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The Ella Westin
Mysteries

 


Ella Westin #1

Married To Murder

6,214 words

 


Three hours before my wedding, I have to prove my
groom didn’t commit murder.

Is it too late to elope?

 


Ella Westin #2

Honeymoon Homicide

8,383 words

 


My husband wants me to solve a murder at 4am.

Is it too late to get separate rooms?

 


Ella Westin #3

Toxic Train

19,968 words

 


A passenger is poisoned and it’s up to me to find the
killer.

Is it too late to miss the train?

 


Ella Westin #4

Unpacking the Undertaker

 


I’m back from my honeymoon and moving into my new
home. I unpacked a particularly heavy crate and got a nasty shock.
All I wanted to do was put my books on the bookshelf.

Is it too late to close the crate and send it
back?
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Ella Westin #4

 Unpacking the
Undertaker

 


Name: Ella Westin

Date of Incident: November 1827—End
of my honeymoon

Location: My new home

Mission: Unpack without coming across
dead bodies

Report filed: Private Files

Incident: Murder

 


I will never
understand how my husband talked me into living with my
father-in-law. Joe and I had just returned from our honeymoon, and,
as we walked into Jasper’s grandiose mansion with our luggage, a
chill crawled down my back, like the feather-light touch of icy
fingers barely brushing against my skin.

It didn’t help matters when Jasper stuck us
in Joe’s old room with an offhand comment about our bedroom not
being ready. I didn’t like the fuss Jasper was making. I didn’t
like the fact that I’d be in such close quarters with a known
criminal, accepted by society because he shared his ill-gotten
wealth with the community at large. Perhaps that was where I erred
in my own criminal career—I’d kept to myself and did my best to
involve no one. Jasper walked around, clomping everywhere he went
with that peg leg of his, and the seaside town of Port Bass, Maine
offered him a seat, sustenance, a drink and sometimes even a snug
haven from harsh weather. I’d tried to remain invisible as I picked
pockets. Jasper grinned, clasped your hand firmly and held your
gaze while his other hand snaked down to your money pouch.

I drew a breath through my nose, attempting
to settle my mind about the latest predicament I’d found myself in.
I’d always thought of Joe’s bedroom as Joe’s, not ours. The notion
of living here never crossed our minds. Yet, here we were.

Unlike most New England homes I’d been in,
Joe’s bedroom was rather large and well-furnished. Red and brown
rugs stretched across the wood floor, a threadbare maroon one
between the window and the bed, an innocent victim of Joe’s habit
of pacing in the early morning hours.

Burgundy walls cocooned us in warmth. A
pleasant, spicy smell mingled with the burning embers of the
forgotten fire. The fireplace was large, housed in gray stone, and
took up half the wall across from the bed. Curtains, the color of a
delicious red wine, hung lazily over the double window overlooking
the massive yard between the house and front gates.

“I don’t want to live with your father,” I
said to Joe. We still lay in bed, watching the broken rays of a
weak winter sun struggling to make its way across the sleepy
room.

Joe blinked rapidly, as if trying to steady
himself for a calm response. “We’ve discussed this, Ella. I keep
odd hours and am away for days at a time.”

“I’ve been looking forward to that.”

“That’s very funny.” He turned to face me,
propping an elbow on his pillow and holding his head up. Blond
strands fell over his long fingers. “I don’t want you to be
alone.”

“I’ve always been alone. When I agreed to
marry you, I didn’t realize I was saying yes to your father and
sister as well.”

He smirked, a playful light shining from his
eyes. “Dad and Doris can be a handful, but they’ll have found their
match in you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Only that you’ll fit in perfectly.” He
threw the covers back and climbed out of bed, searching for his
clothes. “You have a family now. Why don’t you try to enjoy
it?”

“Enjoy it? Joe, I…I…” I took a deep breath,
keeping my voice low, not that I thought Jasper or Doris would
eavesdrop, but when you’re admitting personal failings, you don’t
even want the person you’re admitting them to, to hear. “I don’t
know how to be a wife, let alone a daughter or a sister.”

Joe pulled his suspenders over bare
shoulders and raced to my side of the bed. “Honey! You’re a
wonderful wife! And I have no doubts you’ll make a wonderful
daughter and a wonderful sister and a fantastic mother!” He grabbed
me in a tight embrace.

“Don’t start, Joe. We agreed we’d settle in
first. We need to see how married life treats us and get used to it
and used to living here and…and used to our new work life.”

“That’s why I’m going in today.” He grasped
my arms warmly. “Unless you want me to stay and help you unpack.
It’s my duty as much as yours. I don’t want you stuck with the
thankless chore all alone.”

There was that word again. Why did he say it
like it was a bad thing?

“They’re my things, Joe. You already live
here. And what does your father mean when he says our room isn’t
ready yet? Why can’t we stay in here? It’s nice enough.” I glanced
around the darkened space. Joe’s bed was old but comfortable and
certainly big enough for the two of us. The fireplace was
well-kept, and the desk by the window—while worn and a bit
creaky—was still functional.

“Dad says it’s not big enough for us.”

“It’s perfectly adequate.”

“Dad doesn’t like ‘adequate.’ Haven’t you
noticed?”

I eyed Joe. “I’ve noticed a lot of things
about your father.”

“I think he wants you to feel welcome, and
leaving us in my modest room in his palatial mansion isn’t exactly
the best way to foster a budding relationship.”

“He wants to bribe me in case I catch him in
some criminal activity and immediately turn him over to the
government that so badly wants to imprison him.”

Joe wagged a finger at me. “Only some people
in the government want him. Mostly everyone loves Dad.” Joe grasped
his suspenders, his cheeks beaming with pride. “He just put in a
new water tower for Port Bass, at his own expense.”

I shot out of bed. “He knocked the old one
over! He flooded the town!”

“So the story goes. He also got a flock of
men to repaint and rebuild the town after that little fire got out
of hand.”

“He set that fire!”

Joe frowned. “Not everyone remembers that,
but everyone remembers how kind and benevolent Dad is. He’s a
shipwright.”

“He’s a pirate.”

“A retired pirate who never preyed upon Port
Bass or its citizens.”

“Yes he did, he—”

“Not that anyone knows about. Come on, Ella.
Dad truly enjoys living here. It took me five years to convince him
to stay in one place, and not only has he, but he’s given up his
old ways and made quite a name for himself. He’s Captain Westin
now. You know he makes his money legitimately by building and
repairing ships as well as buying and selling them.”

I opened my mouth to counter everything he’d
said but thought better of it. If I did, I had a nasty feeling one
of our go-to arguments would be about Jasper, and as unaccustomed
as I was to family life, I didn’t think it would be fair to Joe. So
I chose my words wisely. “If I catch your father doing anything
illegal, I will arrest him and testify at his trial.”

Joe grinned. “I’m so glad you finally agree
with me. The old man is a great citizen; you’ll see for
yourself.”
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I got dressed
slowly, hoping Joe would attribute my malaise to the morning—which
I do not welcome as openly as others. I didn’t want to breakfast
with Joe or his father. Doris was away visiting friends, and I knew
not to ponder that. She was as crooked as their pirate father and
lived on Fifth Street, but recently she’d moved back in with
Jasper. Something about selling her house and all of the belongings
in it… My bet was the dwelling was little more than storage for
stolen goods, and she’d just found enough buyers to clear the place
out.

I wasn’t too sure what to do about her. As a
woman, I felt a certain kinship to protect her. It’s not that she
reminded me of myself, or the woman I might have become had I not
gone honest, but she was so clever and sharp and worked so hard, I
could only respect her. I just wasn’t sure I liked her…or, to tell
the truth, I wasn’t sure she liked me.

After slipping into an old dress,
well-suited for traipsing through the snow and cold to cart my
crates back here and then unpack them, I trudged downstairs to let
Joe say goodbye to me. Even though this was our first morning
together as a married couple in our new home, I sensed he was one
of those men who had to make sure the wife was all right before
leaving the house.

“There’s my beautiful bride. I was just
going to come up and make sure you were all right before I
left.”

My instincts had always been right when it
came to this man. We stood in the grand foyer at the bottom of the
spiral staircase, and he checked the entrances to both hallways
leading to more rooms before bending toward me. I caught his light
scent, and my breath hitched as he flung his arms around my waist,
pulling me into a passionate kiss. My senses were still reeling
when he whispered, “I’ll be counting the seconds until dinner,” and
left the house.

I took a moment to compose myself, smoothing
unruffled skirts and adjusting my flawless blonde bun. I was sure
an embarrassing blush graced both my cheeks, but I couldn’t do
anything about it so I patted my stomach and turned left toward the
kitchen. I walked down the hall, past the study and the library,
and ended up in an old room filled with wrapped clothes, books
stacked in piles on the floor, shelves filled with various boxes,
candles, oil lamps and glass jars with all sorts of interesting
items in them.

“Ella?”

I nearly jumped and couldn’t keep my left
hand from grasping my bosom as I whirled around. My right hand dove
into my skirts, and I was grasping the hilt of a dagger before I
saw the person that had shocked me. “Jasper!”

Gray whiskers dotted his cheeks, and he
squinted at me with his one good eye; a diamond-sequined eye patch
adorned his other. I couldn’t read his face—I’d swear I saw concern
flit past as he reached toward me. “I’m so sorry, dear. I didn’t
mean to frighten you.”

“You startled me. I was looking for the
kitchen.”

“You took a wrong turn. Allow me.” He held
out an elbow, and I forced myself to take his offered arm and let
him lead me back down the hall, past the library and second parlor,
across the foyer and down the other hall.

“We’re right next to that storage room,” I
said, as we entered the kitchen.

“Yes. The back of the staircase blocks
passage to it. I’ll show you the secret entrance once you’ve been
here a while.”

I couldn’t tell if he was kidding, so I let
the matter drop.

“I made some eggs and bacon. Doris is a
better cook than I am, though Joe’s the best of the three of
us.”

“The four of us,” I said.

Jasper exhaled and grinned broadly. “The
four of us. That rings right, don’t you think?”

My stomach flopped as I realized I’d talked
about us as though we were a foursome. A family. We were, I
supposed, but I still hadn’t quite accepted it and didn’t want to
commit to anything. “We’re only here temporarily, Jasper. We’ll
have a family of our own one day.”

“One day soon, I hope. And, obviously you’ll
have to move because my mansion—with its five bedrooms, ballroom,
study, library, grand parlor and other rooms that can be converted
to anything you want—would hardly be big enough to raise a
family.”

I jabbed his chest with my finger. “Listen
here, old man. I’m not going to be beholden to anyone, definitely
not a pirate. If Joe and I have to sleep in a barn to save enough
money to buy our own shack, I will do that instead of owing anybody
anything.”

Jasper nodded as he handed me a plate of
eggs. “I think that’s why I like you. You’re an honest crook.”

“I’m not a crook anymore.”

“You’re an honest crook, and that’s hard to
come by. The Westins have always upheld honor, even while stealing.
Something happened with Joe, and he’s just plain honest with the
tiniest streak of rebellion in him. But you, you expect nothing
from anybody and won’t even take it when it’s offered. You and Joe
will be good for one another, balance each other out a bit.” He
tipped forward. “You can relax here, Ella. Nobody’s after you, no
one’s going to take what little you have. And you’re not beholden
to family. There are no debts to be paid here.” He spread his arms
wide. “What’s the point of having all this if I can’t share
it?”

“You seem to enjoy it well enough,” I said.
He pulled a chair away from the little white table, and I took the
offered seat, setting my breakfast down in front of me.

Jasper sat across from me, his peg leg
sticking out from under the table. “Yes, but only because of what
it represents. Let’s face it, I have two children, and Doris will
leave for good, mark my words. She only came back because she
thinks it’s the duty of a good daughter to make sure I’m not alone
in my old age.”

I scoffed. “You’re nowhere near old age.” I
loved to tease him and called him “old man” whenever I could
because it bothered him. Despite the gray hair and stiff manner he
sometimes displayed when the day ran a little long, he wasn’t as
old as he appeared.

“But when I am old, who’ll look after
me?”

“No pirate pension?”

“Ella! A man can…can make money all he
wants, but he can’t buy people.”

“You haven’t met Judge Canady.”

He rolled his eyes. “Doris has no intention
of marrying or providing me with grandchildren.”

“That’s her right.”

“Sometimes I wish I were a normal man who
ordered his daughter to do as he sees fit.”

I tasted the eggs and was surprised at how
good they were. I could possibly enjoy some aspects of living in a
house with multiple people to share the domestic
responsibilities—especially since I worked outside the home, too.
“I think that’s one of the things that attracted me to Joe. He
isn’t constrained by societal thinking.”

“That gives you a wide latitude.” He rested
his arm on the table and bent forward. “You’re welcome.”

“Jasper, stop trying to talk me into staying
here. I’ve agreed for…for a little while. A transitory situation,
but frankly, I don’t see how two government agents can live in the
same house with two known criminals.” Now I leaned toward him.
“It’s not going to end well.”
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Shrugging into my
winter coat, I thought about the monumental job before me. I had to
ready the wagon, finish packing up my meager belongings at my old
residence, cart them back here, unload them and then unpack. I
couldn’t say I was looking forward to it, but it had to be done.
Maybe I’d feel a little better once it was finished and all I owned
rested in one place. The thought of that place being Jasper’s
mansion did not fill me with strength, but perhaps I was being
callous. Jasper had shown me nothing but kindness and grace since
Joe and I married.

Ah-ha! Jasper was trying to make up for
ruining my wedding day; that’s what all this was about. Nothing
would make up for that, but I didn’t have to tell him so soon. Let
him keep trying.

“You didn’t look in the library, did you,
Ella?”

I whirled around again. “Jasper, stop doing
that!” How could a man with a wooden leg sneak up on me over a
tiled floor?

He looked sheepish. “Sorry. Please, come
this way.” He extended a hand and let me go before him down the
hallway I had mistakenly taken earlier.

“I really have to get going, Jasper. I want
to be done with the unloading before it gets dark. There are only a
few hours of daylight left.” There were only a few hours of
daylight at all at this time of year. I’d just steeled myself for
leaving the warmth of the mansion, and now Jasper was taking me
further into it.

“That’s why I waited until now to let you in
on my little secret. I’m hoping you won’t be too mad at me.”

I was on guard like never before. “What
secret? I’m busy today, Jasper, and I don’t have time to get
involved in one of your—” I gasped as we entered the library, a
room I’d never been in before. In fact, most of the rooms on this
side of the house were new to me.

Towering, ornate carvings had been cut into
the walls, separating the dark, wooden shelves holding countless
books from the colossal
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