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      “You realize business people in Arrojo are taking Labor Day seriously this year, don’t you, Del?”

      The words greeted Adele with her coffee on the steamy September morning. Her brother Jackson bent over his sloppy oatmeal, as was his usual custom. He ate it without dropping any from his spoon on his starched shirt and jacket, the silk handkerchief tucked in his pocket in a perfect diamond shape. The deputy sheriff had impressed everyone in Arrojo with his immaculate appearance in the two years since he had accepted the position in their town, especially considering the sheriff could sometimes be a little too loose with his dress and even appear dingy and unrefined after a harrowing encounter with a criminal.

      “I’m surprised you know it.” She glanced at him over the rim of her cup. “I would hardly put the police under the heading of ‘commerce.’”

      “The town council informed us of the fact yesterday,” Jackson said dryly.

      “You mean Mrs. Faderman?” She put her fork down, the eggs sliding near the edge of the plate. Tomas, their hired man who insisted on acting as a footman as well, jumped forward with a napkin in his hand, ready to rescue the falling food, but it stayed inside the plate.

      “And others,” he answered.

      “I thought the woman considered commercial enterprise little better than swimming in a hellhole,” Adele remarked.

      “Such language, dear sister!”

      “But it’s true, isn’t it?”

      “Apparently not this Labor Day,” he said. “She and Mr. Raleigh and several others were most emphatic on the subject.” Jackson shook out his paper.

      “I’m anxious to hear what the good woman had to say,” Adele said.

      “Only that it’s our civic duty and civic pride not to interfere with the shops this year,” he said.

      “Why this year in particular?”

      “She didn’t say,” he said. “Neither did the others.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice in mock confidence. “But I heard tell the last several summers have been slim for Bridge Street merchants and they don’t want to make the same mistake this year.”

      “Their devotion to the holiday has nothing to do with an appreciation for workers’ rights, then?” She eyed him.

      “Hardly.” He chuckled. “Mr. Raleigh confided in me —”

      “Confided!” Adele snorted.

      “ — that most of the businesses in town have lost money most during of the summer so they’ll need to rely on the visitors coming to the country over the holiday to help them pull through the year,” he said. “I expect you shall too, though I imagine one can only sell so much, holiday or not.”

      “You talk as if I were just a paper peddler,” she grumbled.

      “Heaven forbid.” He gave her an exaggerated bow. “Even Mr. Raleigh admitted your wares far exceed anything he offers.”

      “Then why hasn’t he gotten rid of his stationery section?” Adele raised an eyebrow.

      “Because, dear sister, there is something in this country we all appreciate,” he said airily. “It’s called a free market.”

      “There isn’t much of that in Arrojo,” she admitted.

      “Ah, but there will be on Monday,” he said. “Hatfield is expecting large crowds of people from the city.”

      Adele couldn’t help but recall the colorful stories she had read in the San Francisco Chronicle growing up about holiday excursions to the country. Hence, with air filling up their lungs and sunshine widening their hearts, carriages flock to the country roads from San Francisco to Sacramento like obedient ducklings, stopping in “quaint” and “untainted” towns. Neither are these thrill-seekers disappointed, as they ultimately return home, their arms filled with the best Vallejo and Creston and others have to offer. Or so the country merchants have them believing…

      “I can hardly wait,” she said dryly. “You’ve been well informed about this town's commercial prospects, Jack.”

      “The police must always be informed of the quirks and habits of its citizens,” said Jackson, without looking up from his paper.

      She eyed him. “In other words, the council had a meeting yesterday evening.”

      “The sheriff attended that, not me,” he said.

      “And Mrs. Faderman made her pretty speech about commercial enterprise,” Adele guessed. “Remarkable, considering the woman never owned a shop in her life.”

      Jackson sighed. “She loves to put her fingers into every pie. Even those she demoralizes one minute while praising them the next.”

      She slid a triangle of toast out of the rack but held it suspended over her plate for a moment. “For the people north of Bridge Street, Labor Day is a celebration of their rights,” she mused. “For Bridge Street merchants, it’s a chance to make money.”

      “Well, why not?” Jackson asked. “For Father, it was a chance to people-watch at the picnic in Golden Gate Park. He ogled them like one would a bloody accident.”

      Adele gave him a sharp look. “It wasn’t as shameful as you make it seem, Jack. People expect to be watched at a public park on a holiday.”

      “But not peered at under a magnifying glass.” His face remained tight as he glanced at the hoop-shaped tool now hanging from Adele’s throat on a gold chain. “At least you use it as it was meant to be used.”

      Adele fingered the trinket. “So did Papa. He was just as much a student of human nature as I am.”

      “Those men he defended were certainly prime specimens of human nature.” Her brother growled. Thomas’ eyes grew large with worry, always afraid of any harsh words between brother and sister.

      “You always put people into little boxes, don’t you, Jack?” she asked evenly. “It’s not that easy for some of us.”

      “I wouldn’t be much of a policeman without knowing that, Del,” he snapped.

      “Perhaps you’re a good policeman in spite of it,” she murmured.

      Ruth poked her head through the door and announced the arrival of Hatfield. The sheriff nearly hit his head on the doorframe as he came out, his arms brushing against its wooden barriers. Adele had seen people jump at the sight of the massive figure with his badge shining in their eyes, but she knew his manner was always gracious, his voice soft-toned by nature and his smile amiable.

      “You’re just in time, Sheriff,” said Jackson. “We were arguing about the law.”

      “Oh?”

      The stormy feeling disappeared. “Jack was just telling me about Arrojo’s sudden love of commerce. A rather progressive idea for the twentieth century.” She grinned as Tomas scrambled to find Hatfield a chair.

      “Yes, this town rather resists progress, doesn’t it?” said the sheriff. His usual whimsical tone had a definitive edge.

      “I wouldn’t say Arrojo resists progress exactly,” she argued, “but it certainly is selective of it.” She dropped a lump of sugar in her small cup.

      “Del thinks Arrojo limped into the new century rather than embraced it like she has.” Jackson shifted his newspaper to rest on his other knee. “I told her about the town council meeting. I thought, with her shop, she ought to know what to expect on Monday.”

      “And it didn’t change your mind?” Hatfield regarded her with interest.

      “If they can’t care much about the rights of workers,” Adele remarked, “they have no business embracing consumerism in their own backyards.”

      The sheriff gave a deep laugh and plunked his hat down on the table. “Don’t be too sure, Adele. Mrs. Faderman and the council may encourage commercial enterprise when it suits them, but they can still hold their own with the ‘see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil’ crowd.”

      “I don’t think I understand.” She stared at him.

      Hatfield glanced at her brother as Tomas laid another cup and saucer on the table as well as a plate twice the size of Adele’s in front of him. “You didn’t tell your sister the rest of the story.”

      “You said it was confidential, sir,” said Jackson in a stiff tone. “You know I don’t make exceptions for Del, even if she is my sister.”

      “I make exceptions for her,” Hatfield declared. “She’s earned the exception with her help in three murder cases.”

      It was clear her brother did not agree, and Adele tried to hide her smile at the crease of annoyance on his forehead.

      “And, er, may I say you look rather fetching in that yellow dress?” The sheriff sounded almost like a schoolboy.

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” she said. “But the color isn’t yellow, you know. It’s pale gold.”

      “Whatever you call it, it looks delightful on you.”

      Her brother cleared his throat. “I assume we’re duty bound —”

      “The council doesn’t make decisions about the laws in this county, Jackson.” Hatfield’s voice was brisk. “I do.”

      Adele poured him more coffee and pushed the sugar bowl toward him. “You make it sound as if the town council believes the laws don’t apply to them.”

      “They may be fools Adele, but they’re not criminals,” said the sheriff. “Though their behavior borders on negligence at times.” This remark made Tomas stiffen.

      “It must have been quite serious if it has you buzzing, Sheriff,” said Adele. “You’re usually more diplomatic than that.”

      “When we tell you about it, you’ll see why I’m buzzing,” Hatfield said. “I’m sure your brother told you about the reports we’ve received from my friend Sheriff Hill about thefts they’ve had in Sacramento.”

      “But that’s far away from here.”

      “Not far enough, Del.” Jackson folded the paper on the crease and laid it down. “Last week, we had a few thefts in some of the towns in this county.”

      “Vargas was the first,” Hatfield said. “And yesterday, we received a dispatch from Wells Fargo that Rosa Gris and Blue Springs reported items missing from some of their shops.”

      “That’s ghastly!” Her cup dropped to the table, missing the saucer. Tomas mumbled his dismay in soft Spanish. “No one was hurt, I hope?”

      “The thief is only interested in valuables, not people,” said Jackson. “There have been no reports of violence.”

      “Still — it’s horrible to think —” She took another slice of toast from the holder, feeling her hand shaking.

      Hatfield drew his hand toward the edge of the table between them. Adele’s shoulders gave a quick flinch, though she knew the sheriff would never take liberties. But there was something in the man’s gaze, his mouth closed but his eyes large and almost innocent, that gave her the sudden feeling of being in a too intimate corner with him just then.

      “Perhaps Nin and I should warn the Bridge Street merchants before Monday,” she suggested. “From one shop owner to another.”

      Silence buzzed around her, muting the brilliant blue sky to gray. Even the pair of doves nesting on the gazebo hushed up their morning song.

      “We’ll be very discreet, of course,” she continued, her voice less assured. “We’ll ask to speak to them in private.”

      The sheriff cleared his throat. “I’m afraid you can’t do that, Adele.”

      “Why can’t we?”

      “Because,” Hatfield said, “the town council refused to allow it when I suggested it.”

      “Refused!”

      “They want us to keep it quiet, Del,” said her brother. “We shouldn’t have even told you.”

      The butter knife slipped from her hand and scraped against her empty plate. Tomas darted forward, mumbling in Spanish, glancing around to see if anything was broken. “That’s perfectly ridiculous! Why, for heaven’s sake?”

      “They believe it would cause ‘unnecessary panic’ and ‘soil the potential prospects for prosperity in our good town,’” Hatfield grumbled. “Those were Mrs. Faderman’s words. They all agreed with her, of course.”

      “They had little choice,” Jackson remarked.

      Adele threw down her napkin. “So that’s what you meant when you said their behavior borders on negligence! That civic pride of hers has blinded her again!”

      “Not to mention made her deaf and dumb,” Hatfield said dryly.

      Adele rose, pacing the veranda. “Her behavior doesn't border on the negligent, Sheriff. It is negligent. Even criminal!”

      “Really, Del,” her brother mumbled. “Must you always exaggerate?”

      “What else would you call it, Jack?” she insisted. “She’s prepared to risk what could be a mess of thieves roaming in our midst.”

      “There’s no evidence there’s more than one thief,” Hatfield said in a quiet voice.

      “Well, Mrs. Faderman may be prepared to take that risk, but I’m not!” She threw a napkin across the veranda where it landed a few feet away from the steps. Tomas walked over and picked it up, shaking his head and mumbling.

      “I was hoping you’d grown out of throwing tantrums.” Jackson’s voice was mild, but his curling knuckles betrayed his agitation. “This is quite unladylike of you.”

      “I promise you the other shop owners wouldn’t want to take that risk either.” She turned to Hatfield. “I understand you’re under an obligation to honor their decision. But I’m under no such obligation and neither is Nin.”

      There was a heaviness in the air. “I told you we shouldn’t have told her, Sheriff,” Jackson barked.

      She glared at him. “On the contrary. I’m glad you did.”

      “Ever since the Blackstone case, you think you have a license to involve yourself in all police business.” He glared at her with defiance.

      “And I’ve done just as well as you and the sheriff,” she defended. “Nin and I have saved innocent people from the hangman and sought justice for victims who deserved it.”

      “I’m not so sure they all deserved it,” Hatfield said, his voice still subdued. “Millie Gibb, for instance.”

      “That’s not the point,” Jackson said. “It's not fitting to a woman in your position, Del. Or in Miss Branch’s either.”

      “You sound like Mrs. Faderman, Jack.” She looked away.

      “There are some things in which she’s right.” Her brother cleared his throat. “People are afraid to talk to me because of what you’ll make of it.”

      “Oh, poppycock!”

      “It’s true, Del.” He leaned forward. “How do you expect me to do my job if people are afraid you’ll convince me of making a criminal case out of everything?”

      “So you want me to keep silent just because I'm a woman." She lifted her chin. "You want me to follow orders and let the men with the silver stars handle everything. And botch it up, I might add!”

      Hatfield’s large elbows spanned the table. “I prefer to call it honoring their decision, just as you said.”

      “Call it what you like, Sheriff.” She dropped into her chair again, pushing her plate away. “It still amounts to the same thing. You may be adding Arrojo to your list of robberies.”

      “Don’t do anything foolhardy, Del.” Jackson gave her a meaningful look.

      “Is it foolhardy to want to protect my business and that of fellow business owners?”

      “It is when you defy the sheriff’s orders!” Her brother growled, and Tomas’s brow wrinkled, his hands clasped at the sight of brother and sister fighting.

      Adele turned to Hatfield. “You just said you determine the laws, Sheriff, not them.”

      “It’s a sheriff’s duty to go by what the majority feels.”

      “But you disapprove of the decision, don’t you?”

      The man stared into the backyard. His face  darkened with the pallor of the gray. Adele realized he was watching the doves coo their morning song, sitting in their nest, trying to warm each other.

      She spoke in a soft voice, “I’m sorry. Of course, if you tell me not to say a word about the thief, I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      He brushed his hand on the table. “The fellow may have moved on, and it’s better not to cause unnecessary panic if he has.”

      She didn’t believe Hatfield thought this, but she had enough reverence for him to curtail her temper. She emptied her coffee cup and rose. Tomas came forward at the signal to clear the breakfast table. “Let me tell Nin at least.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise, sir.” Her brother’s figure was stiff as the chair scraped behind him. “If we make one exception, we have to make a thousand.”

      “Miss Branch is no gossip, Jackson.” Hatfield held the screen door open for her. “I see no reason to keep it from her.”

      “I’d feel better if at least two of us knew.” Adele took the arm Jackson offered her, more as a gesture of peace for Tomas’ sake, as she hated to see the distress on the kind-hearted man’s face.

      “Why would that matter?” her brother asked.

      “Four eyes on a thief are better than two, Jack,” she said. “And Nin’s can cut sharper than a knife.”

      Hatfield laughed. “You mean six eyes. Ma intends to pay you a visit this morning.”

      Adele immediately felt warmed. Lady Augusta Hatfield was, despite her title, one of the most endearing figures in Arrojo. “That will be indeed a pleasure, Sheriff.”

      “She insisted upon it when she heard about the goings-on in Sacramento,” said Hatfield.

      “Then four of us will know about it,” Jackson said in a dry voice. “Not very honorable of the council’s decision, is it?”

      “I think even Mrs. Faderman wouldn’t object to Lady Augusta coming to my shop,” Adele said. “Will she bring your father’s 1848 Colt Dragoons with her?”

      The sheriff smiled. “Both of them hidden under her skirts, I imagine.”

      Adele laughed. “I’ll be flattered and honored to receive her.” She sighed. “It’s such a horrible thing to imagine there’s a thief loose who can just walk away with anything he fancies.”

      “I doubt any thief would stand a chance against you, dear sister,” Jackson said, grinning. “And certainly not Miss Branch.”

      She watched Jackson struggle with his gloves, absently marveling at how he always looked as refined as their father had riding the cable car to his law office every morning. An idea suddenly struck her. “Maybe you can give us some security, Sheriff.”

      “Interfering with police business again, Del?” Her brother gave her an arch look.

      “You didn’t complain when my interference, as you call it, helped catch Lucy Blackstone’s killer,” she shot back.

      Hatfield peered at her from under the brim of his hat. “What sort of security, Adele?”

      “I was thinking,” she gave him a charming smile, “if you could spare Edison and the lads this morning, they might create a good distraction.”

      “What do you mean?” Jackson eyed her.

      “Out of uniform, they’re like any other young men mingling with the crowds,” Adele said. “Except they’ll be informed and they’ll have their eyes and ears open and an assistant deputy badge in their pockets.”

      “I never heard anything so absurd!”

      “Why is it absurd, Jack?” She glared at him.

      “They’re not trained to apprehend a criminal, sir.” His voice rose with impatience. “They’ll just be a flock of young men roaming the street, their eyes bulging like fish at the young ladies. That’s hardly a way to catch a thief.”

      “I don’t want to catch a thief,” Adele insisted. “I want to keep one out.”

      “Jackson is right,” said Hatfield in his mild way. “Edison is a good, sturdy officer, but he’s young and a little feckless. The lads are even more so.”

      Adele looked from one to the other, clutching the handle of her parasol. “If Edison and a few assistant deputies dressed up in their Sunday best, everyone would think they were out enjoying the holiday, wouldn’t they?”

      Jackson gave a snort. “You’ve never seen Edison in his Sunday best, have you? He took the liberty of showing us the new outfit he bought for the picnic this afternoon. I daresay the others will be worse.”

      “Not everyone has your infallible taste, Jackson.” Hatfield looked his deputy sheriff up and down in his dandified suit and chuckled. Jackson turned away.

      “People are used to seeing them in town,” Adele argued. “No one will think twice about it.”

      Jackson looked at his superior. “I thought you wanted them to go to Rosa Gris to help locate that swine Thornton.”

      “Wouldn’t the possibility of preventing theft here in town take precedence over anything else?” Adele asked, giving the sheriff an innocent look.

      “Now you’re not only interfering, Del, you’re impeding the wheels of justice.” Her brother yanked his left glove up over his wrist.

      “I’m doing no such thing!”

      The sheriff said in a cautious tone, “I suppose it couldn’t hurt to send a few of the lads down to Bridge Street, provided they go in pairs and we give them careful instructions.”

      “We don’t exactly have the men —”

      “From all reports, Thornton won’t be going anywhere until after the holiday,” Hatfield said. “If we can’t warn the shop owners, we can at least provide them with some security, as your sister says.”

      “We would all be most grateful, Sheriff,” Adele said, smiling sweetly.

      Jackson remained silent for a moment, rubbing his stick with his hands. “Are you sure you’re thinking of the shop owners, sir, and not — one particular shop owner?”

      The sheriff’s lips set with indignation, though his tone was good-natured enough. “I believe it’s the right thing to do for all concerned, Jackson.”

      “I can’t see Edison spotting a thief, much less catching one,” Jackson lamented. “As Lady Augusta once said, he’s not the brightest lantern in the stable.”

      “Perhaps not,” the sheriff agreed, “but you can rely on him and the lads to give their best.”

      “Especially if you tell them it was my idea,” Adele said slyly.

      “All the more reason to send them to Rosa Gris,” Jackson grunted.

      “I believe the sheriff has the last word on this matter, Jack, not you.”

      That silenced her brother as he dug through his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and then, upon examination, rejected it, handing it to the waiting Tomas, who gave him a fresh one.

      “I’m sorry I said that.” She slipped a kiss on her brother’s cheek. “Sometimes your prudence becomes too much even for me.”

      “And sometimes your lack of it becomes too much for me,” he said. “I don’t know how many times I’ve asked you to keep your nose out of things.”

      The sheriff gave a chuckle. “It’s a little late for that, Jackson, at least where police matters are concerned.”

      As they stepped out of the house, Jackson said, “You realize they won’t be inconspicuous to Mrs. Faderman and the other ladies. We may be in for some complaints.”

      “If they complain, I’ll take full responsibility,” Hatfield promised.

      “I’m willing to tell her the idea was entirely mine,” Adele offered.

      He chuckled. “I don't fancy she would be very forgiving or forgetting if she knew that, Adele.”

      “I'm not afraid of her.” Adele said with defiance as she strolled down the dusty walkway.

      “You may not be,” he said, “but I am."

      Adele laughed as she pushed open the gate with her parasol. The sheriff had faced the roughness of the San Francisco docks and highwaymen on the Wells Fargo stagecoach. She doubted he would shirk from the gray-haired woman with the pince-nez who had appointed herself leader of Arrojo society.

      ~~~~~

      On Monday, she saw her brother had not exaggerated. Businesses that usually opened their doors at nine or even nine-thirty were buzzing
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