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  About the Book


In a town famous for healing waters, one sip could mean murder. 
Mineral Wells, Texas, 1924
Lady Anne Worthington, an English countess and brilliant inventor, has been shipped to America to find a wealthy oilman husband. But the independent Lady Anne has other plans—and they don’t include marriage. While on a U.S. tour to showcase her Sherlock Holmes-themed murder machine, she’s poised to make quite the splash.

When the tour’s promoter, washed-up actor Baxter Knight, dies after drinking the famed mineral water, Lady Anne suspects foul play. As small-town secrets bubble to the surface, nobody at the peaceful spa retreat is above suspicion.

With the stubborn local sheriff targeting the wrong suspect, Lady Anne teams up with a handsome new-in-town Texas Ranger to unravel a mystery buried deeper than the healing wells.

Will Lady Anne’s search for justice bring her closer to a found family? Or will the killer leave her more isolated than ever?
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The Lady and the Poisoned Waters

The Lady and the Texas Ranger

The Lady and the World's Fair
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  1
Elementary, My Dear


North Texas – September 1924 
Sherlock Holmes tipped his deerstalker hat, the shadow in his eyes hinting at a mystery darker than any from his time on stage. He chewed the end of an unlit pipe as he stared at the rocky hillside whizzing by the train window. Late summer heat radiated, creating a stuffy sizzle in the luxurious observation car. His excitement from the first leg of the trip faded away, and now he looked like a man staring death in the face. A reflection that became truer every day.
“Have you been to Mineral Wells before?” I asked.
He averted his eyes. “I cannot say I’ve had the pleasure. Mineral Wells has, until now, eluded my wanderings.”
Though not the real Sherlock, his ego wouldn’t allow him to make the distinction. He was an actor who portrayed the famous English detective on stage during our cross-country tour.
Never one for small talk, I turned my attention away from the handsome, aging man and focused on the sketch of a new invention. Now that I had added the compact canister holding the essential oils, the planning phase was complete. I couldn’t wait to start tinkering when I returned to my shop.
This gadget might finally be the one. Though simple in design, it could yield significant profit, especially if marketed in the Southern United States. I was still technically an amateur inventor as I had yet to make decent wages from my designs, but my luck was changing. And for that, I had a silly contest with 221 B Magazine to thank. The prize money alone prevented me from being destitute.
I tapped my sketchpad with the pencil. Did the Sherlock Holmes murder machine count as profit? What about the funds from the tour? Putting either into the ledger column as ‘invention income’ felt like cheating. The murder machine had no real-world value—the opposite might be argued. A crazed Holmes fan built my contest-winning device and used it to kill her business partner—a definite black stain on my young career.
Now, I toured the country with an actor impersonating the remarkable English detective on stage, demonstrating how my machine worked and shocking the audience by announcing it had been used in a crime—anything for publicity. If I were in a position to make demands—and a more outspoken person—I would have omitted the messy, sensationalized story. But in my current predicament, I had to grin and bear it.
At nineteen, I married an Earl and lived in a 17th-century castle. By twenty-five, I was widowed and left with the title Lady Anne Worthington. It sounded grand until you realized it came with no funds and no future.
“Lady Anne, are you sorry the end of our excursion is drawing near?” the actor, Baxter Knight, asked. He frowned at the diminishing stack of poker chips in front of him. “Two more stops, and we’re done.”
I tucked the pencil behind my ear and stared into the rolling Texas terrain. The truth snuck up on me. “I am going to miss this. Performing was a torment at first—a stark spotlight on all I’m not. Yet now, as the end looms, I feel the unfamiliar pang of loss. It seems comfort comes only when the curtain is set to fall.” My cheeks blushed as I realized I shared the thoughts aloud.
“Don’t be silly, Lady Anne. The audience adores you.” Jack Bentley, a reporter covering the trip, shuffled a deck of cards with one hand, flipping the ace of hearts to the top after each shuffle. The night before, he won a wad of cash off Baxter in Abilene. They played the rematch only for fun…in theory. “Doesn’t hurt you’re a gorgeous English woman with a royal title. That gives you a head start with the average Joe.”
I flinched from the flattering remark but knew it wouldn’t lead anywhere. Jack Bentley’s heart belonged to a beautiful girl back in Dallas to whom he had yet to introduce himself.
I covered my blushing cheeks. “Did you dip into Baxter’s stash of illegal spirits?”
Jack nudged me with an elbow. “You can just say thank you, Milady.”
People occasionally complimented my looks, but I was my worst critic. My eyes tended to change shades with the color I wore, and my small nose had an angular point that bugged me.
Baxter, who sat opposite us, frowned. “Bentley, my good man, our Lady Anne is far above your station. You are a mere peasant in comparison.”
“Your English accent is slipping, Sherlock. We’re close to our stop—you better practice your deep breathing and get back into character.”
The actor resembled John Barrymore, who played Sherlock Holmes in the 1922 film. The likeness was one of the reasons he secured the role on our tour, which involved an hour-long skit demonstrating my invention. “I am always in character. I trained with the finest actors on the New York stage.”
Blond curls fell across Jack’s forehead, and he flashed a boyish grin. “Maybe you ought to go back for a refresher course.”
The men started the trip with friendly banter, but the fun transformed into one-upmanship somewhere along the way.
The corners of Baxter’s mouth pulled down as if weighed by something heavier than irritation. He checked out the window, tugging at his stiff collar as if it were a noose.
“You keep looking outside,” I said. “Are you searching for something?”
Baxter’s lips tightened. “Habit. Can’t trust what you don’t see coming.”
“Interesting.” The tour was nearly over, and I still didn’t know where Sherlock ended and the actor began. The personalities were intertwined.
“Speaking of our next-to-last performance, my reluctant student is beginning to loosen up under my tutelage.” He patted my hand. “I worked with Lillian Gish on the New York stage before she sold out to those dreadful film roles. I can bring out the talent in anyone, even amateurs such as Lady Anne Worthington.”
“When did you work with Gish?” Jack asked. “She’s been doing film for at least a decade.”
Baxter’s gaze flicked to his gold pocket watch, now in Jack’s possession. He blinked, and his eyes narrowed. The glint of stage makeup failed to hide age lines, shadowing a handsome face. “She was not yet twenty when I worked with her. Her younger sister Dorothy contacted me recently requesting some instruction.”
“I would like to write a story on the Gish sisters,” Jack said. “Can you put me in contact with them? Their agent, perhaps?”
“We lost touch.” Baxter sucked in a breath.
“Lillian would be a coup if I could get her to spill on her romance with D.W. Griffith,” Jack said.
“Her perfectionism usually scares off suitors. Alas, I firmly believe she is married to the camera. Another promising actress lost to the horrors of film.”
Jack’s grin spread. “You sound like a jilted beau, Bax.”
“Nonsense. It’s important to maintain boundaries on the stage. I strongly discouraged her attraction to me.”
“Because she is twenty years younger or because she went slumming in the moving pictures?” Jack chuckled at the pompous actor. “Which one, Bax?”
“Some of both, Newsie.”
Jack flipped cards to the table as the train swayed around a corner. He followed the actor's gaze to the gold chain dangling from his suit. “Wanna chance to win back your pocket watch, Bax? We can raise the stakes from pecans.”
Baxter sneered, but his hand trembled as he reached for his water glass. “I finally learned my lesson.” He curled a finger. “You are a cheater, Jack Bentley. A swindler if I ever saw one.”
“With my quick hands and your slow eyes, cheating would be a breeze. But I beat you fair and square. Take back your trinket and dough if you don’t trust me.” Jack grinned and slapped the gold timepiece and folded paper money on the table.
Baxter’s eyes lingered on the watch for a second too long, and his smile faltered. “Some gambles aren’t worth the cost.”
I lowered my voice as the actor navigated the aisle. “I don’t understand why he didn’t take it.”
Jack shrugged. “Too proud?”
“When this tour ends, do me a favor, Lady Anne.” Baxter twisted his hand on the vestibule door. “Remember me as I am now.”
The overly dramatic parting phrase sent a shiver down my spine. “What do you suppose he means by that?”
Jack, a newspaperman from Dallas, fancied himself a reader of people. “The actor speaks of more than a card game, Lady Anne. This tour was his chance to reclaim fame, but no one came banging on his door with offers.”
“He is past his prime, still desperate to play the leading man.” I shook my head. “And, please, call me Anne. This formality has lasted too long.”
My tour started in New York and circled south with headline performances in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Nashville—plus a dozen small towns between. Jack joined us in Memphis as we headed west to St. Louis and Kansas City toward the final engagement in Fort Worth.
With a wave of his handkerchief and a snap of his fingers, Jack exchanged the pocket watch for a notepad. “I have some questions for the next feature. My editor promised me a Sunday spread—eight inches above the fold.”
“You dissected enough of my life with the first two stories.” I stared outside at the passing scenery—rocky terrain and brown grass with the occasional splotch of green. The summer sun burned everything to a crisp, but there was something about Texas that I liked. It almost reminded me of the English countryside in a way. Perhaps it was the solitude. I craved more of that. Away from titles, balls, and limelight. “The articles were too personal.”
“Bosh, the audience eats it up. A stunning widow not yet thirty years old who lost her fortune in Great Britain is earning it back with her brilliant inventions in Texas. This is gold, La…Anne.”
“You are overstating my skills. Hyperbole for your newspaper.”
“In the news biz, it’s called spin.”
“Applying for patents is expensive, and my inventions have not yet borne fruit. Let’s table the inquisition.”
My pulse raced at the mention of my finances. A lady didn’t talk about such things back home, but it was necessary to think about money when you were down to your last dollar. I fidgeted with a gear I picked up in Abilene the previous day, twirling it between my fingers as I daydreamed.
At the beginning of the trip, I researched each stop on the tour, searching for a distraction for my mind—anything was better than parading out on stage with the cheesy skit. In Mineral Wells, Texas, my distraction was the healing waters. I constructed a portable water testing kit to examine the alleged therapeutic properties and detect harmful nitrates or organic pollutants. I got the idea from an academic journal. A chemist from the University of Texas made noise with his claim that the area continued exaggerating the water wells' benefits to increase tourism.
“Hey, you’re doing something new,” Jack said as he flipped through my sketchpad without asking. “The brooch thingy snapped secret pictures in St Louie—hard to forget that one.” He licked his finger and flicked to the next page. “The night visualizer gave me a headache.”
“That’s because you stared directly into a lamppost.”
“My personal favorite is the Snoopy Ears in Amarillo.” He tapped the pad. “Every reporter could use an eavesdropping cheat.”
“It still has quite a few bugs to work out. The prototype only has a range of 108 feet. You can almost eavesdrop from that distance without the device.”
He thumbed to the most recent scribbles. “Haven’t seen this one yet. Did you scrap it?”
I lunged to snatch the sketchpad back. “I finished building the water testing kit in Abilene.” I smiled. “Just in time for our stop in the town famous for their healing waters.”
“If you discover anything fishy, I expect you to share the scoop with your favorite reporter—yours truly.” He pointed a thumb at his chest. “I smell an award-winning story exposing the poisons lurking just below the surface of an idyllic small town.”
“Your imagination never ceases to amaze.”
“Says the lady with more sketches than royal cousins.” Jack tapped on my pad. “What is this new contraption? It looks like a spider with eight legs.”
I tilted my head and swished my long, light-brown hair over my shoulder. The unyielding sun lightened it throughout the summer. “I figured I would make it look like a bug to hint at its purpose.”
He narrowed his eyes. “The mosquitos buzzing around the stage in Memphis bothered you to no end. This wards them off?”
“A mechanical insect repellent.”
“Come on, my readers will eat this up.” He tossed his deck of cards aside and withdrew a pen and paper. “Fill me in on how this ingenious invention will work.”
“It blends a practical function with an inventive flair. The device is lightweight and designed to wear around your neck or wrist.”
“Is it made of polished brass?”
“To make it as light as possible. The wind-up key at the back powers the clockwork motor. A battery would not last and requires constant changing.”
“How does it keep the bugs away?”
“In two ways. The plates inside vibrate at high frequencies, creating ultrasonic waves that irritate mosquitos and flies. The human ear will not hear them. The second way is a compartment holding a mixture of lemongrass, cedarwood, and lavender oils. A cotton pad soaks in the oil, and the perforated lid lets the scent waft out as the motor runs. The aroma is pleasant for humans but unwelcome for the pests.”
“I want one,” he said.
A dark blonde head poked over the neighboring seat. “Sign me up too, honey.” The intense Texas accent echoed across the observation car. Celia Mae Dennison, a small but loud woman, helped organize the tour. She feigned sleep around the pompous actor, which kept them from being at each other’s throats. “The only good bug is a dead one.”
“I’m not opposed to eradicating the vermin, but this device only shoos them away.”
Celia Mae smirked. “Does it work on human-sized pests? Particularly washed-up stage actors with an ego bigger than Texas?”
“Trouble with our favorite couple?” Jack asked.
“I don’t know what possessed me to agree to a date with that boy. He’s almost twice my age but has the maturity of a child.” Celia Mae shrugged. “My luck with men is the same as Baxter’s with cards.”
“He’s not so bad once you get to know him,” I said.
Jack shook his head. “He’s too showy.”
I chuckled. “You think he’s too showy? Mr. Pot, can I introduce you to Mr. Kettle?”
“Nah, I’m friendly and fun. Baxter Knight is conceited and petty.” Jack’s face turned serious. “A jealous, small, simpleminded man. Someone is going to do something to him one of these days.”
“Sounds like you found the source of that nasty rumor,” Celia Mae said with a curl of her lip.
“What rumor, Jack?” I asked.
“I don’t want to give them any credence by repeating…”
“Oh, I will.” Celia Mae snorted. She was a short, feisty woman in her mid-thirties. She had a girl-next-door cuteness to her. “Baxter spread gossip that our boy Jack has a criminal past. His newspaper job is apparently a cover to keep in touch with his old pals. Circus confidence men. His mother still works as a mystic, mind reader.”
My eyes bounced to Jack, and he shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sure no one believes Baxter’s lies. We all know what he’s like.”
“His big mouth is why I didn’t worry about taking every last penny he earned on this tour.” Jack snatched the cards again and shuffled them into an accordion. “Mark my words, Anne, he will approach you about extending to the West Coast.”
“I wouldn’t turn down a free trip to California.” Celia Mae reclined in her seat. “I’d love to visit the beaches.”
Though continuing the trip and seeing more of America intrigued me, I was ready to settle down somewhere. My uncle, Lord Fredrick Bellbrooke, sent me to the United States to snare a rich husband, but aside from a brief meeting with a matchmaker, I avoided my mission. I instead used the opportunity to tinker and invent. I owed it to him to at least try and do as he asked…didn’t I?
“This trip isn’t about deciding my future.” I absently shaded my design with the side of the pencil. “I plan to relax in the spas and healing waters of Mineral Wells and turn off my mind for a few days.”
“If you decline, Baxter might up and replace you with an actress,” Jack said.
I cut my eyes to Celia Mae, organizer of the event. “How can he replace me and pretend someone else invented…” I waved away the question. “It doesn’t matter.”
“We’re almost finished catering to Baxter Knights ego,” Jack said.
The countryside whipped by outside the window. “And we are only an hour and fourteen minutes from our stop.”
“Honey, I still don’t know how in the world you tell the time thing without a watch,” Celia Mae said.
“Her mind works in rhythm like a clock. It is innate, like her ability to know how things work—she has no idea how and why she can do it. She just can.” Jack plastered on his smug grin.
“Ah, Jack, you make it sound like I’m some hapless automaton ticking away lacking purpose. But let me correct you: I do understand my ability. It’s not some mystical power; it’s observation, logic, and an irrepressible curiosity. I see patterns where others see chaos. I question what others accept. And I tinker until the pieces fit—because they always do if you look closely enough. My mind isn’t a clock, dear Jack; it’s the clockmaker.”
For once, the newspaperman was without a snappy comeback.






  
  2
Under the Bell Jar


As the train curved into the hills of North Texas, the flat expanse of the west gave way to baby mountains dotted with wildflowers swaying in the breeze. The air, faintly scented with the metallic tang of the town’s famous mineral springs, was a welcome reprieve from the dusty heat that clung to the earlier parts of our journey. 
Mineral Wells emerged like a mirage, a patchwork of charm and industry. Narrow dirt roads edged by sunflowers and goldenrods led to the town’s bustling center. Striped awnings shaded window displays brimming with trinkets, and shopkeepers called out offers to vacationers crowding the sidewalks. Horse-drawn wagons rattled past shiny automobiles, their drivers dodging each other in a dance of progress and tradition.
The train let out a triumphant hiss as it pulled into the charming station. A brass band struck up a lively march, their notes bright and slightly off-key as they mingled with the shouts of street vendors hawking lemonade and postcards. Celia Mae clapped her hands, her excitement as bubbly as the soda fountains rumored to line our hotel’s lobby.
Ever the showman, Baxter leaned halfway out the train window, his deerstalker tilted to an absurdly jaunty angle. He tugged at the lapels of his tweed coat with theatrical flair, his voice taking on a rich baritone. “The game is afoot!” he declared to no one in particular, a bemused grin spreading across his face.
Celia Mae pointed toward a cluster of dignitaries on the platform. “The mayor is assembling for a speech. Please, everyone, be on your best behavior.”
Baxter chuckled, the exaggerated houndstooth of his coat glinting in the sun. “Excellent!” He adjusted his unlit pipe. “A little pageantry never hurt anyone.”
Jack slapped him on the back. “Bax, if you wear the earflaps in this Texas heat, you’ll die of sunstroke.”
“I don’t require your advice.” He sidestepped the reporter. “Lady Anne, shall we address our adoring fandom?”
If we must.
My heart raced, and my stomach tied into knots. The intense shyness I experienced as a young, lonely girl in England returned in full force. It smacked me in the face, a mocking reminder of how little I changed.
The smell of creosote and engine grease mingled with the perfume of the bouquets waved by the welcoming committee. A hand-painted banner stretched from one end of the building to the other. WELCOME LADY ANNE! It fluttered in the warm breeze as a high school band in mismatched uniforms attempted God Save the King.
No matter how often I traveled to a new town and endured a parade in my honor, it never became less embarrassing. I searched for something to say to the crowd, but the right words eluded me yet again. Why couldn’t I be the witty princess filled with grace? She was the person they expected. Instead, they were stuck with a boring countess who fiddled with the greasy gear in her pocket to calm her nerves. The importance of the moment wasn’t lost on me. I buried my fears and prepared to act the part.
Baxter nudged me out of his limelight and greeted the crowd with flamboyant gestures, making him impossible to miss. He so wanted to be the star of the show, and I always let him. But his obsessive need to make sure he became the center of attention pushed his performance to the absurd.
My eyes cut to the platform where a clumsy porter manhandled the luggage. My stomach twisted into knots as I spotted my belongings. I stepped away from the fray to remind him of the fragile sticker.
“Sir, please be careful with the steamer.” I slipped him a dollar. “If you would be so kind as to take it directly to the hotel with the care that you’d treat a carton of eggs balanced on a box of mirrors.”
He stifled a chuckle and tipped his peaked cap. “I can do that, Ma’am.”
The wardrobe steamer didn’t hold fancy dresses and shoes. I converted the trunk to protect my most important prototypes. The collection grew with my boredom at each stop.
“Do you want me to take the rest of this too?” He pointed to a smaller traveling case.
I waved. “Oh, don’t bother. That’s just my clothes. I’m sure they will get there in one piece.” I slid back toward my traveling party without missing a beat.
Over the music, Baxter channeled Holmes. “Beyond a shadow of a doubt, I have deduced that this town is a hive of activity.”
Spectators raised their fists into the air with a unified cheer.
A tall, balding man in his forties stepped off the makeshift stage. He plugged his ears as he navigated around the band. “Welcome to our fair city, folks. I’m Mayor Joseph Kelvin.” He took mine and Celia Mae’s hand in each of his and kissed the backs. He offered a compliment, but it was drowned out by a clunker of a note when the puffy-cheeked tuba player tripped over the drum line.
The mayor adjusted the thick, black-framed glasses and glanced at our Sherlock. “I trust you had a nice trip?” He extended his hand, offering a firm Texas handshake.
Baxter mistook the gesture and dropped his attaché case. “They put me up in the Crazy Water Hotel, the presidential suite.”
Jack leaned into my ear. “Might be bad blood between these two.”
“Oh?” A chuckle danced across my lips. “Your psychic powers are leading you down the primrose path, dear Jack.”
“That crack with the luggage, treating the mayor like a butler, is no accident. They’ve met before, and Bax doesn’t like him.”
“Sometimes a handshake is just a handshake.”
Baxter flipped his long, flowing cape in a dramatic motion. The fabric billowed in the breeze. “Mayor Kelvin, my advance team assures me you are prepared to make good on my amenity requests. They are included in my speaking agreement, you see.”
The mayor’s deep voice rumbled from a broad chest. “I always honor a contract, as does my city. If you were promised something, I will make certain your needs are met.” His political smile remained in place for the spectators.
“Leave the man alone, Baxter.” Celia Mae elbowed the actor. “He has a speech to give. He doesn’t have time to count the goose feathers in your pillow.”
“Jokes on you, I prefer duck down.”
She frowned. “Your head can tell the difference between birds?”
“Naturally. I am the world’s foremost detective.” Baxter rocked on his heels, turning his attention to the mayor. “Hold still, my good man. You have the perfect reflection of the train station clock on your dome, and I’d like to read the time.”
Mayor Kelvin rubbed the top of his shiny head. “It is five after. Our train is never late.”
“You save a fortune on haircuts but I hear the wax bill is through the roof!” Baxter hooked his thumbs in the flashy burgundy velvet, double-breasted waistcoat.
“Enough of your entertaining banter but I’ve been rudely ignoring the beautiful and famous Lady Anne Worthington.”
The band died down and mercifully finished the song of my homeland. But as a few straggling notes tooted, the conductor waved them into another tune—the lively melody of The Eyes of Texas. I listened closely and managed to recognize it from four other stops in the Lone Star State.
I stepped forward, almost shouting over the music. “Nice to meet you, Mayor Kelvin. Your town is charming. I am sure I will enjoy our time here.”
“Such a pleasant accent and so different from the actor’s British attempt. I suspect that is a perfect example of reality versus fabrication.”
I chuckled. “I’d try to match the Texas twang of your citizens if it wasn’t for my sore throat.”
“You should sample the healing waters of our famous spa. They are known to cure an ailment or two.”
“I certainly intend to.”
“You will find Mineral Wells is the best town in the United States of America. We take pride in our home. We are not backwater rebels here, Ma’am.”
“I’ve found the people of Texas a joy so far.”
He pointed to my tailored traveling suit, a rich moss-green tweed featuring a windowpane check pattern. “The embroidery is a charming nod to our roots.”
I tilted my head and smiled. “Bluebonnets and stars. A reporter suggested I purchase the outfit on our last stop.”
Jack grinned behind me. He jotted notes—likely about the crowd or the prideful mayor. “I’m with the Dallas Times-Herald.”
The mayor frowned. “Your paper ran an unflattering story last year about our paradise of a town. I don’t have patience for an eager beaver newsman from a crime-ridden city like Dallas searching for a scandal.”
“Scandal? Who said anything about scandal?” Jack tilted his head.
“I’m saying there isn’t one so don’t go looking.”
“That’s usually what people say when they’re hiding something.” Jack scribbled nonsense, taking far too much pleasure in goading the man. “What are you hiding, Mayor?”
Baxter nudged into the conversation. “Old Chap, how long is the band going to plod around, almost hitting notes? The sun reflecting off your head is about to give me sunburn.”
Steam escaped Mayor Kelvin’s ears like a kettle screaming on the stove. “You, Mr. Sherlock, are a guest in this fair city. I suggest you don’t wear your welcome thin on your first day.”
“I’m simply speeding along the process to get to the meat of the program.” Baxter lowered his voice, dropping the British accent. “See the little dynamo lady with long blonde hair? She’s Celia Mae, the promoter on the tour, and you don’t want to cross her.”
The band stopped at the same time, and the mayor strolled to the center of the stage area. “Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed guests, and citizens of our fine town of Mineral Wells, it is my distinct honor to welcome you…”
Jack eased near me. “If this blowhard wants to be governor someday, he’ll need a thicker skin to handle all the bald jokes.”
“What makes you think he has ambitions for the capital?” I asked.
“Aside from my near psychic ability? He’s a politician, and this welcoming party is an excuse for a speech.”
I covered my mouth discreetly with a gloved hand. “Seems you and Baxter share a common dislike for the mayor.”
“Nah, those two windbags are peas in a pod. The lure of fame and publicity will bind them together.”
“What about Baxter’s history suggests he’s going to make friends?” I placed a hand on my wide-brimmed sun hat to keep it from blowing away in the breeze. “He picks a fight in every city we visit.”
A smile made its way to Jack’s eyes. “Just like when he has a losing poker hand, Baxter cries cheat. He raised a financial dispute with dozens of venues nationwide. Mineral Wells will be no different. I’m honestly surprised Celia Mae didn’t sack him weeks ago.”
“His Sherlock Holmes is quite memorable.”
Jack furrowed his brow and put on his best attempt at a British accent. “I dare say I could outshine Baxter in the role, my dear Watson. A pity no one has asked.”
The mayor’s voice boomed over the restless crowd as he launched into a speech about Palo Pinto County’s bright future. After several long minutes of praising the virtues of their mineral-rich waters and promising ‘unprecedented growth,’ he finally pivoted to the heart of the event.
“We are deeply honored to host one of the final performances of a tour celebrating the most brilliant fictional mind of our time—Sherlock Holmes. With his unparalleled powers of observation, relentless pursuit of truth, and inexhaustible intellect, Holmes has inspired generations across the globe.”
Jack leaned closer, his voice a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ll give him points for speechifying—he knows how to butter up a crowd. Even if he looks like a bullfrog in a waistcoat.”
“Shh, he’s saying my name,” I said, holding up a hand to ward off the reporter’s distractions.
“I am speaking, of course, about the remarkable Lady Anne Worthington.” The mayor gestured in my direction with a sweeping arm. “A visionary inventor whose ingenuity and determination left an indelible mark on this tour. Lady Anne, with her brilliant mind, unwavering creativity, and, dare I say, impeccable sense of style, serves as a beacon of inspiration.”
Baxter seized the moment, stepping closer to me and bowing with exaggerated flair. He waved toward me like a showman unveiling a masterpiece, and the crowd applauded with enthusiasm.
I gave a reserved wave, feeling the heat of unwanted attention. Baxter leaned in with a grin. “Drink it in, Lady Anne. Public adoration is the fuel of genius.”
“Not this genius,” I muttered. “I’d take a quiet day in my lab over this circus any time.”
The mayor carried on, his voice thick with grandeur. “Mineral Wells, a town known for its storied past and rejuvenating springs, stands today as a crossroads—a place where great minds and daring ideas converge. This late summer gathering is a testament to the enduring power of literature, mystery, and invention. Let us honor the pursuit of knowledge, celebrate the thrill of discovery, and treasure the strength of community.”
Jack smirked, his tone dry. “If he’s planning a run for governor, he might want to save some hot air. At this rate, he’ll burn out before election season.”
“And now, without further ado…” The mayor raised his arms theatrically. “Let us welcome Lady Anne Worthington and the incomparable Baxter Knight, the actor who brought Sherlock Holmes to life on this extraordinary tour. May their visit remind us of the boundless possibilities of human ingenuity, the joy of uncovering mysteries, and the enduring magic of creativity.”
The group exploded in whistles, clapping, and hip-hip hoorays. Baxter stepped to the center, wielding an oversized magnifying glass, more decorative than functional. He hunched, getting into character as the adoration continued.
“Thank you so much. From the evidence presented, I dare say this is the most spirited town in Texas.”
The crowd ate up his rehearsed words and cheered his name.
“Make sure to grab tickets to our shows in the next few days. I promise you will enjoy the performance. With my magnifying glass in hand, no clue shall escape my keen eye.” Baxter’s gaze darted to the wings. “I won’t pontificate like your esteemed mayor. Is that a halo around his head?” A smile ticked to his lips as the crowd shared a giggle. “I will leave you with this about your mayor: his hair didn’t fall out. It saw his face and ran for the hills!”
His final words broke character, a rarity for the actor, but landed better than any of his other closing jokes. Hoots and hollers echoed through the streets. Mayor Kelvin pretended to laugh along, but his clenched fists and red face gave him away. He seethed over the jokes at his expense.
As the crowd dispersed, Celia Mae led our group inside the quaint train station. “Honey, watch the cracks about Kelvin. That man’s sense of humor drops off faster than his hairline.”
Baxter waved off her concern. “What’s he going to do? Challenge me to a duel at sunset?”
“He’s vain, Bax.” Jack shrugged. “Maybe as much as you. He might slug you in the nose if you keep it up.”
“Or worse,” I added. “I’m sure you recall the rotund man in Little Rock who chased you through the streets with a tennis racket.”
“Remember? I still have bruises.” Baxter rubbed his arm. “For a moment, I thought I was Tubby’s midnight snack.”
“Serves you right for irritating every person you ever met.” Celia Mae placed a hand on her hip. “The crowd here is the cat’s meow.
“This might be the best stop to date,” Jack said.
“It gives me an idea about next time skipping the larger cities.” Celia Mae swatted hair over her shoulder. “These small tourist towns offer a bigger bang for the buck.”
“Six shows stacked across three days in tiny theaters does not work for me.” Baxter frowned. “Do you know what they say about actors? We die a thousand deaths before our time.”
Celia Mae rolled her eyes. “Quit your bellyachin’. Nobody said you were going on my next tour.”
“Well, I—”
“Lady Anne, can I take a moment of your time?” A woman only slightly older than my age stepped close. She wore a lovely light blue dress and cloche hat a few years out of style. She carried a touch of weight, but it didn’t detract from her pretty face and warm presence.
“Yes, how may I help you?”
Celia Mae hugged the woman. “Honey, you’ve been an absolute lifesaver cutting through all that red tape. Thank you.” She turned to me with a bright smile. “Lady Anne, this is Marigold Colbert.”
The woman’s round cheeks dimpled as she extended a hand. “Pleasure to meet you! I live in town and run the movie house with my husband, Edison. If you’ve got any free time between events, come by, and I’ll set you up with tickets to any show. Though, judging by your schedule, I suspect you’ll be lucky to catch your breath, much less a flick.”
Celia Mae cut in when Marigold paused for a second. “With this being one of our last stops, I forwarded all the mail here. She organized it for us.”
Ever the opportunist, Baxter pushed ahead with his most charming grin and kissed Marigold’s hand. “Then I owe you a debt of gratitude, dear lady, for braving the avalanche of my fan mail.”
Marigold’s laugh bubbled out, rich and warm. “No bother at all. You hardly got a sprinkle. Lady Anne, on the other hand, received a bushel of it. Took me a good while to sort it all. Seems like half of Texas wanted to write to you.” She reached into a woven basket brimming with buttery scones and ginger biscuits. “I figured y’all might need a snack after that train ride. Riding the rails always works up an appetite for me. Now, let’s make a path through this crowd so you can settle in properly.”
The scent of fresh ginger wafted as she handed me a scone, and I couldn’t help but smile at her warmth and energy. She had the easy confidence of someone who could turn chaos into order without breaking a sweat.
Baxter, not mortally wounded by her quips, melted at first bite of the biscuit, “I think we’ve found our hero of the hour.”
Marigold winked. “I do my best.”
As she led us through the throng, I caught snippets of conversations, curious glances, and flashes of eager faces in the crowd. A whisper of unease flickered at the edges of my mind—something about the way people shifted and the murmured tone of their voices. This was more than excitement about our arrival. Something else simmered just beneath the surface, though I
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