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About the Author

Sleuth:
Eloise Pruitt, 38, owner of Pruitt & Pine Restoration, a narrow shop off Church Street. Meticulous, soft-spoken, observant. Quirks: color-codes repair tags, drinks rosemary tea from chipped Limoges, refuses to use modern screws in period pieces, taps wood to “hear where it hurts.” Deep Charleston ties: raised in a Gullah-influenced neighbourhood by a mother who repaired linens for old families; she knows the city’s class fault lines, preservation culture, humidity battles, and gossip networks.
Setting:
Charleston in late October: salt air, damp plaster, church bells, carriage wheels, tidal marsh light, hidden gardens fragrant with jasmine and loam. Eloise’s shop smells of beeswax, lemon oil, and old paper. The city’s beauty is intimate and watchful; history lingers in piazzas, attics, and family graves.

Setting:
Charleston in late October: salt air, damp plaster, church bells, carriage wheels, tidal marsh light, hidden gardens fragrant with jasmine and loam. Eloise’s shop smells of beeswax, lemon oil, and old paper. The city’s beauty is intimate and watchful; history lingers in piazzas, attics, and family graves.

Crime:
Disappearance of Clara Bell Waverly, age 24, aspiring archivist, vanished in1992. Bloodless method: she was lured onto a private motor launch, sedated with chloral hydrate in sweet tea, and her satchel weighted and thrown overboard separately to imply voluntary flight; Clara herself escaped sedation briefly, fell during a struggle, struck her head, and drowned in the marsh. Actual culprit: Beatrice Waverly Dane, Clara’s older cousin, now a revered preservation patron, who feared Clara would expose forged family provenance and an illegitimate inheritance scheme.
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Rain pearled on the front window of Pruitt & Pine Restoration, turning Church Street into a wavering watercolor of umbrellas, iron gates, and passing carriage lamps. Inside, the air held the layered comforts Eloise Pruitt trusted more than most people: beeswax warmed by lamplight, lemon oil rubbed into old grain, and the faint papery sweetness that rose from drawers left closed for half a century. The shop was no wider than a hallway, but every inch of it felt considered. Walnut chairs stood upside down on a worktable like patient animals awaiting treatment. A gilt mirror leaned under a sheet. Repair tags, each written in Eloise’s neat hand and looped with different colored thread, swayed slightly in the draft from the back room.

Eloise set her rosemary tea beside a stack of clean cotton cloths and ran her fingers over the morning ledger, making sure the dates aligned squarely in their columns. Outside, a gull cried over the harbor, thin and sharp as a hinge in need of oil.

“You keep books like a bishop keeps sins,” Mina called from the doorway.

Eloise looked up, smiling despite herself. Mina Baptiste, who owned the florist’s stall two doors down, stood under a red umbrella with rain stippled over her sleeves and a bucket of camellia cuttings balanced against one hip. Mina never entered quietly; she arrived as if the world had been waiting for her observation.

“I didn’t know bishops were known for tidy ledgers,” Eloise said.

“They’re known for not forgetting anything.” Mina stepped inside, bringing wet air and the green, peppery scent of snapped stems. Her gaze landed on the cleared space in the center of the shop. “This where the grand donation is going?”

“So, I’m told.”

Mina lowered her voice theatrically. “From the Danes.”

Eloise reached for her mug. “From the estate, yes.”

“That family doesn’t donate. It sheds strategically.”

Before Eloise could answer, a delivery truck rumbled to a stop outside. Both women turned at once. Through the rain-fogged pane, two men in work jackets climbed down and began unfastening the back. The shape they maneuvered forward was tall, awkward, and draped in gray moving blankets.

Mina pressed her lips together. “Now that,” she said, “looks like trouble.”

Eloise set down her tea and moved to open the door. Damp wind slipped in around the deliverymen, carrying the smell of wet stone and marsh salt. Together they guided the piece over the threshold with much grunting and one heartfelt plea not to let go near the marble umbrella stand.

Once the blankets were folded back, the desk revealed itself in full: a Victorian secretary in dark walnut, narrow but elegant, with a broken finial, a bowed writing surface, and a constellation of scratches across its lower drawers. Time had dimmed its finish to a tired murk, but the carved corbels still held their grace.

Eloise felt the usual quickening in her chest—the intimate, almost sacred thrill of seeing not what a piece was, but what it had been before years and weather and careless hands had their say.

Behind the deliverymen, another figure appeared beneath the awning. Beatrice Dane did not so much enter a room as arrange it around herself. Her navy raincoat was immaculate, her pearls discreet and therefore expensive, her silver hair pinned smooth at the nape. Charleston knew her as a preservation patron, donor, and guardian of one of the old families’ many old stories.

“Miss Pruitt,” Beatrice said, offering a hand cool and dry despite the weather. “Thank you for taking this on.”

“Mrs. Dane.” Eloise accepted the handshake. “It’s a lovely piece.”

Beatrice’s eyes moved over the desk without warmth. “It was my cousin’s, years ago. It’s been sitting unused in an upstairs room for longer than it should have. I’m trying to be practical.”

Mina, still by the flowers, made a tiny sound that might have been a cough or disbelief.

Eloise glanced at the warped fall front. “It will need patience.”

“I’m sure you have plenty of that.” Beatrice’s smile was flawless and brief. “If there are papers tucked away in it, household receipts, old lists, anything of that sort, please send them along unopened. Family clutter has a way of multiplying when one gives it attention.”

The remark was light. Too light. Eloise rested her palm against the desk’s side panel. The wood felt cool, faintly damp from the move.

“Of course,” she said.

For the first time, Beatrice seemed to study her properly. “One hates to think what strangers might make of private fragments.”

Then, as if she had said nothing at all, she thanked the men, nodded to Mina, and stepped back into the rain.

The bell above the door jangled after her. For a moment the shop held only the hush of water on the street and the ticking wall clock near the register.

Mina came closer once the truck had gone. “Private fragments,” she repeated. “That woman talks like she’s writing her own plaque.”

Eloise crouched to inspect the desk’s lower molding. “Most people with old houses do.”

“Yes, but most of them don’t look as if the furniture might testify.”

Eloise did not answer. She was listening.

She laid her knuckles softly against the walnut and tapped, moving from side panel to drawer front to the narrow vertical supports inside the cabinet. Solid. Hollow. Solid again. The shop, the rain, Mina’s muttering—all of it receded beneath the small discipline of sound. Wood spoke, if you let it.

“There,” Eloise murmured.

She opened the desk. Inside, the pigeonholes were dusty but intact, save for one hairline split at the back corner. She touched the interior trim, then pressed along the right side with careful, increasing pressure. Nothing. On the left, beneath a strip of molding, her fingertip found a catch so slight it might have been accidental.

Mina leaned in, camellia leaves brushing Eloise’s sleeve. “What did you hear?”

“A space where there shouldn’t be one.”

Eloise slid a thin palette knife from her apron pocket and worked it gently into the seam. The wood resisted, then gave with a dry little sigh. A shallow hidden drawer eased forward no more than three inches.

Inside lay a single folded sheet, yellowed and soft with age.

Neither woman spoke.

Eloise lifted it as though it might crumble at a breath. The paper smelled faintly of dust and old starch. The handwriting on the outside had bled at the edges, but one line remained clear enough to tighten something low in her stomach:

If anything happens to me—

Rain beat harder against the window.

Mina whispered, “Eloise.”

Very carefully, Eloise unfolded the letter.
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