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      If you’re interested in reading more early 20th century mysteries, my free offer at the end of this book is for you! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      On a Saturday afternoon in July, Bridge Street, the main commercial district of Arrojo, was as busy as any avenue in San Francisco. Sales girls showed ladies their wares with an overenthusiastic smile, while their managers sat hunched in their offices calculating the weekly take in anticipation of closing time.

      It was then they heard the automobile. The faint rumble sounded far away at first. People came out of the shops, staring down the street.

      A covered wagon appeared. The man sitting next to the Mexican driver was tall and clean-shaven, well-fitted inside a dark suit with the collar folded up perfectly around his neck. Furniture peeked out of the back as the wagon bobbed along the rocky road. The man seemed anxious, looking over his shoulder as if aware one loose stone could send an heirloom mirror or a Chinese vase flying into the street. The agreeable-looking driver guided the horses with a clear sense of purpose and expertise. Despite that the well-dressed man’s hands were elevated over each knee as if preparing to grab the reins at any moment.

      Ladies turned to catch a glimpse of the young man, and he, in return, tipped his hat to them. Rugged and gentle features combined to form a charming countenance not lost on the younger women. They huddled closer to their mothers, giggling and lowering their eyes.

      At that moment, the car appeared. The driver was a woman veiled in a chiffon scarf, her parasol bouncing on the passenger’s side as if ready to fall from the anxious automobile at any moment. She stopped right in the middle of the street and descended from the car, pulling back the scarf, letting tendrils of chestnut hair tumble out. Her tweed jacket fit perfectly over her starched blouse and one of the newfangled corsets gave her the look of a proud pigeon.

      She glanced around with a satisfied smile, oblivious to the stares. The fishmonger and his wife stood before her, and their gaping mouths matched the salmon sitting in an ice bed in the window. She smiled, but before she could speak, they disappeared into their shop, closing the door behind them with a thud. In the wagon a few feet away, the young man’s face reddened.

      The woman seemed unruffled but somewhat surprised. She advanced toward the ladies standing not far away. Two middle-aged women sniffed, two young ladies beside them giggled, and an elderly lady leaned on a cane, her prune face barely visible under her bonnet.

      “Adele Gossling.” The woman held out her hand to the elderly lady. Her voice was decided but courteous.

      The woman turned her back and hobbled down the street. One of the middle-aged ladies hunched forward as if afraid the brazen young lady would address her next. The other spoke in an icy tone. “May I help you?”

      Adele did not draw her hand away, confident someone would eventually show a sign of hospitality. “Well, ma’am, I was hoping I could help you.”

      The woman glanced at the automobile. “We prefer those newfangled machines be parked out of the main shopping district.”

      “I’ll be residing here, so I’ll make note of it,” said Adele.

      “Residing?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said “I just bought the Rosemont house.”

      “You mean you’re going to live here?” one of the young women asked while the other let out a nervous giggle.

      “You’re from San Francisco, I take it?” The icy woman asked. Adele nodded. “Well.” She contemplated this. “It seems the Rosemonts were less discriminating than we thought.”

      “If you’ll direct me to the old Shoe Shine Shop, ma’am, I won’t take up any more of your time.” Adele’s tone was no less exuberant but more tolerant.

      “Shine closed down some time ago.” The second middle-aged woman stared at her.

      “I know that, ma’am,” said Adele. “I’m to set up my shop there.”

      “Indeed?” The icy woman raised a pince-nez to her eyes, making them look smaller than they already were. Adele felt she were being examined by a very staunch raccoon. “You bought the house and the shop?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Adele bowed.

      “You must be very rich,” said the young girl who had first spoken and her friend let out another giggle. The icy woman, whom Adele guessed was her mother, pinched her elbow.

      “If I were, I wouldn’t be opening a stationery shop,” said Adele with a laugh.

      “I beg your pardon!” The girl flushed. The two middle-aged women exchanged a look.

      “I’m no pauper though,” she added.

      “One would scarcely go in for one of those contraptions if one were a pauper.” The icy woman sniffed at the car.

      “You don’t you approve of them, ma’am?” Adele asked.

      “I do not!” The woman glared. “They frighten the horses with their unbearable noise. You could cause a very nasty accident if you’re not careful.”

      “I’m always careful,” Adele assured her.

      “Nevertheless,” she said. “We hope not to see that contraption on Bridge Street in the future.”

      “I’ll leave the car at home, ma’am,” Adele promised. “I hope to see more of all of you, though.”

      “Indeed?” The woman eyed her.

      “I invite you to come and visit my shop when I open,” Adele said. “I’m sure you won’t be disappointed by my wares or my manners.”

      “We order our stationery from Harley & Sons in San Francisco.” The icy woman turned toward the milliner’s down the street.

      “They’re terribly overpriced, if you want to know the truth, ma’am,” said Adele. “I promise you the same quality for half.”

      A horse snorted, and she glanced down the street. The young man in the wagon touched the rim of his hat as if trying to send some sort of signal.

      “Do you know him?” the second woman asked.

      “I ought to.” Adele smiled. “He’s my brother.”

      “Will he be living with you in the Rosemont house?”

      “Unfortunately not,” said Adele. “He’s only here to help me with my things. He’ll be returning to San Francisco shortly.” She added, “The grand opening for Adele’s Stationery is next Friday. I invite you to come.”

      “Really, young lady.” The blood drained from the woman’s cheeks. “That is most forward of you. One does not invite people to a grand opening.”

      “You mean a woman shouldn’t try to drum up business for herself?” Adele asked dryly. “This is a new century, ma’am. Women have a right to make their living as much as a man.” Her gaze swept across the four women in front of her.

      “We don’t take to that sort of progressive talk here, Miss —Miss —”

      “Gossling,” Adele reminded her. “And your name, ma’am?”

      “We have certain expectations in Arrojo,” the woman continued.

      “And your name, ma’am?” she persisted.

      She regarded Adele with a self-righteous gaze. “Mrs. Faderman.”

      “Well, Mrs. Faderman,” Adele said, “I have a few expectations of my own.”

      “Oh, you’re engaged!” The woman’s face lifted with a sign of hope.

      Adele looked at her with unmistakable horror. “Heaven forbid!”

      Mrs. Faderman’s expression turned icy again. “I don’t think you should make light of it, Miss Gossling.”

      “I assure you, I’m not,” Adele said.

      “I was interested because it’s been my experience ladies who are engaged do not stay in business long. Their time is soon occupied by other things.” She coughed delicately.

      “You mean more important things like a house, a husband, and children,” Adele guessed.

      “I didn’t say so.”

      “Well, I plan on being in your midst for a very long time,” Adele said with a smile.

      “Unengaged?” asked her daughter.

      “Unengaged,” Adele answered.

      “You may rest assured, Miss Gossling, we have the means to take care of that!” Mrs. Faderman grabbed her daughter’s hand. “New Woman or no New Woman,” she added.

      Adele burst out laughing as she watched the others follow her lead. They reminded her of ducklings toddling after their mother as the four ladies marched down the street in the direction of the milliner’s.

      When they had disappeared, she climbed into her automobile, adjusted the scarf and gloves, and, with more determination, shot down the dusty road, the wheels pounding the gravel behind her.
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      “I’m sure we’ll find plenty of nasty creatures here.” Jackson leaned against his walking stick as he surveyed the Rosemont house. The hallway formed a straight line through to the back door and was padded with dirt, leaves, and even tufts of tumbleweed.

      “I should have expected it,” Adele said. “I should have put the scrub brush and the broom in the back of the Beaton instead of burying them in the wagon.”

      “You can never foresee these things.” He scraped the dirt from underneath his shoes on the ragged door mat.

      “Tomas!” The driver of the wagon bobbed his head. “Have you a wife and children?”

      “Yes, señorita.” He held up eight fingers to indicate the blessed size of his family.

      “I’d like you to take my car and bring your wife and the eldest daughter here immediately to help clean my house,” she said. “Make that the two eldest.”

      “Really, Del,” Jackson muttered.

      “Why in heavens not?” she asked.

      “You don’t know what kind of people they are.”

      “My wife cleans well, señor,” the man insisted. “My children too.”

      “Of course they do,” Adele said. “You bring them all here, Tomas.”

      The man looked at the car as if it were a creature just emerged from the bottom of the San Francisco Bay.

      “Oh, very well, take the horses,” said Adele. “Tell them, if they come, I’ll give you and your wife one dollar each, and fifty cents to each of your children. If you make haste, I’ll give each of them a dollar and a half, and you and your wife two dollars.”

      The man grinned, unhitched the horses from the wagon, and with a quick shake of the reins, was gone.

      Jackson bowed, acknowledging defeat as was usually the case when he tried to wrestle with his sister's determination.

      “I thought you would approve.” She eyed him. “Eventually.”

      “He told me he hasn’t had much luck finding work this year," he said. “Not a promising future for a family of eight.”

      “I may just move the entire brood here,” said Adele. “He and his wife can take care of the place for me. There must be plenty of room out back for them to build a house, and I’m sure it would suit them more than any work they might find in the city.” She swung around, the hem of her skirt just missing a patch of mud on the porch. Her movements were slightly indiscreet for a woman. “I’ve a feeling I’ll incur plenty of dust through these window cracks.”

      “If you wanted to avoid dust, you should have stayed in the city,” Jackson remarked.

      “This house may be dirty, Jack, but it has no memories.” Adele removed the scarf, and tentacles of hair whipped in the wind.

      “I thought you wanted to get out of the city because of John Bellows, not because of memories.”

      “Both,” she said shortly. “I told you that before.”

      “We could have moved to another city where there are no memories,” he said in a soft voice, looking down at the clumps of nettle bushes below the porch. “Like Los Angeles or Santa Barbara near Aunt Belle.”

      She put her hand on his shoulder. “This place has plenty of room for both of us. It would be delightful if you stayed.”

      “And help you fight off the nasty creatures?” He grinned.

      “Help me fight off the lady crusaders,” she said. “I have a feeling they’ll try to get me engaged to some local fellow before long.”

      He laughed. “Heaven help them, and heaven help him!”

      Her face grew serious. “I only want peace now, Jack.” She grabbed his hand. “Come, let's see the rest of it.”

      “You mean show me the rest of it,” he said.

      “I bought the place sight unseen.” She lifted her skirt as she descended the porch steps.

      Wrinkles appeared around his eyes. “You mean you bought a house without knowing what it looked like?”

      “Miss Lake said it was very pretty.”

      “Pretty!” He snorted. “I suppose pretty is what's important in the eyes of a woman estate agent.”

      She glared at him. “That was unworthy of you, Jack.”

      “No more unworthy of me than buying a house half-cocked was unworthy of you,” he retorted.

      “Sometimes you have to trust people.” She took his arm.

      Oak trees made the patchy yellow grass around the house look less desolate, and red and green shrubs gave the wilderness a lovely autumn palette. The dust was almost toe-deep, and even Adele had to lift her skirt all the way up to her ankles so as not to redden the hem.

      To the left, a field of frazzled poppies pointed their orange petals toward the sky. To the right deep hairs of grass and weeds made a prickly fortress around the house. Further away, another house, larger and more ornate than Adele’s, stood majestically against the background of hills far away.

      “I wonder who lives there.” She shielded her eyes from the sun.

      “An eminent citizen, perhaps a property owner,” said Jackson.

      “How do you know?”

      “You can see from here how the house is well built,” he said. “A man who has money to spend on aesthetics.”

      “You really should have done more detective work, Jack,” she said. “You have a marvelous eye.”

      “A cursed eye,” he grumbled. “It’s better I left the Anspach Agency when I did.”

      “Of course it’s better,” said Adele as they walked to the rear of the house. “The Anspaches have no pity. No shame either. They’re worse than the Pinkertons.”

      He looked at the grass for a moment as they stood at the back porch. His handsome face glazed like a marble shield of lingering regrets. She hadn't yet found out what it was he regretted.

      “What are those trees?” she asked.

      “Maples, I believe.”

      “Jack, there’s a gazebo!”

      The white and lemon gazebo had not the slightest sign of wear. Its octagon sides were symmetric among the wild grasses and flowers, and the egg-shaped roof had a lightening effect. The inside, however, was more revealing of its condition. They found the anticipated creatures nesting in one corner. Jackson chased them out with his cane.

      “It looked so untouched,” she mused. “I have a feeling looks deceive in just about every corner of this place.”

      A young woman appeared in the garden of the big house as if she could not wait to take in the bright morning. She was dressed in white from her hair to her waist. She ran to a bush with hanging red flowers and threw out her arms as if ready to embrace it. Her simple delight almost made Adele forget the way the women had snubbed her on Bridge Street.

      “Whistle to her, Jack.” Her brother stared at her as if she had told him to jump off a bridge. “It won’t be indiscreet. I’m sure handsome young men are a scarcity in a town like this.”

      “Certainly not!”

      “Oh, for goodness sake.” Adele tried to whistle but it came out like a shriek. She called and waved.

      The young woman noticed and, with a laugh, called and waved back.

      “You’ll make her think you belong locked in an attic.” Her brother led her into the house.

      “You needn’t worry about my not making any friends,” she said. “I expect even the matchmaking hens will get used to me in time.”

      “You’ve never the better part of discretion, Del.” Jackson frowned.

      “Is it indiscreet to wave hello to a new neighbor?” she asked. “We aren’t in the city with our windows nose to nose, perhaps, but we can still be cordial.”

      “Those are not the kind of people who are likely to converse with a neighbor over a fence,” he said with a marked irony. “Not a neighbor like you, that is.”

      Adele stiffened. “Papa was one of the best lawyers in the city. I’ll thank you to remember that, Jack.”

      “He was also a criminal lawyer,” her brother reminded her.

      “He wasn’t perhaps in the same clubs as Mr. Hopkins or Mr. Stanford, but we had a social presence. In a place like this, I’m sure we would be considered well off.”

      “And you’re going to be a shopkeeper,” he said quietly.

      “That’s more for purpose than money and you know it,” she snapped.

      Horse's hooves saved him from answering. Tomas had returned, bringing his entire family with him.
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      A few days later, Adele left Tomas’ wife Ruth and her eldest daughter to sweep out the cobwebs of the house as she hunted up the small building at 625 Bridge Street. It had fewer nasty creatures than the Rosemont house but the grime reached every corner.

      “This red dust is rather like a parasite, isn’t it?” she remarked to the woman standing in the doorway of the shop next to hers.

      The woman didn’t answer but only stared at her with cat-like eyes. She seemed petrified in some maniacal fairytale. She wore no hat, and her hair looked as if it hadn’t seen a pin in years. Free-flowing and coal black, the waves swung past her shoulders. Her clothes were as loose as her hair with only the vaguest outline of a corset underneath. Her features showed a natural grace and her intense eyes made her beauty so spellbinding every child and man passing by could not keep from glancing at her. The wild woman met the children's eyes without smiling and pointedly ignored the men.

      Adele wiped her hands on a clean rag and approached her. “Adele Gossling.”

      Unlike the hens, the woman accepted the greeting. Her grasp was fierce, as if trying to squeeze the truth out of it.

      “And your name?”

      The woman did not answer She dropped her hand and retreated back to the door, her eyes never leaving Adele’s face.

      Adele couldn’t resist peering through the window of the woman’s shop. “Charming,” she murmured. Exotic scents floated out from the open doorway, reminding her of the mysterious stalls she had passed by in Chinatown.

      The woman moved quickly in front of the window.

      “I don’t mean to be nosy,” Adele said. “I only wanted to see so I can send my clients your way. You can send me yours, and we can help one another.”

      The woman turned her head away as if the idea of business was crude to her.

      “Mine is a stationery store,” she continued.

      A smile appeared on the woman’s lips. It was an odd little smile, not quite inviting and even a little teasing. The smile annoyed Adele.

      “I’m quite serious about making my shop a success, “ she insisted, “as I’m sure you are in making yours.”

      The woman seemed ready to answer, but a voice called for Adele from behind. It was the boy bringing the merchandise she had ordered. Behind them, a man who looked to be in his forties greeted her with cautious kindness. “Welcome, miss.”

      “The Arrojo welcoming committee at last?” she asked with a smile. “My brother should have been here to see it.”

      He removed his hat. “My name is Lowell Tanning. At your service, miss.”

      “I’m happy to see at least one person in this town doesn’t regard me as an outcast.”

      He laughed. “You mustn’t take the cold shoulder you received too much to heart. Arrojo was founded by the most excellent of men who, I’m afraid, believed they created the California landscape alongside the Almighty. I ought to know. My grandfather was one of them.”

      “I’m quite impressed with it,” said Adele. “I expected a tiny town when I found the little dot on the map. But this is more like a small city.”

      “Indeed,” said Mr. Tanning. “My ancestors and, I suspect, those of many others here, were a sight more forthcoming with their vision of commerce than those of us living here would care to admit.”

      Adele took his arm. “Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?”

      “Tea would be ideal, miss,” he said with a bow.

      “Will you join us for tea, Miss —” But the woman had retreated into her shop and shut the door.

      “An interesting wood nymph,” Adele remarked.

      Mr. Tanning followed her into the shop. “Most people around here think Miss Branch is some kind of witch or a sorceress. They find her more diabolical than interesting.”

      “You can’t be serious.” She stared at him.

      He bowed his head. “I’m afraid I am.”

      She put her hand on her hip. “Do you believe she’s a witch or a sorceress, Mr. Tanning?”

      “I’m a much more plain-thinking man,” he said. “I’ve heard Miss Branch has special powers — clairvoyance, I think they call it. Just as her mother did.”

      “I see,” she said. “Perhaps you shall be plain-speaking as well, Mr. Tanning, and tell me just what savage wilderness I’ve stumbled into?”

      He laughed as she put the kettle on a small gas stove. “I assure you we’re as civilized as anyone living in Sacramento and even your San Francisco. Though much less hurried, I imagine.”

      “I’ll tell my brother,” she said. “He’ll be relieved to know.”

      “The gentleman we saw in the wagon?” Adele nodded. “He’s not staying with you?”

      “I tried to persuade him.”

      “I can understand how he feels,” he said. “Not much here for a man unless he’s willing to resign himself to small town pleasures and reticence.”

      “Is it reticent?” Adele delivered the teacup into his waiting hands.

      The man considered this. “I suppose one may call a small town reticent as compared to the city. And yet, people stay on because, well, we feel safer with the devil we know than the devil we don’t know.”

      Adele nodded. “I sensed that the moment I arrived. Is there no hope for one like me in a place like Arrojo?”

      The man fitted the cup inside the saucer. “I’m not sure I know what you mean, Miss Gossling.”

      “I’m neither a great lady nor an imbecile,” she said. “I would very much like to live among you in peace.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ll have much trouble unless you’re a criminal or a rebel.” He grimaced.

      “My brother thinks I’m a little bit of both,” she remarked.

      He laughed. “And what do you think?”

      “We’ve entered a new century, Mr. Tanning,” she said. “We have much to discover. We can’t afford to tread in the waters of the past.”

      “I’m afraid you won’t find many embracing that view in Arrojo.”

      “I’m not here to march in the streets with banners, sir,” she declared. “I’m only after peace and small pleasures.”

      “That’s a rather odd thing to hear from a young woman in the prime of life,” he remarked.

      She fiddled with the handle of her teacup. “My father died recently, Mr. Tanning.”

      He set the cup down on the dusty counter. “You and he were very close, I take it.”

      “Yes, we were.” She opened her bag and took out a handkerchief, turning away to wipe her eyes.

      “So close that you’re using his handkerchief,” he said in a quiet voice.

      She stared down at it. The embroidered O.G. shone in the sun.

      Mr. Tanning put on his hat. “Miss Gossling, you may not be approved by all, but you will not be disliked as long as there is kindness in your heart.”

      She felt at once grateful to this man who had obviously stepped away from decorum out of sympathy for the aloofness she had experienced her first day in town. “I assure you, Mr. Tanning, I will bear no one malice should they choose to disapprove of or even dislike me.”

      “I feel certain you’ll find the peace you’re looking for,” he said. “I shall ask my wife to invite you and your brother to dinner one Sunday. Will he be coming down to see you often?’

      “I’m afraid not as often as I would wish,” she sighed.

      “Ah, you miss him,” he said.

      “He insists on living in the city.”

      “But you needed to escape the memories,” he guessed. “You needed your small pleasures and peace.”

      She felt the tears begin again and clutched her handkerchief.

      “Please let me know when he’s in town,” he said. “I promise you a good dinner and good company.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Tanning,” she said with a curtsy. “For everything.”

      The compliment seemed to embarrass the man, and he hurried down the street, nearly knocking over the boy delivering her merchandise.
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      A few days later, the door to Adele’s Stationery stood ajar for a grand reception and found only dust and air. A few heads turned as people passed the shop, but no one stopped, and eyes did not linger past the GRAND OPENING banner. Children peered through the window bright with displays of yellow, pink, and blue letter paper, their mouths gaping as if they had never seen such fine colors in their lives. She bought a bag of lemon drops at Hyde’s Confectionery and gave them to the children. They smiled at her, reassuring her Arrojo was not a wholly unsympathetic place.

      In the afternoon, she made herself a cup of coffee and sat behind the counter. Her head ached from watching the door. Not a single person had entered or even peered inside with the least curiosity, save the children. She tried not to be disheartened but it was difficult to keep the tears back. She could see her father’s face, a twinkle in the green eyes that were so much like Jackson’s. She knew what he would say: Be patient, be determined, and don’t let them beat you.

      A young woman appeared in the doorway. The folds of her dress fluttered with ribbons, and the brilliant peach shade made the colored paper in the window pale in comparison. Her arms were filled with packages wrapped in brown paper. “Is that coffee?” She stared at the cup in Adele’s hand. “Is it strong? Very strong?”

      Adele smiled. The girl’s loveliness came not only from her youth but the untroubled mind that belonged to a belle. “I’ll make you a cup and let you decide. I’m Adele Gossling.”

      “Oh, we know that.” The girl lurched forward. Her step was quick rather than careful.

      “We?”

      “I mean, my father told us,” she said.

      “Is your father Mr. Tanning?”

      The girl’s lovely face gathered with perplexity. Then a glint appeared in her eye. “Mr. Tanning is not my father. Perhaps the future will bring surprises.”

      Adele poured the girl a cup of coffee, not questioning the vague response.

      “My father is Michael Blackstone,” the girl continued. “He’s the most elegant and respected gentlemen in Arrojo.”

      Now it was Adele’s turn to show amusement. “You say that with a little too much pride.”

      “Do I?” The girl dropped into a chair, leaning her parasol across the counter. “I suppose I do have a little too much pride, but I never thought about it. I’m more capricious and headstrong. At least that’s what my father says.” She peered at Adele. “Should I be ashamed of that?”

      “One may be anything when one hasn’t the burden of years on one’s soul,” Adele studied Miss Blackstone’s features. “I believe you’re my neighbor.”

      The girl laughed. “I knew you were sharp the moment I saw you in your gazebo the other day. Unlike some of those girls I went to school with.” The last was added with a sniff.

      “You’re Miss Blackstone?”

      “Lucy Blackstone,” she said. “You must call me Lucy, of course. And I shall call you Adele, since we’re to be friends.” She grabbed her hand but did not shake it. Instead, she seemed to want to feel the strength of it.

      “How kind of you to come into my shop to introduce yourself.” Adele tried not to make her desperation obvious.

      “I did not come to introduce myself.” The girl fingered the pencils. “Not just that, anyway. I came to make a purchase.” She eyed the empty store. “This is your first time owning a shop, isn’t it?”

      “How did you know?”

      Lucy’s eyes glowed. “Father knows everything. Sometimes before he has a right to know it.”

      “I see.” Adele smiled. “Yes, this is my first shop.”

      Lucy cocked her head. “Why stationery?”

      “I’ve always had a fondness for the epistolary,” Adele admitted. “There’s something rather elegant and utilitarian about writing paper and envelopes and ink.”

      Lucy laughed in a way that did not resemble the goose giggle of the young ladies in the society Adele left behind in San Francisco. “You clearly haven’t had many love letters. They’re anything but utilitarian.”

      “I’ve had my share,” Adele said. “Have you really come to buy?”

      “You didn’t think I would leave you to your own devices. In Arrojo?” The girl snorted. “No one will set foot in your shop unless someone else buys first. It is an old-fashioned and terribly unjust custom here.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “Nor should you.” Lucy’s skirt swept dangerously close to a stack of envelopes. “I’m sure such antiquated ideas are not the providence of an exciting city like San Francisco. How I wish I lived there!”

      “Perhaps you would change your mind if you did,” Adele said dryly.

      “Oh, it’s a rogue’s village, I know,” said Lucy. “My mother often tells me. She was a Nob Hill debutante until she married Father and he brought her to this anthill.” Adele could not help laughing. “Well, it’s the truth. I wonder you ever wanted to come.”

      “San Francisco is the anthill,” said Adele. “All the well-dressed ants scurrying from one corner to another. Most of them have forgotten wherefore and why.”

      “Perhaps they never knew.” Lucy examined a sheath of writing paper.

      “That’s quite a philosophical suggestion,” Adele remarked. “I see you’ve been educated.”

      “Oh, I’ve read Shakespeare and listened to Mozart.” She shrugged.

      “And what shall you do with your education, Lucy?”

      The girl stiffened. “I want you to order me a special kind of writing paper.”

      “Certainly,” said Adele.

      “Lavender paper,” added Lucy. “A very pale shade of lavender.”

      “I’ll try my best,” Adele mumbled.

      “And can you get me this design?” The girl reached for a pencil and paper lying on the counter and scratched at it. She then handed it to Adele.

      The design was so exquisite, Adele felt sure the girl had also studied drawing with less ennui than she had literature and music. The carnation wreaths with their claw-like leaves and flapping petals looked as if they belonged there. Adele could almost smell their spicy scent.

      “You’re a talented artist,” she remarked.

      “I only take from nature what she gives,” Lucy said, flushing. “You couldn’t see my garden from where you and that handsome man were looking.”

      “My brother, you mean,” said Adele. “I don’t think we noticed it.”

      “You must come and see it, then.” She grabbed Adele’s hand. “My talent lies not in drawing but in cultivating carnations.”

      “A rather conventional interest for an unconventional young lady,” Adele said, amused.

      “Heavens, am I unconventional?” asked the girl. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “I would call a lady of your standing who comes into the shop of the town outcast and buys from her unconventional,” Adele said. “I’m most appreciative.”

      Lucy took both her hands. “I intend to see you become one of us. I shall insist upon it.”

      “You always get what you want, don’t you?” Adele eyed her. “Might I make a suggestion regarding your design?”

      The girl bowed her head in an exaggerated way, which did not entirely convince Adele she was ready to accept advice. Listen to it, perhaps, but that was a very different thing.

      She took up the pencil, and with a few swipes, two of the flowers opened their petals, their glory spilling into the corner of the page.

      The girl snatched it from her. “I despise flowers in bloom!”

      “Why is that?”

      Lucy did not answer. With a stroke of her hands, she opened the parasol over her head and leaned against the doorway. “I’ll expect you for lunch next Sunday afternoon. With or without your brother?”

      “Without, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh, but he’ll come soon, won’t he?”

      “If I have anything to say about it,” Adele said with a smile. “I’ll be sure to bring him around to meet you when he does.”

      The girl nodded. “When will the letter paper be ready?”

      “By the end of next week, I think. I can bring it with me to when I come, if you like,” said Adele.

      “Splendid! I’ve a very special use for it, you see, and I’d like it as soon as possible.” Her gloved hand went to her cheek. “Oh, but that’s between you and me. We’ll have many secrets between us, won’t we?”

      “My father once said a young woman apt to keep secrets is a young woman not to be trusted,” Adele remarked.

      “Oh, my father told me the very same thing.” Lucy swept her skirt up from the dusty sidewalk. “I don’t always believe everything he says, though I make him think I do.” She waved as she crossed the street.

      “I believed everything mine said.” The words came softly, blowing like a warm wind inside the shop, now perfumed and airy in the wake of the young woman’s departure.
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      Lucy’s prediction proved correct. As if everyone on Bridge Street saw her waving at Adele and bouncing out of her shop, they started tentatively coming in, and some even bought. Adele opened for half a day on Saturday and sold several more packets of writing paper, some stamps, and a few fountain pens, including one special order for Mrs. Cricket, one of the fussier ladies in town. The orders were small, but people’s eyes wandered around the shop as if examining not only the merchandise but also the quality of its owner. Adele realized when Arrojo citizens became used to her presence, she could rely on a steady flow of customers.

      She was eager to show her gratitude toward Lucy Blackstone and promptly arrived at the house on Sunday. It looked much larger up close, and the twisted pillars rivaled the surrounding tall trees. A rather obliging butler led her to the parlor, their steps echoing in the hollow hallway. The exquisite paintings on the walls and the statue of a shielded Venus made Adele almost wish she had asked Jackson to accompany her.

      Lucy was staring out the open French doorways. Her mother and father sat as if for a portrait, the woman with her skirts spread over her ankles as she lounged on the couch, the man standing over her with his hand on her shoulder. A small boy who looked about seven years old sat on the floor pushing a tin toy car around.

      Lucy gave her a peck on one cheek and then the other.

      “Before I forget.” Adele reached into her large purse. “I brought the paper.”

      The girl pressed her hand and whispered, “Not now. Later.” Then, in a lighter tone, “Come meet my parents. Mother, this is Adele, our new neighbor. I told you about her.”

      Lucy’s mother smiled, her face so perfectly pale, it might have been the model for the stone Venus. “I believe it’s customary to call a woman who owns a shop by her last name, dear.”

      “Adele is my friend.” Lucy’s brow creased. “Her shop is a diversion, Mother. Adele is a woman of independent means.”

      “You mean she’s rich like us?” The little boy pushed the car around Adele’s feet.

      “I’m not exactly rich.” Adele smiled. “And who might you be?”

      “Michael Blackstone Jr.,” the little boy announced. “People call me Mickey.”

      “You’re rich enough for our blood,” Lucy said. “Isn’t she, Father?”

      Her father bowed. “Forgive my daughter, Miss Gossling. She’s apt to forget her manners.”

      “I know what I’m about,” Lucy insisted. “More than most people.”

      He threw her a sharp look, but almost immediately, his countenance changed. “I’m sorry if she offended you, Miss Gossling.”

      “I’m not in the least offended,” Adele said. “In fact, I’m honored to be here.”

      “Oh?”

      “I know the Blackstones are one of the oldest and most respected families in Arrojo.”

      He looked pleased. “We welcome you to our home, don’t we, Marissa?” He looked expectedly at his wife.

      “Indeed we do.”

      Adele smiled and held out her hand to the woman. Mrs. Blackstone raised hers but let it fall as if she hadn’t the strength, laying a lace handkerchief like a pillow on her lap.

      “I’m afraid I’m intruding,” Adele said.

      “Lucy didn’t tell us you were coming until this morning,” Mr. Blackstone admitted. “We usually prefer to keep Sundays between the family.”

      “I see what you mean by your daughter being impetuous.” Adele glanced at the girl. Lucy looked as unconcerned as one who always got her own way.

      “The family Sunday is a thing of the past, Father,” she said. “Sundays are for company and leisure now.”

      “It’s no matter,” said Mrs. Blackstone. “We like having guests, don’t we, Michael?” She glanced at her husband.

      “That is true, my dear.”

      “I don’t see why I can’t invite my own guests.” Lucy’s voice was like steel. “This is my house too.”

      “I never said it wasn’t, my dear,” said her father. “We merely like to know these things ahead of time.”

      “You always have to know everything,” Adele heard Lucy say under her breath.

      Mickey made a noise like a motor as he steered the toy car. Mrs. Blackstone said with a recovering smile, “You’re not intruding in the least, Miss Gossling. We’re happy to entertain you.”

      “I imagine you don’t usually entertain shopkeepers,” Adele said in a light voice.

      “We are always happy to welcome any newcomer to Arrojo,” Mr. Blackstone insisted. “Especially our neighbors.”

      Adele felt a pull on her hand and smiled down at Mickey. “I’ll be a great landlord someday, just like Papa,” he said.

      She laughed. “Do you know what a landlord is?”

      “What has that to do with it?” The boy’s tone was serious rather than indignant. Without waiting for the answer, he rolled the car around the couch.

      “You’ll find out when it’s time, my boy,” his father assured him. “I believe James just rang the bell for lunch, my dear.”

      The Blackstones warmed to her over the roast and potatoes. Even Mickey insisted on showing her his car, expertly pointing to the different parts as if he had built the thing himself.

      “What brought you to Arrojo, Miss Gossling?” Mr. Blackstone pushed the wine further away from him, consequently putting it out of both Adele’s and Lucy’s reach. It was clear he disapproved of more than one glass of wine for young ladies.

      She thought of her conversation with Mr. Tanning. “I’m looking for small pleasures and peace.”

      “That sounds rather cryptic.”

      “Father prefers women to be straightforward.” Lucy leaned over and plucked the wine bottle from the table, pouring a glass for both of them.

      “Your father prefers everyone to be straightforward, dear,” said Mrs. Blackstone.

      “I shall speak plainly, then,” said Adele. “My father died, and I wanted to get away from the city.”

      “I can understand that,” Mr. Blackstone said. “But that’s not the only reason, is it?”

      Adele smiled. “You’re right, of course. My, shall we say, marriage prospects were none too bright in the city, and there was a certain young man who was determined to change that.”

      “How utterly fascinating!” Lucy’s eyes were shining. “You must tell me about it some time.”

      “I’m sure the young man you speak of meant no harm,” said her father. “I’m sure he was only trying to do what was best for you.”

      Adele grasped her napkin under the table. “You will appreciate young ladies these days would rather decide for themselves what is best for them, Mr. Blackstone.”

      “I realize that, Miss Gossling,” he said in a firm voice, “Though I can’t say I always agree with it. It depends upon the young lady.” Although he did not look at his daughter, Adele had the feeling the speech was meant for her.

      “Have you lived in San Francisco all your life?” Lucy asked. Adele nodded. “How splendid!” The girl sighed.

      “It’s not as splendid as you seem to think,” Adele said gently.

      “I don’t think, I know,” said Lucy.

      “I’ve told Lucy many stories about the city,” said Mrs. Blackstone. “I was born there, you see.”

      “Perhaps you exaggerated a little, my dear.” Mr. Blackstone refused the green beans the footman put in front of him.

      “Perhaps I did,” Mrs. Blackstone agreed. “One is apt to romanticize one’s youth.”

      “Father has lived here all his life,” said Lucy. “He believes provinciality is God’s intention for men. He won’t see small towns like this offer nothing for young people.”

      The hard glance between father and daughter told Adele the argument was well-worn in the house.

      “Your daughter told me you were the belle of Nob Hill at one time.” Adele turned to Mrs. Blackstone. “I’m sure you weren’t exaggerating about its splendor.”

      “I don’t regret one day I’ve lived in Arrojo,” said the woman. “I imagine twenty years from now, neither will Lucy. Don’t you agree, dear?”

      Adele thought at first she was directing the question at her daughter, but she soon realized she meant her husband.

      He turned to Adele. “And there’s no chance this young man would leave San Francisco and come here?”

      “No, indeed, sir.” The odd glare in his eyes prompted her to add, “He’s a partner in a law firm there and quite grounded in city life.”

      “No matter,” said Mr. Blackstone. “I’m sure you’ll find yourself with plenty of opportunities. A woman of your breeding always has opportunities.”

      Lucy shot her father a look. “You make her sound like a dog, Father.”

      “You know your father is always interested in your friends, dear,” said Mrs. Blackstone.

      “Yes, I know.”

      Adele did not miss the irony in her voice.

      “I suppose it was rather indiscreet of me,” the man admitted.

      “I don’t mind.” Adele grasped her napkin again. “I’ve nothing to hide.”

      Lucy picked up her wine glass. “You know, Father, some women prefer to marry later in life, and some prefer to marry right away. It all depends on when they fall in love.”

      “Poppycock!” Mr. Blackstone snapped. “Marriage is much more than just a matter of love.”

      “Father believes in taking one’s assets into account in everything,” said Lucy in a sharp voice. “Even marriage.”

      “I imagine the ladies in this town will try to bring you to the mercy of the maypole,” said the man with a smile.

      “There isn’t much chance they will succeed,” Adele insisted. “Not for a while, anyway.”

      He rose and took Mickey’s hand. “It’s time for your nap, my boy.”

      Mickey leaned his curly head against his father’s shoulder “You promised me pistachio fudge!”

      His father nodded at the nanny who had just entered the room. “Miss Cummings, make sure Mickey gets a piece of fudge before you put him down. A small piece, mind you.”

      Mickey seemed satisfied, and as he was led out of the dining room waved at Adele and his sister.

      They all retired to the parlor for coffee, and Adele couldn’t help but remark to Mrs. Blackstone, “Your house is very lovely.”

      Mrs. Blackstone looked pleased. “Michael chose most of the furnishings. He has such good taste.”

      Her husband lit a cigar. “My father rebuilt this house three times. Most people add on, but he insisted if one is to change one’s house, he must do so from the ground up. He did the same for the houses of his tenant farmers.”

      “My brother guessed you were a landowner,” said Adele. “He said your house was so well kept, it could only belong to one who knew about such things.”

      “How very observant of him,” said Mr. Blackstone.

      “He thinks it’s a curse,” said Adele with a laugh. “He’s a detective.”

      “Your brother doesn’t live with you?” he asked.

      “He insisted on staying in the city.”

      “Isn’t that highly irregular?” Mrs. Blackstone ventured. “You’re not married and–”

      “He knows no harm will come to me in a town like this,” said Adele. “Mr. Tanning reassured me of that the other day. Do you know Mr. Tanning?”

      A sudden shadow of clouds appeared through the French doors, turning the dome of sunlight gray.

      “He’s an old enemy of Father’s,” Lucy said.

      “Lucy!”

      “Adele is bound to hear about it from the town gossips, Mother.”

      Mr. Blackstone coughed. “We have a business dispute, it’s true.”

      “Business dispute?” Lucy eyed her father. “I believe it’s more complicated than that, Father.” She turned to Adele. “A piece of land Father thinks is dangerous so he wants to shut it down.”

      “And Mr. Tanning doesn’t want it shut down?” Adele guessed.

      Mr. Blackstone said in a forceful voice, “He won’t have a choice. It’s swampland and pestilent. I’ve sent the governor a letter, just as I said I would.”

      “Father, you have no right,” Lucy insisted. “It’s Tanning property.”

      “The town council agreed with me, my dear,” he said. “It’s infested with disease and dangerous. You wouldn’t want your brother or his friends going there to play, would you?”

      “Mr. Tanning offered to have it cleaned and put up a fence,” said his daughter.

      “He offered!” the man growled. “Offering and doing are two very different things.”

      “Lucy, stop!” Mrs. Blackstone’s voice was strong for the first time that evening, almost matching her daughter’s vitality. “Leave your father to handle these things.”

      “I forgot I’m not allowed to have an opinion on anything,” Lucy mumbled.

      “Of course you are, my dear.” Mr. Blackstone chucked her under the chin. “But your only duty now is to be beautiful and enjoy yourself.”

      “What about my duty to find a husband?” She eyed him.

      “Find a husband, certainly.” He gazed out the French windows. “When it’s time.”

      “When it’s time,” Lucy scoffed in a low voice.

      A tight silence filled the room again. Adele cleared her throat. “I would think you would have a lot of help in that area.”

      Lucy gave a hearty laugh. “You mean with the ladies in town? Have they started on you already?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Adele smiled as she accepted a slice of orange cake from Mrs. Blackstone’s fragile hands.

      “They might just have their opportunity.” The sparkle appeared in Lucy’s eyes. “I intend to give you a welcoming party.”

      A clatter sounded behind her. Turning around, she saw Mr. Blackstone pick up the empty cup he had dropped on the table.

      “It will be a grand party,” Lucy continued in a decisive voice. “Music and dancing, of course. They’ll all come.”

      “You should have told us this before, Lucy.” Mr. Blackstone’s tone was a little sharp.

      “I’m telling you now,” she said.

      “And when is this grand party to take place?”

      “Friday, I think.” Lucy blinked. “Yes, Friday.”

      “That’s only a week away!” Mr. Blackstone growled. “You really ought to have been more considerate, my dear.”

      Lucy took Adele’s arm. “Come, Adele. You must see my garden.”

      “By all means, do show Adele your garden.” Mrs. Blackstone’s voice was a little faint. “The carnations are so lovely just now.”

      Mr. Blackstone waved them away and settled in a chair, reaching for the Sunday newspaper.

      The garden looked like a canopy of rainbow and velvet. The closeness of flowers brushed against her face and hands. At one point, she lost sight of her hostess, making her way through the mass of blooms on her own, feeling thorns and sharp leaves hook into her skirt.

      “Careful!” she heard Lucy’s voice somewhere at the other end of the garden.

      At last, she saw a refuge in a small wooden bench, an octagon wrapping around what could only be the prize collection of violet and white carnations.

      Lucy smiled and held out her hand. She noticed the young lady’s delicate skirt was pricked and stained with green.

      “I told you they’re my life,” said the girl.

      “And your joy?” Adele laid her handbag on the bench.

      “And my joy.” In a softer voice, she said, “I envy you.”

      “I should think many young ladies envy you,” Adele smiled. “A beautiful house, a beautiful garden.”

      “It’s not my house,” Lucy said. “And it’s really not my garden. When I have a house of my own the garden will be much larger than this, and the flowers won’t be so crowded. I had to crowd them because this is the only space I could get.”

      The hurt in her voice made Adele take her hand. “You shall have a house of your own and a large garden. Perhaps not too far into the future.”

      “No, not too far,” said the young lady. She sat up. “You can give me the stationery now.”

      The moment Adele took out the package, Lucy snatched it from her and tore through the brown wrapping. The letter paper spilled over her stiff skirt, the carnations accentuated in raised purple.

      “Thank you!” She threw her arms around Adele.

      Adele couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m only fulfilling my duty as a stationer, Lucy.”

      “You don’t understand. I wish you could understand —” The furrow of her brow relaxed. “Sometimes a woman just needs her own private stationery.” She looked at Adele with bright blue eyes. “Don’t you agree?”

      “Under certain circumstances, yes.”

      “Under certain circumstances,” Lucy echoed.

      Adele handed the girl a handkerchief.

      “Oh!” Lucy stared at it with a jump.

      Adele realized she had pulled out of her bag the heavy linen handkerchief with the initials O.G. rather than her own. “It was my father’s.”

      “You keep it with you?”

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t.” Adele felt her face grow warm. “Jack says I need to let go of the past.”

      “I think it’s lovely.” Lucy handed it back to her. “I wonder if I’ll keep one of Father’s handkerchiefs when he dies.” Then, in a low tone, Adele heard her murmur, “No, I don’t think I will.”

      Adele cleared her throat. “I’m glad the paper suits you. You might tell some of your friends so they’re not afraid to come into my shop.”

      Lucy smiled and pressed her hand. “I shall. I think a woman doesn’t really come into her own until she has her own letter paper and can write to whomever she chooses.”

      “A woman usually doesn’t do that until she’s a wife,” said Adele in a gentle tone.

      “That’s exactly what my father said!”

      The remark was pointed, making Adele jump back
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