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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!

      

      When Adele Gossling first drove down Bridge Street the summer of 1902 in her Beaton Roundabout, people in town were apprehensive. Arrojo citizens knew their Victorian ideas were going to get a kick in the pants and, indeed, people like Mrs. Faderman made her the target of their discontent with the new century’s free-thinking ways.

      Four years later, Adele again upset the town. She had replaced her noisy Beaton Roundabout with a sportier and faster Beaton Touring Car the year before. It was “a Christmas present to myself,” leaving Mrs. Faderman and her brood to pity her for not having a husband and children to give her presents. Adele’s suffragist ideals had only strengthened over the years, and her ideas of progress expanded from politics to commerce.

      The latter was evident when, soon into 1906, she cornered Miss Lake, who had sold her the house on Caliber Lane and the old shoe shine shop for her stationery store. She managed to get the land between Adele’s Stationery and her friend Nin Branch’s herb and curioso shop at a bargain. She then convinced Nin to throw in half the money for the land.

      “It’s a perfect opportunity to expand,” Adele insisted. “If we don’t buy it up now, someone else will.”

      “I’ve no desire to go beyond what the Generous Ones dictate,” Nin said. “One shouldn’t go beyond one’s fate.”

      “This is hardly about going beyond one’s fate,” Adele argued. “We’re already six years into the new century, and the nation is starting to look less like it belongs in the Middle Ages.”

      “Maybe the nation does, but not this town,” Nin snorted.

      “Even this town,” Adele said. “The Briars added a lunch counter to their store last year and even Raleigh is looking into adding a lumber shed to the back of his.”

      “That’s not progress,” Nin said. “That’s nothing short of a miracle.”

      “Exactly.” Adele smiled. “Think of the future, dear. One day, you might — well, we might marry and have children —” To this, her friend gave her a sour look. “You would want your children to inherit as you inherited from your mother, wouldn’t you?”

      The mention of her mother always brought a solemn gaze to Nin’s face. “Perhaps you’re right. Even the Generous Ones look ahead and not backward.”

      Nin’s portion of the land remained weeds and wild flowers. At first it looked as if Adele’s would as well until one crisp morning. Mrs. Raleigh was sweeping the front entrance of Raleigh’s General Store and saw Adele step out of her shop with Vera Mead of Mead Builders & Contractors with a long piece of paper rolled under her arm.

      As with most small towns, this minor disruption in monotonous country life created a buzz of gossip that ran up and down Bridge Street.

      “Miss Gossling had no cause to open that shop in the first place,” Mrs. Abberton grumbled, shifting her hat forward so it wouldn’t crush her false curls. “She ought to have married by now!”

      “Young ladies are so choosy nowadays,” Mrs. Lynn lamented. “Why, I remember when Mary got married —”

      “Miss Gossling is no longer so young, Caroline,” Mrs. Abberton reminded her. “Just over thirty, I believe.”

      “She ought to at least have taken Derby,” grumbled Mr. Raleigh. “Hardly right to go outside of town when we’ve a perfectly good builder right here in Arrojo.”

      “She has no town loyalty,” agreed Mrs. Cricket. “Never has had.”

      “I wonder what was on that paper?” Mrs. Abberton squinted down the street as if Miss Mead were still standing there.

      “Whatever it is, I hope it won’t compete with our goods,” Mr. Raleigh declared, and his wife, as always, uttered a “Yes, indeed!” in agreement.

      Their questions were answered a week later when Adele hung a sign in the window of her shop that read Coming soon! All your typewriting needs here!

      Beatrice, one of the pupils at the Wrigley School for Girls, tossed her head. “That ought to make some people’s skin crawl!”

      “Bea, if you’re to be my assistant, you must learn to speak respectfully about people in town,” Adele chided. “They’re customers now.”

      “They’ve had plenty to say about you since you came here,” Beatrice pointed out. “They think you keep ruining Arrojo’s good name with your sleuthing.”

      “I do not sleuth,” Adele said. “I help.”

      “Sometimes where angels fear to tread,” Nin added. “Luckily, we’re not angels.”

      “Nonetheless, Bea, I insist you be cordial to everyone who comes in, including Mrs. Faderman and Mr. Raleigh and even the mayor himself.”

      “Oh, bum it!” The young woman’s hand flew to her hair. She had been allowed to pin it up only that year. “I should stop saying that, shouldn’t I?”

      Nin gave her a placid look. “You ought to have stopped saying that two years ago.”

      “‘A young woman watches her tongue in the presence of others,’” Beatrice mocked. Her manner was so much like Mrs. Wrigley’s that both women laughed.

      “Only in the right place at the right time,” Adele said with a wink.

      “When are they coming?” Nin asked.

      “Next week,” said Adele. “It’s going to be awful noisy for at least a time.”

      “I don’t mind.” Nin shrugged.

      “I can’t wait to see people’s eyes pop out of their heads.” Beatrice rubbed her hands together.

      “In the meantime, get your eyes on those new orders,” Adele instructed. “We need them sorted and delivered by this afternoon.”

      Beatrice gave her a flouncing salute and retreated to the back of the shop.

      “I told you it wasn’t a good idea to hire her,” said her friend as she watched the girl disappear.

      “She’s clever, Nin,” said Adele. “You know how much she’s helped us with investigations.”

      “Much to your brother’s chagrin,” Nin remarked as she put the kettle on for coffee.

      “I’ve spent the last several years doing most things much to everyone’s chagrin, including Jack’s,” Adele said with a laugh. “It’s never bothered me.”

      “What does he think of your expansions?” Nin eyed her.

      She sighed, putting down the pile of bills she was going over. “He’s afraid my shop has taken over my life.”

      “You mean it’s taken over your sense of decorum,” Nin said. “Beatrice is right. Town disapproval is still high around here.”

      “Not for the shop, though,” Adele objected. “For my work with the police.”

      “They think you’re using the fact that your brother is the deputy sheriff as an excuse to meddle with the dirty side of life,” Nin agreed.

      “I won’t be pinned down to the sort of life that doesn’t suit me.” Adele slammed shut the account book. “Not for Jack or anyone else.”

      “Not even for a country sheriff who’s sweet on you?” Her friend raised her eyebrow.

      “Not even if Teddy Roosevelt Jr. were sweet on me,” Adele shot back.

      “Considering he’s a good ten years younger than you, I doubt you need worry about that,” said Nin, and they both laughed.

      The bell above the shop door rang, and a woman with brilliant red hair and sparkling green eyes stood in the doorway. The skirt on her cherry-colored walking suit swayed as she entered, the pleats opening and closing with her careful step.

      “I am Arabella Parnell,” she announced in a voice to match her lofty pose.

      “Pleased to meet you, miss.” Adele held out her hand.

      The woman seemed reluctant to take it. But when she did, Adele could feel through the gloves the kind of grip that could only belong to a woman who had done her share of a day’s hard work.

      “You are Miss Gossling?” the woman asked.

      “At your service.” Adele bowed.

      “Aren’t you a maid at the Dilworth house?” Nin eyed her.

      “I am Mrs. Dilworth’s assistant,” the young woman said in a nasal tone that was clearly artificial.

      “Is that what she calls you or is that you putting on airs?” Nin asked.

      Adele could see the young woman ready with a vicious retort, and she quickly offered Miss Parnell a chair. “We’ve just brewed some coffee, if you’d like a cup.”

      “No thank you,” said Miss Parnell. “I haven’t much time.”

      “Neither has Miss Gossling so you’d better come to the point.” Nin sniffed. Beatrice, who had come from the back of the shop, stared resentfully at Miss Parnell’s shining hair, as its strawberry shade matched the brilliance of her own.

      “Mrs. Dilworth is giving a party for her son,” the woman continued. “She, of course, wants the best stationery available for the invitations.”

      “I’m flattered she thinks my shop offers the best,” Adele said.

      “One can hardly fail to see that in this one-horse town,” said Miss Parnell. “We heard your work is exquisite.”

      “Thank you again," Adele said. “I’ll need enough time to place the order, you understand.”

      “The party is next month.” The woman leaned forward. “Is that sufficient?”

      “More than sufficient,” Adele said. “Does Mrs. Dilworth — or, rather the young man — have any special requests?”

      Miss Parnell extracted some patterns from her bag. “This should give you an idea.”

      Adele studied them. “You appreciate I’ve been in business now for some time, Miss Parnell.”

      “Your shop’s reputation is known all over the county, Miss Gossling.” Miss Parnell nodded.

      Adele tried not to look pleased. “Then you’ll trust me to make a suggestion?”

      “I will take your suggestion back to Mrs. Dilworth.”

      “Why would you need to do that if you’re her assistant?” Nin asked. “I assume if she sent you to buy the invitations, she expects you to use your own judgment.”

      Miss Parnell gave her a ferocious look. Then, in a more cordial tone, she asked, “What is your suggestion, Miss Gossling?”

      “These patterns are lovely,” she complimented, “but the colors are a little — feminine — for a young man’s party. Perhaps I could suggest other colors, if the young man would approve.”

      “Mr. Dilworth leaves such decisions to his mother and me,” said Miss Parnell. “He’s just graduated from Stanford, and, naturally, he can’t be bothered by such things.”

      “Can’t be bothered by his own birthday party?” Beatrice raised her eyebrows.

      The elongated countenance left Miss Parnell’s face for a moment, and its vivid lines matched the belligerence of the touch Adele had felt through the silk gloves. “I’ll thank you to keep out of this, child!”

      “Who are you calling ‘child'?” Beatrice stormed. “I’m fifteen!”

      “Bea, have you finished with those orders?” Beatrice immediately retreated to the back of the shop. “I apologize for my assistant. She’s new to her work.”

      The woman sat back, and her elegant look returned. Adele couldn’t help but admire her beauty, which was almost as stunning as her friend Nin’s. “Hired help can be so challenging.”

      “You would know,” Nin mumbled.

      “What are your recommendations, Miss Gossling?” Miss Parnell asked.

      “This season, young men are going with nautical blue paper and gold print.” Adele glanced at her. “A little daring maybe —”

      “That sounds satisfactory.”

      “You’re not taking it back to Mrs. Dilworth?” Nin asked.

      “She’ll do whatever her son likes,” Miss Parnell said.

      “And you think her son would like gold on blue?” Nin persevered.

      “I’ve worked for the family for several years, Miss —”

      “Branch.”

      “I’m very quick to know people’s likes and dislikes,” Miss Parnell said.

      “You seem to know your work well, Miss Parnell,” Adele complimented.

      The young woman was clearly pleased. “Mrs. Dilworth appreciates me. Why, she even thinks more of me than her own daughter.”

      “Has she said so?” Nin challenged.

      “Well, not in so many words,” Miss Parnell admitted. “But I’ve worked with enough people to know when I’m being appreciated.”

      “It sounds as if you have a good position,” Adele remarked.

      The woman twirled the edge of her belt in her hands. “Well, one doesn’t want to be a domestic all one’s life!”

      “Then you are a maid?” Nin eyed her. “I thought so!”

      “I’m a lady's maid and an assistant, Miss Branch,” Miss Parnell barked.

      “There’s nothing wrong with domestic service,” Adele said kindly. “I’ve known many women like you in the city.”

      “I heard you came from San Francisco.” She leaned forward. “I’ve lived in the country all my life, but I love the city!”

      “Oh, you’ve been there?”

      “Many times,” she said in an airy voice, “I adore the shops.”

      “You only go for the shopping?” Nin asked.

      “What else is there?” She blinked.

      Adele couldn’t help but smile. “San Francisco has a lot of culture, too, if one wants to educate oneself.”

      “I’m not much interested in that,” Miss Parnell said. “I get along with what I know.”

      “If you don’t intend to be a domestic servant all your life, what do you want to do?” Beatrice asked.

      “Oh, I didn’t say I wanted to do anything.” Miss Parnell laughed. “One doesn’t have to do anything to be something. At least, not a woman.”

      “But it’s preferable she both do and be,” Adele argued.

      “I heard you were a New Woman, Miss Gossling.” The young woman looked steadily at her. “You’ve a right to live your life as you see fit, just as I have a right to live mine.”

      “Indeed.” Adele closed her order book. “Miss Parnell, if you’re ever interested in doing more than be, I have friends who can help you. It may not bring you millions, but it would get you out of domestic work.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Miss Gossling.” Miss Parnell bowed. “But I’ve my own ideas about getting out of domestic work.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Nin said in a flat tone.

      The woman glared at her. Then, in an easier tone, she said, “And just to show my appreciation, I’ll send over one of the invitations once Mrs. Dilworth has signed them.”

      “What for?” Beatrice asked.

      “Why, so Miss Gossling can attend the party, of course.” The girl leaned her head back a little, glancing for a moment at Beatrice.

      Adele laughed. “I don’t think Mrs. Dilworth would be appreciate it if a shopkeeper showed up at her son’s birthday party.”

      “Oh, but you’re so much more than a shopkeeper.” The girl almost blushed. “You’re practically famous in these parts.”

      “I’m sure you’re exaggerating, Miss Parnell,” Adele said, smiling.

      “I didn’t mean for your shop.” The woman waved her hand. “I meant for being a lady detective.”

      “She’s not a lady detective,” Nin insisted. “And you’re bluffing.”

      “About the invitation, you mean? I assure you, Miss Branch, I am not.” The woman stretched out her parasol. “I told you I’m Mrs. Dilworth’s assistant. She’s asked me to make out the invitations.”

      “But you said she’s to sign them, didn’t you?” Beatrice pointed out.

      “Mrs. Dilworth relies on my discerning taste, child,” said Miss Parnell. Beatrice gritted her teeth.

      “I’d like to see you try it,” Nin said.

      “You won’t get it past the postmaster,” Beatrice growled.

      Miss Parnell narrowed her eyes. Then, her airy tone returned. “I’ll need your address, of course, Miss Gossling. I don’t want to send it here.”

      “You may as well give it to her, Adele,” Nin said. “You won’t get anything anyway.”

      Adele studied the determined jut of the young woman’s chin, her eyes set evenly. It was clear she did not mean it as a lark. “Do you promise to get your employer’s permission before you send it?”

      “She’ll sign the invitation,” said the woman. “That’s permission enough, isn’t it?”

      Adele still felt hesitant as she gave her the Caliber Street address.

      “I might even get one for you.” Miss Parnell glared at Nin.

      “It would be to your advantage if you did,” Adele said. “Miss Branch is the daughter of a prominent Rosa Gris belle.”

      “Was the daughter,” Nin said softly, her eyes growing gray.

      “Really?” Miss Parnell looked at her with interest. “I heard a different story about you, Miss Branch.”

      “What story?” Nin asked in a dangerous tone. “That I’m the town witch? That I murder people with dolls and herbs?”

      “Well, not quite that,” said the young woman. “It would be masterful if you did, though. There are some people in this town worth a few pins stuck in them.” With that, she waved her handkerchief and was gone.

      Nin called after her, “Don’t think I couldn’t!”

      “You ought to cast a spell on her to shut her mouth, Miss Branch,” Beatrice said. “All that nonsense about invitations and being part of the family!”

      Adele stared at the young lady walking down the street, sweeping the ground with her parasol as it swung back and forth. The sight of the breezy young woman made her shiver.

      ~~~~~

      When the invitations arrived at Adele’s shop, Mrs. Dilworth sent Mrs. Butler, her housekeeper, to fetch them and pay Adele. When she inquired about Miss Parnell, the older woman said with a sour expression, “Miss Parnell was otherwise engaged.”

      “That lynx will do the fun work but not the brunt,” Nin growled. “She’s one to get above her station too quickly.”

      “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?” Adele asked, thinking of the promised invitation.

      A week later, just as she and Jackson retired to the parlor after dinner, Tomas, their caretaker, handed her a few envelopes. She recognized the gold etchings on navy blue right away.

      “Good God!” She stared at it. “She really did it!”

      “You know I like a civil tongue, Del,” Jackson said, his handsome face etched like a wooden carving.

      “You mean you like women to speak modestly,” his sister snapped. “I’ve a good mind to teach Ruth and her daughters to swear.”

      “Don’t you dare.” Jackson laughed. “Tomas will take the family away, and you know we can’t do without the Cordobas.”

      “I’ve a reason to speak strongly,” she insisted. “Take a look at these.”

      Jackson read the invitations. “But we’ve never even met this Gene Dilworth.”

      “Nor any of the Dilworths,” Adele said. “Sheriff Hatfield must have, since they moved here on the mayor’s recommendation.”

      “I believe he went out to the house to introduce himself when they first came.” Jackson nodded. “But that was merely a formality.”

      “Well, these invitations aren’t just a formality,” Adele insisted. “They’re a bet, really.”

      “A bet?” He stared at her.

      “Miss Parnell said she would get me an invitation to Gene Dilworth’s birthday party, and Nin accused her of bluffing.”

      Jackson looked over his pipe at her. “And who is Miss Parnell?”

      “Mrs. Dilworth’s lady’s maid,” Adele said. “She says she’s her assistant too.”

      “A lady’s maid promising you an invitation to what looks like one of the few social events of the season in Arrojo?” He laughed. “I know you’re all for mixing classes, Del, but this is too much.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted the invitation.” Adele said. “I made her promise to get her employer’s permission. I thought she was boasting, just like Nin.”

      “Well, it seems she wasn’t,” said Jackson. “And Mrs. Dilworth signed the card, so she must have kept her promise.”

      “She’s included an invitation for Nin as well.” Adele waved the third envelope.

      “Was that part of the challenge too?” he asked warily.

      “Hardly.” Adele laughed. “You know how Nin feels about social events.”

      “Perhaps she has an excuse not to go, but I think it would be in our best interest if we did.” Jackson leaned back. “The Dilworths are the most prominent citizens we’ve had in a long time, and every prominent citizen will be there for sure.”

      “Vanessa Faderman Cook will probably frame her invitation,” Adele said, picking up the lacework.

      “And she’ll tell her mother we were there,” Jackson said. “If Mrs. Faderman knows, the whole town will know.”

      “And then maybe they would behave more congenially toward the deputy sheriff’s sister who is always sticking her nose into police business?” Adele eyed him. “That’s what you’re getting at, isn’t it, Jack?”

      “We’ve been here four years, Del —”

      “I’ve been here four years,” she corrected. “You’ve been here only three.”

      “They’re all still afraid of you,” he continued. “Your standing is little better than your friend Zephyr’s.”

      “Just because Zephyr goes around town with a child’s wagon collecting junk doesn’t make her inferior to Mrs. Faderman or anybody else,” Adele protested.

      “You’ve got to show them your ideas aren’t in conflict with theirs,” her brother said. “What was it you told me when you first took this house? You wanted peace and small pleasures? Has it been so peaceful the last four years?”

      She shoved the lace needle in the loop. “All right, maybe I haven’t had much of either, but who knew Arrojo would become the crime capital of the world!”

      “Hardly that, Del,” said Jackson. “You didn’t have to involve yourself in all of them.”

      Adele put the lacework down and sighed. “I couldn’t help it, Jack. All those women dead and no one to fight for them —”

      “What do you think Hatfield and I are doing?” he snapped. “And they weren’t all women. What about that trapeze artist last year?”

      “It was the circus manager’s wife who interested me, not him!” she retorted.

      He puffed on his pipe while Tomas, who had entered to take away the coffee cups, looked from one to the other with concern. When the man had gone, he said in a quiet voice, “I still think we ought to go.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t want to,” said Adele. “I’m rather curious, in fact. The Dilworths have kept themselves, well, so exclusive. They don’t seem to get out even in Arrojo society.”

      “They’ve only been here three months, Del,” he said. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they’re throwing this party for their son as a way to introduce themselves into society.”

      “Introduce themselves!” she scoffed. “This isn’t Nob Hill!”

      “No, but we both know how society people think.” It was true they had enjoyed the life of the well-to-do when their father, a prominent San Francisco lawyer, was alive, though they both preferred the more retiring customs of the country now.

      “I’ll go if I can get Nin to go,” she said squarely.

      He chuckled. “I think you’ll find trying to persuade your clairvoyant friend to mingle with society is going to be much like trying to get a cat into a canvas bag. But you’ve never shied away from a challenge.” He picked up the paper and was soon buried in the front page news.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackson’s prediction proved wrong. To Adele’s surprise, Nin was more than amenable to the suggestion of joining them for the Dilworth party. “It might be interesting,” she said.

      “Miss Parnell really annoyed you, didn’t she?” Adele watched her.

      “It isn’t that,” her friend insisted. “The Generous Ones have made my sleep light since she came into your shop that day. And they speak.”

      “Speak?” Adele stared at her.

      Her friend nodded. “They spelled out, ‘trouble’ in a cloud this morning.”

      Adele shivered. “For whom?”

      Nin shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t think Jack will find it very amusing,” Adele said.

      And, indeed, as he drove Adele’s Beaton Touring Car to Nin’s flat above her shop, he looked none too keen. “I’m not going in my official capacity, you know.”

      “I don’t think Nin meant that kind of trouble,” Adele said. “Still, I’ll be glad both you and the sheriff will be there, even if it is as guests.”

      “Hatfield and his mother aren’t coming.”

      Adele stared at him. “I should think Mrs. Dilworth would be dying to have a woman with a title at her son’s party.”

      “They were invited, of course,” said her brother. “Hatfield said Lady Augusta has been a little wheezy lately, and the doctor wants her to take it easy.”

      “And he won’t leave her alone,” Adele said with a smile. “I’ve always admired his devotion to her.”

      “He’s as devoted to her as he is to the law,” Jackson echoed as he pulled the car to the curb where Nin was waiting.

      Nin had gone all out for the party with a turquoise gown that swirled easily around her lovely figure to create a most feminine appearance. The square neckline framed her slim midriff perfectly, and combs with fresh flowers intertwined in them decorated her dark hair was swept in a pompadour. Adele could tell even Jackson was smitten.

      “You’ll be the belle of the party, Miss Branch.” He cast an admiring gaze toward her while helping her into the car.

      “I’ve no intention of being the belle,” Nin said, her face glowing red.

      “You might find yourself in that position, whether you want to be or not,” Adele said. “You can look quite stunning without half trying, dear.”

      Nin slouched in the seat. “You both make me want to take these damn combs out of my hair.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Adele said with a laugh as Jackson started the motor. “Keep them in to show up Miss Parnell, if nothing else.”

      “I doubt she’ll be present if she’s only a lady’s maid,” Jackson said.

      “According to her, she’s practically one of the family,” Nin said in a mocking tone.

      “I wouldn’t take too much stock in that, Miss Branch,” Jackson said. “Domestics who step out of line are very quickly put back into it.”

      “It isn’t stepping out of line, Mr. Gossling,” said Nin. “Mama once told me if a servant believes herself on intimate terms with the family, it’s because someone put that in her mind.”

      “You could be right,” Jackson said as he pulled up to the Dilworth house.

      In spite of the Dilworths' standing in the community as friends of Mayor Willett, their house, Adele noted, was much like any other one would find in the country. There were no elaborate architectural wonders, no high steps, and few broad windows. She recalled the intricate decorations that had greeted them four years before at the Blackstone party, including a red carpet and paper lanterns on the veranda. But here, all was plain, almost like a night at home.

      As they ambled down the hall, Miss Parnell appeared completely outfitted with a ball gown, fan, gloves, and even a dance card dangling from her wrist. She held the arm of a girl who looked Beatrice’s age, dressed elegantly but simply and whose face showed the same awkwardness as Nin’s at the social event.

      “I’m so glad you’ve come, Miss Gossling!” Miss Parnell called out.

      “As you kept your promise, we could hardly refuse,” Adele said, glancing at Nin.

      Miss Parnell turned to the young woman beside her. “Hazel, this is Miss Gossling who owns the stationery shop in town.”

      “You’ve been told to call me Miss Dilworth.” The girl glared at her.

      “I don’t think I know you yet.” Miss Parnell’s eyes swept over Jackson, whose good looks and sturdy build always impressed women.

      “Jackson Gossling, miss,” he said with a bow.

      “Oh, the policeman!” Hazel exclaimed. “But you weren’t on the list.”

      “Dear, don’t be rude,” the young woman said with a laugh. “Your mother asked me to watch over you, and I would hate to report you were crude to her guests.”

      “I don’t consider being called a policeman ‘crude,’” Jackson said dryly. “It is, after all, my profession.”

      “Jack is the deputy sheriff of this town,” Adele said quickly, feeling her anger grow as she glanced at Miss Parnell. “I was under the impression Mrs. Dilworth had approved our invitations.”

      “I invited them,” Miss Parnell said to Hazel. Without looking away from Jackson or removing the dazzling smile from her lips, she put a firm hand on the small of Hazel’s back and gave it a light push. “Go back to the party now.”

      “You can’t order me around, Arabella,” the girl snapped. Then, as if remembering her manners, she curtsied. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      “Don’t apologize for speaking the truth,” Nin said.

      “Miss Gossling’s shop provided the invitations to the party,” Miss Parnell continued. “I thought it only right to invite her.”

      “Oh, how I’d love that.” The girl sighed. “I mean, I’ve been asking Mother for my own stationery — I’m sixteen, I ought to have it, oughtn’t I?” She looked to Adele for confirmation.

      “I had my own when I was fifteen,” Adele said.

      “And you wore out the blotter with all your letters,” Jackson said with a smile. “I always wondered what you had to write about so much.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know, dear brother?” She gave him a sly look.

      “Yes, we’re great letter writers, we women,” said Miss Parnell, eyeing him. “I’ve written several myself that, shall we say, were best not seen in the light of day?” She took his arm. “Perhaps I’ll tell you about it sometime.”

      “Perhaps,” Jackson said, politely drawing a little apart from her.

      “You ought to ask Adele to order you some stationery,” Nin piped up.

      “Miss Branch, my friend,” Adele introduced her.

      “Oh, yes!” Hazel’s eyes brightened. “I’ve heard about you.” Nin’s face darkened, but then the girl added, “I’m interested in plants and things, you know. I’m going to be a horticulturalist.”

      “You must come to Nin’s shop one day,” Adele said. “She can teach you everything about herbs.”

      “I’d like that.” The girl smiled.

      Miss Parnell again laid her hand on the small of Hazel’s back. “Come along, dear.” With a bright smile over her shoulder, she said, “I’ll see you all later!”

      As they watched the two women move into the ballroom, Jackson said ruefully, “So that’s the infamous Miss Parnell.”

      “She acts like she’s the belle of the ball,” Nin grumbled.

      “You’ll soon usurp her, Miss Branch,” Jackson said.

      Nin tilted her head. “You know, Mr. Gossling, I have half a mind to.”

      Jackson laughed. Then, glancing at his sister, he added, “I believe someone has one-upped you, dear sister. I’ve never seen you look so silently furious.”

      “I see she didn’t keep her promise,” Adele snarled.

      “I hardly think that matters now that we’re here,” said Jackson. “We seem to have the approval of young Hazel at least.”

      “She hates Miss Parnell like the devil,” Nin said.

      “I don’t like it, Jack.” Adele took hold of his arm. “I think we ought to go home before the Dilworths see us.”

      “You’re making too much of it, Del,” he protested. “I’m sure Miss Parnell wouldn’t invite us without her employer’s say-so.”

      “Don’t be too sure,” Nin said. “I rather think Miss Parnell is like a leopard. Hiding among the pretty things, whose danger you don’t see until it’s too late.”

      “I still think we ought to leave,” Adele said.

      “You know we can't, Del,” said Jackson.

      Adele’s stomach tightened as Mayor Willett and Mrs. Willett turned from greeting a couple and stared at them from the entrance to the ballroom.

      The clear annoyance on their faces summoned up her stubborn streak. “Good evening, Mayor, Mrs. Willett,” she said pleasantly

      The woman's wide lips parted with surprise and her eyes, too close together, looked almost ready to meet at the bridge of her nose. “Miss Gossling! Why, what are you doing here?”

      “We were invited,” Nin said pointedly.

      “Well, this is a surprise.” The woman recovered as quickly as any politician’s wife faced with an irksome situation.

      “I wasn’t aware you knew the Dilworths,” said Mayor Willett in a tight voice.

      “Not really,” Adele admitted. “Mrs. Dilworth ordered the invitations from my shop.”

      “Oh!” The woman looked clearly defeated as to what to do next.

      “And you think that gives you the right to take one for yourself and your friend?” The mayor clutched his handkerchief with one hand, his fingers shaking with rage. “I thought you had some decency!”

      “My sister just told you we have invitations, sir,” Jackson said in a strained tone as he took out the cards from his vest pocket.

      The mayor’s face turned white, but the shaking fingers subsided. “Is this social or professional, Deputy?”

      “You could say both,” Jackson said. Adele looked at him with surprise.

      “What would he be doing here professionally?” Nin asked in her blunt way.

      “I think the mayor is concerned with all the valuables here tonight that might present a temptation to thieves,” Jackson mumbled.

      “That makes our presence here more valuable than yours.” Nin eyed the mayor.

      Mayor Willett wiped his face with his handkerchief. “I was just saying to Rhodes the other day, ‘The sheriff ropes them in, but the deputy keeps them in line.’”

      “Sheriff Hatfield has never failed us, sir,” Jackson said in a decided voice.

      “Ah, yes, but, sir, one can’t deny he isn’t exactly a gentleman.” He coughed. “And you, well, you’re Otis Gossling’s son, after all.”

      “Yes,” Jackson said quietly, “I’m his son, for better or worse.”

      “Hugh met your father once, you know,” Mrs. Willett chimed in. “A city banquet, wasn’t it, dear?”

      The mayor chuckled. “That was a long time ago, of course. I was still running the factory. But I was most impressed with him, Deputy, most impressed.”

      “He was a very impressive man,” Adele said, feeling a small ache in her heart.

      “He told me at the time you had only a few years left of schooling and were going into law study.” The man’s hooded eyes regarded Jackson like a vulture. “Why didn’t you, Deputy?”

      “That’s hardly a question to ask on such an occasion, Hugh,” Mrs. Willett said with a nervous laugh.

      Adele could tell her brother was uncomfortable, as he rubbed his hands against his crisp trousers. She took his arm and said in a vivacious tone, “One can approach fighting crime from many angles, Mayor. The lawyer and the lawman are out for the same end.”

      “Justice,” Nin chimed in.

      “Ah, well said, Miss Gossling,” he said. “You always did have a pretty way of saying things.” He laughed heartily.

      Adele smiled, seething inside at the description of her words as “pretty.”

      “Dilworth!” Mayor Willett called over his shoulder. “Come meet one of our finest lawmen.”

      A stout man with a slick mustache approached them. “Lawmen? Here?”

      “Come to make sure the ladies' jewelry stays where it ought,” said the mayor with a laugh. “Otis Gossling’s son. You remember Otis?”

      The man’s face eased. “Certainly I do. So you’re his son.” He studied Jackson. “I trust you’ll make yourself inconspicuous, Deputy?”

      “He can hardly do that when everyone in the room knows who he is,” Nin said.

      “And who are you?” The man turned to her.

      “I’m Adele Gossling, the deputy’s sister, and this is my friend, Miss Branch,” Adele supplied.

      The woman who stood behind him stepped forward, tall and slim, her arms and neck bony. Adele felt the woman examining them as if trying to remember where they had met.

      “It’s good of you to bring your sister and her friend, sir,” Mr. Dilworth said. Lowering his voice, he added, “I wouldn’t want the ladies alarmed at your presence, but if it’s a social call —”

      Nin clutched Adele’s arm. “Miss Parnell invited us.”

      “Arabella?” The woman blinked. “I don’t recall —"

      Adele gave her brother a “You see?” look.

      “We’re glad to welcome Mr. Gossling and his sister, aren’t we, Orna?” her husband prompted. “And their friend, of course.”

      “Miss Branch comes from a most distinguished family,” Mrs. Willett piped up. “She’s Atha Branch’s daughter.”

      “Oh, yes, we know the Branches.” Mrs. Dilworth instantly warmed.

      “I don’t,” Nin said shortly. “I’ve never met them.”

      There was an awkward silence. A young man with the same bony neck and goose eyes as Mrs. Dilworth approached them, his hands behind his back.

      “Gene, come and meet the deputy sheriff of Arrojo,” his father said.

      The young man bowed to Jackson and looked at Adele and Nin with interest as Jackson introduced them. “How charming to bring your sister and friend along in your work, Deputy.”

      “He didn’t,” said Nin. “We brought him along with us.”

      “Arabella invited them, Gene,” said his mother.

      A flash of anger made the round eyes narrow. “Did she indeed?”

      “But we’re grateful the deputy sheriff is keeping law and order for us, aren’t we?” His father glared at him.

      “Oh, certainly, certainly,” said the young man. “Though I hardly think you’ll find any of my guests the sort to sprinkle poison in a champagne glass.”

      “Crime finds itself even among the best people, Mr. Dilworth,” Adele said.

      She realized her remark, though made with lightness, was not the most soothing to people who considered themselves above reproach because of their financial and social state. An awkward silence followed.

      Mrs. Willett said in a loud voice, “Oh, Pauline! You were just asking about Mr. Gossling the other day, weren’t you, dear?”

      Adele hid a smile as her brother winced. Pauline Willett was rather sweet but homely and shy and had, like some of the other young ladies in town, followed Jackson around when he first arrived, trying to pique his interest.

      “How do you do, Miss Willett?” Jackson made his functional bow.

      The young woman, whom Adele had never seen offer a word without prompting from her mother or father, curtsied in an old-fashioned way and smiled with her mouth shut.

      Miss Parnell came toward them, still holding on to Hazel’s arm.

      “Arabella,” said Mrs. Dilworth in a pleasant but slightly put-off tone. “You never told me you invited the deputy sheriff and his sister.”

      “Didn’t I?” Miss Parnell, Adele noticed, did not even flutter an eyelash of discomfort. “I’m sure I did, ma’am.”

      “Did you?” Mrs. Dilworth blinked.

      “Why, you signed the invitations,” she said calmly.

      “I’m sure you did then.” Mrs. Dilworth patted her arm. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Arabella.”

      Miss Parnell smiled, but Adele noticed a wounded look crossed Hazel’s face.

      “Even if she hadn’t, Mr. Gossling would have brought us anyway,” Nin said. “We’ve helped him and the sheriff solve more than one crime.”

      The Dilworths stared at her while Jackson’s eyes became sharp. But Gene Dilworth burst out laughing.

      This eased the tension, and the young man turned to Adele. “Your invitations were grand, weren’t they, Mother?” He glanced at her.

      “Yes, very elegant,” his mother said.

      “Miss Gossling invited me to her shop, Mother,” Hazel piped up. “She says she can show me stationery appropriate for a girl my age.”

      “I’ve just received some of the new fashionable diaries,” Adele added. “I know all young ladies love diaries.”

      “Oh, indeed!” The girl’s eyes shone.

      “So you can write about all your heart flutterings, Hazel?” her brother mocked with a smile.

      “Oh, keep quiet!”

      “You’re very generous, Miss Gossling,” Mrs. Dilworth said in a measured tone. “Perhaps Arabella and I will visit your shop next week.” She turned to Miss Parnell, putting her arm around her shoulder. “Didn’t you tell me you’ve been wanting a stamp, Arabella, dear?”

      Adele caught the look in Hazel’s eyes as the girl’s hand reached for the curls spilling over her shoulder. She twisted one around her finger in a harsh way.

      “It was your daughter who asked, not Miss Parnell,” Nin said.

      Mr. Dilworth coughed. “Well, we’ll just have to see, won’t we, dear?” He took his daughter’s arm. “For now, how about a dance?”

      Her mouth a little pouty, the girl allowed herself to be led into the ballroom.

      An older man with ginger hair and a mustache to match passed them, holding his hands out to Mrs. Dilworth. “Orna, my dear!”

      “Late as usual, Virgil?” Gene Dilworth asked.

      “Fashionably late,” he corrected.

      “You could have made more of an effort,” the young man said crossly. “It is my birthday, after all.”

      “Had I known there would be such charming ladies about, I would have come much sooner.” He eyed Adele and Nin appreciatively.

      “These are the Gosslings, Virgil, and Miss Branch,” said the woman.

      The man bowed. “Charmed, I’m sure. You’ll do me the honor of a dance later, I hope?” Adele and Nin both gave him a withering look. “I see Hazel is in one of her moods.”

      “She’s sulking because Mother won’t let her have a diary,” the younger Mr. Dilworth said flatly.

      “You’re quite right, Orna,” he said. “My sister didn’t allow her girl to have one either. They write too many childish musings in those things.”

      “She’ll be a lady soon, and ladies need their own correspondence,” Adele remarked. “I wish you would reconsider about the stationery, Mrs. Dilworth.”

      “Well, perhaps I was being a little severe,” the woman admitted, waving her fan. “I’ll send Arabella to your shop to see to it next week.”

      “I would be delighted,” said Miss Parnell.

      “If you’ll pardon me, ma’am, may I suggest you send Hazel to buy her own stationery?” Adele asked, trying to sound delicate. “A young woman’s first stationery is a very personal thing —”

      “I think I’ve proved my taste to you, Miss Gossling,” said Miss Parnell.

      “You do have excellent taste, dear.” Mrs. Dilworth smiled. Adele flinched as Miss Parnell gave her an almost triumphant look.
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      While Miss Parnell was still basking in the light of her employer’s compliment, Mrs Willett approached them, holding Pauline tightly by the wrist. “Gene, I believe this is your dance.”

      The young man fumbled for words. “I’m terribly sorry, ma’am, but I promised to introduce Miss Gossling and Miss Branch to some friends of mine. So if you’ll excuse us —” Without another word, he took Adele’s arm and Nin’s and pulled them into the ballroom. Adele glanced back at her brother, but he only gave her a salute and a devious smile. She made a note to reprimand him when they got home. Miss Parnell followed close behind, waving her fan in an agitated way.

      “That wasn’t very charitable of you, Mr. Dilworth,” Adele remarked as they made their way through the large room filled with lights and swaying skirts.

      “Call me Gene,” he said warmly.

      “What did you expect him to do?” Miss Parnell asked. “Mr. Dilworth is the king of the party, and the girl has the face of a startled hen.” She chuckled a little.

      Nin glared. “It was a nasty thing to do. And if you don’t mind —” She yanked free of Gene’s arm. “I don’t like anyone taking my arm without asking permission first!”

      “I’m sorry if I acted rudely.” He looked so truly humbled that Nin could only nod. “I regret I had to cut Pauline like that, but we’ve been friends since we were children, and I know she understands.”

      “What was passable as a child isn’t as an adult,” Adele said.

      “Really, Miss Gossling, aren’t you making far too much of this?” Miss Parnell fanned herself. “I’ve heard you’re a great defender of women’s rights, but —”

      “Any woman has a right to be honored for who she is, even if she isn’t pretty,” Adele retorted.

      “You wouldn’t know about that, would you?” Nin gave her a sly look.

      “I don’t care to be insulted!” Miss Parnell glared at her.

      The young man shot her a look. Then, in a more congenial tone, he asked, “If I promise to make it up to Pauline by promising her the next two dances, am I forgiven?”

      “It’s not up to us to forgive you,” Adele said. “It’s up to Pauline.”

      “Oh, she’ll forgive him all right,” Miss Parnell snorted. “It would be a feather in her cap to dance even once with Mr. Dilworth.”

      He gave her the same look, then said to Adele, “May I at least try?”

      “You may,” Adele said with a nod.

      “I really would like you to meet a few friends of mine.” He led them to a corner where a group of young people were gathered. Two men were among them, dressed in black suits as crisp and clean as Jackson’s.

      “May I introduce Maxwell Lee and Nathan Cress?” he announced. “My two best friends from school, who kept me from getting kicked out more than once.” Everyone laughed. “Miss Gossling and Miss Branch, gentlemen.”

      “Charmed!” Mr. Lee had the kind of liquid features that made Adele think of the melodramas she had seen at the Arrojo Theater. His eyes were elliptical and dark like a wolf’s, matching his slick, dark hair. He feasted his eyes on Nin.

      Mr. Cross was clearly of a milder nature as he gave a jerking bow, his blond hair falling over his face as he did so. His modest smile made Adele like him.

      A ragtime dance began, and the crowd of young people quickly dispersed, leaving only Adele and Nin and the three men.

      “You must dance this with me, Miss Branch.” Mr. Lee took her hand.

      “I don’t like to dance,” Nin said sharply.

      “Oh, but you must!” he persisted. “I’m sure you’re a lively dancer.”

      “I’ll dance it with you, Mr. Lee.” Miss Parnell folded her fan and hooked it onto her belt, holding out her hand. “No use forcing the lady to dance if she’s not interested.”

      Ignoring her, Mr. Lee said, “If you don’t know the dance, I’ll be happy to teach you.”

      “Max really dances very well,” Gene chimed in.

      “I didn’t say I didn’t know it.” Nin suddenly held out her hand. “All right. I’ll dance it with you, Mr. Lee.”

      Adele watched with amazement as her friend let the roguish, smiling young man lead her into the crowd of dancers.

      “Miss Gossling?” Gene bowed and held out his hand.

      “You have another lady to ask, don’t you, Gene?” She gave him a pointed look.

      With a wince, he shuffled over to where his parents had taken a seat with the Willetts, and Adele watched as he sheepishly bent toward Pauline, who was clearly glad to accept his invitation to dance.

      Mr. Cress chuckled. “I see you’re holding Gene to high standards.”

      “He slighted Miss Willett once, and I intend to see he doesn’t do it again,” Adele said.

      Mr. Cress applauded. “Well done! Would you like a glass of punch?” He glanced at the refreshment table. “Or perhaps you’d care to dance?”

      “I’d rather have the punch,” she admitted. “I’m parched.”

      He laughed and led her to the crystal bowl. “Gene can sometimes be a little inconsiderate, but it’s really out of carelessness, Miss Gossling. He isn’t a mean sort.”

      “And Mr. Lee?” She eyed him.

      “Max is a good sort too,” he said. “He’s — well, you’ve seen him. He’s been pampered by women all his life. His father died when he was a baby, and his mother and aunt had no one else.”

      “I think I understand.” Adele nodded.

      “I realize some ladies think him a rascal, but he really has a heart of gold and a strong sense of loyalty,” he said.

      “I see you do too,” she said warmly.

      He led her to a chair. “My father always said, ‘Betray a friend, and you’ll often find you have ruined yourself.’”

      “I admire people who defend their friends even when they’re in the wrong.” Adele sipped the punch, which was too sweet and too sour at the same time. “Provided their wrong doesn’t hurt anyone else or break the law.”

      “That’s a great compliment indeed.” He bowed. “May I ask, why did you make Gene dance with Miss Willett?”

      “Because he promised her,” Adele said simply.

      “And you believe people should keep their promises?”

      “Don’t you?” She eyed him.

      The young man laughed. “Most certainly. Any promise, big or small, should be kept.”

      “We’re in agreement, then.” She smiled.

      He looked at the dancers, silent for a moment. “If I may say so, Miss Branch is ravishing.”

      Adele felt proud watching the way others glanced at Nin as she swung gracefully around the dance floor, handling the ragtime dance with the grace of a waltz.

      “You were right about Mr. Lee,” she said. “He’s an excellent dancer. Not to mention he’s keeping a proper distance between himself and Nin.”

      “I told you Max has a heart of gold,” said Mr. Cress. “I can’t say that man over there appreciates it much, though.”

      Adele followed his gaze and realized he was looking at her brother. Jackson, stationed against the opposite wall, stood with his arms crossed, his head moving to the gliding figures.

      “He’s playing the watchdog,” she said dryly.

      Mr. Cress laughed. “I was about to say he looks ready to arrest Max.”

      Adele burst out laughing. “You couldn’t be closer to the truth, Mr. Cress. That man is the Arrojo deputy sheriff.”

      “Deputy sheriff!” Mr. Cress scrutinized him. “I wonder how he got his foot in the door with the way Gene’s parents are always courting the best of society.”

      Adele felt more amused than annoyed. “He’s not as lowly as you think. His name is Jackson Gossling, and he happens to be my brother.”

      “Oh!” The man’s face turned red again. “I seem to be tactless tonight.”

      She laughed. “And while we don't make a habit of advertising it, our father was Otis Gossling. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”

      “Well-known criminal lawyer in San Francisco, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes,” Adele said in a quiet voice, tracing the edge of the velvet arm of the chair with her gloved finger. “He was.”

      “So Otis Gossling’s son is working for the other side of the law,” Mr. Cress mumbled. “Well, well.”

      Adele’s shoulders tensed. “What do you mean, the other side of the law?”

      “Oh, nothing, nothing.” He rose awkwardly and held out his hand. “Miss Gossling, you must save me. Before I say something foolish again, you must consent to dance with me so my tongue will be silenced.”

      Adele laughed and accepted his gracious hand. The music changed to a waltz, and she found her partner to be true to his word, as he was both silent and a good dancer. She caught Nin’s eyes as she passed. Her friend looked as if she wanted to kick her partner in the ankle.

      “If you don’t mind my asking,” Mr. Cress said over the orchestra, “how did the deputy sheriff come to this party? He’s not here in his official role, I hope?”

      “Official role?” Adele echoed.

      “I mean, there isn’t any suspicion of thieves around, are there?” he asked. “I’ve been to such parties, you know, where plain-clothed men were hired to watch the guests to make sure nothing was taken.”

      “Jack came at my invitation,” she assured him. “Or, rather, at Miss Parnell’s, I should say.”

      The man stopped just as the music ended and stared at her. “What has Miss Parnell to do with it?”

      “It’s rather a funny story,” she said as he led her to their corner. “She was sent to my shop to order the invitations and she — well, she promised to get my friend and me invitations. I suppose it was a sort of lark.”

      “Her lark must have put you in a rather awkward position.”

      “I made her promise to get Mrs. Dilworth’s permission.” Anger rose in her. “It was obvious when we met the Dilworths that she didn’t.”

      He snorted. “I’m not surprised, Miss Gossling.”

      She glanced at him. “Why is that?”

      “Gene told me she can be rather impudent.” He slid his shoe around a marble square on the floor.

      “Mr. Dilworth told you, or you observed it yourself?” Adele asked.

      He wiped his face with his handkerchief. “Maxwell and I have been spending a lot of time here since we graduated, so we’ve seen how she behaves with Gene’s mother.”

      “And Gene’s sister?” Adele inquired.

      “She does tease her devilishly,” said the young man. “Pardon me for my language.”

      “It was accurate,” Adele said. “Poor Hazel!”

      “Gene doesn’t like it,” he said. “Oh, I know he taunts Hazel all the time, but, really, he cares deeply for her.”

      Adele leaned forward. “Has he tried to talk to his mother about it?”

      “I’m afraid it wouldn’t do much good. Miss Parnell has her almost under a spell.” He rose. “Shall I get you another glass of punch, Miss Gossling?”

      “Please.” She bowed.

      While he was gone, the music began for the next dance, and couples took the floor. She spotted Miss Parnell under a chandelier that illuminated her fair beauty even more. Her attention was not on her partner but the window, and it didn’t take long for Adele to realize why. Mr. Lee was standing there with Nin, who had, in her usual custom, opened the window and was looking out while the breeze brushed back some of the shorter strands of hair over her forehead.

      Adele watched with amusement as Mr. Lee seemed intent on telling her a story, his hands moving in wild gestures. Nin nodded without smiling. Then, Mr. Lee took Nin’s arm again and led her to the dance floor. Adele could tell by the look on her friend’s face that she was anything but pleased. Miss Parnell watched them on the dance floor, her figure as pointed as an arrow.

      “I think Miss Parnell would be pleased if my brother did arrest your friend,” Adele observed when Mr. Cress came back with the punch.

      As Mr. Lee whirled Nin around on the dance floor, Nin kept up with each step, though her expression grew more and more annoyed.

      “Every girl likes to dance with Maxwell at these things,” he mused.

      “He is accomplished,” Adele admitted. “I hope he keeps his promises to dance with a woman.”

      “He always keeps his promises,” Mr. Cress said. His tone was suddenly hard. “It’s the ladies who sometimes don’t keep theirs.”

      “Modern young men are so cynical about women,” she teased.

      He laughed. “Modern older men, too. You know I’m practically twenty-six.”

      “Then I have the advantage of you,” she said. “I’m almost thirty.”

      “I won’t reveal your secret,” he promised. “And for all of Miss Parnell’s cheek, I’m glad she invited you, Miss Gossling.”

      Adele glanced at the dance floor. “A woman goes farther with boldness than she does with complacency.”

      “How far one goes depends on one’s honesty, Miss Gossling,” said the young man in a firm tone. “And one’s sense of decency.”

      “And you think Miss Parnell has neither?”

      He shrugged. “I really couldn’t say.”

      “And you don’t want to know her well enough?” Adele guessed.

      “Do you?” He turned his dark brown eyes on her.

      Adele watched the young woman, whose gaze left Mr. Lee as she danced with the mayor. Her blond hair shone like wax without the slightest curl out of place, and her face was bright with vivacity. Whatever she was saying to Mayor Willett was making him laugh.

      “I’d like to pick apart what she values in life and change it,” she said, remembering the conversation in her shop. “I believe I could.”

      “I wouldn’t put your admiration into someone like her, Miss Gossling,” he said quickly. “She’s dangerous.”

      “Oh?” Adele looked at him.

      “I mean, the way Gene’s mother is taken in by her,” he said. “Allowing her to come to this party, for example, instead of staying in the servants' hall with the others where she belongs.”

      “I understood Miss Parnell was Mrs. Dilworth’s assistant,” Adele said. “I’ve often seen assistants and companions at parties such as these.”

      “She’s a lady’s maid!”

      “No one seems to know or care,” Adele observed as she watched the young woman retreat from the dance floor with the mayor on her arm and approach a group of people. Her lips never stopped moving
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