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      Adelaide, Belinda, Sadie, and Josie Salinger all climbed out of the buggy, clutching their bags with sorrowful expressions on their faces.

      “I loved Uncle Gabe,” Belinda said in her usual quiet way, “but I never expected him to leave us anything in his will.”

      “Don’t set your sights too high,” Adelaide, the oldest sister of the bunch replied, cautiously. “He was a generous man, but I don’t expect much more than a couple thousand for each of us.”

      “A couple thousand,” Josie exclaimed, her eyes widening. “That’s more than I’ve ever had. I will be grateful if he leaves me five dollars if I’m very honest with you, sisters.”

      The other girls agreed as they stepped up to the entrance of the lawyer’s office.

      Their uncle Gabriel had died one week previous. The funeral had been held, and his casket laid to rest in the deep, cool ground. The sisters had been living together in their family home without either of their parents for eight years. When their mother gave birth to Josephine, whom they affectionately called Josie, she died of a hemorrhage. Their father had died in a mining accident when Adelaide was twenty. She had raised her three siblings after that, as they were practically adults by that time anyway. The youngest was fourteen—Justine.

      Adelaide had no trouble raising her sisters, as she had a practical, logical mind that worked well with managing things, such as finances and household tasks. They had a maid, but only because she was supplied by Uncle Gabriel. Adelaide would have to go through the books to find out what she was being paid and if they could afford to keep her on. It was okay, if not. She and her sisters knew how to fend for themselves. Despite the fact that their uncle had been taking good care of them for the last eight years, they were each working and making their own money.

      Adelaide had already been working when their father died, and she never gave up the position she held. There was no reason to. She and her sisters could have taken advantage of their uncle and lived off him, but they were responsible young ladies, and their father would have been spinning in his grave if he thought his daughters were taking advantage of his brother.

      Now that Uncle Gabriel was gone, they would have to contend with less. And that was perfectly fine. They didn’t mind working hard. They had jobs they loved—well, most of them did. Adelaide worked in the postmaster’s office and spent the rest of her free time at the stables down the street where people left their animals while they did jobs and ran errands in town. She loved horses. Her dream career was to take care of them, but their money had to go elsewhere.

      Belinda, who was a year younger than her older sister Adelaide at twenty-seven, was a dressmaker’s assistant. She constantly had bandages on her fingers from being stuck with needles to the point that her sisters teased her about being a human pin cushion.

      The third sister was Sarah, who was dubbed Sadie by their father, and the name never left her. She worked for a bank as the secretary to the vice president. She’d expressed her desire to get a different job at some point, perhaps to be a model in the local magazines, showing off the clothes they were selling. It was an intriguing idea that was encouraged by her sisters. She’d never gotten up the courage to go ask, though. So she still worked in the bank, being chased around the desk by a lecherous boss who refused to keep his hands off her. Sadie was a beautiful woman by all accounts. And though she knew it, she didn’t flaunt it.

      The fourth and youngest sister was Josephine. Josie was also a beautiful girl and took all her cues from Sadie. She was as vivacious and outgoing as her older sister and often expressed the desire to be in modeling, too.

      The four young women stepped into the office and looked around. Adelaide noticed the walls were grey, along with the floor and the frames of the pictures hanging on the walls.

      “You’re here.” Mr. Robinson, the lawyer, looked up at them with enthusiasm on his face. He was the only one in the office, as the practice was his and his alone. He stood up and held his hand out to the four chairs he had placed in front of his desk. “Please sit. This won’t take long. I simply need to make sure you understand the conditions of the will and what you will need to do to receive your inheritance.”

      “Sounds good,” Adelaide said, taking a seat. Her sisters followed suit, and they stared at the man, waiting for him to tell them what their uncle had left them.

      He shuffled through some papers while they settled in and then looked up at them with what could be nothing more than excitement.

      “So there’s not much to read here,” he said, dropping his eyes to the paper. “It seems your uncle has left you the entirety of his estate, split into quarters. The business in Sacramento, which is, I’m sure you know, only twenty minutes by wagon. He left a manual there with instructions on how the business is run. If you choose not to accept it, he has added a codicil that will close the business. However, he states that he is hoping you will.”

      “He left us everything?” Adelaide asked breathlessly. Uncle Gabriel had been an extremely wealthy man. “Even the gold mine?”

      Mr. Robinson nodded, smiling at Adelaide. “Even the gold mine. You ladies will never have to work another day in your lives.” He chuckled. “Except as private investigators.”

      The girls looked at each other with astonishment and excitement.

      They were going to be private investigators.
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      Sadie looked at the building as they approached. It looked somewhat like a house, but it was stretched out further in the back than most of the houses she’d seen. They’d been to their uncle’s office often. Although they had never stayed or gotten involved in his business, he had shown them how he ran things and let them look through his case notes. She realized he had been preparing them. He’d probably been meaning to leave the business to them the whole time.

      She and Josie were practically bouncing with excitement, both of them leaning forward. They’d discussed all night how anxious they were to get started. Neither of them wanted to remain in the job they had and were over the moon about joining their sisters in these new positions as private investigators.

      Sadie pulled on her skirt as she got down from the buggy so it wouldn’t get caught in the door. She hopped down and headed for the front door of the office.

      “It’s locked,” Adelaide called from behind her.

      Sadie turned to see her sister approaching with a key in one hand.

      “I’ll have to figure out what do to with this key, so it doesn’t get lost,” Adelaide murmured as she stepped in front of Sadie and pushed the key in the lock mechanism.

      Once they were inside, Sadie looked around like she’d never been in the place before. It seemed different now that it belonged to her—them. The front room was spacious. There were two rooms flanking the lobby. The door to the right had a sign on it that read “Office.” The other one read, “Lavatory.”

      “We have indoor plumbing,” Sadie murmured delightedly. She turned happy eyes to her little sister, Josie, who looked like she was about to come out of her skin. “We have indoor plumbing here,” she repeated in haste.

      Josie nodded. “I know,” she squeaked. “Isn’t it amazing? I think I’ll go wash my hands right now and use the toilet.”

      They both laughed. Their uncle had been the first person in Sacramento to get indoor plumbing and an actual flushable toilet. It wasn’t a common sight, though in the years after Uncle Gabe got his, several other wealthy folks in town had one installed. It was one of the more exciting things for Sadie, and she couldn’t wait to become used to having the toilet. She thought she would walk ten miles to get back to the flushable toilet instead of using an outhouse. The thought made her laugh.

      Instead of going to the lavatory, Josie followed Sadie as she went to the door of the office and swung it open to look inside. Their uncle had left everything neat and tidy. He had several sets of dresser drawers he used as filing cabinets, a large dark brown desk with nothing but a sealed envelope on the surface, a large office chair, and several bookshelves stacked with books of all kinds. Mostly nonfiction and having to do with the law.

      “He left us a note,” Adelaide said, stepping through behind Sadie, who moved forward a little to let her through.

      “Sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t mean to be in your way.”

      “Don’t you think about it, my girl,” Adelaide said in a casual tone, not even looking at her sister as she made a beeline for the desk and the envelope, which she swooped up into her hand.

      Sadie glanced around the room one more time, admiring the black and white and red swirls of the rug on the floor. It brought some vibrancy to the otherwise dull office. There weren’t even any indoor plants, which Sadie thought to rectify in a short time. What was an office without nice flowers and some greenery?

      She stepped back out into the spacious lobby, which only held a row of five chairs on a clean hardwood floor. That was it. There was enough space for two dozen people to stand at arm’s-length around those five chairs. The walls were decorated with various landscape paintings, along with a row of paintings on one wall depicting the last five presidents.

      “I can’t believe Uncle Gabe left this to us,” Belinda said, her timid voice coming out so softly, so her sisters could barely hear her.

      Sadie nodded. “What an amazing man he was to do that. So generous.”

      Belinda gave her sister a cautious look. “Yes, but what do we know about investigating crime? What can we possibly do to hold up Uncle’s reputation?”

      “We are smart,” Sadie said confidently. “We will figure it out. I’ve got a mind that he saw something in us—at least one of us—that made him want to do this for us. I think we should thank our lucky stars and be happy about it.”

      Belinda gave Sadie a smile, but it was wavering, and it didn’t reach her eyes. It didn’t surprise Sadie that her sister was nervous about the venture. She was always that way, urging her sisters to be careful about everything they did. It came from a place in her heart, and they all knew it.

      At that moment, though, Sadie was a little frustrated with her older sister. Belinda was the careful one of the sisters, yes, but sometimes it would be nice if she would just step into the future and let it take her where it wanted without her trying to manipulate things for safety purposes. That attitude would keep her sister from having any fun in her life, Sadie was sure of it.

      “Let’s go see what the house looks like,” Josie said, pulling gently on Sadie’s sleeve. “I bet it’s set up for a man. We’ll probably have to make so many changes.”

      Sadie was also anxious to see what it looked like in the house part of the building. It was attached to the front office by a narrow hallway that wouldn’t allow more than two people side by side. She wondered about the narrowness of it as she and Josie went through to the door on the other side.

      The house area was not at all what the girls were expecting. Sadie’s eyes opened wide as she looked around. They’d visited the office many times, but they hadn’t gone back into their uncle’s living quarters. There was never a need for that.

      It was set up with neutral tones, and the classiness of it impressed Sadie. The furnishings looked soft and comfortable, all made of dark wood and a tan-colored fabric for the cushioning. The rug on the floor was also that tan color with large brown leaves scattered through it. The walls were decorated with various paintings, all classy and well-done. There were three additional bedrooms along with the main bedroom where their uncle had slept.

      All the rooms had been newly furnished. Sadie could tell by the untouched nature of it all. The furniture in the spare bedrooms didn’t look like they’d had time to collect dust. Uncle Gabriel must have been putting everything together while he was dying. Once the tuberculosis took his ability to do anything, he’d likely gotten other people to do the work for him.

      Pain swept through Sadie when she thought about how much Uncle Gabe had always done for them, how he had made sure their future was secure. What a wonderful man he had been.

      The kitchen was a master of modern opportunity. There was an up-to-date stove, a huge icebox bigger than Sadie had ever seen, counters lining the walls under hanging cabinets, an island in the middle with multiple drawers lining the side that faced the counters and cabinets.

      “We’re going to be eating good, I know that,” Josie said from behind her.

      The sisters laughed.

      “Uncle Gabriel thought of everything,” Sadie said with a contented sigh.
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      “Do you ladies want to hear what our dear uncle had to say?”

      Sadie turned to see her sister Adelaide had entered the house. She, too, stopped right after she stepped in, looking up and around her with wide eyes.

      “Oh my,” she commented breathlessly, “our uncle did have good taste, didn’t he?”

      She had been holding up the envelope and unfolded the letter which she’d taken out of it. She looked around at the walls, the floor, the furniture with admiration etched in her features. Her light eyes sparkled with wonder. She lowered the envelope and letter and strolled over to the door to her right, which she opened.

      “Aren’t the bedrooms lovely?” Sadie asked, sweeping her eyes around the living room, which was the first room one entered when coming into the house portion of the building. “And look at the amenities in the kitchen. We won’t be eating in any restaurants, that’s for certain.”

      “You are right about that,” Adelaide agreed, nodding as she turned to scan the kitchen, which was open to the rest of the house with no blocking wall. “I like these bedrooms, too. It seems so convenient that there are four of them, don’t you think?”

      Sadie gave her sister a knowing look, and a slow smile spread across her lips. “You think it was Uncle’s intention all along, don’t you?”

      Adelaide lifted her eyebrows, smiling back. “I’m not sure if it was all along, but definitely when we got old enough to start being around him. He must have seen something in us that made him want to do this.”

      “Well, we are his only nieces,” Josie pointed out as Belinda stepped quietly into the house and scanned it with wary eyes.

      “His only anything,” Sadie added with a soft laugh. “Poor man never had any boys to dote over.”

      “That’s probably why he doted over us,” Adelaide stated. “I’ll take this room here. You girls pick your rooms. They all look the same to me.”

      “Uncle’s room was bigger than the others,” Sadie said, “and personally, I think Josie should have that one because she’ll need at least two wardrobes to fit all the clothes she has.”

      Josie gasped and looked offended though Sadie knew she wasn’t.

      “How dare you?” Josie asked in a completely non-confrontational way. In fact, after she said the words, she went to the door to the largest room and stuck her head in. Pulling it back out, she added, “Yes, this room might be big enough to hold all my things. I will just set up a little spot in the corner for myself.”

      Her reaction made her sisters laugh.

      They all congregated at the table in the kitchen, which was set in between the kitchen and the living room on a small platform raised just a little higher than the floor around it. Sadie liked the setup. She felt like royalty, sitting at the long table, which only had four chairs but could easily have managed four more on either side of her and Josie. The two older sisters took the ends of the table.

      Adelaide spread the paper on the table in front of her. “Uncle says he loves us, of course. Or he did.”

      “He still does,” Belinda remarked in her soft voice. “He’s just loving us from Heaven now.”

      “Agreed,” Adelaide said to her sister in a somber voice, nodding. “He left this letter kind of like instructions, letting us know what he’s done and why.”

      “Why don’t you just read it to us, Adelaide?” Josie asked. “We want to hear it all.” She swept her eyes to her other sisters but settled them on Sadie, probably because she knew Belinda would just get flushed and probably not have a response. “Isn’t that right, girls? Don’t you want to hear it all?”

      Adelaide shook her head. “All right, all right. No need to get belligerent about it. I’ll read the whole thing to you.”

      “Well, the important parts, anyway,” Josie responded, making her other sisters look at her again. “If it’s long, you don’t have to read it all. I just want to know the important stuff. But I want to hear what he has to say, too.”

      Adelaide lowered the paper she’d picked up and stared at her sister for a moment. “Sometimes you make no sense to me,” she murmured, shaking her head and dropping her eyes to the letter again. “He says it is a sad day for you girls, I am sure, but you must keep your wits about you and remember that I am in a much better place now. I have been in a great deal of pain as of late, and I do not want you girls to remember me that way. I hope that you have found some peace with my passing, but if you haven’t yet, please know it will come. It took me a year or two to deal with the death of my brother, and that’s after losing my wife and both my parents. Years before him, in fact.”

      Adelaide looked up when Josie sniffled.

      When Josie nodded that she was fine, Adelaide continued.

      “I have every confidence that you young ladies will be able to handle my investigating business. I have left you a job to do first thing, as the down payment was already deposited, and the client has been made aware that you girls will be taking over. I have not yet begun on the case, so it will be yours from the beginning. However, I have made some notes in the folder to help you get started. There are also instruction manuals I wrote out for you—or rather had someone write while I dictated—so you will make the business as efficient as possible while still running it your own way. If you find something that you believe needs changing, which could very well happen since new inventions are coming out every day, you should do so. Do not fear disrespecting me because I did things a different way. Chances are I didn’t have the opportunity to use whatever newfangled contraption they come up with to make life easier for people in general, so if you see a chance, you jump for it. No tradition needs to be left in place when something better comes along. Please keep that in mind and do what you want to when it comes to the business.”

      Adelaide stopped when her voice cracked slightly. Sadie could tell the tone of her uncle’s letter had touched her sister’s heart. If anyone was perfect for running the agency and keeping things modern and up to date, it would be Adelaide. Her brilliant mind was constantly working out the details of different problems, subjects, topics, whatever was bugging her at the moment.

      “My reputation in California is solid. All of my previous clients are aware that I am giving the company to you four, and you will be as good as I was. Much better, I suspect. There are four of you, after all. If you aren’t better than me, maybe consider selling the business.”

      Titters went around the table.

      “I have every confidence that you can do this, my girls. You take care of yourselves and if you have any trouble at all or need any help, ask Mayor Carruthers. He will help you with whatever you need. He knew me well and is what I would have considered a best friend. I want you all to know I thanked God every day for letting me be a part of your lives. I am forever grateful, and now that I am hopefully walking beside Him in Heaven, I’ll be surely telling Him that every day of my existence. Until we meet again, my dear Adelaide, Belinda, Sarah, and Justine. I love you all.”

      Sadie knew why her sister had sniffed. Her own eyes had filled with tears. Memories came flooding back through her mind. She pressed her lips together. She was going to miss that sweet man.
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