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All Cecil Appleby wanted as he embarked on early retirement was a quiet life in a tiny village, a study with a fireplace, and a garden large enough to accommodate two or three bodies.

The village of Bishops Cozy fulfilled the first with its languid afternoon silence broken only by the sound of a distant power mower. As he stepped from his Lexus sedan and got his first real view of the two-story red brick house he had previously seen only on Zillow, a deep satisfaction seeped into him. With its wrought iron fence enclosing a tidy hedge, drifts of tulips, and the tiny pink blossoms of creeping phlox edging the brick walk, the house looked straight from an Agatha Christie—

“No parking, mister. Move it along.”

Cecil jumped as a horn blared. A construction truck filled with shovels and street cones and odd machines came to a stop behind him. The driver was scowling.

“There aren’t any No Parking signs,” Cecil objected.

“We left a flyer. Every door.” The burly man who stepped from the truck leaned toward him. “Street improvements? Bump outs and curb cuts? Sound familiar?”

A small, cheerful man with silver glasses, Cecil had colleagues he’d worked with for thirty years who could describe him only as “that mousy guy who analyzes foreign crop data.” Save for those who called him The Mouse That Roared. Steal one Jeep when lives depend on it and you’re stuck with a nickname.

“I didn’t get your flyer. I just drove in from Virginia,” he said as politely as he could manage. “I’m moving into this house, and I have things to unload. Give me an hour and I’ll be out of your way.”

“You expect my men to cool their heels for an hour? Park across the street.”

For more than three decades, Cecil had navigated the ultimate bureaucracy: an agency of the federal government. Enough was enough. He had found his perfect little village; he owned a house that promised to be a delight; he had a backyard large enough for his Secret Project. He wasn’t about to let some bully he didn’t know push him around.

“I don’t want to unload things and carry them across the street. Park your truck down there.” He pointed to an ample stretch of vacant curb midway down the next block.

Four other men had emerged from the equipment truck and a nearby pickup. Two lugged a large sign into place, then began tossing down street cones. Two watched the clash between their boss and Cecil. In a tree close by, a pair of birds disturbed by the humans started to grumble.

The man in charge scratched his ribs.

“Move the car, mister, or I call the police.”

The front door of Cecil’s house opened. A leggy blonde in a navy blue suit strode down the walk. She was too young to be the housekeeper-cook he’d hired, also via the internet. Her daughter, perhaps? Or a helper she’d hired when he called last night to tell her he was arriving a day early? Ignoring the street improvements crew, she extended a hand and gave his a confident shake.

“Mr. Appleby? I’m Taylor Winks, but I’d appreciate it if you’d just call me Winks. I see you made good time.” She turned to the workmen, who had been staring. “Is there a problem?”

“There’s no parking where we’re making curb amendments,” Mr. Suspenders began. “We notified every house along here—”

“That they start tomorrow.” She waved a sheet of salmon-colored paper, which she had produced with the flair and mystery of a magician. “To-mor-row.”

Cecil gave a silent groan. She did appear to be his housekeeper. She couldn’t be more than twenty-five or -six.

“Sooner we start, the sooner we finish,” argued the curb boss.

Ms. Winks—Winks—took out her phone.

“Let’s see, do I call the village manager or the public works director about this?” She frowned as she started to thumb through a list of numbers.

“Okay, okay. If you’re going to make a stink, we’ll come back tomorrow. Waste of taxpayer money though.”

Pulling a twenty-dollar bill from his pocket, Cecil handed it to the man with a smile.

“Add this to the crew’s beer fund. Or log it as an extra taxpayer payment if you’d rather.”

The man stalked back to the cab of his truck. The workers who had put out the ROAD WORK AHEAD sign collected it, along with some of the cones. The two who had been observing trotted over to retrieve the remaining cones and hurry after their boss. As they passed, one inclined his head toward Winks and spoke from the side of his mouth.

“His ex owns the hair salon he wouldn’t park in front of.”

Winks’ face, which had a wry cast and a somewhat pointed chin, registered faint amusement.

“Come to the back door for cake and a sandwich tomorrow when you want a break.”

Silence returned as the utility truck gave an assertive roar of the engine and left.

“You certainly know your way around, knowing who to call to complain,” Cecil said with awe.

“Bluffing all the way. I’ve been reading the local paper to get familiar with things, so I knew some titles to spout.” She gave a finger wave, accompanied by a bright smile, to someone across the street.

Turning, Cecil saw a woman with bony arms crossed over an equally bony chest observing them from a porch across the street. He felt certain she wore an expression of disapproval, which he sought to dispel with a weak nod.

“A bit nosy, if you ask me,” Winks said under her breath. “She’s manufactured half a dozen reasons to come over and offer help—and ask a few questions—while I was having the cleaners in and getting things set up. I take it Miss Silver is driving down separately?”

“Ah...Miss Silver is on the passenger side. In her carrier. She’s a cat. I, ah, mentioned her in my initial contact with the employment firm so I wouldn’t end up with applicants hunting a husband. A colleague suggested it.”

Winks coughed to hide her grin.

“Very wise, I expect.” She raised a hand as if in oath. “I swear I have no interest in matrimony or any other romantic entanglements. Now, shall we get things into the house? You’d better take Miss Silver. She’s probably unsettled from traveling, poor thing. I’ll, um, maybe take the plants?”

As she spoke, she had opened the rear door on the curbside and was staring at two lusty plants, each of which, their pots carefully padded, was strapped into a child’s car seat.

“Those two have been with me a long time. I didn’t want them bouncing against front seat and back like they would if I put them on the floor,” Cecil said weakly.

“I’ll do one at a time then, and take extra care. Put them in the living room for now?”

“The study, if you don’t mind, but I really didn’t expect you to carry—”

“Part of what a housekeeper’s for, isn’t it?” Winks said with a dismissive gesture.

She really was a very pleasant young person, and quick to catch on. How was he going to explain that her age made her unsuitable for the position he’d hired her for without hurting her feelings? Cecil wondered as he followed her and a sizable ponytail palm named Florence through the iron gate, up a brick walk, and across a porch just deep enough to accommodate a few chairs. Planter boxes on the porch rail and jardinieres in the corner held a froth of pink and lavender, the mostly low-growing blooms punctuated here and there by spikes of a different plant and interspersed with feathery ferns and something else green that spilled fringe down the side. To one side of the door, a brass plaque gave its original name and year of construction: Cherrywood 1884.

Reaching past the plaque and opening the door, Winks balanced the ponytail palm on her hip and frowned at an actual wristwatch.

“I wonder where Sheila is. She wanted to welcome you personally.”

“Sheila?”

“Parks. Your real estate agent.”

“Oh, yes.”

“She asked me to text her when you arrived, but she hasn’t answered.”

*  *  *
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ONCE MISS SILVER WAS safe in the confines of the screen porch with water and a new litter box, and his two prize plants plus a box of six smaller ones were deposited in the study, the undermining of his willpower began. Plates heaped with dainty sandwiches and homemade cookies were waiting in the kitchen. Coffee and milk. A bit of refreshment before they took a tour of the house, Winks said.

It was amazing how superior slices of freshly roasted chicken on buttered bread were to slices from a roll of chicken in a delicatessen. And could the bread possibly be homemade? Had he been a gambling man, Cecil would have bet on it.

“The previous owner did a decent job of kitchen renovation,” Winks was saying. “Convenient arrangement, adequate counter space. The appliances are newish, not what I would have chosen, but not bad quality. I took you at your word when you said I should get whatever equipment was needed. I have my own knives, of course, but I had to buy cookware and countertop appliances. The mixer was spendy, but I’ll be making bread at least every other day, among other things, so I needed a good one. I have all the receipts and an itemized list, of course.”

Cecil nodded. The mixing machine she referred to was a bright yellow beast of no small size. Who knew such devices came in colors other than black or stainless steel? Since Cecil had never had any desire to achieve kitchen competence beyond making toast and heating the odd pan of soup, it came as a relief that she was such a whiz. Except that he really would have to replace her with someone old enough that tongues wouldn’t wag.

She was frowning again, this time at her phone. “This is weird, Sheila not being here yet, or touching base. She made a big fuss about wanting to welcome you and show you around herself.”

“She probably has me on her schedule as arriving tomorrow.”

“No, I messaged her last night after you called and told her you were coming early. I hate to start without her, she’s been so nice, letting me have a key so I could be here for deliveries and to oversee repairs and removals. Still, it might be smart to show you what’s here before we bring in the rest of the things from your car, don’t you think?”

“Actually, there’s not that much left to bring in, and I’d rather get my car off the street. Those curb improvement fellows made me somewhat nervous. Miss Parks—uh, Sheila—said there was a garage, though it might need updating.”

For the first time since he’d met her, Winks missed a beat.

“I guess it might have been a garage at some point. Whoever lived here before was using it as a shed, but a long time ago I think it was a carriage house. There was old leather harness under stuff at the back, and a big wheel with wooden spikes. Your car will fit, though. Do you want to see—?”

“No, no. Let’s finish unloading.”

When a few more boxes and Cecil’s suitcases were deposited in the front hall, they went out the back door from the kitchen. The yard that greeted Cecil was the stuff of dreams. Two cherry trees rustled their branches above a stone bench. Raspberries climbed a trellis. There was room for a nice-sized garden. With bodies pushing nourishment into the squash and tomatoes, he thought with a chuckle. He’d have to hire someone to do the initial digging, of course, but he wanted to have a crack at turning back soil himself. How would his muscles feel? How long would it take him to dig down a foot?

“That’s the carriage house.” Winks broke into his reverie. “Somewhere along the line, somebody used it as a workshop. It was piled with junk. I hired a guy to clear it all out. He took the last load yesterday. I persuaded him to oil the hinges, so the door’s not too bad to open.”

The wooden structure she was indicating leaned enough for Cecil to have doubts about its safety. It sat—or more accurately slumped—twenty feet or so beyond the gate in the backyard fence. Parallel tire tracks in packed earth led to it from the street.

“It’s tidy enough. I swept it out yesterday and then hit it with the hose,” Winks said with renewed optimism.

Cecil noted that she planted her feet and threw some muscle into pulling one of the double doors to the side. Reaching for a dangling cord, she snapped on an overhead light.

The suddenness with which she jerked to a stop made Cecil think she’d received an electrical shock. Then he saw.

“He’s...his...I...”

The gulp she gave frightened Cecil that his stalwart young housekeeper was about to disgorge her stomach contents, which was the last thing he felt capable of dealing with as he stood staring at the headless male body lying on its back on the otherwise tidy concrete floor. To cover his own dismay, he said the first thing that came to mind.

“Guess they won’t identify him from his dental records.”
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Winks sat at the kitchen table congratulating herself on not puking. The strong tea laced with sugar that the boss had made for her when they came into the house to wait for the cops got part of the credit. Mostly, though, it was the way the boss had pulled himself together when they saw the body that had steadied her. He was a fussy little guy; he put his prize plants in car seats; she’d just about decided he was a sissy. Then, when it counted, he’d turned out to be one tough nut.

Before he admitted the cops, the boss had insisted on putting his kitty back in the screen porch and blocking it off with a chair and a mop. He’d even added a hastily lettered sign warning, SHY CAT, KEEP OUT!

“You say someone was here yesterday helping you clear out the, uh, carriage house?” said the cop across from her. The cop had red hair done up in cornrows and a chai complexion sprinkled with freckles. She seemed nice, but you never knew with cops.

“Finishing up. He’d been here the day before.”

“What time did he leave?”

“Around four. I have his name and phone number.” She took out her phone.

The kitchen Winks delighted in had become a hive of cops. Some went back and forth from there to the carriage house, which now had yellow crime scene tape around it and policemen inside. Two officers in uniform had just completed searching every room in the house. She dreaded to think what sort of mess they might have left. The whole Bishops Cozy Police Department must currently be here.

A fellow who she thought might be the chief of police paced as he spoke alternately into his phone and the radio on his shoulder. Winks and the red-haired cop sat at one end of the well-polished trestle table. The boss and a husky sergeant sat at the other end.

“I’m sorry, but we need to document your movements,” the sergeant was apologizing. “It’s standard. If you happen to have receipts from the motel where you stayed, it would save us some time.”

“Well, yes, and for the place where I had lunch, and for where I stopped for gas after. They’re in an envelope-sized leather portfolio in the console of my car.”

Winks almost smiled at the boss’s precision. There was a quaver when he spoke, though. Maybe he was nervous, too.

“Who, besides Ms. Winks, knew the house would be unoccupied last night?” the sergeant asked.

“The real estate agent who sold me the house. Her name is Parks. Ms. Winks said she intended to be here when I arrived, to greet me and show me the place.”

“But she wasn’t?”

“Well, no.”

The chief of police came bustling over.

“Where are your knives?”

“Knives?” The boss seemed bewildered.

“I think he means kitchen knives,” Winks said. “They’re in a canvas roll, first drawer left of the sink.” Surely they didn’t think she’d hacked off a human head with a fish boner, or even her sail-shaped chef’s knife.

Yet sure enough, when he unrolled the knives, it was the chef’s knife that he brandished. “This the largest you have?”

“There’s a meat cleaver, but—”

“Where is it?”

“Magnetic strip on the wall, also left of the sink.”

With some effort, a curly-haired cop about Winks’ age freed the cleaver from its magnet.

“Even if that thing you’re holding could cut through human bone, which I very much doubt, it is NOT the weapon used on the man in the garage.” The suddenly raised voice of her employer brought all other conversations to a halt.

“The cleaver would leave a ragged cut. The head of the, uh, victim in the garage was cleanly severed, undoubtedly by a curved blade. You’re probably looking for a sulthan sword or something similar. A man named Gary Korpita is the number one expert on beheadings. Quantico consults with him. I’m not sure if he’s FBI or independent, but they can tell you how to reach him if you want to send him photos. Or I can make some calls and get his number.”

All eyes were glued to the mild-mannered newcomer in his pressed gray trousers and open-necked dress shirt. The chief of police looked less than pleased. At a gesture from him, the cop with the cleaver hurried over to place it in an evidence bag and switch places with the officer across from Winks.

“What agency was that guy with?” the curly-haired cop whispered to her.

“Department of Agriculture.”

“Listen up,” barked the police chief. “I’m moving this circus down to the station.” He stabbed a finger at Winks. “You can drive your own car and bring Mr. Appleby back when we’re finished. Holland, you bring Mr. Appleby. Step lively.”

The curly-haired cop snapped to attention. “Yes, sir.”

The police seemed to suck all sound from the house as they left. Winks wondered if her two companions felt as disoriented by the sudden silence as she did.

“Uh, we’d better go,” said Officer Holland. “If you need to lock any doors or anything first...”

“I need to feed my cat,” the boss said in a tone that dared anyone to argue.

Getting in with the food without the cat escaping proved tricky. The boss had just completed the maneuver and was sliding the chair back in front of the door when another policeman burst in from the carriage house.

“Holland! Thank God you haven’t left yet. My wife’s gone into labor and my car’s at the station. I need a ride! Now!”

“Uh—I’m supposed to—”

“I’m her labor coach!”

Holland looked around in desperation.

“Okay, I better take him. You two be right behind me, you hear? If you aren’t at the station in, uh, five minutes, the chief’s likely to issue a warrant.”

*   *   *
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“POOR OFFICER HOLLAND’S going to get one heck of a chewing out—and that’s if he’s lucky,” Cecil murmured as the screen door to the kitchen swung shut behind the departing policemen.

“For helping another cop get to his pregnant wife in time?”

“For leaving us on our own together, giving us a chance to compare stories.”

“Oh, yeah. But we didn’t do anything wrong. We shouldn’t be treated like criminals.”

“Nevertheless. How far to the police station?” Cecil realized his voice sounded strained.

“They don’t really think I’m a suspect because of the cleaver, do they?” Winks’ face was pale.

“No, no. They’re just looking at everything. Trying to, er, weed things out.” Cecil wasn’t so sure, but it seemed like the right thing to say. “Uh, how far?”

“Oh. Two blocks. Maybe three. Would you like me to drive since I know where it is?”

“Yes, please.” He was surprised how relieved the offer made him feel. “Why don’t we take my car? If they forgot those receipts they wanted, they’ll be handy.” Besides, he suspected the gumdrop-shaped Volkswagen he’d seen outside—the new version of what had been called a “Beetle” in his day—belonged to Winks. He handed her the fob to his Lexus.

“You know an amazing amount about swords and knives,” she said as they pulled away from the curb. She executed a U-turn that made Cecil clutch at his hat even though he wasn’t wearing one.

“Oh, well, you run into all kinds of people and strange information on the fringes of Washington.” The truth, but not the whole truth.

“So that was what you were checking when you bent down to look at the body? To see what kind of cut?”

“Well, no. But I noticed.”

They had passed the barber-beauty shop where the street repairs boss had refused to park just a few hours ago, and a few more shops and a bar. Ahead was a block with what looked like a former grain elevator on one side and a barbeque place on the other, after which the road pitched sharply down.

“What time did you leave yesterday?” Cecil asked.

“Let’s see. The haul-away guy left around four. I got the cobwebs and swept, but the hose wasn’t long enough for me to wash the floor, so I went to the hardware store. Got there just before closing, which is five o’clock. I made a cappuccino and sat on the back steps to rest before I tackled the last bit. It must have been around six when I closed the carriage house. I locked up the house and left right after that.”

“And what time today— This is the police station?”

At the bottom of the road they’d been following, a two-story stone building whose front lawn could have accommodated several tennis courts stretched before them. A lone picnic table invited serenity. It was as great a contrast to the crammed-together, soulless buildings of D.C. as Cecil could imagine.

“It used to be the high school. Back in the sixties, I think,” Winks said. “There’s still a gym in front that people use for basketball. The police and the utility department are in the back.”

As she spoke, she turned the car down an asphalt drive that curved around to a good-sized parking lot with metal recycling bins on the far side.

“You were about to ask me what time I got to the house today,” she said. “Nine o’clock on the dot. That means somebody put the body in there between six last night and nine this morning, right? And had a key to the padlock.”

“Padlock?”

“Yeah. It was old, but I made sure I always locked it.”

“Who else had a key?”

“Just me, as far as I know. Sheila gave it to me with the other keys.”

“I suppose someone could have picked it. Cutting it off would take too much time.”

As Winks turned off the ignition, a thought came into focus in Cecil’s mind. Two of them, really. One was that, although the body in the carriage house and the nightmare he and Winks found themselves in because of it were real, he was starting to think like a detective in a book.

“Before we get out, let me ask you something that may sound, um, strange,” he said. It was his other thought. “Is there any chance the body we found is Sheila? That it’s the reason she didn’t show up?”

“The real estate agent? That’s crazy.” She turned in her seat to stare at him. “Then again... I mean, I wasn’t noticing height or anything when we found the—the remains. I guess it’s possible. No way of really knowing unless you took off the clothes.”

“No.”

Slamming car doors behind them, they started into the building. Cecil felt apprehension start to knot his nerves again. Then a pleasant idea nudged it aside. What a marvelous research opportunity he was getting for when he started writing. He had already been questioned. He was about to be questioned again at a real police station by real police. But better than all that, he and Winks had discovered an actual body—a murder victim. Which of the masters of mystery writing could claim that sort of firsthand knowledge? Not Christie. Not Wentworth. Not that insufferable know-it-all S.S. Van Dine.

Warmed by new optimism, he pushed open the door of the Bishops Cozy Police Station.

And stepped into chaos.
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The lobby of what appeared to be a more recent addition to the original school bubbled with activity. More men in uniforms had joined the ones who had been at Cecil’s house. Clumps of people, talking and whispering, ringed the area. The thickest concentration was around the glassed-in windows at the front of the police department.

“I don’t need you here. Clear out!” bellowed the chief of police.

“Er—” Cecil froze. Hadn’t he and Winks been ordered to present themselves here immediately or face dire consequences?

Then he realized the remarks were addressed to a woman directly in front of him. She stood with hands planted on the hips of a multi-colored gypsy skirt. White hair fanned in ripples around her shoulders.

“This is a public space. I’m here to cover the council meeting.”

“Which doesn’t start for two hours.”

To the right, several youths came out of the gym and down three steps to join some friends, hanging back to watch whatever was happening as they headed outside. Straight ahead, glass customer windows beneath a sign that read “Utility Department” were closed for the day.

“Freedom of the press,” the white-haired woman insisted.

“You’re not the press any more, Elspeth. Get going.”

“The Bulletin has five thousand twenty-six subscribers.” A few in the crowd cheered. “More than double what the Gazette does. More than the population of this whole village.”

A man whose hair was trimmed as close to his skull as possible without shaving shouldered in front of her.

“Never mind her. Is the body that was found my brother-in-law? My sister has a right to know.”

“Nothing has been said about a body—”

“It’s all over social media. There’s crime scene tape two blocks from here and police are swarming all over the place.”

“Mr. Danielson, I realize you’re concerned about your brother-in-law’s whereabouts, but coming down here isn’t the way—”

“Please!” A woman stepped to Danielson’s side. She was clutching a tissue. “Even if you’re not certain, can’t you—can’t you just...”

“I’ll take a look if you need someone to identify him.” Danielson put his arm around his sister. A teenage boy stepped to Danielson’s other side and folded his arms, scowling solidarity.

The chief—a sign on the wall showing members of the department gave his name as Thorne—came within touching distance of the family and lowered his voice. People strained to hear. The woman who proclaimed herself a journalist, probably a blogger, had been forced aside.

“Yes, human remains have been recovered,” Chief Thorne said softly. “They’re at the coroner’s office, not here. Even if you go there, Mr. Danielson, even if they let you view the body, you won’t be able to identify—”

“Oh, God!” moaned the woman who feared it might be her husband. “He’s been in a terrible accident. He’s been burned.”

“I assure you, he was not. The remains were not.” Mindful of the growing crowd, the beleaguered police chief called to a silver-haired cop currently blocking the way of a woman with a TV news camera. “Yardley, take Mrs. Schmidt and her family— Where’s your daughter?”

“At home. She—she thought she’d be too upset—”

“She said she’d be creeped out by a police station,” jeered the teenage boy.

“Take them to my office.”

“Yardley’s been retired two years,” whispered an onlooker to her companion. “Something big must be going on to call him back.”

Winks gave Cecil a nudge. “Am I going to need a lawyer?”

“No, no. We’re just, uh, helping them with background and that. I need to make a phone call.”

Just in case he was wrong about legal representation, he wanted to touch base with Sam Elmas, an old friend from his Washington days and the only person in town he knew. Sam was always on top of things, and when he wasn’t, he could formulate a plan in the blink of an eye. Cecil looked around. The way to the gym was clear, meaning he’d be noticed if he went that way, and the men’s restroom all but guaranteed someone would walk in on his conversation. To the side of the utility department he spotted a metal stairway leading up and ducked behind it as his best bet for privacy.

He tapped a name near the top of his contacts. Two rings and Sam’s voice boomed on the other end.

“Cecil! Where are you? Don’t tell me you’ve broken down somewhere.”

Cecil chuckled. “As a matter of fact I’m here, in Bishops Cozy.”

“We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow. We were going to send flowers. Come out for dinner?”

“I can’t. Listen, Sam, I can’t talk long. If I should need a lawyer, do you have a name?”

“Cecil, what...” The heartiness of Sam’s voice faded. When he spoke again, it was softly.

“In the kitchen I heard one of the busboys saying they’d found a body. In a house that had been sitting vacant?”

“Yep. Mine.” He heard a low whistle.

“I’m getting that number for you now. I’ll try sharing from my contacts, but in case you can’t capture it, I’ll email it, too.”

Through the open stairway, Cecil saw Winks looking around for him.

“Thanks, Sam. Have to go. Love to Colette.”

As soon as she saw him, Winks stepped out to meet him. With her hands shoved into the pockets of her navy suit jacket, she was the picture of boredom. 

“I think we get Alligator Cop this time. He came to collect us. I told him we’d rushed so to get here, you hadn’t had time to take a whizz and were hunting the men’s room.”

Cecil was mortified. Still, it was a good excuse for his absence.

“He doesn’t look a thing like an alligator,” he whispered as a middle-aged policeman with a ski-jump nose and underslung chin approached them.

“You haven’t seen him smile.”

At the moment, that didn’t seem likely. 

“Now that everyone’s comfy, if you wouldn’t mind following me,” the newcomer said. “I’m Officer Ponds.” 

The only other time Cecil had been in a police station had been in a foreign country. This was much nicer. Ponds opened a door, and they were in a hallway whose light tan walls were so free of marks and smudges that they could have been freshly painted.

The family that thought the body from Cecil’s shed might be that of their husband/brother-in-law/father clustered in the doorway of what was apparently the chief’s office. The retired cop who had been pressed back into service was talking to the woman. Ponds, who perhaps swayed his hips a bit like an alligator, signaled Cecil to stop at a door kitty-corner to theirs while he escorted Winks farther down the hall and delivered her into the care of the sergeant who’d been at the house.

At the end of the hall, an outside door opened. The policewoman with the cornrowed hair came in holding the arm of another woman. In the hallway behind Cecil, there was a howl. Turning, he saw someone make a lunge.

“Lock her up!” cried the brother-in-law as he tried—and failed—to force his way past the retiree cop. “If anything’s happened to Hugh, she’s your number one suspect!”

“Mr. Danielson!” The chief hove into view from the lobby.

“She threatened him!”

Danielson struggled to break free of the old cop’s grip. The woman who had prompted his outburst had disappeared into the farthest room, accompanied by the policewoman. The door to the room slammed shut.

“A dozen people heard. She threatened him!”

“Mr. Danielson, calm down.”

Cecil felt a none-too-friendly hand on his shoulder.

“Inside, Mr. Appleby.”

The door to the room they were in slammed shut, too.

Officer Ponds pointed to the vacant chair across from him at a folding table with fake wooden top. At its center, a cheerful pink geranium in a matching pot presented a surreal contrast.

“Sit down, Mr. Appleby.”

Surely this couldn’t take long. Surely they had asked him all the questions they possibly could back at the house.

Ponds clicked a pen into action.

“Mr. Appleby, who do you think might have left you a headless corpse as a housewarming present?”

The policeman smiled. The smile stretched ear to ear. His teeth were jagged. He did look like an alligator.

*   *   *
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WINKS HAD SPENT NEARLY two hours shut in the room with the flat-faced sergeant. He had asked her the same questions that the woman cop asked her back at the house, more or less. In return for his efforts, he had gotten the same answers because they were true. More or less. When he finally escorted her past a series of closed doors and back to the lobby, she looked around and, for the first time that day, felt abandoned. There was no sign of her employer. Would he have taken his car and returned to the house, leaving her? She didn’t think so. He was, she suspected, as out of his depth as she was, but he wouldn’t leave her to fend for herself.

As much to dispel her nervousness as because she was thirsty, she walked toward the water fountain. Two men came down the stairs behind which the boss had made his phone call earlier. They were talking in hushed voices.

“If it is Hugh, what are we supposed to do? If he doesn’t show up, do we start the meeting anyway? People are already coming in for the public comments section.”

“It would be a luxury to move through the agenda without him cutting up and making wisecracks. We’d probably finish in half the time. But I suppose we ought to cancel in case it is his body.”

“Yeah.”

They were talking about the Village Council meeting the white-haired woman had raised a fuss over earlier, Winks realized. Did that mean the missing man whose family thought he might be the corpse in the boss’s garage was a councilman? She looked around for the white-haired woman but saw no trace. Choosing a bench as far as possible from the window that marked the start of the police department, she sat down, put her head in her lap, and tried for the sort of breathing that was supposed to calm you.

Instead, emotional exhaustion began to overtake her. Would they check with the employment agency? What would happen if they found out that she’d lied to get her job?

“Winks.” Someone cleared their throat beside her. “Winks.”

Maybe the breathing stuff did work. She appeared to have nodded off. Prying open an eye, she found the boss standing close enough to shake her shoulder. His thin hair was rumpled on top as though he’d run his hand through it once too often. His eyes held concern.

“Are they finished talking to you? Are you free to go?”

“As long as I don’t leave town.”

“Same here.” He gave a weak chuckle. “Let’s beat it before they change their minds.”

Outside it had started to drizzle, and the air was chill. It wasn’t enough to discourage what seemed like a dozen media types who emerged from vans and possibly the bowels of hell to swarm toward them. Seeing such a frenzy in a movie was one thing, but being a target as it happened was another. Beside her, the boss halted abruptly, dazed by a camera light switching on in his face.

“Keep moving,” she hissed, taking his elbow. He let her pull him along.

“What’s going on in there? What can you tell us?” asked a woman, sticking a microphone in Winks’ face and trotting along in step. A man dressed like a fashion plate and holding a tiny digital recorder pinned them in on the other side.

“Is it true they’ve found a body? Someone said it was mutilated.”

“All I know is the hearing on the new development is canceled,” Winks snapped. “After we made a point of getting here half an hour early, not to mention spending half the afternoon working on our testimony.”

“Er, power to the people,” said the boss.

The camera light blinding him went dark. The scrum surrounding them melted away.
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