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CHAPTER ONE

Street. Lashing wind blew up the edge of her raincoat and freezing
rain seeped under the hood covering her mass of beaded braids. A
trickle of icy water slid down the front of her dress. As a child in Jamaica,
she’d danced and played under the weeping heavens but living in San
Francisco had cured her of her love of rain. At least it didn’t snow here.
Beatrice had only seen snow during the annual jaunts to the house in
Sugar Bowl for skiing when she’d worked for the Spencer family. Other
than trekking from the car to the cabin and back she’d never ventured out
into it and had no desire to. Finally, the heavy door swung open and she
stumbled inside.

She felt guilty when she spent a night away. She didn’t like to leave
Ms. Gardner alone for very long. “Greta,” she whispered. It was hard to
call her employer by her first name, though the woman insisted.

She was returning later than she’d intended. The quick breakfast with
Kestrel Jonas had lasted much longer than expected. Kestrel had been
especially entertaining and the bottomless mimosas hadn’t helped any.
Kestrel’s blog, SFUndertheRug.com, was about to break the underground
story of the year, and Beatrice had been her best source.

She noticed that the boxes of Christmas ornaments her employer had
insisted on locating in the dusty attic and dragging down the ladder still sat
untouched in the entry. Well, she would help get them up this week. It was
good that Greta felt well enough to decorate for the holidays.

Leaving her dripping raincoat hanging on the antique coat tree she
scooped up yesterday’s mail from the tiled floor and placed it on the
mirrored entry table. Trundling her wheelie bag back to her quarters she
decided she would pop a quick coffee cake into the oven before going
upstairs. The recipe was one of Greta’s favorites; one her mother had made
when she was a child. Rich with sour cream, the cardamom swirls of
streusel running through the batter and on top of the cake were a Gardner
family secret.

Once the cake was in the oven Beatrice gathered up the mail, made her

Beatrice struggled to unlock the door to the stately home on Walnut



way up the steep stairs, and knocked gently on the bedroom door. It was
early, Greta must still be sleeping. She quietly opened the door. The older
woman was not in the bed nor in the ornate armchair beside the window
where she sometimes worked on her crossword puzzles. The room was
dim, and the only sound was the slashing rain outside. She stepped to the
bedside table and turned off the lamp. The bathroom door was closed.
Maybe Greta was taking a bath, although a morning bath would be
unusual. She always said, “Showers in the morning and baths at night.”

Beatrice crossed the room and knocked lightly on the bathroom door.
“Greta, are you in there” No sound came from inside and she tapped a
little harder. “Greta, are you okay?”

Anxious now, she slowly opened the door. She noted the familiar
mixed scents of bath salts and incense, but there was a sharper smell
beneath that. The candles on the side of the tub had burned down. Greta
was there, below the water, her wispy gray hair billowed out around her
face and her gaunt body looked tiny and pale in the thin light from the
window.

“Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Greta, Greta...” She rushed to the side of
the tub and stood wringing her hands. She could see there was nothing to
be done. She couldn’t think. She’d have to call the police. She hated to
leave Greta there, under the water, but everyone knew you weren’t
supposed to touch anything. But was that only if someone was murdered?
What if someone just died. Maybe had a heart attack or a stroke, and
drowned? Or died in their bed, in their sleep. Should she try to get her out
of the tub? Maybe she wasn’t really dead, maybe she could be revived.

Beatrice ran into the bedroom and looked around for Greta’s cell
phone. It was there on the nightstand, plugged into the charger the way it
would have been any night before she went to sleep. Beatrice grabbed it
up and dialed 9-1-1.

The call was answered immediately, “Hello, this is the 911 operator,
what is the nature of your emergency?”

“It’s Ms. Gardner, she’s dead. I just found her here...dead.”

“Are you certain that the person is dead? How did you determine they
are dead?”

“She’s in the bathtub...under the water...not moving.”

“Are you calling to report a suspicious death?”

“I don’t think so. Just a death. She’s dead.” Beatrice could hear her
voice rising as she spoke. She just wanted this magical person at the end
of the line, to do something.

“I’1l dispatch an officer to the address. If it seems to be a natural death
it may not have priority over other current calls.”

“Oh, I guess that makes sense. But can you please hurry?”

“Yes, ma’am, please give me some information and do not touch or
move anything on the scene. What is your address?”



What was the address? Suddenly Beatrice’s mind went blank. She
could remember her address on Victoria Street in Jamaica when she was a
child but the number on Walnut Street completely left her mind. “I don’t
know. I can’t remember the number. It’s the third house from California
Street. It’s gray with dark blue trim...and white. Some white trim. Wait, I
remember, it is 504 Walnut Street.”

“Is that in San Francisco?”

“Yes, in San Francisco. 504 Walnut Street.”

“Could I please have your name.”

“Yes, my name is Beatrice Campbell.”

“Are you a family member of the deceased, Ms. Campbell?”

“No, I’m just...” What was she? She and Greta had laughed about how
to describe her role to people. “I’'m her companion. Not a partner; like a
housekeeper or caregiver.”

“I’ll dispatch someone to that address. Can I call you back on this
number, if necessary?”’

“Yes, it’s her cell phone. I’ll keep it with me.”

“Please try to relax, ma’am. Someone will be there shortly. I will ask
them to call you when they are on their way.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll keep the phone with me.”

Beatrice sat for several minutes on the edge of the bed. She didn’t
want to go back into the bathroom, but she didn’t like to leave Greta alone
in there.

Suddenly she remembered her coffee cake and went down the stairs to
check on it. She turned on the kettle and started to make a pot of tea in the
Brown Betty pot she and Greta always used, the one Greta had brought
back from England after her first honeymoon. She put the pot down and
just dropped a teabag into a mug. She’d suddenly realized she and Greta
would never be sharing a pot of tea again, and it seemed so very sad.

When she’d pulled the coffee cake from the oven and set it on a rack to
cool, she sat by the kitchen window letting her tea get cold and wondering
what she was supposed to do. The house felt oddly chill and when the old
building creaked, as it often did, she jumped and turned, almost expecting
Greta to come through the door. When the cell phone in her pocket rang
she didn’t realize what it was at first but finally grabbed it on the third
ring.

“Hello, hello. Ms. Gardner’s phone.”

“Hello, ma’am. This is Inspector Bobby Burns from the San Francisco
Police Department. I’'m in your neighborhood and got a call that someone
has died at your address and that you are distraught.”

“Yes, someone is dead, and yes, I am distraught.”

Bobby laughed to himself. The situation wasn’t funny, but the
comment was, kind of. “Your address is 504 Walnut Street. Is that
correct?”



“Yes, 504 Walnut Street.”

“Okay, I'm a couple of blocks away and I will probably get there
before the coroner. Can you have someone be there to let me in?”

“Yes, I can let you in. I am the only one here.” Beatrice knew there
was no reason to be nervous, but the last time she’d had to call someone
because of a death, it had been such a risk, such an important thing. She
couldn’t help but think back to it. Her Auntie Bea had died. It was not
unexpected, she’d been very sick, and Beatrice was only twenty years old
and all alone with her. They had no friends yet in San Francisco. The
coroner had come, everything had been fine, but her life had changed
forever that day.



CHAPTER TWO

nspector Burns parked his car at the curb and looked around the

neighborhood. It was a nice, upscale San Francisco street. Far better

than he would ever be able to afford. He’d been looking around for a
bigger place, not that he could ever buy here. Bay Area real estate was not
something for the working man, even a working man and woman together.
He was thinking of asking Rocky to move in with him, maybe even
thinking about getting married, but they wouldn’t be moving to this end of
town.

The woman who answered the door looked vaguely familiar. She was
tall and slim and her long, beaded braids were caught up in a bundle at the
back of her head.

“I’m Inspector Burns, and you are?”

“I am Beatrice, Beatrice Campbell. I am... was, Ms. Gardner’s
companion. Please come in.”

Before Bobby could even get through the door Beatrice was halfway
up the stairs. “She’s up here. She must have drowned or had a heart attack
or something. She’s been sick but I thought she was better....” Her final
words were lost to him as she went through the bedroom door and he
followed behind her up the stairs.

When he went into the bedroom the woman had stopped at another
door on the other side of the room. “I didn’t touch anything in there. I
hated to just leave her there but I could see that she was gone.”

Bobby stepped past her and went into the bathroom. He too, could see
that the woman was gone. He also didn’t touch anything. “Can you tell me
what the scents in this room are? Are they familiar?”

“Yes, well mostly they are. There are the candles that burnt down and
the bath salts that Greta used, and then the incense. The cones are in that
jar at the end of the tub.”

“Is that all?”

“No, there is some other smell in here that I don’t recognize, but I
don’t know what it is.”

“OK, well, someone from the coroner’s office should be here soon, so



let’s go back downstairs and you can tell me how you found her.”

Beatrice looked relieved to have someone else telling her what she
should do. She had not gone back into the bathroom and stood in the
doorway taking one last shuddering glance at what used to be her friend.

Beatrice led Bobby downstairs into the living room. “Do you want
some coffee or tea or anything?”

“No thank you, Ms. Campbell. But get something yourself if you like.”

Beatrice eyed the bottle of bourbon on the drinks trolley but turned
away.

Bobby sat in the wing backed chair facing the fabulous view of the bay
with the heavy clouds darkening the water, and Beatrice sat on the edge of
the love seat.

“So, what caused you to be here this morning, Ms. Campbell?”

“Please call me Beatrice. Ms. Campbell just doesn’t sound right. I was
here this morning because I live here with Ms. Gardner. I am her live-in
companion since she became ill some months ago.”

“Would you normally go into Ms. Gardner’s bathroom in the
morning?”’

“No, I was not here yesterday nor last night as it was my day off. I
returned this morning. I used to not go away on the weekends when Greta
was so sick, but she’d been feeling better and said she’d be fine. I should
never have left her here alone. Maybe this wouldn’t have happened if I’d
come home last night...”

Bobby waited patiently for her to finish. It was not unusual for
someone under stress to give you a lot more information than you asked
for. As a homicide detective it usually worked in your favor. In this case,
he just happened to be the closest policeman to the scene, so he’d stepped
in on a Sunday morning.

It must have been a slow day for unexpected death in San Francisco as
the coroner’s van pulled into the driveway about half an hour after Bobby
arrived.

When he saw the vehicle pull up Bobby stood and Beatrice turned to
the window. “Oh my, Greta would hate them to park in the driveway. Do
they have to do that?”

“Yes, ma’am. They are going to be bringing in some equipment and
will eventually remove the body, so they need to be as close as possible.”

“Of course.”

Bobby went to the front door and let Dr. Kirschman in. Another police
car had pulled up in front of the house and two beefy police officers
followed the coroner through the door.

“Good morning, Inspector Burns. I’'m surprised to see you here. 1
understood that this is an accidental death.”

“It is as far as I know, but I happened to be in the area, so I took the
call.” Once again, Bobby was unnerved by the cheerful energy and



youthful looks of the coroner. “I’m surprised to see you on a Sunday, as
well.”

“No rest for the wicked, they say.” She laughed lightly as she followed
him up the stairs to Greta’s room. Bobby had taken the coroner out for
drinks a couple of times, but her quirky cheerfulness and dark humor had
put him off. It was just weird that the woman spent her life examining
dead bodies.

Bobby glanced around the bedroom. It was always strange to be
looking with a careful eye at the belongings and detritus of a person who
was dead; the half-drunk cup of cold tea, a plate with a few cookie
crumbs, the used tissue left crumpled on the bedside table. Now the person
was gone and before long all those bits of their last minutes would also be
gone. Still, it was his job to be observant. He saw that she’d had a snack,
set out her robe, left her laptop open on the bed. Out here, nothing looking
especially out of place. He reached out with his gloved finger and touched
the computer to life. SFUndertheRug.com, the hugely popular society
gossip blog, popped onto the screen. “Figures,” he muttered.

Dr. Kirschman stepped to the bathroom door. “I have some questions
for the person who discovered the body. Are they available?”

“Sure, I’ll ask her to come up.” Bobby stepped out the bedroom door.
One of the officers stood in the hallway. “Could you please have Ms.
Campbell come upstairs? The coroner has some questions.”

The smell of sweet baked goods and coffee wafted up the stairwell.
“What’s going on down there?”

“The lady had just baked a fresh cake this morning and made us a pot
of coffee.” The man’s voice was muffled from scarfing down his last bite
of cake. Crumbs speckled the carpet beneath his feet.

Beatrice entered the bedroom cautiously.

Bobby escorted her to the bathroom door. “Dr. Kirschman, this is Ms.
Campbell. She was the deceased’s paid companion and discovered the
body this morning when she returned from her day off. Is that correct, Ms.
Campbell?”

“Yes, that’s right. I had stayed with my girls...with some friends, last
night instead of coming home.” Her voice trembled slightly. “I should
have come home last night. Maybe she would be okay.”

The coroner hesitated. “Now, now...I just have a few questions. Can
you identify these various bath items and tell me if you see anything
unusual or out of place?” Bobby had noticed before now that the coroner,
as cheerful and competent as she was, sometimes seemed more
comfortable with the dead than she was with the living.

Beatrice stepped into the room, averting her eyes from the body. The
doctor had already taken samples of the bath water and drained the tub.
She’d also draped one of the luxurious towels over the body, not
disturbing anything in the process.



“These are Greta’s, Ms. Gardner’s, usual bath items. She loved a fancy
bath to relax.” Beatrice pointed at individual items on the ledge around the
huge, jetted tub. “These are the bath oils, salts, and bath bombs that she
liked. She always had candles around the tub and the lights turned off. All
of these candles have burned down, though. That jar has incense cones in
it, and that is the incense burner she always used. The Aladdin’s lamp
brass thing there. She always coordinated the scents, lavender or rose or
honeysuckle; bubbles, candles, and incense.”

Dr. Kirschman had picked up the incense burner carefully with her
gloved hands. “What scent did she use last night, do you think?”

“Lavender, I think. The candles were purple, and it still smells of them
in here.”

The coroner lifted the lid of the incense burner and sniffed, then held it
out to Beatrice. “Is this what the lavender incense usually smells like?”

Beatrice leaned forward and sniffed the burner. “Not really, that smells
stronger, but it might be because she’d been using that burner for years
and years. Decades. She told me she got it at Cost Plus when she was a
teenager, in the sixties, and she’d used it ever since.”

“Is there anything missing from the bathroom that you would have
expected to see here?”

Beatrice glanced around the room. “No, there’s even the split of
champagne and flute she would bring in with her. She said it made the
bath perfect.”

“All right, Ms. Campbell. Thanks for your help. One more thing...did
you touch or move anything in here or in the bedroom when you came in
this morning?”’

“No, ma’am. I just opened the door to the bedroom, turned off the
lamp, and then walked across to the bathroom door and knocked when I
saw she wasn’t in bed.”

“Thank you.”

“Wait, I did use Greta’s cell phone to call the police. I have it here.”
She drew the phone from her pocket. “It was plugged into the charger next
to the bed when I came in.”

When Beatrice left, Dr. Kirschman turned to Bobby. “It turns out to be
serendipitous that you came this morning, Inspector Burns. You are going
to need to call in a Crime Scene Team, I don’t think this was an accidental
death.”
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