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				To all I love without condition,
			

			
				To all I love without omission.
			

			
				Never doubt.
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				“Logic: The art of thinking and reasoning in strict accordance with the limitations and incapacities of the human misunderstanding.”
			

			
				—Ambrose Bierce
			

			
				 
			

			
				“It may be added, to prevent misunderstanding, that when I speak of contemplated objects . . . as objects of contemplation, the act of contemplation itself is of course an enjoyment.”
			

			
				—Samuel Alexander
 
			

			
				“There’s never going to be a great misunderstanding of me.
			

			
				I think I’m a little whacked.”
			

			
				—Pamela Anderson
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				Her naked body was displayed just so, arms and legs splayed like a paper doll, head gently resting on the bottom step as if she had slid down the staircase on her back, blond hair carefully fanned out to form a waterfall to the foyer floor, a single red rose placed between her teeth in a way that suggested flamenco dancing, a child’s suction-cup arrow sticking out from her forehead, and most disturbing, an emoji painted on her belly with red paint, its eyes crosses, indicating death, its mouth the poor woman’s belly button, giving the emoji a look of both surprise and dismay. All this gave Detective Simon Grave the distinct feeling that lunch would be delayed.
			

			
				Simon Grave had been a detective in Crab Cove for more than twenty years, and in all those years, he had never once had a case involving a murder in a mansion. So as thrilling as it was to see a body sprawled on a staircase with more steps than the Washington Monument, under a chandelier capable of lighting Dubuque, Iowa, he had grave misgivings that the CSI folks, a crew capable of almost nothing, would be up to the task at hand.
			

			
				As for hands, he couldn’t help but notice that the victim had only one, at least within her reach. The severed hand lay several feet away, looking gray and bloodless, like a dead fish washed ashore on a beach in Detective Grave’s price range. Jeremy Polk, the medical examiner, was poking at it with a Q-tip and making little headway in reanimating it.
			

			
				“I say, Polk, what do you make of all this?”
			

			
				Polk stopped poking the hand and looked up at Grave. “You mean the body or those annoying people knocking on the door of the locked room upstairs?”
			

			
				“The body, of course.” He wasn’t ready to discuss the locked room and the people within, despite the rapidity and forcefulness of their knocking, not to mention the strident though muffled obscenities they were yelling and screaming through the door, which his trained ear noticed was reverberating within the tonal range of aged mahogany.
			

			
				The fact was, he had only dealt with murders where the locked room contained the victim, not what may be all the prime suspects.
			

			
				Polk set down the Q-tip and groaned his way to his feet, drawing his body to its full height, which wasn’t much. He was an altogether short man by any measure, but there was something about his posture—back rigid, chest thrust out, head tilted to one side, chin up, nose high, lips curled into an arch snarl, one brow higher than the other—that suggested he might be almost an inch taller and certainly a man to be reckoned with, if not taken seriously, particularly on a weekend. In short, if “height” was a hot air balloon soaring above the desert, Polk was a small cactus staring up at it.
			

			
				“You can see the body right there, Grave.”
			

			
				“Yes, of course, but what do you make of all these clues?”
			

			
				“Clues?” said Polk, shaking his head dismissively. “In case you haven’t noticed, it’s all about DNA these days. All we have to do is take DNA kits upstairs, collect samples from the likely suspects, match their DNA to the evidence from and around this unfortunate young woman, and we’ll have our killer. Ipso facto, e pluribus unum.”
			

			
				The medical examiner had then laughed in a way that gave Detective Grave pause. He was unsure about the nature of the laugh. On the one hand, it was pure sardonic mischief, while on the other hand it had all the qualities of a dismissive chuckle. He could have gone on to third and fourth hands, but he preferred to be anatomically correct in such matters.
			

			
				“Polk, I fully recognize the relentless intrusion of science on criminal detection, but remember, DNA spelled backwards is “AND.” There’s always something else, there’s always an “and,” whether it’s a careless remark or something as simple as a poorly timed laugh, there’s always something else to hoist the criminal on his own petard.”
			

			
				Polk rolled his eyes and laughed a second time. “Well, say what you will, Grave, but I’d rather bring DNA evidence to court than a poorly timed laugh.”
			

			
				This second laugh was clearly dismissive, coming as it did with eyes that seemed to roll hard, like dice thrown down a craps table by a man down to his last toss, set to lose everything, including the blonde on his arm.
			

			
				Grave tried his best to shake off the troubling image. Polk with a beautiful blonde? Ridiculous. He decided to move on.
			

			
				“Is there anyone else around?”
			

			
				“Just me and the usual carnival of uniforms,” said Polk, sweeping his arms around the room to take in what must have been a dozen uniformed officers, each trying their best to look busy, but most just gawking at the interior of the mansion and looking forward to describing it to their wives or girlfriends.
			

			
				“No, I mean, if everyone’s locked in that room upstairs, who called this in?”
			

			
				Polk couldn’t believe his ears. “What? Have you never heard of cellphones?”
			

			
				Grave hated to be caught in a logical mistake, particularly by a man like Polk. “Er, yes, of course.”
			

			
				Polk laughed again in a way that might be classified a curt guffaw, coming out as it did like the bark of a small dog. “Well, as it turns out, there was no emergency call, at least from the crazy stupid people upstairs. Turns out, the lord of the manor here didn’t turn up for his tee time at the country club, which some of his golfing buddies considered tantamount to murder. One thing led to another, a patrol car was dispatched, etcetera, etcetera, and here we are with a beautiful dead woman on a Saturday morning. Oh, and shortly after we arrived, we received an email from someone upstairs.”
			

			
				“I see,” said Grave. “I’ll leave you to your precious DNA, then.” He turned on his heels and started climbing the stairs, which seemed to lead endlessly upward to some insanely artistic vanishing point.
			

			
				Polk laughed yet again behind him. “You can’t accept the primacy of DNA, can you?”
			

			
				“I can’t, shan’t, wan’t,” he said, continuing to proceed up the stairs without looking back.
			

			
				“You know,” said Polk, “that wan’t isn’t a word.”
			

			
				Grave paused on the stairway and looked back at Polk. “How would you know without checking its DNA? And besides, it rhymes.”
			

			
				He continued walking up the stairs, the silence from Polk nearly unbearable. He made a mental note to brush up on his skills in rational argument, at least where contractions were concerned.
			

			
				After a few more steps, he paused again to give his throbbing legs a rest and to look back on the crime scene. Even at 30,000 feet, the approximate height of the mansion’s staircase, a crime scene could reveal important clues. In Grave’s experience, murder was often the result of a misunderstanding, of fact, situation, or intent. And the more grave the misunderstanding, the more chaotic the crime scene, indicating a level of passion, whether from hate or love, disproportionate to the perceived slight. But the crime scene he was looking at here, even from this rarified altitude, was not chaotic at all. In fact, it was clearly a planned, and laughably overwrought, tableau.
			

			
				The pounding coming from upstairs continued unabated. He climbed on, his stomach rumbling from hunger.
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				The stairs seemed to go on and on, testing his fitness, his calves and thighs burning from the effort until he finally reached the landing of the second floor, revealing hallways left and right that seemed to outdo the stairway in length, each stretching on forever, with doors every twenty feet or so, indicating enough bedrooms to house every member of Congress, not that bedrooms and Congressmen was ever a good idea. The carpeting on the floor, which must have been a wonderful golden color in days past, was well worn and smelled of dust and mildew. Things were not as mansion fresh as he would have expected given the pristine wonder of the marble staircase.
			

			
				Polk called out to him from below.
			

			
				“You’re not really going to go in there dressed like that, are you? You look like a damned Italian gigolo.”
			

			
				He waved him off and returned his attention to the door in front of him, which was indeed mahogany, aged to near black and thrumming from the sound of pounding fists.
			

			
				He was clearly no Italian gigolo, although he could claim Italian heritage through his mother, Maria, who provided wildly gesticulated counterpoint to his father, a reticent man of German descent, who could be found, even today, sitting on a plastic-encased recliner and crinkling his way through sitcom after sitcom, their laugh tracks the ribald soul of his existence.
			

			
				On the other hand, Grave was certainly dressed for the part: powder blue boating shoes and a matching blue shirt above crisp, white linen slacks, a yellow sweater draped across his shoulders and tied causally into a knot in front to suggest that he was out for the day, perhaps for the entire evening if he could find just the right companion.
			

			
				In truth, he had planned to spend the day in an outdoor café near the marina, sipping at a latte and hoping to attract a beautiful woman, his clothing a bright deception, like a fishing lure, suggesting that one of the yachts bobbing in the harbor was his and that he was a prime morsel of vintage manliness for any woman who might happen by with yachthood in mind.
			

			
				Not that he really needed such deceptions. He was one of those men that people described as lean, a pleasant midway point between skinny and grotesquely muscular, the kind of man that suggested dalliance, if not outright debauchery, both of which were far from the core of Grave’s personality, which tended more toward Dudley Do-Right with a soupçon of a slightly off, less deductive Sherlock Holmes thrown in.
			

			
				He was tall, but not basketball tall, and square-jawed to be sure, and held his chin skyward, suggesting both arrogance and innate innocence, or at least a long attention span. His eyes were blue in the way that ice calved from a glacier is blue, and gray in a way that clouds were gray before a storm, hovering betwixt the two on most days, but definitely tending toward storm clouds when he was on a case, their turbulence causing many a suspect to avoid eye contact and want to drop to his knees in confession.
			

			
				His nose was strong and prominent, with a little speed bump in the middle, the result of a wicked left cross from the fists of his childhood friend Ray Pickins, who like most of his friends, had disappeared into the mists of time.
			

			
				He had lips, of course, and they moved more or less as lips should do when he talked, but there was not much to say about them. His hair was something else entirely: thick and black and glistening from the combined effects of shampoos and conditioners faithfully applied each morning and topped with just enough gel to hold each wavelet in place.
			

			
				Not that there weren’t chinks in his armor of good looks. He had just turned forty-two, an event that now had him either avoiding mirrors entirely or standing in front of them for long periods pushing at his skin, which was rapidly losing its elasticity and seemed to be on a death march to aged parchment. Women were not looking at him with the same level of lust, which is why he had chosen Italian gigolo as his clothing motif this morning instead of his usual gray suit. In short, if “handsome” was a basketball team, he would have been the player the coach sent in during the last three seconds of the game, when the team was either thirty points ahead or thirty points behind, and his presence on the court would have little effect on the outcome. He was handsome, but just.
			

			
				Without turning around, he shouted down to Polk. “Send Sergeant Blunt up with the DNA kits when he arrives, will you?”
			

			
				No response.
			

			
				He shrugged, ran a hand through his hair, took one step forward, and unlocked the door with a twist of the knob on the deadbolt, the mahogany cacophony stopping abruptly as he pushed the door open to slowly reveal the bright panorama of the room and the aggravated people within.
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				The first thing he noticed upon opening the door was the arrow heading straight for his head, which he plucked from the air an inch from his nose, its suction cup dripping with the spit of the small boy across the room in full Native American costume, including the full-feathered headdress of a war chief.
			

			
				The mouths of the six other people in the room gasped, some from horror at the actions of the boy, some from regret that the arrow had missed its mark, and some clearly from admiration of his skills and reflexes, which were self-described as “catlike” on the brief biography he had posted on the precinct’s website.
			

			
				In truth, the room was smaller than he had expected, no more than a brightly lit and cramped artist’s studio, paintings—all of red fish—in various stages of completion stacked against and covering every wall, a large easel at the room’s center, the artist herself standing behind it, head stuck out peering at him with what looked like lustful interest, her brush dripping red paint, which seemed to be the only color on her palette.
			

			
				The back wall of the studio was all windows, floor to ceiling, making it the perfect room for an artist, but not necessarily a detective, the sun making silhouettes of everyone in the room. He held a hand up to partially block the light, revealing a total of seven suspects: the young Indian chief, the artiste en rose, an older man, an older woman, a young woman in a nurse’s uniform, another youngish woman in a wheelchair, obviously the twin of the artist, and a tall gentleman in a tuxedo who could only be the butler, so stiff was his posture and deferent his attitude as he stood next to the fortyish couple.
			

			
				He closed the door behind him and took another step into the room, trying his best to establish his authority, or what authority he could muster dressed as he was like an Italian gigolo.
			

			
				The older man in the turtleneck, perhaps in his late forties, took a tentative step toward him. “Are you Reginald from the marina? I’m afraid I sold the yacht yesterday, and—”
			

			
				“No, sir,” Grave said, flashing his badge. “I am Detective Simon Grave, and I think you know why I am here.”
			

			
				The man looked mystified and confused. “But how—how—could you know about this already?”
			

			
				“We’ll get to that, I’m sure, but for now, who are you and the others, and how did you come to be locked in this room?”
			

			
				The man gathered himself and scanned the room as if he was unaware of exactly who was in the room and needed to do a head count. “I am Darius Hawthorne. You may know me as the fabulously wealthy CEO of Ramrod Robotics, makers of fine domestic robots. This is my wife, Philomena, my daughter Whitney behind the easel, her twin sister, Edwina, in the wheelchair, our nurse and governess Lola LaFarge next to her, and of course, young Roy Lynn Waters, Whitney’s young son, who unfortunately is going through his Indian chief phase.”
			

			
				Grave made notes of all this in his little black book, nodding as each person was identified, and giving each his patented smile of recognition. The wife, fortyish and dressed all in black, looked like an aging Goth. The red-headed artist, thirtyish, was beautiful, if a little crazed looking. Her twin just sat there, beautiful even in a buzz cut, and blankly expressionless, as if she were somewhere else. The nurse was a petite knockout, but seemed to have an attitude; she looked like trouble. The artist’s son, maybe eight, looked like he’d had his way more often than not, giving Grave a practiced sneer. That left one more person.
			

			
				“And the tall gentleman standing next to you?” asked Grave.
			

			
				Hawthorne laughed, but it was more like a mechanical chuckle, the kind of annoying laugh you might hear coming from behind you in a movie theater, from a person you’d like to punch. “Uncanny, isn’t it? He completely fooled you, I see. That’s the thing about Ramrod robots—they’re so humanlike, so real.”
			

			
				“He’s a robot?”
			

			
				“Well, technically, an android, and more specifically, a Ramrod Robotics Simdroid 3000, Series 2, but yes, a robot, if you will. We call him Smithers. It just seems to suit him, particularly since he’s been programmed to serve as a butler.”
			

			
				“After the Smithers character in The Simpsons?”
			

			
				Hawthorne shook his head. “Um, no, as obeisant as that character may be, he is not a butler. No, Smithers here is named after Veronica Lodge’s butler in the Archie comics series.
			

			
				“Oh, of course.” The reference brought back memories of many a college debate over the choice between Betty and Veronica, Grave as indecisive as Archie in the matter. He looked at the robot for some time, trying to find something not human about him, and failed. He turned back to the topic at hand.
			

			
				“So, how is it that all you fine people—and one robot—came to be locked in this room? And for that matter, why does the room have a door that can only be locked from the outside?”
			

			
				At this point, Philomena Hawthorne stepped forward.
			

			
				“The door has been that way since I was a child,” she said. “The room was used to house my younger brother, at least for a while. You may remember him as the Dockside Ripper.”
			

			
				Grave blanched. The Dockside Ripper was the most famous serial killer in the history of serial killers, with eighty-seven known kills. His name was Chester Clink, and he was still at large.
			

			
				“So, your maiden name is Philomena Clink?”
			

			
				“Yes, of the Crab Cove Clinks.” She looked down at the old carpeting. “Although we have seen better days.”
			

			
				Grave’s head was spinning with the possibilities, including a quick resolution to the murder, but one thing nagged at him—the victim wasn’t ripped and stabbed twenty-one times with a Bowie knife. In fact, other than the severed hand, Polk had seen no signs of trauma.
			

			
				“I’ll make a note of that,” he said. “So, how did you come to be locked in this room?”
			

			
				Whitney, the artist, a ravishing redhead with flashing green eyes, stepped from behind the easel. “I can answer that, detective.”
			

			
				Her words did not register in the way that words should usually register, passing through the ears and into the brain, the brain in turn recognizing them, parsing out their meaning from its internal dictionary and book of basic grammar, and then sending signals, including an appropriate verbal response, to the voice box, tongue, and lips.
			

			
				Her words, in fact, seemed to fall apart and fly around the room as he tried his best to come to grips with the fact that she was completely naked, the brain locking in on the words curvaceous, wondrous, and ample, with a drool response thrown in for good measure. Another word then came to mind: discombobulated.
			

			
				“Why, detective,” she said, “what a wonderful shade of red in those manly cheeks of yours. I must capture it for my next painting.”
			

			
				Grave puffed out his cheeks and gave his head a little clearing shake, and tried his best to reply in a way that suggested he was part of the species Homo sapiens sapiens. “Sorry, you startled me.”
			

			
				“Indeed,” she said, coyly. “So, to the facts. Everyone, all of us, assembled here last night at exactly eight-ish to view my latest work, a painting of the renowned MacGuffin Trophy.”
			

			
				She paused and let the words hang in the air for effect, but seeing none in the face of Detective Grave, she let the words drop to the floor and scurry away before attempting to clarify the situation.
			

			
				“Surely you’ve heard of it? The most prized yachting trophy in the world, at least at our local marina, the winning of which sets a skipper apart from all others. And daddy’s won it seven times.”
			

			
				Grave shrugged and shook his head.
			

			
				“Well, that’s why you’re here, of course,” said Hawthorne.
			

			
				“What?” Grave really was confused.
			

			
				“The trophy, man, the MacGuffin Trophy!” said Hawthorne.
			

			
				“It’s gone missing,” said Whitney with a coquettish shrug of one shoulder.
			

			
				At this point, Grave was certain he heard the kind of sharply rising chords that an organ would make when a silent movie reached a dramatic turn of events.
			

			
				But it was just a knock at the door, a tap-tap-tapping and nothing more.
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				Grave motioned everyone to stay in place, went to the door, and opened it. At first he saw nothing, but then a face began to appear, which he eventually recognized as Sergeant Barry Blunt.
			

			
				“I’ll be with you in a moment,” Grave whispered. He shut the door before Blunt could reply, and turned back to the people in the room.
			

			
				“Sergeant Blunt has arrived. I’ll let him in the room in just a second, but first I want to explain how we’re going to proceed.”
			

			
				The suspects peered back at him blankly.
			

			
				“First, is there a room nearby where I can meet with each of you privately?”
			

			
				Philomena looked left and right to see if anyone else would speak up first, then spoke up herself. “There’s the library, two doors down on the left. It has a desk and several chairs, and we can bring in tea, coffee, and little crust-free sandwiches if you like. Assuming, of course, you’ll let Smithers carry on with his duties.”
			

			
				“Of course,” said Grave, motioning to Smithers, who made a slight whirring sound and minced electromechanically to the door and then out of the room.
			

			
				“Now, Sergeant Blunt will keep you company as I take each of you, one by one, to the library for questioning. I ask that you not talk amongst yourselves during this process. He will also be taking DNA samples from each of you and escorting anyone who needs to relieve themselves to the bathroom. Now, once I have interviewed you, you will be free to go about your business, so long as you do not leave this house without my express permission. Is that understood?”
			

			
				Everyone nodded, except for Nurse LaFarge, who raised a hand, one of her dark eyebrows arching toward her prominent widow’s peak. There was something about the look that suggested he best brace himself.
			

			
				“Yes?” he said.
			

			
				“I don’t mean to interrupt, but I fear I have detected a logical flaw in these proceedings.” She was definitely French, or at least doing a damned good job at a French accent. And to Grave, there was nothing worse than logic wrapped in a French accent, even from a woman as obviously attractive as she was.
			

			
				“And how is that, miss?”
			

			
				“You seem to be considering us as suspects, when it is clear that we have been locked in this room all night and could not possibly have stolen the trophy, and therefore have the most rock-solid alibis. It is a matter of pure logic, detective, and in treating us as suspects, you have failed utterly.” With that, she puffed her lips into a classic French pout.
			

			
				Grave took a deep, clearing breath. “Ah, logic is it? Well, Ms. LaFarge, I think you have a grave misunderstanding of logic. It has been my experience that logic is wholly unreliable when it comes to locked-room mysteries. No, what we need to do is wring logic out of the sponge of our understanding and then place that sponge in the waters of the evidence and let it soak up what is true.”
			

			
				“I have no idea what you just said,” said LaFarge, “but please consider soaking up this evidence. We are here. The trophy is not. There is only one door in and one door out. Believe me, I’ve looked for other ways. Therefore, someone who is not us took the trophy, left the room, and then locked us in.”
			

			
				Grave smirked. She had a point, maybe a lot of points, but he wasn’t about to let her logic spoil his alternative logic. “And did any of you see another person enter this little room, walk up to the aforementioned trophy, lift it into the air in the presence of all of you, and then walk from the room, locking it behind him?”
			

			
				No one replied.
			

			
				“Good. Well, then, let me introduce you to Sergeant Blunt, and we’ll begin. I’ll just be a moment.”
			

			
				Grave went to the door, then stopped and turned back to ask a final question. He had seen a television detective, Columbo, do this to great effect, and tried to use the technique whenever possible.
			

			
				“One thing,” he said, wishing he were wearing an old trench coat and had at least one eye at odds with the other. “You say you all assembled at 8:00-ish last night. Was anyone else supposed to be here, a person or persons who perhaps failed to show up for the unveiling of the MacGuffin Trophy painting?”
			

			
				Everyone put on their best deep-thought face, most shaking their heads as Whitney stepped forward, nodding and giggling as if she had won a prize.
			

			
				“Of course! We’re missing Piph!”
			

			
				“Piph?” said Grave.
			

			
				“Yes, Epiphany Jones, my art dealer and sometime lover,” said Whitney.
			

			
				Grave took a step closer to Whitney. “And could you describe her for me?”
			

			
				“Of course. She’s a little shorter than me, blond to near platinum, eyes bluer than blue, skin as pale as alabaster, with thighs so smooth they melt me to my core.”
			

			
				“I see,” said Grave, already imagining them wrapped around each other, flagrante delicto. “And did she have two hands the last time you saw her?”
			

			
				“Oh, wonderful, wonderful hands,” she began in reverie, then stopped with a start. “Well, of course she did. Am I missing something?”
			

			
				“Perhaps. At any rate, we’ll discuss Ms. Jones further when we meet in the library.”
			

			
				He scanned the room. “All right, then, let me bring in Sergeant Blunt.”
			

			
				He moved to the door and slipped out of the room. Sergeant Blunt was standing there next to the door, or at least Grave thought he was.
			

			
				“Blunt, is that you?” he said.
			

			
				“Yes, of course,” Blunt said, his voice seeming to come from an unexpected direction.
			

			
				“Well, here’s the deal. The people in there are unaware of the murder. They think a trophy has been stolen. Do nothing to make them think otherwise, and keep your eyes and ears open. I’ve told them not to talk among themselves, but my guess is that they will forget you’re there, and open up. Also, check the walls for any possible secret passageways. Do you have the DNA kits?”
			

			
				“Yes, of course,” said a voice behind him.
			

			
				Grave spun around. “Good. Oh, one thing more. If anyone needs to use the bathroom, you are to escort them. The last thing we need is suspects disappearing left and right, let alone little puddles and piles in every corner.”
			

			
				“No problem,” said the voice from behind him once more.
			

			
				“Dammit, Blunt, stay in one place, will you?”
			

			
				“Yes, sir,” said the same voice in more or less the same direction.
			

			
				“All right, then, let’s go in.”
			

			
				Grave opened the door wide, and they walked in, Blunt’s feet flapping noticeably on the floor, which was not unexpected. Sergeant Blunt was an ordinary man in every respect except for his feet, which were also quite ordinary except for their size, which was midway between size 12 1/2 and size 13, leaving him little choice but to wear shoes too big and flap down the street like a clown, or too small and walk as if he were dancing with an invisible ballerina.
			

			
				Today he was clearly a clown, not that many people would notice, because the fact was that he was not just ordinary, he was nondescript to the point of near invisibility. When he walked into the room, everyone realized the door had opened and something had changed in the room, but they would have been hard pressed to say that a man well over six feet and as wide as Frankenstein’s monster had entered the room with Grave. Blunt was like the waves of heat you see hovering over a desert highway, there but not there.
			

			
				His features, such as they were, did nothing to expose him to the world. If you focused on his eyes, which may have been almost any color, you immediately forgot his nose, a small lump of flesh and cartilage more or less in the center of his face, just above his lips, which were razor thin and appeared to blend into his chin in a way that suggested stealth technology was at work.
			

			
				He had taken full advantage of his invisibility early in his career, when he had served as a Navy Seal, carrying out mission after mission without detection. He was so good, in fact, that he had been recruited by the CIA. Unfortunately for Blunt, and perhaps world peace, the CIA had insisted that he had failed to show up for his interview, even though he had been there all along, the interviewer tapping a pencil on his desk as Blunt tried, and failed, to get his attention.
			

			
				It took a man with rare skills in detection to even vaguely be aware of Blunt’s presence. Grave was just such a man. He had discovered Blunt one night in a local bar, where Blunt was trying his best to pick up women, with predictably miserable results. Grave had watched in amazement as a woman sidled up to the barstool Blunt was sitting on, and thinking it empty, slowly nudged him off the stool with her hips. In truth, this hip action was Blunt’s only brush with sex, and the principal reason he went to bars. In short, if “invisibility” was a game of checkers, Blunt would have been the checker that had fallen to the floor and rolled under the couch, never to be seen again.
			

			
				But that was neither here nor there, since they were now here not there, and a roomful of people were now staring at them, or at least at Detective Grave, and wondering what was afoot. Grave cleared his throat and pointed to the flickering image of a man standing next to him.
			

			
				“This is Sergeant Blunt,” he said. “He’ll be helping me with the case.”
			

			
				Grave took a step toward the door, and turned back again. He really loved this technique. “One last thing. If I should ever speak with a British accent, please let me know by raising your hand.”
			

			
				Everyone raised their hands.
			

			
				“Oh, dear,” he said. He made a mental note to schedule a special appointment with his therapist. These lapses in accent had to stop.
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				The library was just as he had imagined it would be, a square box of a room, or rather a cube, with wraparound book shelves floor to ceiling. It even had ladders that ran on rails to provide easy access to any volume, although the ladder rungs appeared dusty and little used. And although he couldn’t imagine Mr. Hawthorne reading a book, the shelves were chockablock with books of every description, all arranged alphabetically by author in sections devoted to various genres, most notably, sailing. A large walnut desk, its top empty but for a small, green-shaded lamp and a set of gold pens put there for show, sat in front of the window, facing into the room and at two burgundy leather chairs.
			

			
				Smithers had apparently drawn back the heavy red curtains and cracked the windows to provide some fresh air. Even so, the room was redolent with the smell of the decaying pages and words of a thousand authors, mixed with the heady aroma of fresh-brewed coffee, the combined effect of which was intoxicating. Sunlight streamed into the room, dust motes dancing in the air as he walked to the desk, creating what looked like whorls and swirls of fairy dust, but it was just ordinary, run of the mill mansion dust.
			

			
				Grave swept a handkerchief across the seat of the tall-backed executive chair and sat down behind the desk. So this was what it was like to be the lord of the manor. That thought quickly vanished as Smithers walked into the room, carrying what looked like a cafeteria tray topped with tall stacks of little sandwiches and small, powdery doughnuts.
			

			
				Grave had to give Hawthorne and Ramrod Robotics their due: Smithers looked every inch a real man, albeit a man burdened with the duties of a butler. The engineers had contrived to build him to be tall and imposing, yet slumpingly deferential. Grave could not detect a single feature that suggested robotics was at work, save perhaps for red cufflinks that pulsed slowly like the turn signals of a car.
			

			
				Smithers’ face resembled someone famous, although Grave could not quite come up with the name. An actor, perhaps. Whomever the model or inspiration, the face was clearly Hollywood handsome, with perfect blue eyes below perfectly carved brows, which he had noticed earlier, could move independently, adding incredible nuance to his expressions. His nose was a work of art, neither too large nor too small, with a pleasing aspect to it and positioned perfectly above lips that could handle more emotions than an emoji. His hair was straight and sandy blonde, and looked quite humanlike. He was, on the whole, better than human.
			

			
				Smithers set the tray down on a small table next to the desk, where he had already positioned pots of coffee and tea, a small porcelain pitcher of cream, and a silver bowl of sugar, together with the necessary cups and spoons that would be needed for the interviews.
			

			
				“Will there be anything else, sir?” he said. Grave could have been mistaken, but the voice sounded eerily like the voice of the late Richard Burton, and suitably British.
			

			
				“Yes, thank you,” Grave said. “A couple of things. First, I asked my assistant, Sergeant Blunt, to escort people to the bathroom. Would you mind taking over that job? I think it best that Blunt stay in place and monitor the group.”
			

			
				“Of course, sir.”
			

			
				“Second, I was wondering if your programming includes the ability to record what you see and hear.”
			

			
				Smithers cocked his head to one side as if deep in thought. “Hmm,” he said, or at least that’s what Grave thought he said. It could have just been a humming noise.
			

			
				The humming, or perhaps the hmming, stopped. “My programming has been updated from Series 1 to Series 2, which added auditory capability if requested. Otherwise, I only record video. So, yes, I do have that capability, sir. Why do you ask?”
			

			
				“Wonderful. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to sit in on each of the interviews, so that I might call on you at a later date to provide the exact words used by each person.” Grave wondered briefly whether a robot’s testimony would hold any weight in court.
			

			
				“I can do that, sir.”
			

			
				“Excellent. Let’s begin. Please escort Nurse LaFarge to this room.”
			

			
				“Certainly, sir, but how can I both escort people to the bathroom while remaining here?”
			

			
				He had a point. “Tell you what. Take the time you need to escort people to the bathroom, and then escort Ms. LaFarge here. While you’re doing that, I’ll pop down to talk to the medical examiner.”
			

			
				Smithers seemed alarmed. “Medical examiner? Why is there a medical examiner here? I thought we were talking about a missing trophy?”
			

			
				“Oh, yes, yes, yes,” said Grave, trying to get the cat back in the bag. “We’re definitely here about the trophy. It’s a weekend, you see, and we needed DNA kits, and the ME happened to be in the neighborhood, so—”
			

			
				Smithers interrupted. “So there’s been a murder.” It was a statement, not a question.
			

			
				“Yes,” said Grave. “Yes, there’s been a murder.”
			

			
				“May I tell the others?”
			

			
				“No, that would not be a good idea.”
			

			
				Smithers shrugged. “Okee dokee. I’ll see to the tasks and meet you back here in, say, twenty minutes?”
			

			
				Grave sighed, relieved, while at the same time marveling at the words okee dokee spoken in the rounded, mellifluous baritone of Richard Burton, a man who could make any shambles of a sentence sound Shakespearean. “Yes, that would be perfect.”
			

			
				Smithers turned on his heels with a barely detectable whir, and marched from the room.
			

			
				As soon as the door closed, Grave was on his feet and greedily stuffing his mouth with donuts and the little sandwiches, which seemed to involve crab and coarse brown mustard, with a hint of Old Bay seasoning.
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				Grave bolted down the long staircase, the image of the medical examiner growing larger and larger as he descended for what seemed to be an interminable length of time before arriving at the bottom, bent over, hands on knees, gasping for breath.
			

			
				Polk, who seemed to be watching him with amusement, was wrapping things up, literally. The body had been tagged and bagged and was now being rolled out to a waiting CSI van for transport to the morgue. All that remained was a taped outline of the body on the staircase.
			

			
				Polk came over and patted Grave on the back. “Are you all right? I can see getting winded running up the steps, but down?”
			

			
				Grave nodded, took one last gasp, and slowly stood upright.
			

			
				“Oh, my god!” screamed Polk. “What’s happened?”
			

			
				Grave was gravely confused. “What?”
			

			
				“Your face, that white powder all over your face. Good god, man, are you into cocaine?”
			

			
				Grave quickly scrubbed at his mouth and wiped away the powder on his chest. “Oh, that. Just sugar donuts.”
			

			
				He wasn’t sure whether Polk’s expression involved acceptance, dismay, suspicion, or a whole host of other catalogued expressions, but his face was contorted in a way intended to more or less express something, although he was not being the least bit clear.
			

			
				Grave ignored him and got right to the point. “So, what do you have so far?”
			

			
				“Well, as you’ve probably surmised,” he began, “the only trauma to the body was the severed hand. No indications of intercourse, if you were wondering about that. And I won’t know cause of death until I can get her back on the table and have a look-see, but I suspect she simply bled out, although there is not enough blood here to indicate that.”
			

			
				“So she was killed somewhere else and then moved here?”
			

			
				“In all probability. No clothes to be found, so . . .”
			

			
				Grave nodded. “And the time of death?”
			

			
				“Body temperature and degree of rigor indicate sometime between 7:00 p.m. and 11:00 p.m. last night.”
			

			
				“I see,” said Grave. “When will you be able to tell me more?”
			

			
				Polk sighed. “You people always want things fast, don’t you? Well, you’ll just have to wait till Monday. It’s a goddam weekend, Grave, or have you forgotten that?”
			

			
				Grave was miffed. So miffed, in fact, that his next words came out in what Polk would later characterize as a “snarl” when he told his story again and again to the boys back at the morgue. In any event, the words had the effect of forcing Polk to take a step backward to protect his safety from the potential arc of a fast-moving fist.
			

			
				“You. Will. Have. Results. To. Me. Today!” Grave snarled.
			

			
				Polk nodded quickly. “As you wish, as you wish.”
			

			
				“Good. Now, I have to get back upstairs to interview the suspects. I’ll be expecting your call forthwith.”
			

			
				He turned away from Polk and began running up the stairs, his speed quickly decreasing to a trot and then a poorly done lope and then no more than a slow trudge, and he was only halfway up.
			

			
				Polk called up to him, his voice seemingly miles away. “You know, you could have taken the elevator.”
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				Lola LaFarge was already seated when Grave huffed and puffed his way back into the room. Smithers was standing at attention just inside the room in a way that suggested unobtrusiveness and stealth, with the modicum of attentiveness you would expect from a tape recorder.
			

			
				Grave sat down behind the desk, ran a hand through his hair, and waited for his heart rate to slow to a point that would suggest the heart of a man and not that of a bird. He considered the woman seated across from him, sipping at a cup of coffee, her mouth and cheeks coated with powdered sugar.
			

			
				“Those doughnuts are good, are they not?” he said.
			

			
				LaFarge raised her hand.
			

			
				“You have a question?”
			

			
				“No, you said to raise my hand if you lapsed into a British accent.”
			

			
				“Oh, sorry. There, is this better?”
			

			
				LaFarge smiled, but in a way that seemed incredibly arrogant, even for a person with a French accent.
			

			
				One of Grave’s theories was that a person’s level of arrogance was inversely proportional to their height, which clearly held true for Ms. LaFarge, who was diminutive beyond petite.
			

			
				She was also strikingly beautiful. Her chestnut brown hair was done up in one of those whatchamacallit hairdos that was cut short in back and left long in front, giving the impression that her head was accelerating toward you at great speed, like some planet-killing asteroid. But the effect seemed to suit her, and had the further effect of emphasizing her large eyes, which were brown, somewhere between walnut and hazelnut, and came with thin eyebrows that had been shaped and plucked to near nonexistence. They reminded him of the v-shaped birds in children’s paintings, except these were flying upside down and lending a surprised look to Ms. LaFarge.
			

			
				There was not much to say about her body except that it was perfect in every way. Her breasts, full and round and threatening to pop out of her deep-cut red sweater, were exemplars of breasts done right, perky and creamy smooth. The rest of her body had decided long ago to play along with the perfection of her breasts, providing the counterpoint of a slender waist, ample hips, and an ass to die for, all held upright by legs not even Michelangelo could improve upon, which today were clearly defined by black yoga pants that left little to the imagination. In short, if “beautiful” was a box of assorted chocolates, she would have been the one you were hoping to find before anyone else did.
			

			
				And now she was moving her full, pouty lips in a manner that suggested she was speaking to him. Her small, upturned nose wiggled with each word, as if it didn’t want to be left out of the conversation.
			

			
				“Did you not hear me?” she said, wiggling her nose and waving a hand to get his attention, causing him to break his reverie.
			

			
				“Of course, mademoiselle,” he said, then worried whether he was being too flirtatious. He stumbled on. “What did you say again?”
			

			
				“I said, why the fuck didn’t you tell us that Piph has been dead on the staircase the whole time you’ve been here?”
			

			
				Grave glanced quickly at Smithers, who sheepishly turned his head away.
			

			
				“Um,” he began and knew in an instant that “um” was never a good way to begin a conversation you hoped to control.
			

			
				She continued, ignoring his prefatory um. “Well, there’s complete pandemonium back in the studio. Poor Whitney is beside herself. You should have posted an officer there to keep things in hand.”
			

			
				“I did. Sergeant Blunt.”
			

			
				“Who?”
			

			
				“Blunt.” He could see she was completely mystified. “Never mind. Just know that I had my reasons.”
			

			
				She rolled her eyes. “Like you have your reasons to ignore logic and interrogate us when you should be letting us go so we can grieve for poor Ms. Jones.”
			

			
				The sentence came out so quickly there was no need for commas, and gave Grave little time to formulate a worthy response. In such situations, he found it effective to form his hands into a tent, finger to finger, and flex them slightly to create in the observer an image of a spider crawling up a mirror, and thus distract them, if only for a few seconds.
			

			
				“My apologies. I thought by denying you and the others this information, I might glean a clue or two about the killer, whom I am sure is one of you, the people locked in that room all night.”
			

			
				“And did you glean anything about me?” she said defiantly, head thrust toward him, her widow’s peak slashing toward him like a weapon. A fine spray of spittle made it all the way to his hands, which he then dropped to his lap and inconspicuously wiped on his trousers.
			

			
				“No, not really. When I went along with this MacGuffin Trophy nonsense, I was hoping to detect a ‘tell.’ Are you familiar with that term, Ms. LaFarge?”
			

			
				She shook her head.
			

			
				“A tell is an inappropriate or unexpected response to a situation. A small behavior that the person is not aware of, but that reveals something about that person.”
			

			
				“I’m not sure I follow you.”
			

			
				“Okay, so let’s use the trophy as an example. When I reacted in a way that suggested I was definitely there to deal with the purloined trophy, everyone but the killer, of course, would have behaved normally. The killer, on the other hand, would have reacted with a tell, an involuntary and telling response—a surprised look, a turning away, a sly smile, an inadvertent request for clarification—something out of the ordinary. And that was what I was looking for.”
			

			
				“And did you see such a tell?”
			

			
				He started to answer but she held up a hand to stop him.
			

			
				“Non! You didn’t see a tell at all. You saw nothing, am I right? And you saw nothing because there is no logical way for a person locked in a room all night to kill a person outside that room, or even steal a damned fucking trophy.”
			

			
				Grave had had enough.
			

			
				“Ms. LaFarge, I am not about to discuss my techniques or what I did or did not glean from our first meeting. Suffice to say that I have reason to believe that one of you is, in fact, the murderer.”
			

			
				Ms. LaFarge slumped back into her chair, clearly exasperated, and crossed her arms under her breasts, pushing them up to briefly reveal the outer rim of her aureoles, which were just slightly darker than her skin, with a slight pink blush.
			

			
				She caught him looking.
			

			
				“So, monsieur detective, what are you gleaning now?”
			

			
				Grave looked away and fumbled with his notebook, not that there was anything in his notebook about her except one brief, hurriedly scrawled note: “Wow!”
			

			
				That analysis continued to hold sway as he put her through a series of questions about her background and her role in the mansion. She had emigrated from France two years previously with the promise of a job at the Hawthorne mansion, to provide daily nursing assistance to Edwina Hawthorne while home schooling young Roy Lynn Waters, the erstwhile Indian chief and incorrigible son of Whitney Waters. In those two years, Edwina remained wheelchair-bound and sullen, and Roy Lynn had developed a French accent.
			

			
				Like the others, she had gone to the studio at precisely eight-ish to see Whitney’s painting of the trophy. The event went smoothly, Whitney revealing the painting to polite applause and ample champagne. Ms. LaFarge, who was not keen on Whitney’s painting style had hoped to slip away at 8:30, but that hope ended when Whitney had checked the door, finding it locked. There then followed a near comical attempt by everyone in the room to “try” the door, which continued to remain locked despite everyone’s best efforts to think otherwise.
			

			
				“And why did it take so long to notify the police?” he asked.
			

			
				“I know it’s ridiculous in this day and age, but not a single one of us had a cellphone with us.”
			

			
				“So how did you notify us? Surely not with the insane knocking I experienced when I first arrived.”
			

			
				“No, just before daybreak we remembered, or rather Mr. Hawthorne remembered, that Smithers here is equipped with Wi-Fi and has a drop-down keyboard in his back.”
			

			
				Grave turned to Smithers. “Is that correct?”
			

			
				Smithers nodded. “Yes, sir, that is correct. And the time of the email message was exactly 6:56 a.m.”
			

			
				“And why didn’t you offer that service immediately upon learning that the room was locked?”
			

			
				Grave thought he heard the soft screeching of tiny gears or perhaps an ill-timed release of robotic gasses.
			

			
				“Well, sir,” said Smithers, “no one asked. And I thought it would be intrusive of me, nay inappropriate for me as a butler, to offer unsolicited guidance to my masters.”
			

			
				Grave made a note of that, and also wondered why it had taken nearly three hours for anyone at the precinct to notify him.
			

			
				“Thank you, Smithers,” he said, turning his attention back to Ms. LaFarge, who had apparently been studying him as he spoke to Smithers, her eyes quickly averted when he looked back at her. He noticed that her neck and chest were now flushed in a way that, in Grave’s experience, indicated one of three things: anger, nervousness, or arousal. He was hoping for the third option.
			

			
				“Now, Ms. LaFarge, at any time during this hours-long detention did anyone act either overly dramatic about the situation, or perhaps just the opposite, an almost carefree acceptance of your combined plight?”
			

			
				She considered the question briefly, and gave him an impish shrug. “Not particularly.”
			

			
				Grave sat in silence for some moments, which apparently was enough time for Ms. LaFarge to formulate a question or two.
			

			
				“Detective, can I ask you a personal question?”
			

			
				“I don’t see why not,” he said, “but I may reserve the right not to answer it.”
			

			
				“Of course,” she said. “I was just wondering about this man-about-the-docks getup you’re wearing. It doesn’t seem to suit you.”
			

			
				“Ah,” he began, hoping that in that “ah” he could disguise his true reason for wearing his Italian gigolo duds, namely to pick up women. “I was on a stakeout, at that little café, surely you know the one, Le Crabe Bleu, down by the marina.”
			

			
				“A stakeout? For what?”
			

			
				“Drugs,” he lied. “We have reason to believe that someone has been bringing in cocaine and heroin in boxes of salt shakers.”
			

			
				“So you were hoping to catch some sort of financial transaction between a waiter and a customer requesting salt?”
			

			
				“Well . . .”
			

			
				“Oui, I see it now. The drug dealer comes to the café and looks for the one table that does not have a salt shaker. He sits down, places an order, and when it comes, he pretends to notice he has no salt, which the waiter, who’s in on the whole thing and wears a black eye patch by way of identification, brings to him, with some sort of exchange for money, perhaps folded bills quickly placed into the waiter’s palm, or maybe even a briefcase left behind, or—”
			

			
				Grave had to stop her before she wrote an entire case file. “Yes, that’s it exactly.”
			

			
				She sat back in her chair, tapped a finger aside her nose, and then rolled her hand in his direction. “So this is not your normal attire?”
			

			
				“No, it’s—”
			

			
				“Hush,” she said. “Don’t tell me. I have a nose for this.” Indeed, her nose was wiggling like a bloodhound’s.
			

			
				She looked him up and down, her nose sniffing appraisingly. “Hmm, okay, my guess is that you usually wear a suit. No vest, of course, that would be too British, and you’d just lapse into that terrible accent. And the suit would be gray. No, not just gray—only gray. You have a closet full of gray suits, lined up one after another, for each day of the week, am I right?”
			

			
				“Um,” he offered.
			

			
				“Ha, I knew it!” she beamed. “But there’s more. All your shirts are white, with button-down collars, and you prefer thin, solid ties, mostly a darker gray, but never black.”
			

			
				“Well, I do have a Christmas tie.”
			

			
				“Doesn’t count,” she giggled. “Now, as to shoes, I’m thinking black walking shoes with spongy soles, because you like the way they let you slip into the precinct undetected.”
			

			
				Grave was beginning to become uncomfortable with this spot-on analysis. “Shall we get back to the subject at hand? I have a number of questions for you about Ms. Jones.”
			

			
				“We can, but first you have to admit that I’m right.”
			

			
				“Very well,” he said, flipping his notebook to a new page. “Yes, you’re right. Now, if we can continue.”
			

			
				“Of course,” she said, trying her best to put on the nervous expression of a murder suspect, but failing utterly, a burst of laughter coming from her that was deep and genuine, and to Grave’s mind, intriguingly sexual. “Did I mention, how do you say, your tighty whities?”
			

			
				Grave tried to gather himself, but he could sense that his face was working its way through various hues of red, and would have reached full-on crimson if it had not been for the door bursting open, all the other suspects rushing in like angry villagers on the hunt for a monster, albeit without torches and pitchforks.
			

			
				Among the mélange of outrage and insults being shouted his way, he could detect the small voice of Sergeant Blunt, who was there somewhere.
			

			
				“Sorry, sir.”
			

			
				A suction-cupped arrow whizzed by Grave’s head, signaling the end of the day’s interviews. He pushed through the villagers and rushed outside.
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				Grave stepped out of the mansion to what looked like a carnival setting up outside, television trucks from the local television stations already positioned on the mansion lawn, a host of reporters dressed to the nines already illuminated in lights, cameramen dressed to the ones following their every move.
			

			
				Grave picked up the pace, hoping to avoid Claire Fairly, the crime reporter from Channel 3, a woman whose annoying persistence was the hallmark of her professional life. By the time he reached his car, he had managed to locate her. She had spotted him and was racing toward his car, trailed by her cameraman, who was struggling to keep up.
			

			
				Fortunately, she wasn’t able to close the distance fast enough, Grave driving away proudly and quickly in his Lamborghini Miura P-400S, at least in his imagination, which had Smithers waving goodbye to him and repeating his dream car’s name over and over as only Richard Burton could. The reality of the situation was that he was driving away in his actual, real-life car, an old 1965 Austin Healey Sprite sports convertible, a gift from his now-retired father, which was pretty much a beginner sports car, a bottom feeder in the sporting class, more of a roller skate than an actual vehicle.
			

			
				He had slipped his tall frame into the little red car, which was no more than four breadbaskets wide by nine breadbaskets long, a feat that required him to stretch his legs out full length in order to reach the pedals for the clutch, brakes, and accelerator. One of his old girlfriends, who had eventually run away with a tuba player, said that when he was finally seated in the car, he looked like a man sitting upright in his own coffin, with the same startling effect to passersby, a driving position that perhaps only the British could appreciate, the body jackknifed at a right angle, legs stretched out, derriere just six inches off the ground.
			

			
				The only good thing that could be said about this position was that it created a speed-thrill effect that was quite exhilarating. At twenty miles an hour, you felt like you were going sixty; at sixty, you were quite sure you were approaching escape velocity; and at eighty, near the end of the speedometer’s range, you were not only willing to accept the possibility of time travel, you were absolutely convinced that Marty McFly’s trip back to the future actually happened.
			

			
				As he sped away, Fairly becoming smaller and smaller in his rearview mirror, the radio came on simultaneously, stuck as always on Radio 780 AM, a Christian station featuring gospel music and the one-minute hourly reflections of Reverend Bendigo Bottoms, who this hour was in the middle of a sermon on one of his many Eleventh Commandments, in this case, “Thou shalt not rage in the road.”
			

			
				Over the many months he had owned the car, Grave had come to appreciate gospel music and the reverend, but in keeping with the day’s commandment, but not observing it, he pounded on the radio several times before giving up and continuing down the lane to the gate, where he turned right and accelerated away from the mansion.
			

			
				He had managed to calm everyone down by releasing them for the rest of the day, with the stipulation that he would return early the next morning to continue his interrogations. Most seemed satisfied with that solution, but he could still see the look Whitney had given him as he left the room, a look that wrapped anger, hurt, betrayal, and grief into a massive ball and hurled it at his head with the words, “You bastard!”
			

			
				He glanced at his watch, an oversized Timex with more functions than a convention center. It read 49:57, which could have been the exact time on a distant planet, but was in fact the reading from the chronometer function for the watch, and clearly of no help. He fumbled with the watch as he drove, trying to stay on his side of the road as he pushed various combinations of buttons, none of which resulted in the display of the current time. He would have to rely on the position of the sun in the sky and the direction and length of shadows to determine an approximate time. The result of these calculations was that to his best estimation it was daylight.
			

			
				He drove on, hoping that Polk would still be at the morgue, poking and probing poor Epiphany Jones. Traffic was relatively light, even for a weekend, so he made good time, walking into Polk’s examination room at just after daylight, which inexplicably was still daylight. He quickly fixed the watch to discover that it was, in fact, 1:37 in the afternoon, which clearly explained the renewed rumbling of his stomach, which had had its fill of tiny sandwiches and powdered donuts, and wanted more, much more.
			

			
				Polk hovered over the body, talking into a headset microphone. He caught sight of Grave and motioned him over, continuing his analysis. The smell of the place was somewhere between rotten and cloyingly sweet, and it was all that Grave could do to fight back a looming gag reflex. How did Polk do this day after day?
			

			
				“. . . and a small puncture wound through the intercostal muscles, between the third and fourth ribs, just to the left of the spine.” He took the headset off and dropped it on a nearby tray.
			

			
				“You should have a look at this, detective.”
			

			
				Grave walked over and looked down at the body, which was working its way through various shades of gray, and had a waxy look about it. It, or rather she, had been beautiful in life, even from the backside, or perhaps especially from the back side, her back the kind of back a woman would want to display in a backless gown, her waist narrowing, then expanding seductively to hips that tried their best to contain an ass that could only have been shaped with the help of a professional trainer.
			

			
				Polk cleared his throat to end Grave’s obvious reverie, then tapped the puncture wound on the woman’s back with a gloved finger. “Here, you see, a devilishly precise kill, through the rib cage and angled slightly to pierce the heart. I dare say, the work of a professional, or at least someone with more than a passing knowledge of anatomy and icepicks. That, or just blind luck. Or rather, misfortune for poor Ms. Jones.”
			

			
				“Icepicks?” said Grave. “Who the hell uses icepicks these days?”
			

			
				“A small list, to be sure. Bartenders, perhaps, or more likely, ice sculptors or trained assassins. Of course, the murderer could have used a knitting needle.”
			

			
				Grave quickly reviewed his list of suspects, Whitney Waters coming immediately to mind, but only because she was an artist. Did she do ice sculptures, he wondered. As for knitters, he didn’t have a purl of a clue. On the other hand, this new revelation gave him a wealth of potential questions for tomorrow’s interrogations.
			

			
				“What about the hand? Any clue how or when it was severed?”
			

			
				“I would say post mortem, given how clean the cut is. A butcher’s saw, perhaps, or maybe the band saw of a woodworker.”
			

			
				“Why on earth would someone do that?”
			

			
				Polk shook his head. “The larger question, of course, is why he left the hand at the scene? Was he sending a message to someone?”
			

			
				“Or was he leaving behind one trophy in exchange for the one he had just stolen, the MacGuffin Trophy.”
			

			
				“An interesting thought, detective.”
			

			
				Grave made a few quick notes in his notebook. “Anything else, Polk?”
			

			
				Polk shrugged. “Not for a while. I’m really just beginning. Are you going to be at home or should I reach you on your cell?”
			

			
				“My cell. I dropped the land line months ago. It just seemed so twentieth century.”
			

			
				“All right, then, I’ll give you a call when I’m done here.”
			

			
				Grave nodded, looked down at the body once more, and left the room. As the doors swung shut behind him, he could hear Polk talking to the body.
			

			
				“Let’s open you up, my lovely, and see what’s what.”
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				Grave was ravenous. He didn’t know whether it was from the passage of time or the time he had spent at the morgue. Death had a way of reminding you that any meal could be your last, so best go at it full tilt. That thought had quickly brought him to Luigi’s Trattoria and Crab House for the kind of crabby Italian meal that leaves a smile on your face and your stomach rounded to a belt-stretching fullness.
			

			
				He grabbed a handful of mints on the way out, and headed for his father’s place. He had promised him a visit, and this new case would provide ample fodder for conversation.
			

			
				Jacob Grave was nestled in his electric recliner, which was equipped with all the necessary accessories required to minimize movement and encourage gluttony. It even had cup holders and a small under-arm refrigerator large enough to hold a six-pack of beer and a package of cheese sticks. An oversized bag of pretzels was stuffed beside him, a snack that would carry him to dinner, which would be carried to him by the food service he employed for this purpose.
			

			
				Had he stood up, you would have encountered a 74-year-old man who was once tall and robust, but who had now become withered and hunched, with spindly legs that could barely take him to the bathroom and back. His hair, once thick and wavy like Simon’s, had all but left him, leaving the impression that you were looking at a worn white bowling ball with ice blue rheumy eyes. Simon shuddered every time he looked at him, his future self, his father no longer the master detective he once was, the pride of the precinct. In short, if “decrepit” was a forest, old man Grave would have been one of the fallen trees rotting on its floor.
			

			
				The television was blaring as usual, so Simon picked up the controller and pushed the mute button.
			

			
				“What the fuck!” his father said. “Oh, it’s you. Dammit, could you at least announce yourself when you come through the fucking door? You liked to killed me.”
			

			
				Simon handed the controller back to his father. “Sorry, I thought you heard me.”
			

			
				“Hearing is going, I guess, along with everything else.” He clicked the controller and the image of a pitchman selling “miracle gloves” imploded to nothingness.
			

			
				“Now, what brings you here on a bright Saturday afternoon? You should be out cruising for chicks. Lord knows, from the look of you, you could use a good fuck or six.”
			

			
				Grave sighed. “Working a new case. Thought you might like to hear about it?”
			

			
				“Maybe,” he said with a hint of interest. The man may retire, but not the detective in him. He flipped open the arm of the chair and pulled out a beer. “Want one?”
			

			
				“No, a bit early, and I’m stuffed to the gills. In fact, I brought you a doggie bag of crab linguini from Luigi’s.”
			

			
				His father perked up. “Luigi’s? Damn, how can you afford Luigi’s on your salary?” He dropped the beer back in and flipped the arm closed. “Not that I’m complaining, mind. Best damn food on the planet, save for your poor mother’s, rest her soul.”
			

			
				This was the first time he had mentioned Grave’s mother in the three years since her death, from cancer.
			

			
				Simon put a hand on his father’s shoulders. “Have you been to her grave recently?”
			

			
				His father shrugged the hand off, writhing as if touched by something otherworldly. “No, and I don’t plan to, either.”
			

			
				“Why not?”
			

			
				“It’s just so depressing. All those graves, and those fucking flowers. Who thinks killing flowers is what the dead want?”
			

			
				“It’s a tradition, Dad.”
			

			
				“Well, fuck tradition, and while you’re at it, fuck those fucking fake flowers, too. What does it say about someone who is so inconvenienced by visiting that they would leave permanent flowers of their plastic affection?”
			

			
				Simon now deeply regretted even mentioning his mother, but knew that he would have to ride out this tirade.
			

			
				“And here’s the kicker. Do you know what really keeps me away from her grave?”
			

			
				Simon did not even have time to open his mouth before his father charged on.
			

			
				“I’ll tell you what, it’s because every single time I go there, some stranger’s kids are hovering over her gravestone, laughing their heads off and screaming, ‘Oh, look, this is the grave of a Grave.’”
			

			
				Simon had no
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