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Milo Baxter had never imagined he’d retire to a place like Redwood Heights. For decades, he’d wandered the echoing streets of San Francisco, chasing cheating spouses and missing pets and, sometimes, real criminals, always beneath the city’s bracing fog. But lately, the city’s sharp corners had started to wear him down. The noise made his teeth feel loose. So, when a friend from his old precinct sent him a brochure for Redwood Heights—a jam jar of a town nestled among the redwoods, where the most pressing crime was a parking ticket gone unpaid—Milo laughed, then started packing.

The move was easier than expected. He liked the way the forest made every morning smell like possibility, or maybe just moss and dirt. The town center was nothing to look at: Three intersecting streets, a post office with a mural of jubilant children, a library shaped like a barn, and a coffee shop named Brewed Awakening, run by a pair of identical twins who finished each other’s sentences and always wore matching fleece vests. The rest of the town fanned out into quiet neighborhoods where the houses all had porches and most of the porches had wind chimes.

Redwood Heights was so gentle, it practically rocked itself to sleep at night. But it took only a few weeks for Milo to notice that the town had its secrets. There were the Ballard sisters, who ran the antique store and whispered behind cupped hands. There was Old Man Parker, who claimed he’d seen a UFO land behind his chicken coop, and had the blurry Polaroids to prove it. And there was the mayor, Mrs. Beverly “Peanut” Butterfield, who wore exclusively yellow and was rumored to start every city council meeting with a joke and a heaping spoonful of peanut butter.

Still, nothing prepared Milo for the first time he heard about the case of the disappearing suggestion ballots.

He was at the library, checking out a biography of Dorothy Parker and a field guide to native birds, when the librarian—Ms. Helga Klein, a woman who looked as if she’d been carved from a block of granite—leaned across the counter.

“They’re at it again,” she whispered, eyes darting to the reading alcove, where a cluster of elderly ladies played rummy every Tuesday.

Milo blinked. “Who is?”

Ms. Klein slid the books across the scanner, her lips pinched. “The ballot thief. Four slips gone this morning. Vanished into thin air, just like last week.”

Milo cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe someone’s got a lot of suggestions?”

“Don’t joke,” she said, shoving a dog-eared pamphlet into his hands. “It’s a democracy crisis.”

Milo read the flyer. SUGGESTION BOX: YOUR OPINION MATTERS! The font was Comic Sans. The bottom was stamped with the mayor’s signature. He looked up. “You think the mayor’s involved?”

Ms. Klein’s answer was a shrug, but it was the most pointed shrug Milo had ever seen. She had the gift of silence, Helga Klein did, and in it she managed to say two things at once: That she couldn’t possibly comment, and that she’d already told him more than city protocol allowed. She fished under the counter and produced a battered suggestion box, setting it between them with a thunk. It was painted a cheerful blue, the kind of color you saw on children’s toys, but the slot was rimmed with suspicious scratches—as if someone with very small, very determined fingers had been prying it open regularly.

“Supposed to be anonymous,” Ms. Klein said, giving the box an affectionate pat, “but in a town this size, anonymity lasts about as long as rain on the Fourth of July. You tell me there’s a ballot missing, I can tell you who wrote it by the shape of their capital S.” She squinted at him over her glasses, her eyes pale as skim milk. “Maybe you can do something about it, Detective Baxter.”

Milo grinned. He’d been retired for all of six months, but old habits itched like wool sweaters. “You mean, run surveillance on your suggestion box?”

She nodded once, solemn as a judge. “It’s a democracy crisis,” she repeated, then slid his stack of borrowed books toward him, as if they were part of a secret handoff.

He took the books and the pamphlet, but the impression stuck: in Redwood Heights, even library drama came with pointed undertones. “Alright,” he said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

As he left the library, Milo noticed the rummy ladies had fallen silent. Four pairs of eyes watched him from behind their cards. He tipped an imaginary hat and tried not to wonder which of them had the most distinctive capital S. The sunlight made the mural on the post office wall pop with color—those painted children, always frozen mid-laughter, seemed to mock the very idea of suggestion boxes and anonymous complaints. He chuckled.

By the time he reached the end of Main Street, he’d decided to drop the whole thing. It was a town of three thousand, after all. Maybe four thousand during the summer when the hiking trails filled up. What did it matter if someone was fiddling with suggestion ballots? But as he walked beneath the shadow of the old water tower, he found himself making a mental list of suspects anyway. Not because he particularly cared about the fate of the suggestion box, but because he’d be bored stiff if he didn’t.

First, the mayor. Beverly “Peanut” Butterfield had a reputation for gentle tyranny. She ran the city council like a kindergarten class: lots of positive reinforcement, the occasional time-out. Maybe she had a vested interest in making sure “wellness hour” walks went unchallenged. Or maybe she just liked the dopamine hit of reading her own name on paper, even if it was in the format of a complaint.

Second, Ms. Klein herself. She had access, obviously, and it was no secret she considered herself the guardian of proper library conduct. If a suggestion came through proposing more “youth programming,” she’d be the first to take offense.

Then there were the rummy ladies, the Ballard sisters, the twins at the coffee shop, and even Old Man Parker, who seemed more interested in UFOs than subterfuge but wasn’t above stirring the local pot. In a town this small, everyone had their hobbies, and everyone had their secrets.

As he walked home, Milo tried to shake off the conversation. But the case gnawed at him. Redwood Heights was too small for big mysteries. If the suggestion box was being tampered with, it meant someone in town—maybe even someone he’d met—was willing to betray their neighbors for a shot at control.

The next morning, Milo went for his usual stroll, nodding at joggers and stopping to inspect the latest attempt by the neighbor kids to build a zipline between two redwoods. The air was crisp and tasted faintly of wood smoke. At the library, a hand-lettered sign greeted him: SUGGESTION BOX UNDER POLITE SURVEILLANCE. Helga Klein hovered behind the counter, watching him.

Milo decided to do a little surveillance of his own. He settled into a lumpy armchair by the front windows, propped open the bird guide, and waited. Over the next hour, he watched as three people approached the box: Mrs. Darnell, the bakery owner, who dropped in a slip while pretending to browse the gardening section; a teenager in a puffy jacket, who glanced around nervously before stuffing in a folded note; and, finally, the mayor herself, who marched straight over, deposited an envelope, and wiped her hands with the self-assurance of someone who had never been accused of wrong-doing in her life.

By noon, Milo’s back ached and he was bored, but he’d seen what he needed. The mayor came back an hour later, this time with a clipboard and what looked suspiciously like a skeleton key. She unlocked the box, withdrew the ballots, and made a show of counting them. Then, with a furtive glance over her shoulder, she tucked the envelopes under her arm and strode out.

Milo followed, not out of habit—though old habits died hard—but out of a growing sense of personal affront. He liked Redwood Heights, and didn’t much care for the idea of someone, even someone as charming as “Peanut” Butterfield, making a mockery of democracy.

He caught up with the mayor as she reached her car, an ancient Volvo painted taxicab yellow. “Morning, Beverly,” Milo called, giving her his broadest, most neighborly smile.

She blinked, as if surprised to see him in daylight. “Oh! Mr. Baxter. Just picking up this week’s suggestions. Some real doozies, let me tell you.”

“Oh?” Milo feigned interest. “Anything worth implementing?”

She gave a tight-lipped laugh. “Maybe. Maybe not. Some folks just like to complain, I suppose.”

Milo nodded. “That
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