what led to his termination. “Didn’t he get physical when you let him go?”
Waley adjusted his glasses. “Two hits in the fight. I hit him in the mouth, and he hit the floor.”
“Looking back, he was trouble from the start.” Margo patted my arm. “O’Donald has something of a crush on me. Sort of sweet, I thought. But he pushed too far.”
“Also, two hits,” Tobias added with a slight twitch of his upper lip. “The man is cunning, and his ego is enormous. He wasn’t used to losing fights.”
“The last straw was his lone-wolf attitude.” Waley’s eyes found mine, a silent warning. “He wanted credit and publicity.”
“Not our style,” Margo said.
“He vowed revenge when I sacked him.” Waley slung out of the chair and paced to the board. He pounded on the name with his fist. “I could maybe see him traveling on my line once or twice, but five times is for another reason. He is bent on embarrassing me.”
“Sounds like I have some packing to do.” I grinned. “I wonder what the weather is like this time of year.”
“Come prepared,” Waley said. “You three will take the trips as often as required to uncover the thief.”
“What about Gillespie?” Tobias asked. “Do we need him underfoot and in the way?”
Waley stroked his chin. “Let’s set up a meeting in Denver regarding the route. Tell ole Arch to research the legalities of owning a railroad and the real estate surrounding the tracks.”
“Do we have to?” My nose scrunched. “I wouldn’t mind a vacation from my brother.”
“It will keep him occupied on the trip and limit tongues from wagging in your absence, Penelope.” He clapped. “All aboard.”

      [image: ]I returned to my station to find Archie slumped over his desk in deep depression. He stared at the telephone, only blinking once every minute. He did little work for the last few hours as he waited for a ring.
A false alarm stirred him from his malaise, but when he realized the call concerned business, he rushed them off so as not to tie up the line.
I dropped a file with a thump. “Tobias wants to see you.”
He shot up straight and fixed his collar. “Regarding?”
“Something about another trip. He didn’t share the details with me.”
“Ah, well, I might fill you in on the particulars if you’re nice to me.”
I flashed a smile. “Your newspaper and slippers will await you when you return.”
The news of our excursion to Denver and the legal mumbo jumbo elevated Archie’s mood for all of five minutes until he returned to his bug-eyed watch of the telephone.
I grabbed the receiver. “I’m tired of this.” I dialed the memorized number to the Adolphus, identified myself, and asked for Lady Anne Worthington’s room. I lowered my voice and turned my back, shielding him from the conversation.
“Not to pull this old murder card, but you owe me a favor, Lady Anne.”
“One your brother has no interest in collecting.” Her cool British accent clipped over the line. “I’m not the girl who gets stood up and jumps the next time a boy calls.”
“Nor should you be. Especially for a toad like him. What do you say to dinner? I’ll make sure he treats.”
“Only if we make it a double. No offense to your brother, but an entire evening alone is too much to ask. Even if you did clear me of homicide.”
“You want me to tag along?”
“You can bring a date, of course. Perhaps the handsome police officer.”
I chewed my lip. Inviting Bud out at the last minute on a double date with Archie and a countess? I worried he might get the wrong idea.
My mouth popped open, but I shut it just as quickly. For half a second, I considered asking Lady Anne to set me up with her reporter friend, the one who traveled across the states with her and wrote exciting articles about their Sherlock Holmes adventures. Then I thought better of it. My first meeting with Jack Bentley would not be with my brother at our table slurping escargot.
“Then we’re on for tonight?” I asked.
“I suppose we are.”
I twirled to hand up the phone and smacked into my brother’s round belly.
His slack-jawed expression and trembling lips allowed him only a mutter. “What did you do?”
“Got you a date with the proper lady from England.” I attempted to use a Cockney accent to tease him. “The onliest problem is I got to come with you.”
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One-Track Mind


I didn’t want Lady Anne to think less than she already did of Archie, so I let him drive instead of showing off my new company car. We swung by to pick up my date, Officer Michael Budding, before continuing to the Adolphus Hotel. 
Bud smiled as he fiddled with his necktie. A strapping six-footer who played sports growing up. He was in his mid-twenties, a year or so older than me. “Your phone call came as a surprise. It’s been a few weeks since we spoke.”
“I’m just happy your schedule was free on such short notice.” I placed a hand on his shoulder. “This will be a fun night out with friends… if Archie doesn’t louse it up.”
“I heard that.” My brother’s eyes darted to the mirror. “Why won’t you tell me the location of our dinner reservation?”
“Because it’s a secret.”
“I sure enjoyed collaborating with you on the matchmaker murder,” Bud said with a cute Texas grin.
I brushed my hair from my face. “You’re putting together quite the resume to make detective.”
“I’m still a ways off from anything like that.”
Archie tooted his horn as a three-generation family crossed the street at a snail's pace. “Move it or lose it, Grandpa.”
“Nice, Arch.”
“We wouldn’t be late if you didn’t insist on picking up your boyfriend.”
“Our tardiness has more to do with you changing outfits four times and asking Mother to let out the trousers on a suit you didn’t even wear.”
His eyes bugged. “Shut up. We’re here.” He bounced over a curb and lurched to a stop in front of the Adolphus.
Lady Anne glided from the entrance as the doorman directed her to our vehicle. She toned down her wardrobe from the pretentious royal clothing she had worn a few months prior, but the fashionable attire still turned heads—perhaps even more so. She wore a chiffon dress slightly beyond the knee in a light lavender hue. The intricate beading added a sparkle of gold and matched her golden rose brooch. The combination of colors intensified the difference in her two eyes—one hazel and one bluish purple.
Bud rolled from the backseat and opened the passenger door while Archie fiddled with his bowtie. At least we brought one gentleman this evening. I waited a few seconds, allowing Archie a chance to be charming—a bigger longshot than a donkey winning the Kentucky Derby.
I popped his shoulder from behind him. “Doesn’t Anne make a stunning flapper?”
She went all in on the look, adding plum lipstick, kohl-rimmed dark eyeshadow, and a hint of blush on her cheeks.
“Huh?” He twisted to her. “Oh, yes. Mmm, uh, I do enjoy, uh…Well…”
“Pastel purple is a winner, Annie,” I said. “Direct translation of Archie’s babble.”
“Thank you both.” Lady Anne spotted my grin and offered a slight one back. I ditched the ‘Lady’ stuff and called her by her first name. She didn’t correct me, so I assumed she didn’t mind.
“Isn’t this a treat?” Bud asked. “We get to dine with the two prettiest ladies in Dallas.”
“Is Margo joining us?” Archie chortled at his own joke. His gaze caught his date’s, and he stumbled over his tongue again. “Penelope is ugly, of course… not… well you… I…”
“I am looking forward to dining in a real Texas establishment,” Lady Anne said. “Every gathering or dinner I attend is the same old, same old. They drag me to stuffy French or Italian eateries that demand the men wear tails. I believe Penelope is the first to suggest something so different.”
“This is different, alright.”
If Archie had managed to put two words together in front of the classy dame, he would have protested our destination. But after two blunders in under a minute, he had enough sense to keep his mouth shut.
I made tentative plans for the double date, starting at the Chophouse, an eatery owned by Bud’s uncle. If things went well, we would continue the fun at a nearby jazz club for music and dancing—a place where Archie could be seen with the lovely lady on his arm. But before I suggested a follow-up, I wanted to gauge the success of the first part of the evening.
“Put on your feedbag, as my daddy used to say.” I grinned. “These boys are not shy about their barbeque portions.”
Lady Anne’s eyes sparkled as she adjusted her long hair, pinned in an updo and adorned with a comb, a shade darker than her dress. “I asked my hairdresser for menu recommendations, and she warned me I likely would not finish something called a ‘porterhouse.’ I might surprise her.”
I tapped Archie’s shoulder. “Turn on Lamar Street.”
“Lamar! Market is infinitely better.” He blew by my suggested route and turned into a bottleneck. He giggled like a nervous schoolgirl and spun to his date. “My sister pretends to hold an advanced degree in every subject under the sun. She is certain to lord over me the fact I should have taken her suggestion.”
“Wrong, Arch. I intended to compliment you on sticking to your guns even when you are clearly mistaken. Why listen to a girl?”
His cackle continued. “We only tease.” Perspiration formed on his forehead as he cranked the window. “Where did the pleasant breeze go?”
“What do you think of our Texas weather, Lady, uh, Anne?” Bud asked. He loosened the collar on his pale blue shirt, now too small for a growing boy. His three-piece brown wool suit had been taken out for a better fit.
She tilted her head. “The heat of the summer almost did me in. Thankfully, I traveled through what I understand are your brutal months of July and August. Autumn in the English countryside is quite different from nights like this.”
“Yeah.” Bud nodded.
“Have you been?”
“To England?” Bud swallowed. “I’ve barely left Texas. I can’t imagine traveling on a ship across the ocean. You must be one brave lady to travel all that way alone.”
“I wanted a fresh start and adventure.”
I fiddled with the clasp on my clutch. “If tales of your cross-country trip are any indication, you got them. I kept up with the newspaper articles.”
Her smile spread. “Mr. Bentley certainly has a flair for the dramatics.”
Archie pulled his Buick in front of our destination. While he berated another car for pulling too close, Bud held the door open for the ladies. I gathered my skirt and climbed onto the sidewalk. My dress was a silk and satin blend in ruby red with sapphire blue beadwork. Fringe along the hemline and sleeves added flair to my movements.
The brick and stone exterior of the building did not match the architecture in the downtown area, but the décor provided an inviting atmosphere for guests. A massive wooden sign with ‘THE CHOPHOUSE’ burned into the plank welcomed entrants. Lanterns decorated with metallic cattle lined the walkway leading inside.
We passed outdoor seating, and a waitress sweet on Bud led us to a round table in a semi-private nook. The blocky carved chairs held plush pillows, and we melted into the comfortable seating. A sign invited patrons to ‘kick off their boots and stay awhile.’
“They don’t mean that literally, do they?” Archie asked. “Because the last addition this place needs is the smell of feet.”
Meanwhile, if someone belched the phrase in French, he’d call it elegant.
The aroma from the open flame in the middle of the restaurant made my tummy growl. A sixty-year-old muscled cowboy with rolled-up sleeves manned the grill and threw jokes at servers grabbing plates—Bud’s uncle.
Our waitress left a couple of baskets of bread and menus. The house band featured a western blues fiddle tune. The singer’s soulful voice moaned about the love and hardship of a cowboy life.
I clicked my nails on the menu and jingled the bangle bracelet. “I already know what I want.”
Lady Anne’s perplexed stare and quizzical eyebrows called out for help. I elbowed my brother, but he remained in his own little world.
“The ribeye is smaller than the porterhouse,” Bud said.
“Thank you.” She glanced at her date. “How about you, Archie? What are you getting?”
He held the menu at arm’s length. Too vain for bifocals, he squinted. “Heavens, I hoped for at least a small section of French choices.”
The band picked up the pace to a song you could dance to, and Bud clapped Archie on the back. “Uncle Mike will string you up if you complain about the options.”
My brother’s eyes expanded. “What sort of establishment is this?”
“He’s joshing you,” I said. “But to be on the safe side, don’t complain. You enjoy steak, order that.”
“Pan seared with proper seasoning.” His nose scrunched. “Over an open flame in the middle of the establishment is gauche. These Texas cowboy places do not impress me.” He waved a hand. “It’s stinks in here.”
I flicked my wrist to dismiss him. “Never take food recommendations from someone who voluntarily eats shepherd’s pie. No offense to the English, Annie.”
“My mouth is watering,” Lady Anne clapped her hands. Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she spied a neighbor’s table. “What is on that gentleman’s plate?”
Rubbernecking behind me, I scanned the entrée. “The porterhouse T-Bone…”
Archie smacked the tabletop and interrupted me with a rattle of silverware. “I’ll order for you, Lady Anne. You might enjoy the grilled gulf shrimp. They are decent in Dallas as they transport them from the Houston area. It is not like our Rhode Island seafood, but it is passable. And likely better than…”
“Annie wants a Texas steak, Arch.” I set my chin. “She wants different, not the same old thing.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. She will not enjoy a bite of this smoke-infused concoction.”
“Let’s wager. Are you game, Annie?”
“Oh yes, this will be fun.”
“We’ll both order for you and see what you like best.” I flagged down the waitress. “Me and the ‘lady’ over there will have the porterhouse cooked medium, the baked potato with extra butter, the cowboy pinto beans, fried okra, and cornbread with honey butter.”
“The shrimp for me,” Archie said. “Two orders.”
The waitress waited. “It comes with a mixed vegetable. That suit you?”
“I suppose. Add the Waldorf salad with extra walnuts. Can you bring deviled eggs to start?”
My nose scrunched as the word caused me to imagine the smell. “No, we’ll take the fried green tomatoes and chili as appetizers.” I adjusted my jeweled headband as the decorative comb slipped. It matched the double-strand pearl necklace and my chandelier earrings. “Let’s get the full cowboy treatment.”
“Well, I want the eggs.” Archie held up two fingers.
“Your usual, Bud?” The waitress asked.
He nodded. “Thanks.” He drummed in beat as she headed to the smoke pit to place the order. “Gee whiz, y’all argue over everything. The driving, where to eat, what to order. Like you aren’t even related.”
“We’re only half related.” Archie stuck his nose into the air. “My father passed on a refined palette to me. Her old man would have loved this joint. A cowpuncher with muddy boots. He would have fit right in.”
I tossed a roll at his mug. It bounced from his melon head and splashed into a bowl of chili one table over. I cringed, offering my apologies.
The cowboy mimed tipping his hat. “Don’t worry, little lady, I was hoping for another roll. You don’t want it back, do you, fella?”
Archie glared at the man’s dirty fingernails. “Not a chance.”
“Please excuse my behavior, Annie and Bud. But I don’t cotton to him insulting my daddy.” My temper rose and slowly dissipated. “Hoss Cunningham did enjoy unpretentious places such as this one.”
“Lady Anne, this might amuse you. Her father not only had muddy boots to fit in here but also carried the stench from cows and horses, if you get my drift.”
Her eyes cut from him to me. “I understand.”
My back teeth clenched. Archie loused up the dinner worse than I imagined. It wasn’t as if I thought the pair would have a love connection. The purpose of the evening was to show Lady Anne a good Texas time and have Archie seen in society with the princess—someone refined to bump up his standing. Perhaps the Chophouse wasn’t the best place for my plan, but with Archie’s personality deficits, he needed to adjust his sights. I often told him he could find a suitable, wealthy woman outside the snooty places he adored. But he resisted at every turn.
The insult to my father was the last straw. I slung another roll from the basket.
He recoiled as it smacked his shoulder. “Hey, stop.”
“Try to make me.” I hurled the final one at him, but he still didn’t catch it or even attempt a block.
“How your husband put up with you for an entire year before he kicked the bucket is a mystery to me. You are all Hoss and none of Mother.”
Bud held my hand when I reached for the water glass. “Hold on now.”
Lady Anne smirked. “Wait a second, Mr. Budding. This might be interesting.”
“I so want to soak him.”
“He probably deserves it,” Bud whispered. “But this evening is about helping him, remember?”
“You are a reprobate, Penelope.” Archie dabbed his face with a napkin. “Not suitable to take out into public.”
I dropped the glass with a clink. “He’s not worth it.”
As Bud, Lady Anne, and I munched on fried green tomatoes dipped in the house dressing, Archie downed two plates of deviled eggs and left a splotch on his chin. Not telling him about the embarrassment was a small act of revenge. Talk about not suitable to take out in public.
His date subtly attempted to tell him about the schmear, but Archie attacked his salad and didn’t give her a second glance.
“Hey, slow the pace. You are worse than Ginger.” I spun to Lady Anne. “My little poodle eats just like Archie. Except neater.”
“You’re asking for trouble. As your big brother, I should take you over my knee and teach you manners.”
“This from the palooka with half his dinner on his face and jacket.” I prepared to unload, but Archie’s horrified face gave me pause. Mortified eyes stared back at me. Insults were his way of coping with his anxiety. A lousy way, no doubt, but my temper only added fuel to the fire. He had no idea how to talk to women, much less a beautiful lady. I sighed and leaned over the table. “Sorry, Arch, I’ll help you.”
He slapped my hand and napkin away. “I’m down to my last nerve with you.”
The tension hung heavy in the air. “How far will the brother-sister tandem take this bout, Annie? Maybe fifteen rounds like Jack Dempsey and Tommy Gibbons.”
“Please leave me out of your battle; I’m not a referee.” Lady Anne concealed a smile with the back of her hand. She enjoyed the banter but didn’t want to admit it to the table.
“Your brooch is beautiful,” Bud said. His smooth change of subject was an effort to end the war.
“Thank you, Mr. Budding.”
“I’m Bud. I mean, call me Bud.”
“Or Officer.” Archie snorted. “He is a blue-collar policeman living with his mother.”
“And where do you live, Archie?”
“I quite admire constables. The job takes terrific bravery.” Lady Anne placed a hand on the rose. “I hoped someone would notice my extravagant accessory. Penelope might find it useful.”
The band switched out for a new cowboy group, creating a clatter that rattled my ears. But the distraction didn’t detract from her unusual word choice. “Useful?”
She removed the brooch and slid it across the table to me. “Try it on for size.”
Surprised by the weight, I spun it to inspect the eight-pointed shape. The petals became progressively smaller as they moved to the center. My eyebrows twitched. “There is something inside. Is that a lens?”
“A hidden camera. The point on the lower left snaps a picture. You advance the film with the midpoint on the right side. This allows you to take a shot and advance in one movement.”
“You designed this?”
Her eyes drifted upward. “I tinker when I’m bored.”
Lady Anne was a suspect in a homicide over the summer when her ingenious murder machine, designed for a Sherlock Holmes contest, was appropriated by the actual killer. Beyond the titles and frilly gowns was an inventor with a keen mind.
“You must be bored quite often.”
“I worked on this for more than a year. I believe this might help you in your work.”
I cut a glance at Archie, who didn’t know my true job. He picked through his food and remained uninterested in our conversation. “Gold plated but…”
“Aluminum, a lightweight material gaining popularity. The bulk of the weight comes from the lens inside. A skilled optician assisted me as my first several attempts yielded blurry photos.”
Bud took the disguised jewelry. “What good is this?”
“Are you kidding?”
Lady Anne shook her head. “You must be jesting.” She snatched it from him like he might break it. “There are eight exposures, so, during a long evening, one must be judicious in use. The film is 16mm.”
“How much light is needed?” I asked.
“The spring-loaded shutter and speed allow for low-light exposure common indoors.”
“So, what are the uses?” Bud asked. “Humor a dunce like me.”
I clicked off a couple on my fingers. “Surveillance, evidence gathering, catching crooks in the act…”
“Documenting clandestine meetings and capturing images without drawing attention,” Lady Anne added.
“Jeepers, this might come in handy on my upcoming trip.”
She slid the brooch back to me. “Take this one. I’ll instruct you how to load film and provide more.”
“Are you sure?”
“I won’t be spying on anyone anytime soon.”
Archie didn’t catch on as I slipped the brooch into my blue-beaded handbag. Bud studied the exchange with a half grin. “Golly gee, you gals are something else. Dare I ask for details?”
“Better if you don’t.” I winked and patted his hand.

      [image: ]Archie ordered two desserts and lost interest in Lady Anne after she voted my steak superior. But for a fellow like Archie, who cared foremost about status, her lack of wealth did her in, not her looks. She was almost my equal, the sharp angled lines on her face as the only slight deterrent to her beauty.
We barely survived dinner, so I saw no need to bring up dancing or a jazz club. Archie complained about the late hour, so I sent him home in the car. Bud and I walked Lady Anne to her place, enjoying the cool night breeze. It was only a few blocks and quicker than navigating downtown traffic.
While Bud hailed a cab at the Adolphus, I said my goodbyes to the countess.
She placed her hands on her hips. “You owe me for this night, Penelope.”
“So that’s a no to a second date with old Archibaldy?”
“I pity the woman your brother ends up with.” She covered her mouth. “Forgive me, that sounded rather rude.”
“After the night we showed you, we probably deserve worse.” I slung my hair over my shoulder. “I’m glad we took the chance to become better acquainted, Annie.”
“I adored the T-bone with the smoky taste. Even the shrimp was quite good. Though not by Archie’s standards.”
“Didn’t keep him from scarfing down both orders.”
“Along with two desserts and half of mine.” A snort escaped through her nose. “He is not a fan of cowboys.”
I rolled my eyes. “He should have a higher opinion considering my oil man, cattle rancher daddy adopted him and continued to provide his well-off upbringing.”
“I might as well stay single if men like Archie are all I find. So far, he’s about the norm.”
As a fellow widow, I realized we understood each other better than I had imagined. “My late husband is a hard act to follow.”
“Mr. Budding has no future with you?”
“Nah. He’s a pal.”
She tapped my arm. “He thinks otherwise.”
“I try not to lead him on, but he hopes I’ll eventually want more than friendship.”
Her eyes cut to the street. “He’s sweet and rather handsome.”
I cleared my throat. “You spent time with the newspaperman on your trip. What was he like?”
“Funny you should say that.”
“Why?”
She smirked. “Jack Bentley asked about you as well.”
My stomach fluttered. “He did?”
“Perhaps for our next double date, I should set you up. No offense, but I think I make for a better matchmaker.” She waved to the street, saying goodbye to Bud. “Goodnight, Penelope. I hope the camera comes in handy for you.”
“This came at the perfect time, as I’m leaving on an assignment the day after tomorrow.”
“The game is afoot, Sherlock.”
“Sure is, Watson.”






  
  5
Off the Rails


The taxi dropped me off at the end of the drive, and I hoped to sneak inside without disturbing Mother or Archie. I needed to mend fences with my brother before our trip in two days, but I wasn’t ready. He would never admit his mistakes, burdening me with being the bigger person. A good night’s sleep would allow my temper time to cool. 
Mother shot out of the house as I made it to the yard. She wrapped and mostly hid red in curlers under a silk cap. “Heavens, Penelope. Why are you in a new automobile?”
I pointed to the hack pulling away from the curb. “That’s a cab, Mother. Archie had such a miserable time that I sent him home early in the car.”
“Yes, I heard about the dreadful food, music, and company.”
“Archie is too stubborn to realize I am trying to help. If he gave Lady Anne half a chance and acted like a gentleman…”
She held up a hand. “We are under agreement about the dinner. No need to pitch your case.”
I intercepted Ginger as she sailed for the baseball she left hidden in the yard. “Then why did you race outside in the middle of the night in your dressing gown.”
“Because of that.” She pointed to my yellow automobile parked in the side garage, barely visible from behind the trees. “Where did it come from?”
My grin spread as Ginger nestled her head into my neck. “Do you like her?”
“Her?”
“I call her Honeybee.”
“You did not answer my question. Did you purchase this extravagance?”
I bit my bottom lip. “Uh, it is owned by the railroad. Tobias said I can use it part of the time.” Which meant seven days a week if I had my way.
Her brow furrowed. “A car provided by your employer. It is unheard of for a secretary.”
“Mr. Waley takes care of his people.”
“What about Archie?”
I shrugged. “He already has the Buick.”
“You’re Archie’s girl. He’s the lawyer.” She folded her arms. The autumn breeze rattled the leaves beneath her house shoes.
“The wind shifted to the north. Thank goodness the heat might be ending.”
“Do not change the subject, young lady. What goes on down there at that office?”
“Archie would know better than I since I’m just a secretary.”
Mother placed a hand on her hip. “A few months back, when that investigator had the episode with his heart, and you were out all night, Mr. Hutchinson called repeatedly to reach you. You. Not Archie. What type of late-night emergency requires a legal secretary?”
“You’re concerned about a call from the summer?”
“What you do doesn’t quite add up, my dear.”
I lifted my shoulder. “I cover for Archie. Often. You know how he is. He barely gets moving before ten o’clock and spends his days more worried about arranging a date than putting in an honest eight hours. The company takes note. I’m the reason Archie didn’t get sacked in the first week. So, instead of chastising me, you should recognize all I do for the big oaf.”
Her mouth fell open. “Perhaps I don’t say it enough, but I am grateful for all you do for this family, Penelope.”
“Thank you, Mother.”
“But I hope you are telling me the truth. Because for some time now, I’ve been suspicious about what you do for Mr. Waley.”
I rolled my eyes. “I don’t work for the man directly, Mother. I spoke to him maybe twice since he hired me.” I fibbed only for her protection.
“The girls at my club had a lot to say about the article in the paper. They seem to think these robberies might ruin him.”
“Just gossip. If I know one thing about Theodore James Waley IV, it is that he hates to lose.”

      [image: ]Archie ignored me at breakfast, and we drove separate cars to the office. When he finally arrived at W&J, I cornered him and invaded his area. “We should act civil to one another. At least in public. Save our arguments for home.”
He stuck a finger in my face. “You argue for sport, Penelope.”
I managed to smile. “This trip through the mountains is your chance to relax and enjoy nature. I promise to try my hardest not to fight with you.”
“As if I’ll have a spare moment to play tourist and look at trees, bugs, and hills.” His brow wrinkled. “This isn’t a vacation. I must study for my appointment in Denver. I take my preparation seriously.”
“Of course.” It took all my might not to roll my eyes. Knowing my brother, he would be distracted with a poker game our first night on the train and likely be on the hunt for a passenger’s secret stash of booze.
Tobias stuck his head around a corner and motioned to me with a crooked finger. Archie stood, knocked an ink bladder and pen to the floor, and pointed to his chest. “Me?”
“No.” Tobias marched closer. “For future reference, I never need you. Penelope, come along.” He hesitated. “We must discuss the menu for the fireman’s dinner in November.”
“Ah, yes, the Thanksgiving feast.” I trailed the stoic Brit. “You can ring me up, Top Hat. No need to tramp to my desk and make up a phony excuse.”
“I tried calling first, but your brother tied up the line with his woman at the cleaners. Should I ask what barbeque shrimp is and why the seat of his trousers is covered in it?”
My nose scrunched. “Best no one asks that question.”
He gave me a simple chin nod, allowing the matter to drop. “Pack your bags and be ready to depart Union Station tomorrow morning. The Royal Rocky Express leaves Amarillo at six in the evening.”
“With all the suspects on board?”
“Yes.” He stuffed
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