No Solace for the Wicked
 
Celia Davies once hounded Dennis Merrill as a suspect for a murder he didn’t commit, so she’s more than a little surprised when he shows up at her door asking for help. His wife has vanished into thin air, and even the woman she was with at the time of her disappearance has no clue where she could be. Celia still doesn’t completely trust Merrill, but she begins to search for clues that might lead to his wife—right up until the moment when the young woman’s dead body is found. 
 
While Celia shifts her focus to finding Mrs. Merrill’s murderer, Detective Nick Greaves is convinced that Merrill himself killed his wife and is determined to prove it. But neither Celia nor Nick can find a reliable witness or a solid lead, and then another young woman is found murdered. Suddenly the death of this latest victim exposes a web of relationships that had eluded Celia and Nick, with everyone involved hiding their own wicked motives . . .
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Chapter 1
 
August, 1868
San Francisco
 
“‘This is the story of what a woman’s patience can endure, and of what a man’s resolution can achieve,’” Owen read slowly, starting the novel—The Woman in White—Miss Barbara had handed him.
He needed to get to his job at the docks, but he didn’t want to leave, either. So he took his time, proud of the progress he’d made in his reading, thanks to Mrs. Davies and now Miss Barbara. He wasn’t smug, of course. He was too grateful to them both for helping him out, treating him almost like he was family, to be smug. However, if this was going to be a novel about men and women and love, he wasn’t sure he wanted to continue. Not with Miss Barbara sitting across from him in the dining room, the morning sunlight all bright and warm. Some of it glistened in her smooth black hair, which she’d tied into braids and coiled around her head, shimmering like hazy starlight in a moonless night. Well, not really like that. He was letting himself get carried away with his similes. Or was that metaphors? Shoot. He worked at the docks. Who cared if he knew the difference?
“Are you struggling with a word, Owen?” Miss Barbara asked, looking up from the cross-stitching she’d been bent over for the past half hour. She wasn’t making much progress, as far as he could tell. Maybe she was distracted by whatever was going on in Mrs. Davies’s clinic, the sound of voices managing to make their way through the parlor and into the dining room where they were sitting. “Wilkie Collins can be challenging.”
“Um, not struggling yet, Miss Barbara.” He cleared his throat. “Let’s see. ‘If the machinery of the law could be depended on to fathom every case of suspicion . . .’ Wait. Is this book going to be about a crime or something?” He’d like that. If it wasn’t filled with too many phrases like “machinery of the law.”
“Yes. It is, in a way. And I have a favorite passage in it.” She held out her hand and he passed the book to her. “It’s nearer the end. Let’s see.” She flipped through the novel until she reached the spot she was hunting for. She’d dog-eared the page. “You’ll like this. ‘The fool’s crime is the crime that is found out and the wise man’s crime is the crime that is not found out.’ Don’t you agree?”
“But Mr. Greaves and Mrs. Davies have solved all sorts of crimes done by smart folks.” Miss Barbara’s cousin had been working with Mr. Greaves for over a year now, helping him with finding killers and such, even though she was only a nurse who ran a free clinic and he was a city detective and all.
Miss Barbara closed the book and set it down alongside her abandoned needlework. “Then those criminals must not be smart. If they were caught.”
“Or maybe Mr. Greaves is a great detective and Mrs. Davies is really good, too,” he said, defending them.
“Maybe so,” she said grudgingly. “Thankfully, it’s been quiet these past couple of months and Cousin Celia has been able to focus on her patients.”
Mr. Greaves’s assistant, Mr. Taylor, always said it was bad luck to mention how quiet things had been. Always meant something awful was bound to happen soon. The very thought made Owen itchy with foreboding.
Miss Barbara toyed with the needle she’d jabbed into the linen square she was cross-stitching and sighed. Maybe she felt that foreboding, too.
“What is it, Miss Barbara?”
“Nothing.”
“Shoot, that ain’t . . . isn’t true.”
Her dark eyes met his. Her expression was so intense he felt a shiver to go along with the itching. “Why have you put a fresh advertisement in the newspaper looking for information on your parents, Owen?”
His advertisement was what was bothering her?
“Just wondering about them, that’s all.” Were they wise and had gotten away with a crime? The crime of abandoning their only son in California and disappearing to who knew where. Two years ago, now. Felt like forever. Felt like yesterday, too.
“Owen Cassidy, you can tell me the truth.” She leaned forward. “You can tell me if you’re not happy here. With us.”
But he wasn’t really with her and Mrs. Davies and Addie in this snug house that was warm and clean and way cozier than the drafty, dirty room he rented at the boardinghouse. He was on his own. Ever since his parents had decided he was a burden.
“I’m looking for information on them again because . . .” He swallowed. A man didn’t get all emotional, did he? And he was pretty close to being a man. “Because Mr. Taylor and Addie are going to get married soon and then Mr. Greaves will probably ask Mrs. Davies, too, and where will I be? Nowhere, that’s where.”
On my own. Completely.
“But we’d never abandon you, Owen. Never.”
“Addie won’t be living here once she’s married, will she? You’ll get a new housekeeper. And Mrs. Davies will be busy with Mr. Greaves. And you’ll probably go off and marry somebody yourself,” he said all in a rush.
She grimaced.
“I’m sorry, Miss Barbara. Didn’t mean to upset you.”
“No. It’s all right. It’s my foot. It’s been hurting a lot lately.” She bent to rub at it. She’d been born with a club foot, and it often ached. “That’s all.”
“So it’s your foot that’s bothering you. Not my advertisements in the papers.”
“Well, those do bother me, but . . .” She straightened. “But actually, I’m distracted because Mr. Merrill has shown up. Mr. Dennis Merrill.”
“That’s who’s inside the clinic with Mrs. Davies?” he asked. “The fellah that was suspected of killing his stepmother a couple of months back?” By pushing her into a boiling hot mineral pool up in the mountains. Except he hadn’t been responsible, as it turned out. Because Mrs. Davies had discovered the actual culprit.
“Yes. Him.”
“What’s he want?”
“That’s what I’d like to know. But it can’t be good.”
She frowned in the direction of the clinic. She couldn’t see the room, of course. Not through all the walls that stood between it and the dining room, but that didn’t stop her from frowning at it.
“He’s nothing but trouble. I know he didn’t kill his stepmother, but he wasn’t completely without blame. Not to my way of thinking.” She resumed staring at Owen. “He’s simply trouble.”
“Maybe he just wants to thank Mrs. Davies for all her help in clearing his name,” he suggested, hoping to perk Miss Barbara up.
“It’s been weeks and weeks since his name was cleared, Owen,” she said. “And he has nothing to thank my cousin about. After all, you and she discovered that he had a secret wife he didn’t want anyone to know about. And because of your discovery, he ended up taking her back. To make amends, I guess. I’ve heard she’s come to San Francisco to live with him. Which I expect he’s not happy about.”
“Then maybe he’s here because he wants Mrs. Davies to help his wife. Maybe she’s sick.” That could be the reason. Couldn’t it?
“If his wife is sick and needs my cousin’s medical care, then he would have brought her along.”
“Oh.”
“Which means,” she said, lifting her eyebrows, “he’s come here to hire my cousin to pursue an inquiry.”
“But I thought Mrs. Davies had given up investigating.” Hadn’t he heard that from Addie the other week? That she’d sworn off being a detective once and for all?
Miss Barbara leveled a look at him. “My cousin will never give up investigating, Owen. Never.”
 
• • •
 
“You have to help me, Mrs. Davies.”
Dennis Merrill stood just inside the door to Celia’s clinic room. He hunched slightly, his uncertain demeanor a distinct contrast to the cocky and charming fellow she’d first met months ago. He’d removed his hat and forgotten to tidy his sun-faded brown hair afterward, leaving strands out of place.
Celia released a sigh. She had so much work to do, patient files to review, medicines to retrieve from the chemist. Her appointment calendar lay open on her desk, rows of black ink marching across the page in reproving ranks, reminding her of the day’s busy schedule. She should turn Dennis Merrill away immediately. But she was taken by the uneasiness of his manner. Perhaps she still had a regrettable soft spot for him.
“You should contact the police about your wife’s disappearance, Mr. Merrill.” Thea Merrill, the unwanted wife who he’d left behind in his move to California.
“I have contacted them, Mrs. Davies. As soon as I got my maid’s telegram that Thea was missing, I returned to San Francisco and went to the station last night,” he said. “I told them that Thea would never go off on her own. I’ve even put a notice in a couple of newspapers seeking information about her.”
“Haven’t the police agreed to search for her, Mr. Merrill? Is that the issue?”
Mr. Merrill’s shoulders relaxed, just the smallest amount. She’d not turned him away, which implied that she might just help him.
Blast, but I am probably making a mistake. And Nicholas was not going to be happy once he found out. He despised Dennis Merrill. Jealousy, she thought.
“I knew you’d understand, Mrs. Davies,” he replied, one corner of his mouth tilting upward into the grin she remembered from their brief time at a mountain retreat in June. A brief time that had resulted in the death of his stepmother. Not quite the relaxing escape Celia had been hoping for when she’d agreed to accompany the Merrills on their holiday.
“I fear I do not understand, Mr. Merrill.”
“The police don’t appear to be interested in figuring out what has happened to Thea, Mrs. Davies,” he said. “My history . . . Well, I think they’ve decided I am not worth assisting.”
“I am amazed, given your history, they’ve not decided that your wife’s disappearance suggests you have murdered her and disposed of the body.”
Her bluntness caused his grin to spread. All those cigarillos he liked to smoke had yet to ruin his teeth, and he was unafraid of showing them.
“This is why I like you, Mrs. Davies. You don’t mince words,” he said. “But you see why I want your help. I need you to find Thea before the police get around to drawing that conclusion.”
“Without a corpse—”
“They won’t draw that conclusion?”
She glanced over at the street-facing window, evading the skeptical look on his face. Why would she ever agree to help him, or anyone? She’d promised Addie she would stop investigating crimes. Had promised Nicholas as well.
“I can pay you, Mrs. Davies. My new business venture is doing well, and I can pay you.”
His gaze had followed hers. Had he noticed the recently repaired tear in the lace window curtains? Or that the carpet beneath the window was fading from too much time exposed to the California sun and needed replacing? Was that why he thought the promise of money might sway her?
Her cheeks warmed with an embarrassed flush. Because the offer of money could sway her. Addie was getting married soon and Celia’s housekeeper deserved the best they could provide for her, not some cobbled-together affair without a decent wedding breakfast or a new dress.
“I appreciate the offer, Mr. Merrill,” she said, turning away from the fading carpet and the mended curtains. “But I do not know why you want my particular help. In fact, I have sworn off investigating.”
“It’s my turn to be blunt, Mrs. Davies. You’re the only one I trust.”
Me. The person he had at one time mocked for being a “lady detective.” “You do not trust the police in this matter?”
“As I said, the detective took my information about Thea, but he didn’t seem interested in pursuing an investigation,” he said. “I believe he vacillated between thinking I’d killed her—even though I have an alibi, because I was in Oakland from Monday morning until last night—or thinking she ran off with some fellow.”
Celia lifted an eyebrow. “Might she have done?”
Notably, he failed to refute her suggestion.
“I appreciate why you’re reluctant to get involved, Mrs. Davies, but this behavior is not like Thea at all. I’m worried that something terrible has happened,” he said. “Or will soon, if somebody doesn’t find her before then. You’ve got to help. I don’t think we can afford to delay a day longer. Please.”
Celia sighed again. She could never resist when someone pleaded with her.
“Tell me everything, Mr. Merrill. From the beginning.”
 
• • •
 
“If you’re serious about helping Dennis Merrill locate his missing wife, Celia, I have no idea what you want from me,” Nick said. And she was serious, the set of her shoulders signaling her intentions. Dennis Merrill was somebody Nick had hoped to never, ever encounter again. He wasn’t proud to admit that jealousy drove that sentiment. He was a charmer, Merrill, and Celia hadn’t proven to be immune to his appeal. It figured, though, that Nick wasn’t going to get his wish. “You’ve never asked for my blessings before whenever you’ve gone off and done something reckless. Doubt that you’re looking for them now.”
“Honestly, Nicholas.” She crossed to the clinic’s door and closed it. Not that shutting any of the doors in her house seemed to keep Addie Ferguson from listening in on conversations held behind them. “What would you have me do? Ignore the fact that Thea Merrill is missing and the police do not seem to give a fig?”
“Merrill approached Briggs only last night. Not long enough to conclude we’re not going to do anything, Celia,” Nick stated. Although Detective Briggs never seemed to spend any time doing police work, so maybe it was the correct conclusion. “Briggs was in when I got your summons—”
“It was not a ‘summons,’ Nicholas.”
Sure had seemed like one to him. “Anyway, Briggs was in when I got your message, and he told me he expects Mrs. Merrill to turn up soon, and there’s no point in hunting for her if all she’s done is taken a couple of days away from a husband who didn’t want her to begin with.”
“I cannot believe you are defending Mr. Briggs’s actions. Or, rather, lack of actions.”
I can’t believe I am, either. “She’ll turn up.”
“But in what condition, Nicholas? Deceased?”
“I know who my first suspect will be if Thea Merrill is found dead, Celia.”
She scowled. “You are not truly as cavalier as you appear to be about the possibility, are you?” she asked. “Or is your attitude due to the fact that it is Mr. Merrill we are discussing?”
“I’d rather not answer that.”
His response deepened her scowl. She could look fierce when she wanted to, and right then, she wanted to. “I thought not.”
“So Merrill wants you to find his wife,” he said. “The one he didn’t want, at one time.”
“Yes, he does,” she replied. “To that end, I plan to question the last person she was with on Monday when she disappeared, and you’ll not stop me.”
“Why would I even bother to try?” Any attempt would be pointless.
“I realize I am backtracking on my promise to cease investigating, but Mr. Merrill is going to pay me, and I find I cannot refuse his generous offer.”
“Oh, I’ll bet.”
“There is no reason for you to be jealous, Nicholas.”
Wasn’t there? “All right, Celia. I concede,” he replied. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t worry about you.”
“Thank you,” she said. “And I never intend to cause you to worry, Nicholas.”
“You frequently succeed despite your intentions, Mrs. Davies.”
At last she smiled, the tension between them broken. “I worry about you as well, Mr. Greaves,” she said and raised up on her toes to place a hasty kiss on his cheek.
The warmth of her lips on his skin lingered. The door was shut. Maybe he could take her in his arms and pull her close, kiss her honey-colored hair . . .
“Then we are even, Mrs. Davies,” he said, letting the moment pass. “Who was the last person with Thea Merrill, as far as we know?”
“An acquaintance of hers. The woman who accompanied Thea Merrill to the Industrial Exhibition on Monday before Mrs. Merrill wandered off and . . . vanished,” she answered.
“The Industrial Exhibition?”
“Just so. Mr. Merrill was surprised that Thea developed an interest in attending, but I gather she claimed a fascination for the latest inventions, along with the displays of needlework and lacemaking and flower arranging and the like,” she said. “Addie wants us to go to look at the newest sewing machines. She has been pressing me to purchase one for some time. I suppose she shall take it with her when she marries Mr. Taylor, though.”
“Strange that Thea Merrill didn’t attend the fascinating exhibition with her husband.”
“Suspicious-sounding, I do agree. No, she went with a Mrs. Henrietta Alexander,” she said. “I am afraid I know her, Nicholas.”
Barely a minute had ticked by on the clock between when he’d stated he was going to worry about her and the point at which he started to worry about her. “‘Afraid,’ Celia? Why?”
“At the few events where I’ve encountered her, she struck me as an odd creature. Mistrustful. Somewhat disagreeable and judgmental,” she answered and began rubbing her right thumb across her left palm in firm, wrought-up strokes. “But I might be mistaken about the woman.”
She didn’t sound like she believed she was mistaken.
“How did they know each other?” he asked. “The ‘odd’ Mrs. Alexander and Thea Merrill?”
“According to Mr. Merrill, it was through their charitable work, which supports the Roman Catholic Orphan Asylum.”
“An orphanage?”
“The Merrills have no children. That lack may explain her interest, Nicholas. A desire to help infants who have lost their parents or been abandoned,” she said, her voice gone so soft he had to listen hard over the rattle of a passing wagon outside on the street. “Mrs. Merrill hoped that they might be able to adopt one of the children at the orphanage soon. She was looking forward to the possibility.”
Nick wondered if he’d be willing to adopt if he and Celia got married and they couldn’t have children. Or would their marriage stumble and fail, like hers had with Patrick Davies? Maybe worrying over her ward, Barbara Walford, and over Owen Cassidy would prove to be enough.
“The concern, of course, is the number of days that have passed since she disappeared from the Industrial Exhibition on Monday. Two days without any word from her,” she continued. “The worst has happened to her. He believes that. So do I.”
“Celia, if the worst has occurred, he’s the individual most likely to be responsible. You have to accept that.” He could tell she didn’t want to accept it, though.
“He has an alibi,” she said. “He left to meet new business associates in Oakland on Monday and did not return until last evening, after receiving a telegram from his maid, Flora, to come home.”
“The ferries travel back and forth multiple times a day between here and Oakland, Celia. Easy enough to catch one.”
“But he hired me to investigate her disappearance, Nicholas. Would he do that if he’d killed his wife?” she asked, persistent in maintaining that he had to be innocent.
“He might, if he was clever. And Dennis Merrill is clever,” he replied. “Maybe it was his idea for Thea to attend the fair, the pavilion crowded with strangers, noisy and confusing, where it would be easy for Mrs. Alexander to lose track of her companion. A place so busy, you could blame somebody else for making off with her.”
“But Dennis Merrill has not blamed anyone else, Nicholas.”
“Yet.”

Chapter 2
 
“You should not get involved.” Barbara yanked out the dining room chair across from Celia’s and dropped onto it. “Especially if that woman has anything to do with Mrs. Merrill’s disappearance. Better to let sleeping dogs lie, as they say.”
“I have already agreed to help, Barbara. Therefore, it is settled,” Celia replied. “And you have only met Mrs. Alexander once. Not enough to be so censorious of her.” Even though I am censorious of her and barely know her better than Barbara does.
Addie bustled into the room with a fresh pot of brewing tea and some cups. “Here you both are. How was your patient, ma’am?”
She’d not been expecting the woman, who’d shown up directly after Nicholas had stomped down the front steps of the house.
“A minor rash and not the smallpox, which was what she’d been concerned about, Addie.” The city was in the midst of an outbreak; as many as ten to twenty people per week were losing their lives to the disease. “I was able to prescribe a cream and reassure her.”
“’Tis good to hear. Wretched sickness,” she declared and returned to the kitchen.
“I don’t understand why Addie doesn’t appear to be bothered about Mr. Merrill’s visit this morning,” Barbara whispered, casting a glance at Addie’s departing figure. “After what happened at the Geysers. At the time, you and I both believed he could’ve killed his stepmother. He’s not exactly the most trustworthy of people, Cousin. She should be upset.”
“Addie has already voiced her opinion, and she was bothered. Very much so,” she said. “However, Mr. Merrill is going to pay me handsomely, funds we need to outfit Addie for her wedding.”
“So Addie’s opinion of Mr. Merrill has been improved by the flash of his money?”
“She is practical, Barbara, and understands how greatly we need that money.” Celia calmly unfolded her napkin and set it on her lap. She had another appointment scheduled in ten minutes, leaving her barely enough time for a delayed midday meal. After that patient, she’d be off to see Mrs. Alexander, the logical starting point for her questions about what had happened to Thea Merrill. “Furthermore, he said ‘please,’ which is not a word I ever expected to hear coming out of his mouth.”
“He’s probably responsible for his wife’s disappearance and assuming that you might like him enough to not suspect him,” Barbara said. “Might point the finger at somebody else.”
Celia lifted her eyebrows. “Perhaps he does not actually think I am a competent ‘lady detective’?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“I trust, Barbara, that I shall not be blind to his potential guilt in this matter,” she said and poured her cousin a cup of tea, setting aside the strainer when she was finished.
“Be honest, Cousin. You do like him.”
Her cheeks warmed for no good reason. Other than she might indeed turn out to be blind to his guilt.
“He can be charming, but my opinion of Dennis Merrill is irrelevant. All that matters right now is discovering what happened to his wife.” Just then, the case clock in the entryway chimed the hour. Precious time, slipping away. “And if you believe Mr. Merrill is responsible for his wife’s disappearance, then you will have to dismiss the unpleasant Mrs. Alexander’s possible role in it.”
“Do I?” Her cousin leaned across the table. “Maybe they’re in cahoots with each other.”
“Why would they be ‘in cahoots’?” Celia asked. “And wherever did you learn that phrase?”
“She might simply want to do away with Thea Merrill because she’s vile,” Barbara said. “She was nasty enough to me at that picnic, don’t you remember? She may as well have called me names, the way she acted. Prejudiced, like everybody else.”
Henrietta Alexander had been unkind that day. Celia kept wishing people would see past Barbara’s outward appearance, her evident Chinese heritage, and recognize the intelligent and admirable young woman she was. Too many of those people continued to disappoint, though, succumbing to the lure of stereotypes.
“How was Owen?” she asked, pouring herself some tea.
“You’re changing the subject?”
“I am.”
Barbara flashed a scowl. “Did you know he’s put notices in the newspapers seeking information on his parents?”
“I did not.” Celia had hired an investigator to locate them—two investigators, actually—but neither fellow’s efforts had borne fruit.
“Why would Owen do that after all this time? He’s got to realize they’re never coming back for him,” her cousin stated, her teaspoon clinking harshly against the side of her teacup as she stirred in sugar. “He’s only prolonging the hurt.”
How Owen’s attempts to locate his parents must pain Barbara. They might still be alive, after all, but both of Barbara’s had passed away and could never be retrieved with an advertisement in the newspaper. Just as Celia could not retrieve her own parents, lost to a carriage accident when she was young.
“I believe he is willing to endure the hurt, Barbara.”
“He shouldn’t. It’s simply foolish.”
Celia noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. Addie was standing just inside the doorway leading into the kitchen off to Celia’s right, hesitant to bring in the tureen of soup and interrupt.
“I’m sorry, Barbara, if his efforts to locate his parents are painful for you,” Celia said.
“I miss my father so much.”
“As do I.” His immense spirit. His buoyant good humor. His generosity that had enabled her to have her clinic and a place in this home, which had once been his. “Your mother was a good woman, too. I’m sure of it.”
Celia had never met her; she’d died when Barbara was still a child, years before Celia had come to America from England with Patrick. But she knew her uncle and likewise knew he’d never wed someone who was anything less than good and kind.
Celia noticed that Addie had not budged, the tureen she carried trembling in her grip. “Oh, Addie, do come in here with that before you drop it.”
She marched in with the ironstone tureen, setting it on the table with a relieved grunt. “Mr. Merrill killed his wife. That’s all there is to it.”
She turned and marched back into the kitchen, slamming shut the connecting door.
“When do you intend to speak to Mrs. Alexander about Mrs. Merrill?” Barbara asked.
Celia lifted the lid off the tureen, releasing the warm smell of tomato soup. “As soon as I’m finished with my next patient.”
“I suppose heading off to talk to Mrs. Alexander presumes that she hasn’t fled town and you actually find her at home, Cousin.”
“My investigation could be a very brief one, if she has done.”
 
• • •
 
“Detective Greaves,” Dennis Merrill said. The jangle of the office’s doorbell had alerted him, and he’d stood up from his desk, the largest of four in the room. There weren’t any other occupants. No customers taking advantage of Merrill’s newly acquired expertise as a contractor, ready to help a client build whatever they wanted. Nick wondered if this business was going to fail like Merrill’s last business had. “Mrs. Davies must have told you about my predicament.”
“More than a predicament, Mr. Merrill.” Nick shut the door behind him and stepped farther inside the place. The floor was clean, and the space well lit. One of the desks was being used as a repository for rolled-up drawings and stacked business orders. Nick couldn’t stop himself from questioning if they’d been put there just for show. He was always going to be suspicious when it came to Dennis Merrill.
Merrill noticed the direction of Nick’s attention. “It’s been a slow start,” he admitted, wiping clean the nib of his pen and setting it aside. “But my partner is a first-rate carpenter and hires the best men.”
“Glad to hear that, Mr. Merrill.”
He pulled a chair over to his desk. “You may as well get comfortable while we discuss Thea’s disappearance, because I’d wager you’re not here to request my services to oversee the building of a house.” He retook his own chair and indicated Nick should sit as well.
“Tell me what happened,” he said. “As best you know.”
Merrill leaned back. “I take it Detective Briggs is no longer in charge of my case?”
“I’m not sure he classifies your wife’s disappearance as a ‘case.’”
“Neither am I. But Mrs. Davies must have convinced you that it should be classified as one,” he said. “Thank you. Because this is not like Thea.”
“You mean you can’t fathom her ever running off.” Jilting him like he’d jilted her.
“Not after all the work she and her sister put into finding me,” he replied. “Then moving here from St. Louis on her own.”
There was logic in his statement. “Tell me what took place that day, Mr. Merrill. As much as you know.”
“Mrs. Davies didn’t share the information with you?”
“I always like to hear the relevant facts directly from folks.” The retelling would confirm to Nick if the story he’d given Celia was going to be the same. Or not.
Merrill reached for a hinged box at his back. He hunted around inside it but didn’t find what he was searching for. He looked hopefully at Nick. “You don’t happen to—”
“I don’t smoke, Mr. Merrill.”
“That’s a pity.” He shut the box’s lid and resumed facing Nick. “Thea has been wanting me to give up my cigarillos. She must’ve come in here one day when I wasn’t around and emptied the box.”
“Trying to reform you?”
“She hasn’t had an easy time of it, Detective. Too much reforming required.”
“Why did your wife want to go to the Industrial Exhibition?” he asked. “You never gave a reason to Detective Briggs.”
“Didn’t I?”
Why had Thea Merrill decided to come all the way to San Francisco to reunite with this fellow? He was handsome but awfully cocky. Maybe she was a God-fearing woman who strongly believed in the vows she’d taken. Maybe she’d wanted to punish him for deserting her. Maybe she’d still loved him. There was a thought.
“No, you didn’t, Mr. Merrill.”
“Thea claimed that she was interested in seeing the artifacts on display. She’s never been to anything like an industrial exhibition, and the pavilion where it’s being held isn’t far from our house,” he said. “I thought it might be an enjoyable diversion for her and agreed. She’s been a bit blue-deviled lately.”
Interesting. “But you didn’t accompany her.”
He immediately comprehended what Nick was implying.
“I did not, Detective. I had a meeting with a lumber supplier in Oakland. I am sure Mrs. Davies told you I left on Monday. Didn’t return until I got our maid’s telegram saying Thea was missing.” He shook his head. “I never imagined that something bad could happen to her. Like I said, she didn’t have that far to walk. A few blocks. Plus, she was attending with Mrs. Alexander.”
“You don’t care for the woman?”
“How could you tell?”
His pinched expression had spoken for him. “You didn’t try to hide your dislike.”
Movement outside on the street momentarily distracted Merrill, and he glanced toward the windows, probably hoping he might have a customer. But the person who’d paused on the sidewalk continued on.
“Mrs. Alexander is a strange one. Don’t know what to make of her. Strong-minded. Or maybe calculating. Anyway, Thea grew attached. They both do volunteer work in connection with the orphanage, which my wife seems to enjoy,” he said, his story so far agreeing with Celia’s account. Merrill paused, his gaze wandering again, then cleared his throat. “Her husband’s a local apothecary who Thea makes use of whenever her physician prescribes her medicine.”
“Is Mrs. Alexander somebody your wife often sought out for companionship?”
“This time she did.”
The way he answered made Nick question why Mrs. Merrill had chosen her as a companion, this time. “Can anybody vouch for your whereabouts, Mr. Merrill?”
He went white. “You mean, can I provide an alibi?” he asked. “I’ll give you the name of the fellow I had a meeting with and how to contact him, if that’s what you’re looking for.”
It was. “Did your wife say anything to you before you departed on Monday to indicate where she might have gone?”
“Nothing other than wishing me a safe trip.”
“She couldn’t have left, gone somewhere, because you two had fought, could she?” Nick asked.
He inhaled through his teeth. “No.”
You took too long to answer, Merrill.
“Thea didn’t say much to the young woman who cleans for us, either, aside from letting her know she was heading out,” he continued.
“So she and Mrs. Alexander went to the exhibition, and . . . And what then, Mr. Merrill?”
“According to Mrs. Alexander, they strolled around the exhibits together, stopping to talk to people about their displays,” he said. “Anyway, they somehow got separated. I think Mrs. Alexander became interested in looking at some item that Thea wasn’t interested in, and she walked off. And . . . And . . .”
“She vanished.”
“Exactly.” His eyes met Nick’s. “She vanished. Mrs. Alexander assumed she’d returned home.”
“But nobody noticed she hadn’t returned home until . . . when did you say your maid sent that telegram?”
“Tuesday, around dinnertime,” he answered. “Flora had Monday afternoon off along with most of Tuesday, as well. She didn’t realize that Thea hadn’t returned from the fair until she got back to the house Tuesday afternoon.”
“Does she usually work so infrequently?”
“I can’t afford to take her on full-time, and Thea’s willing to tend to a lot of the household chores,” he said. “It was her idea to give Flora some extra time off while I was away. My wife doesn’t need fancy meals or fussing after.”
“And neither you nor your servant have found a message indicating that your wife didn’t plan to return?”
“No. There’s been nothing. No correspondence at all from her.”
“You said she was blue-deviled lately. Did you ever ask her to explain what was bothering her?” Like you, maybe? And was her melancholy the reason she’d been visiting an apothecary?
“I didn’t. I should have. I see that now.” He stared at Nick with the most sober expression Nick had ever seen on Dennis Merrill’s face. “If I’d known what was wrong, maybe I could’ve prevented this, Detective. Prevented something terrible from happening to her.”
 
• • •
 
“Mrs. Davies. What brings you here?” Henrietta Alexander said in her tight voice. Celia remembered the way she spoke as much as she remembered the woman’s sharp-tipped nose and strikingly unusual eyes, one of which was brown and the other hazel. By many people’s standards she would be described as handsome, even as aging took away the former smoothness of her skin and caused gray to pepper her dark hair. Aging had not, however, smoothed her prickly nature.
“I need to speak with you about Thea Merrill,” Celia replied. “Might I come in?”
“I am busy, Mrs. Davies. I have an appointment in an hour and would prefer to not be disturbed in the meantime,” she answered. “Furthermore, I am deeply concerned about Thea’s situation, and I do not feel like speaking with some woman who purports to be a detective. Yes, I have read about you in the newspapers.”
“I am looking into her disappearance at Mr. Merrill’s request, Mrs. Alexander,” she said. “However, if you would prefer to speak to the police, I can arrange to have you interviewed by one of the detectives. Detective Greaves.”
She balked. “The police? There is no reason to involve them.”
“Mr. Merrill is concerned that his wife may have come to harm,” she said. “He has already been to see them.”
“He’s concerned?” She scoffed.
Ah. An honest assessment, then, of the relationship Dennis Merrill shared with his wife. Plausibly strained.
“Please do permit me to come inside so that we can speak in more privacy than out here on the pavement, Mrs. Alexander.” Celia glanced around her, her gaze taking in a clerk cleaning the windows of a neighboring shop and a delivery boy slowing as he passed. “I’ll not take long. I merely want to ask you about what took place on Monday before she disappeared.”
“If you insist.”
She showed Celia into a compact entryway. The Alexanders’ shop—an apothecary, based on the mortar and pestle image adorning the sign hanging above the door—stood immediately adjacent. A door let onto it at Celia’s left. Straight ahead rose stairs that, Celia presumed, accessed the upstairs living quarters. Mrs. Alexander climbed them ahead of Celia, rounding the banister at the top and turning into a parlor overlooking the street. The room was sparsely furnished, but it appeared clean and tidy and comfortable.
Celia took a seat on one of the two low-armed padded rosewood chairs in the room. “Firstly, tell me why you believe Mr. Merrill is not actually concerned about his wife’s disappearance.”
The other woman peered down her sharp-tipped nose. “Did I say he was not?”
“You implied as much,” she answered. “Since you’ve read about me in the newspapers, you are undoubtedly aware that I assisted in investigating his stepmother’s death. I know that he deserted Thea. Came to San Francisco to get away from her.”
“Thea found it difficult to forgive him,” Henrietta said, settling onto the other chair, her skirts overflowing the seat.
“She did not, however, return to her former home.”
“She wanted to do all she could to make their marriage succeed, Mrs. Davies. Despite Mr. Merrill not being an easy man,” she replied. “He is used to having his way. Charming, though. Occasionally thoughtful. Hoping perhaps to put his error behind him.”
For someone who’d initially been reluctant to cooperate, she was willingly confiding a great deal. As was not uncommon, in Celia’s experience of interviewing witnesses.
“Thea Merrill is a good Christian woman,” she continued. “Filling her days with charitable activities, rather than sitting and moping about the condition of her marriage.”
“That is how you met, I’ve been told,” Celia said. “Through your charitable activities.”
“Yes. I do admire how patient she has always been with the children at the Roman Catholic Orphan Asylum, and I believe her interactions with them have comforted her,” she answered. “She did excellent work raising funds to supply them with all the little things that the sisters do not provide, as they focus on necessities. Small trinkets, you know. Pretty bows for the girls’ hair. Rattles for the babies and the like.”
“She sounds tenderhearted.”
“Always kind to the children, Mrs. Davies,” Henrietta said. “She and Mr. Merrill lost an infant to scarlet fever back in St. Louis, and they never had any more. A terrible loss she struggled to recover from.”
Perhaps a loss Dennis Merrill had never recovered from, either. An ache for him to flee, along with his wife.
“Mr. Merrill explained to me that you and his wife had arranged to meet to attend the fair at the pavilion.”
“We agreed that she should come here, as I am between the Merrills’ house and the pavilion, and then walk on together,” she said.
“But you became separated at some point.”
“One moment she was at my side. The next, she was not.”
“You did not inform the authorities at that point. Why?”
“Thea had been complaining about not feeling well. She is somewhat fragile, after all. I assumed, after quickly hunting around the exhibits nearby, that she’d walked home without informing me,” she said. “I admit, I was a trifle hurt by her inconsiderate treatment of a friend.”
Her personal upset likely consuming Henrietta Alexander so greatly that she could not spare a thought for what might have befallen Thea Merrill.
“Yet Mrs. Merrill did not return home Monday.”
“I know. It’s terrible, isn’t it?” she said. “If I’d remotely imagined the reason she’d departed the pavilion without informing me meant that something nefarious had occurred, I’d have notified the police immediately on Monday. I assured Mr. Merrill of that fact when I spoke to him this morning. I do not want him thinking me untroubled about poor Thea.”
Celia frankly doubted Henrietta Alexander spent much time being troubled about anyone.
“How did Mrs. Merrill seem on Monday, aside from feeling unwell?” she asked.
“A little more subdued than usual, but she always has been rather subdued and unobtrusive.”
Easy to ignore? Easy to lose track of, like a tiny cat, perhaps, slinking off and never seen again?
“This is a sensitive question, but could Thea Merrill have eloped with another man?” She’d received no response from Mr. Merrill when she’d asked him that question, but then he’d not care to admit that he might be a cuckolded husband. “Mr. Merrill was away from the city at the time. A perfect opportunity, perhaps.” If she had gone off with a paramour, she could be miles away by now.
“My goodness, Mrs. Davies. What an astonishing suggestion,” she said, her eyes widening.
And one you also had to have considered. “What do you think happened to Thea Merrill, Mrs. Alexander?”
She dithered. “I’m afraid to make a guess, Mrs. Davies.”
“Please do try.”
A tiny, rather smug smile curled her mouth. She was enjoying being pressed to conjecture.
She leaned toward Celia, her eyes brightening. “Thea recently became anxious and fretful, Mrs. Davies. There were days where she was quite unwell.”
“What had caused her anxiety?”
“Not ‘what.’ Who?”
“She was afraid of someone?”
“Oh, yes. But she never gave me a name,” she answered. “I suppose you’ll simply have to uncover their identity, Mrs. Davies. But then, you are so good at investigating, aren’t you?”

Chapter 3
 
How much can I possibly trust Henrietta Alexander?
Celia had been repeatedly asking herself that ever since she’d left the woman’s house and started for the Merrills’. Perhaps she was allowing her history with Mrs. Alexander to color her opinion of the woman. If she was going to be fair to Dennis Merrill, then she needed to be fair to Henrietta Alexander. Even if doing so was difficult.
Celia strode along Sutter, the garden adjacent the Temple Emanu-El and its towering, onion dome–topped spires coming into sight. It was a refreshing patch of green amid the sandy brown streets and dusty plank pavements. Up ahead of it and lining either side of the street were the stately homes of the wealthy. As she passed, Celia admired their gleaming banks of windows and soaring pediments and carved corbels holding up rooflines. Were the individuals who owned them—folks far wealthier than Celia’s Uncle Walford or Mr. Merrill, for that matter—equally admirable? She’d not guarantee that. And when Thea Merrill had arrived in San Francisco, tired and dirty from a long journey, had her husband collected her from the ferry dock in a carriage and requested that the driver go past these buildings? Had Thea, for a fleeting moment, fancied that she’d found herself in the most amazing situation? Better than what she’d been led to believe? Only to realize that she was to become the mistress of a small, albeit adequate, two-story brick home and not a mansion?
“Were you dismayed, Thea?” Or pleasantly surprised to learn that your husband had not been residing in a shack near the wharves and the warehouses? Her sister had located him in San Francisco and must have informed Thea that he had a decent house. However, given how much of a scoundrel Dennis Merrill could be, Thea may have expected the worst.
Celia turned up Jones, the road steepening as she walked. Anyone would wish to live near the well-off and fortunate, though, not just Dennis Merrill. Might further wish that one’s very proximity might encourage some of that fabulous wealth to rub off and find its way into your bank account.
“Honestly, Celia.” She was being harsh on both Mr. Merrill, upset about his wife’s disappearance, and Mrs. Merrill herself.
The Merrills’ house was close now. Unfortunately, the walk hadn’t brought her any clarity about Mrs. Alexander’s trustworthiness. Celia wondered anew, though, if the woman’s sudden declaration that Thea had become afraid of someone was a feint, a misdirection away from a suspicion she held.
Or a piece of knowledge she held.
“Did you have a hand in her disappearance, Mrs. Alexander?” Celia questioned under her breath. But why? Had she been envious that her new friend lived in a nicer area than she did? In a home that was not a set of rooms above a shop? Was envy sufficient reason to kill someone, though?
Or perhaps Henrietta had
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