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Ella Westin #5


Queen’s Quest

 


Name: Ella Westin

Date of Incident: November 1827

Location: Not a Haunted House in Port
Bass, Maine

Mission: Prevent Ghosts from Stealing
Goods

Report filed: Private Files

Incident: Robbery

 


I’d first met Annie Grainger when she walked
into my dining room and burst into tears. She’d grown on me since
then, but even if she hadn’t, I supposed I’d be duty-bound to look
into the matter she’d brought to my attention. Namely, she
convinced herself she overheard ghosts planning a robbery. Luckily,
she realized that—as ghosts don’t exist—they wouldn’t likely be
scheming to rob anything.

Well, perhaps Annie still believed in spirits
since she asked me to investigate the old haunted house where she’d
overheard somebody talking to somebody else about breaking into
somewhere and stealing…something. At my incessant questioning, she
finally told me she thought a king was going to rob a museum.

The scant information Annie gave me was vague
and unhelpful, so I didn’t know what possessed me to promise to
help. I considered the possibility she’d fallen asleep in the
pantry and dreamt the whole thing, her fear of the abandoned house
causing ghosts to appear. Although, most people’s dreams of that
nature ended with the representatives of the netherworld reaching
for the dreamer to take them home forever. Not breaking into a
museum. That nagged at me. I had little choice but to treat Annie’s
information, such as it was, as a lead until I could dismiss it
with actual evidence.

Did ghosts leave clues?

I was destined to find out.

But how did one go about investigating
ghosts? Not the phantom kind born of fear or drink, but the type
born of real men meeting in secret?

I considered my informant as I settled back
into an especially comfortable window seat in my new bedroom. Joe
knew I was not an early morning sort of person, so when he rose at
dawn, he quietly dressed and left the room. Our bedroom resided in
a spire at the top of the mansion. Finally—mercifully—alone and yet
I couldn’t concentrate on reading as my mind swarmed with Annie’s
plight.

Annie was engaged to marry a man who was
sitting in jail for murder. Joe, Jasper and I spent an inordinate
amount of time in vain trying to convince her the man she loved
would not be hanged. He’d killed Horace Smythe, a nasty criminal
with many equally nasty friends, in self-defense. The fact that the
witnesses had been bribed, threatened and even attacked did not
bode well for his day in court, but Annie had to remain strong for
her man.

These incidents were what led to Annie’s
presence at Jasper’s mansion—we were protecting her from Smythe’s
men—and also what led to Annie overhearing supposed apparitions at
the supposed haunted house on Hill Street. After killing Smythe,
her man had the presence of mind to figure out where to hide her
from retaliation. The couple guessed nobody would look for a
defenseless girl in a haunted house.

Annie tried to fit into our household, bless
her. But a mansion-owning pirate with a criminal daughter and
government agent son and daughter-in-law was a strange family to
join. If she noticed the lack of domestic help, she didn’t say
anything, and I wondered if she pieced together the fact that
Jasper did not want people traipsing through his house while he was
engaged in turning the town’s opinion of him from pirate to
businessman—since he was stubbornly both. She was a sweet girl, and
I’d help a stranger, so I decided to investigate.

It would be best to go alone. It would be
best not to inform anyone that I was, in fact, going anywhere for
any reason. I wasn’t concerned for my safety, but my husband, the
aforementioned Joe, thought he had to protect me. If the worst
happened, Annie would tell him what I’d been up to. At least he
couldn’t make me feel guilty for leaving him behind if I were dead.
And I was sure of one thing: if I were killed and came back as a
ghost, the last thing I’d do would be plan a heist. Though, I’d
love to jump out at and scream sweet nothings in a few people’s
sensitive ears before moving on to my great reward.
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The weather held steady: cold and wet. Snow
blanketed most of Port Bass, and the roads, such as they were, were
barely passable by foot, let alone horse or wagon. I let the heavy
curtain fall back into place over the turret window, keeping the
icy air out and the warmth in. Joe was able to go to work, despite
technically still being on his honeymoon. I knew he was checking on
the new boss before we officially went back to work. That was fine
by me because I wanted to get out of the house on my own, anyway.
There was no way I’d make it past my husband—or his father—without
an interrogation.

The only thing I wanted to do for the rest of
my honeymoon was read. Joe and I had spent an inordinate amount of
time together after the wedding, including solving a murder on our
honeymoon. And then on the train back home. Then as I moved into
his father’s mansion…I’d had enough vacation, and I was ready to
get back to work and at least get paid for putting criminals behind
bars. But for right now, I just wanted to read. At this point, I
didn’t care what book, any book. I longed to sit by the firelight
in my very own library and get lost in the pages of a riveting,
dramatic story.

Up until I married Joe, I lived on the
streets and then prison and then one room in a boarding house. Now
my dwelling consisted of a two-and-a-half story mansion—my majestic
bedroom resided in a stone turret—owned by a not-so-retired pirate
who the town pretended was a successful shipwright. But Jasper, my
pirate father-in-law with the wooden leg and diamond-sequined eye
patch, was almost as protective as Joe. Maybe more so. Ever since I
moved in, he acted as though it was his duty to keep me safe. I
supposed I did lead a dangerous life, working for the government
investigating murders, but I was good at it. Before my marriage,
what happened to me was of little concern. I was an orphan, an only
child as far as I knew, and alone, aside from a select person here
or there who helped me. Suddenly having a family thrust at me was
something we’d all had to adjust to.

Doris, Joe’s sister, was the only person who
gave me a wide berth. Instead of cross-examining me, she merely
snickered while nodding, giving her approval while waiting for me
to get into trouble.

I was getting into—and out of—trouble since
before I knew Joe existed, and I saw no reason to change that now.
It wasn’t like Joe was a carpenter or a banker—though those
professions invited danger of a different kind. He also worked for
the government and would be gone weeks at a time while infiltrating
criminal organizations. If he didn’t care to quit, why should
I?

I joined Joe and Annie in the lavish dining
room, the candles in the chandelier throwing a warm glow over the
massive table. Still dressed in a nightgown peeking out of her
blue-colored robe, messy brown hair more out of her braid than
secured in it, she looked perfectly miserable. Good. I could use
that to my advantage. I was helping her after all.

“Honey!” Joe jumped up and kissed my cheek.
The warmth of his breath sent an equally warm wave down my back.
Thin, blond strands tickled the sensitive skin at my throat.
Holding an exquisite mahogany chair out for me, he beamed as he
bent his tall frame.

I forced a thank you. Most of the time I
didn’t mind a courteous gentleman, but there were other times,
times when I was hiding things from that same gentleman, when I
wanted to point out that I could seat myself and had been doing so
for many a year.

Annie slouched further into her own seat, her
big, brown eyes filling with water. “Al used to hold my chair for
me.”

I spoke quickly, lest she burst into tears
before breakfast had even been served. “And he will again. Do you
want him to think you’re nothing but a weepy widow while he’s
struggling to survive?”

Joe stared at me before making his way over
to Annie and placing a comforting hand upon her shoulder. “There,
there, Annie. It’s all right.”

“It’s not all right,” I said. “She’s got to
strengthen her resolve, or what kind of life will they lead? What
if they have children and one of them skins his knee? She’ll
blubber on and on and drown the others in a river of tears.”

Annie faced me, the water in her eyes
replaced by fire.

I glared right back at her. “I hear
childbirth is a painful, horrendous experience that is so God-awful
even men can’t handle it. That’s why we do it. Start showing
some backbone.”

“Ella!”

Annie held up a hand. “No, she’s right, Mr.
Westin. She’s right. Al wouldn’t want me to fall apart. I guess I’m
scared and feeling out of control. I can’t seem to do anything to
help.” She worried the fabric of the pristine, stiff napkin through
her fingers. “I wish I was like you, Mrs. Westin.”

“No, you don’t.” I’d been a lonely orphan who
now had a husband. Sometimes I thought he’d leave me when I least
expected it. I no longer enjoyed being alone but feared I would end
up that way, and I didn’t know why. Annie expected to be surrounded
by people, and lo and behold, while her intended was in jail, she
was staying in a mansion full of strangers.

Jasper and Doris walked in bearing trays of
our breakfast. The scent of scrambled eggs mingled with the sharp
aroma of bacon, and my stomach growled. As usual, I couldn’t read
Doris’s expression. After setting down the trays, she fluffed her
napkin and sat in the seat held out by Joe. Sometimes it took me
several minutes to adjust my skirts after settling down, but Doris
slipped in, barely touched her pink, satiny skirts, sat straight,
like a princess, and waited for her father to seat himself.

Jasper clomped to his seat, wrenched it out,
plopped down and wiggled it forward while holding his wooden leg
out to the side. My eyes darted over him as I tried to determine if
he was upset or excited about something. One could never tell with
the crusty old pirate.

“Good morning, family!”

Great. Jasper was in a wonderful mood.
Ignoring that, I reached for some potatoes.

We ate our fill of roasted potatoes, eggs,
bacon, toast and coffee. The men spoke about their upcoming day,
and I tried to listen but couldn’t help mentally outlining my plan
of attack. What could I do if I found nothing at the house on Hill
Street? Could I return and tell Annie she’d imagined it? Was I
doing this to convince Annie she hadn’t overheard anything, or did
I really expect to stop a theft?

“So if I’m not home for dinner, Ella, that’s
why.”

I stopped chewing as Joe’s voice broke into
my thoughts. “Huh?”

My husband took a deep breath, as though
drawing in patience, not air. “Ness is going to randomly assign one
or two of us to do it, so if I’m not home for dinner, I was one of
the unlucky ones.”

“Oh, of course, dear.” I attempted a smile,
but he made a face back at me. Joe not home for dinner would be a
welcome event. What if I did find something at the abandoned house
that led me to men up to no good? Who knew how long my quest would
take? I’d already told Annie to make up some excuse if I wasn’t
back by dinner. If I didn’t return by midnight, I’d told her to
sound the alarm and send out a search team. I had no intention of
disappearing, but nobody ever did. Except criminals or victims of
harassment.

“What do you think, Ella?”

I looked up again. This time Doris was
speaking.

“Whatever you feel is best.”

She smirked at me, pink lips pressed
together, knowing I hadn’t heard a word she’d said. “Naw, I don’t
believe I will take her to the dressmaker after all.”

“Dressmaker?” That was the last place I
wanted to go. “Why?”

Joe dropped his fork in agitation, but Jasper
laughed, saying, “I knew it. I told you, son. She hasn’t heard a
word any of us has said.”

I forced wayward thoughts from my mind and
focused on the conversation. “All right, I may have
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