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“The impossible could not have happened,

therefore, the impossible must be possible

in spite of appearances.”

- Hercule Poirot
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CHAPTER ONE: THE BODY IN MAGNOLIA HOUSE
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The morning of October 2nd, 1908, broke pale and gray over Charleston, South Carolina, as it so often did in the season when summer grudgingly surrendered to autumn. The magnolia trees that lined Rutledge Avenue stood heavy and still, their waxy leaves catching the first thin light without so much as a shiver. It was, by all outward appearances, a morning like any other - until the screaming began.

Deputy Sheriff Frank Alderton was halfway through his second cup of coffee at the station house on Meeting Street when the boy burst through the door. He was perhaps nine years old, thin as a rail, his dark hair wild and his face the color of old candle wax. He could barely speak for the gasping, but what he managed to say was enough to make Alderton set down his cup with a clatter and reach for his coat.

"My mother - she won't wake up - there's something on her face -"

The boy was Oliver Hargrove, eldest son of Mr. Sebastian Hargrove, one of Charleston's most prosperous textile manufacturers. And his mother, Mrs. Catherine Hargrove - known to her friends as Cathy - was found twenty minutes later by Deputy Alderton and his colleague, Sergeant Willis, lying upon her bed in the master chamber of Magnolia House, a handsome Federal-style home on the corner of Rutledge and Beaufain.

She was quite dead.

She lay on her back in her white cotton nightgown, her dark hair spread across the pillow with an almost theatrical composure, as though she had simply decided to sleep and forgotten to breathe. But the white foam dried at the corners of her mouth told a different story - a quiet, terrible story that had been written in the hours before dawn while the rest of the household slept.

Deputy Alderton had seen a good many things in his twelve years on the force, but something about the scene made the hairs on his forearms rise. There was no broken window. No forced door. No signs of struggle. The room was immaculate. The glass from which Mrs. Hargrove had apparently drunk her bedtime water was missing entirely. What remained instead was a faint medicinal smell, sweet and slightly grassy, like a garden after rain - the kind of smell that, in another context, might have been pleasant.

Alderton stood at the foot of the bed for a long moment and let himself look, properly look, the way his training had taught him to look, without flinching and without hurrying. Catherine Hargrove was thirty-two years old. She had been, by any measure, a beautiful woman - that particular beauty that does not call attention to itself but rewards attention once paid. Her hands were folded at her waist in a manner that was almost peaceful, and this troubled Alderton more than anything else in the room, because people in genuine agony do not fold their hands peacefully. Someone, he thought, had arranged them.

He did not touch anything. He stepped back into the hallway and stood for a moment with his hand on the door frame, looking at the still life of the room - the silver hairbrush on the vanity, the small vase of late chrysanthemums on the windowsill, the pair of reading spectacles on the nightstand beside a closed book. A life that had been, until last night, organized and tended and quietly inhabited. A life that had now become evidence.

Sebastian Hargrove met them in the downstairs parlor. He was a broad-shouldered man in his mid-thirties, dark-eyed and handsome in a hard, angular way, wearing his dressing gown with the stiff composure of a man who has decided that grief, whatever it is, must be kept behind the teeth. He answered every question in a low, measured voice. He had heard nothing in the night, he said. He had slept in the nursery, as he sometimes did when his wife was unwell, not wishing to disturb her. He had been awakened by Oliver's screaming at approximately six in the morning.

Alderton watched him as he spoke. He had learned, over twelve years, to watch the body rather than the face during moments like this, because the face was the part most people remembered to manage. Sebastian Hargrove's face was composed and appropriately grave. But his hands - large, square, capable hands, resting on his knees - were entirely still. Not the stillness of shock. The stillness of deliberate control. A man who has practiced being still.

"Was anyone else in the house?" Alderton asked.

"The children. Myself." A pause that was fractionally too brief to seem calculated. "And Lily. The housemaid. Though she would have been in her room in the back."

"And where is Lily now?"

Sebastian Hargrove looked at the window. Outside, a sparrow landed on a magnolia branch and then, as if startled by some sound no human ear could detect, flew away.

"I don't know," he said. "I haven't seen her since last night."

The medical examiner, Dr. Horace Pemberton, arrived at half past eight and confirmed what Alderton had already suspected: Catherine Hargrove had been poisoned. The white residue at her lips was consistent with an herbal compound, though the precise nature of the substance would require laboratory analysis. Death had occurred, he estimated, between midnight and three in the morning.

As Dr. Pemberton made his careful notes, Sergeant Willis pulled Alderton aside in the hallway and spoke in the low, efficient murmur they had developed over years of working together. "The husband mentioned she's been ill for some weeks. Stomach complaints."

"Convenient," Alderton said.

"Could be genuine."

"Could be." He looked back toward the bedroom door. "The glass is missing, Willis. People who die of natural illness don't have their drinking glasses removed afterward."

Willis was quiet for a moment. "The maid's room is cleared out," he said. "Neat as a pin - no signs of a hurry, mind you. Just... empty. Like she'd been planning to leave for some time."

Alderton nodded slowly. Planning. That was the word that was beginning to accumulate in his mind like a low-pressure system gathering before a storm. Everything about this room, this house, this immaculate and carefully staged morning suggested a great deal of prior planning.

He returned to the parlor. Sebastian Hargrove had not moved. He sat in the wing-back chair by the cold fireplace with his hands folded on his knee, staring at nothing in particular with those dark, unreadable eyes.

"Mr. Hargrove," the deputy said, settling into the chair across from him, "I'm going to need you to tell me everything you know about a man named Benjamin Whitmore."

For the first time that morning, something shifted in Sebastian Hargrove's face. It was not quite surprise. It was not quite anything that Alderton could name with confidence. But it was there - a micro-expression, a barely perceptible recalibration, the face of a man who has been waiting for a particular question and has now heard it, and is deciding, in the space of a single heartbeat, exactly how to answer it.

"Benjamin," he said softly. "Yes. I suppose you would need to know about Benjamin."

He said the name, Alderton noted, with a very specific kind of quietness. Not the quietness of grief, or of hesitation. The quietness of a man placing a piece on a board.

The magnolia trees outside stood perfectly still. Somewhere in the house, little Oliver Hargrove was crying, and no one had yet thought to comfort him.

There was one person, Alderton reflected as he looked around the empty, carefully arranged room, who could answer every question he was going to spend the next weeks asking. One person who had been present for all of it - the marriage, the scheme, the slow patient years, and whatever had happened in this house last night. One person who knew everything.

That person was nowhere to be found.
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CHAPTER TWO: SIX YEARS PRIOR - THE MILL AND THE MARRIAGE
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To understand the death of Catherine Hargrove, one must travel backward in time - as detectives invariably must - to the autumn of 1902, when Charleston was a city of ambition dressed in the clothes of tradition, and a young man named Sebastian Hargrove was widely regarded as its most eligible bachelor and its most confirmed one.

He had arrived in South Carolina from New York five years earlier, carrying his father's inheritance and something harder to quantify: a quality of self-containment so complete that the men who worked with him sometimes found themselves unsure, afterward, whether they had actually spoken with Sebastian Hargrove or merely been in the same room while he processed them. He was not cold, exactly. He was efficient. He treated people the way a skilled craftsman treats his tools - with appropriate respect for their function, and without sentiment about their nature.

His mother, Eleanor Hargrove, had been the kind of woman who leaves marks. She had raised Sebastian alone in a brownstone apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan after his father - a man of similarly closed temperament - had walked out when Sebastian was seven years old and disappeared into whatever city harbors men who cannot stay. Eleanor had not wept. She had not explained. She had turned her considerable intelligence to the task of managing without him, and she had managed with a thoroughness that left no room for softness anywhere in the household. She worked long hours as a seamstress
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