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        March, 1975

        Kansas City, Missouri

      

      

      

      The woman in the chair opposite me was hacking up a lung.

      If the sick woman died, Mother would have a conniption fit.

      Not because the poor woman was dead. No, Mother would be upset I’d been present at her passing. Mother took a dim view of death. She took a dimmer view of my unfortunate habit of stumbling over bodies.

      I glanced at my watch. My broker, Winthrop Marshall, had kept me waiting for nearly thirty minutes.

      The woman’s eyes streamed. Her nose ran like a faucet. Overwhelmed by her cold, she didn’t cover her mouth when she coughed.

      Cough, cough.

      I sympathized. I did. But the woman should have stayed home. In bed. With chicken soup, a bottle of 7UP, a box of Kleenex, and a gross of cold pills.

      I abandoned the leather club chair (where I sat) and the most recent copy of Barron’s (where I’d found nothing of interest—the magazine had no fashion stories and probably didn’t even block the woman’s germs) and approached the receptionist’s desk.

      “I’d like to wait someplace else.” I said.

      The receptionist, an exceedingly pretty woman with very white teeth, donned a I-know-you’ve-been-waiting-with-the-plague-but- there’s-nothing-I-can-do smile. “I’m sorry. We don’t have another waiting area but—” her smile grew brighter “—Mr. Marshall should arrive momentarily.”

      Winthrop wasn’t even here? That meant his office was empty.

      Cough, cough. COUGH!

      “Either I wait in Winthrop’s office, or I’m leaving.”

      The receptionist eyed the germ (masquerading as a woman) who was busily infecting the brokerage’s elegant waiting room. A wrinkle marred her pretty brow. “I can check with his assistant.”

      “Please do.” I stood at the front desk (as far from the sick woman as possible) and waited.

      I did not tap my fingers against the high polish of the receptionist’s desk as Mother would have. I did not dig in my purse for a travel pack of tissues as my housekeeper, Aggie DeLucci, would have (then she’d have given them to the sick woman). I did not roll my eyes as Grace, my daughter, would have. I simply fixed a polite but firm smile on my face.

      The receptionist pushed a button on what looked like a very complicated switchboard. “Debbie, Mrs. Russell would like to wait in Mr. Marshall’s office.” She glanced (more of a glare) at the coughing woman and lowered her voice to a whisper. “There’s a sick woman up front.”

      Cough, cough.

      She listened, glanced at me, and manufactured a small smile of her own. “She insists. If she can’t wait in his office, she’ll reschedule.” She listened again. “Debbie will be right out.”

      Winthrop Marshall’s assistant appeared a moment later. Debbie, another exceedingly pretty young woman, had bouncy blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and vivid red lipstick. She wore a dress so short that I hoped, for her sake, she never dropped anything— bending over would give anyone watching a view of everything God gave her.

      In her shoes, working for Winthrop as she did, I would have worn a nun’s habit. As it was, I wore pants and a turtleneck sweater in the most serious shade of gray I could find.

      In my experience (acquired since my husband died), a single woman dealing with her stockbroker, insurance agent, or estate lawyer seemed to be asking for attention of a too-personal variety. Showing up at their offices was apparently some kind of invitation. And Winthrop was the worst of the lot. The odious man had offered to see me through my grief by scratching any itch I might have.

      I had no itch. Especially not around Winthrop who’d lost most of his hair and carried an extra fifty pounds around his middle. Also, he had thick lips. Bleh. A small shudder shook my shoulders just thinking about those lips.

      One of these days—soon—I’d make finding a new broker a priority.

      I’d have done it before, but, for all his faults, Winthrop was good at his job. The portfolio flourished in both bull and bear markets. I could put up with a leer or two and a few sleazy come-ons for a fifteen-percent return.

      “I’m sorry Mr. Marshall is late, Mrs. Russell,” Debbie offered me a smile so apologetic it bordered on worried. “It’s not like him. He must be stuck in traffic.”

      It was half past nine. Any rush hour traffic had long since dispersed.

      She pulled out a key, unlocked the door to Winthrop’s office, and asked, “Would you care for coffee?” Did the wind blow in Kansas?

      “I’d love some, thank you.”

      “How do you take it?”

      “With cream.”

      She reached inside the door, flipped a light switch, and said, “I’ll be back in just a moment. Please make yourself comfortable.”

      “Thank you.” I walked into Winthrop’s tastefully decorated corner office alone.

      Except, I wasn’t alone.

      Winthrop sat behind the desk, leaning back in his chair as if he were looking for stock prices on the ceiling. He’d rolled up his sleeves to his elbows and he’d loosened his tie. Winthrop Marshall was the very picture of a man hard at work, one who’d taken a quick break to consider some new angle. But Winthrop wasn’t working. Or considering.

      “Winthrop?” I needn’t have bothered. His skin was gray and there was a rusty blossom on his white shirt. He’d been dead for a while.

      Still, I walked toward him.

      “Winthrop?” I stepped behind the desk and froze.

      There are things once seen that cannot be unseen.

      My hands flew to my eyes, covering them.

      My hands were too late.

      The image of bald, overweight, thick-lipped Winthrop Marshall dead in his desk chair with his boxers and pants pulled down to his skinny ankles was seared into my brain for all time.

      I backed away and the heel of my shoe caught on the carpet. I fell, putting me at eye-level with Winthrop’s—oh dear Lord—I scooted (crab-walked) away.

      “Mrs. Russell?” Debbie stood in the door. She held a mug emblazoned with the brokerage logo.

      Thank, God. I needed a coffee.

      Her gaze found me and my spot on the carpet then traveled to Winthrop.

      She dropped the mug.

      Dammit.

      My coffee stained the rug.

      Debbie grabbed the door frame. “Wha-wha-what happened? Did you kill him?”

      Me? Kill Winthrop? I dragged myself off the floor. “Heavens, no. He’s been dead for hours.” Probably.

      “Dea-dea-dead?” Why was she yammering about death after asking me if I’d killed him?

      “Dead as a doornail.” Not the most empathetic response, but I had just been confronted with Winthrop’s flaccid—I couldn’t go there. Plus, she’d asked if I committed murder and dropped my coffee. “We need to lock this room and call the police.”

      “The po-po-police?”

      “I know a homicide detective. Take me to a phone and I’ll call him.”

      Debbie (looking decidedly green) staggered to a desk just outside Winthrop’s office. Its surface held a phone, typewriter, steno pad, ashtray, cup of steaming coffee, and photograph.

      I picked up the receiver but was flummoxed by a plethora of buttons.

      With a red-tipped finger, Debbie jabbed at the phone and a button turned the same shade as Debbie’s skin—sickly green.

      I dialed.

      While the phone rang, I stared at the photograph of Debbie and a handsome young man. “Boyfriend or husband?”

      She shook her head, apparently too distraught to answer.

      I shifted my gaze to her left hand where a small diamond and a gold band glittered on her ring finger. Husband.

      “Jones.” Anarchy’s voice calmed my just-been-at-eye-level-with-a-dead-man’s—oh dear Lord—nerves.

      “It’s Ellison.”

      A few seconds passed. “I thought you had a meeting with your stockbroker.” He sounded grim. In addition to being a homicide detective, Anarchy was the man in my life. Telling him Winthrop Marshall had promised to increase my returns to twenty percent if I let him scratch my itch had been a mistake.

      Anarchy had kept his lips tightly sealed but I’d gleaned his thoughts from the expression in his coffee brown eyes. Fire Winthrop and get a new broker.

      Good advice but a moot point now.

      I cleared my throat. “Winthrop’s been murdered.”

      “Not funny.”

      “No,” I agreed. “It’s not funny. He’s been dead for a while.

      Hours.”

      “You’re not kidding?”

      As if I’d ever cry wolf about a body. I didn’t kid about corpses.

      “I’m not.”

      “Tell me where you are. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I rattled off the address.

      “On my way.” He hung up and I was left listening to a dial tone.

      “May I please have some coffee?” I asked Debbie.

      She nodded but didn’t move.

      “Perhaps you can tell me where it is? I’ll get it myself.”

      “The kitchen.” She wore a deer-in-the-headlights expression.

      I gently pushed her into her chair. “Just point me in the right direction.”

      She pointed.

      If I walked down the hallway—windowed offices on the left and desks like Debbie’s on the right—I’d find the coffeepot.

      I walked.

      A few of the women sitting at the desks gave me curious looks.

      One asked, “May I help you?”

      “Just looking for coffee.”

      “Three desks down and to the right.”

      “Thank you. No, don’t get up. I’ll find it.”

      I found the kitchen, took a mug from the cabinet, and poured. A refrigerator stood at one end of the counter. I opened its door, located cream, and poured that too. Then I wrapped my hands around the mug and sighed.

      Soon, the sheer awfulness of finding a body would hit me. When that happened, I might need more than coffee. But, for now, coffee was all I wanted.

      I leaned against the counter, sipped, and sighed again.

      Soon, Anarchy would arrive.

      Soon, I’d have to tell Mother I’d found our stockbroker dead.

      But for a few blissful minutes, I could pretend I’d never seen Winthrop Marshall dead with his pants around his ankles.

      “Marcy!” The voice was so loud—so angry—I straightened and prepared for flight.

      A murmur followed. I assumed it was Marcy’s reply.

      An attractive young woman burst into the kitchen. Like Debbie, her skin looked a bit green (maybe it was the lighting). Unlike Debbie, she didn’t look as if a strong wind might blow her over. In fact, she looked as angry as the voice had sounded. “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “One of Mr. Marshall’s clients.”

      “Where’s Debbie? What are you doing in here?”

      “Debbie’s had a bit of a shock. She’s sitting down.”

      The woman sniffed. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      It wasn’t as if I had access to confidential files. “I needed a cup of coffee.”

      She sniffed again. “What shock?”

      No. I was not going there. “I’ll let her tell you about it.”

      A third sniff. She brushed past me, grabbed a mug from the cabinet, filled it with coffee, and muttered something I couldn’t make out.

      “Pardon me?”

      “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      Well, wasn’t she just a ray of sunshine? One would think she’d use better manners when speaking to the firm’s clients.

      “I apologize. That was rude.” Had she read my mind or my face?

      Probably my face.

      I sipped. “Are you all right?”

      She considered. “Yes—” she added a sugar cube to the coffee and speared it with a spoon “—No. There’s an examiner coming.”

      As if that explained anything. “An examiner?”

      Her mouth set in a grim line and she nodded. “From the Securities Exchange Commission. I was here late last night and still have a mountain of reports to prepare. Whenever I hit a groove, Mr. Wallace asks me to fetch coffee.”

      Frank Wallace was one of Winthrop’s partners.

      “Marcy!” Frank had a voice that carried.

      “Excuse me.” Marcy and Frank’s coffee hurried through the door.

      I drained half my mug, refilled it, then followed her.

      Oomph!

      My second visit with the carpets at Bisby, Marshall & Wallace was better than the first (no half-naked dead men at eye-level).

      “Watch where you’re going,” said the man who’d knocked me down. “You got coffee on my pants.”

      I looked up at Buzz Bisby.

      His pale blue eyes widened. “Ellison. Oh my God. Ellison. I apologize. Are you all right?” He extended a hand and helped me off the floor. “I am terribly sorry.”

      Now was the part when I was expected to absolve him.

      But, I was covered in hot coffee and he’d been beastly when he thought I worked for him. “You should watch where you’re going, Buzz.”

      “I should. I should. You’re absolutely right.” He smoothed his striped tie then glanced at the door to the kitchen. “What were you doing in there?”

      “Getting coffee.” Coffee which now stained my pants and sweater.

      “Why didn’t Debbie get it for you?”

      “She needed to sit.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” Buzz’s eyes narrowed. “Is she pregnant?”

      How would I know? I stepped closer to Buzz and whispered,

      “Winthrop’s dead in his office.”

      “Winthrop?” he squeaked. “Dead?”

      Several of the women at desks outside of offices glanced our way.

      I nodded and lowered my voice. “The police are on their way.”

      Buzz’s skin acquired a soft celadon hue. It wasn’t the lights. He hadn’t looked green until now. “The police?”

      I glanced at my watch. “They should be here any minute.”

      Buzz rubbed his chest and his eyes rolled back in his head. “I don’t feel so good.”

      Buzz keeled over, claiming my spot on the carpet.

      Mother was going to be furious enough over one dead stockbroker. Her head would spin in full circles if I told her about two.
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      A bevy of attractive young women surrounded me. Well, their legs were attractive. They all wore short skirts and from my spot on the floor next to Buzz, their skirts and legs were all I could see without craning my neck.

      Not a single one of them offered any advice.

      I gauged Buzz’s color (not good), his breathing (shallow), and his eyes (glazed).

      “Doesn’t he have some pills?” one of the young women ventured.

      Spittle ran from the corner of Buzz’s mouth and he worked his mouth as if he was trying to speak—to tell me something vitally important.

      I reached into his suit coat and felt around. In the inside pocket, my fingers found a pillbox. “These?” I held up the little box.

      Buzz managed a desperate nod.

      “Stick it under his tongue,” said Marcy, who’d abandoned her examiner’s report for the crisis. “That’s what my dad does when he has an episode.”

      I stuck the pill under Buzz’s tongue and said a silent prayer. Please don’t let him die. Not only did I like Buzz and his wife, Bea, but two bodies in one day was pushing it—even for me.

      With the pill under his tongue, Buzz relaxed slightly. Was his color better? Was he breathing easier?

      “What the hell is going on out here?”

      The women startled and parted, allowing me a view of Frank Wallace, and Frank a view of me and Buzz.

      “Dear, God.” Frank eyed Buzz with real concern. “Has anyone called an ambulance?”

      “Not yet,” Marcy admitted.

      “What are you waiting for?” Frank boomed. “Judgment day?”

      Marcy scurried to the nearest phone.

      Frank hurried across the space that separated us and crouched across from me. “Buzz—” his voice was gentler “—you doing okay?”

      Buzz was on the carpet with spittle running down his chin.

      “He has pills.” Frank shifted his gaze from Buzz to the pillbox in my hand. “Did you give him one?”

      “Yes.”

      Frank nodded his thanks. “Hear that Buzz? The pill will kick in and you’ll be right as rain.” He took Buzz’s hand in his. “Hang in there. Help will be here soon.”

      Frank seemed to be a good friend. Too bad he was a horrible boss.

      “I thought he was shot.” Every head swiveled. Even Buzz’s.

      Detective Peters, Anarchy’s partner, scowled down at me, Buzz, and Frank. “You said he was shot and that he’d been dead for a while. That guy’s not even cold.”

      I looked up into the confused faces of the young women. I looked across Buzz’s body at Frank Wallace. I swallowed. “This is not the gentleman I called about.”

      “Well, where is he?” Detective Peters gifted me a you’d-better-not-be-wasting-my-precious-time look.

      “In his office.”

      Frank Wallace, the only partner at Bisby, Marshall & Wallace capable of speech, spoke. “What in the Sam Hill is going on?”

      I looked at Detective Peters.

      Detective Peters looked back and smirked. No way was he getting me out of the hole he’d dug for me.

      With his rumpled overcoat, permanently disagreeable expression, and tendency to blame me for the world’s ills, Detective Peters was not my favorite person to look at—especially not when he was smirking at my discomfort. I shifted my gaze to Frank. “It’s a matter for the police.”

      Frank’s cheeks flushed and he puffed his chest. “What happened?” He glowered. At me. “I want an explanation. Now.”

      No one replied.

      They couldn’t. They didn’t know.

      Debbie, Buzz, and I were the only ones who knew Winthrop was dead in his office.

      Debbie couldn’t answer Frank—she wasn’t in the group surrounding me. Buzz couldn’t answer Frank—Buzz couldn’t speak. I could have answered Frank, but I abhorred bullies—I kept my lips sealed just to spite him.

      When it became obvious I wasn’t going to serve up the information he’d demanded, Frank shared his scowl with the rest of the women.

      Silence reigned.

      With a disgusted grunt, Frank cast a final scowl my way, stood, and strode down the hall toward Winthrop’s office.

      I shifted my gaze back to Detective Peters. “He’s about to contaminate your crime scene.”

      Detective Peters’ expression let me know he held me personally responsible—for all of this. The dead man, the hopefully-not-dying-man on the floor, and the man who was about to find Winthrop and befoul his crime scene. Peters swiveled and followed Frank.

      Where was Anarchy?

      “Get out of my way.” Frank’s voice boomed from down the hall.

      Whoever replied wasn’t nearly as loud. We couldn’t hear a response.

      “This is my firm. Move.” Frank had an impressive set of lungs inside that puffed chest.

      Again, the reply was inaudible.

      The young women had all shifted their attention from the man on the floor to whatever was happening in front of Winthrop’s office.

      Their legs blocked my view.

      “He’s gorgeous.”

      Well, now I knew who’d stopped Frank. I returned my attention to poor Buzz. “Do you want some water?”

      He nodded and his lips moved as if he had something important to say.

      “Would one of you get Mr. Bisby a glass of water, please?”

      With apparent reluctance, one of the young women turned away from the scene unfolding in front of Winthrop’s office and hurried into the kitchen.

      She returned with a Dixie cup of water.

      “Thank you.” I propped Buzz up against my knees and held the cup to his lips.

      He drank slowly. Tiny sips.

      “He’s coming this way.” The young woman who spoke fluffed her hair.

      Backs straightened, shoulders shifted backward, and skirts were smoothed.

      Anarchy Jones had that effect on women. Without trying.

      The women were an attractive lot. All of them. Young and pretty, with legs for miles, and substantial chests (although how much of that was related to their thrown-back shoulders I didn’t know).

      “Ellison—” Anarchy stopped at the edge of the circle without seeming to notice anyone but me “—are you all right?”

      “I’m fine but Buzz needs an ambulance.”

      His brows drew together. “Buzz?”

      “Mr. Bisby.” One young woman (blonde hair, brown eyes, a skirt so short it was probably illegal in some states) pointed at the man draped across my lap.

      Anarchy was a detective. He’d already figured that out. He just couldn’t believe there was a man with a name as odd as his own. One of these days I’d have to introduce him to Forest Woods.

      “His given name is Balthasar,” I explained.

      “Wasn’t Balthasar one of the wise men?” A young woman in a very mini-dress asked.

      Balthasar, the bringer of gold, was not a bad name for a stockbroker—but Buzz had been Buzz his whole life. It was probably too late to use his given name.

      “No.” A blonde with back-combed hair shook her head vigorously. “The wise men were Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.”

      Had she never been to Sunday school? I had. Every Sunday until I was old enough to sit through service without so much as a fidget. I I knew my Bible stories. “King Nebuchadnezzar had Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego thrown into a fiery pit when they wouldn’t bow to him. An angel came to the three men and they walked out of the pit unharmed. Balthasar, Caspar, and Melchior were the wise men.”

      “Are you sure?” asked the back-combed blonde.

      “Positive.”

      Poor Buzz, who at that moment had zero interest in Bible stories, groaned.

      Anarchy looked over his shoulder. “The EMTs are on their way.”

      A few seconds later two men pushed the crowd of young women away.

      They strapped a cuff to Buzz’s arm and took his vitals.

      A third man appeared with a gurney and they transferred Buzz from my lap.

      “Ellison.” Buzz’s voice was rusty. “Don’t leave me.”

      “I won’t. I promise.” I glanced at the circle of young women. “Would one of you please call Mrs. Bisby. Ask her to meet us at the hospital.”

      “Right away,” said a brunette.

      “I’ll need to take your statement,” said Anarchy.

      He could do that later. “You know where to find me.”

      I rode in the ambulance. I held Buzz’s hand. When we arrived, I exchanged pleasantries with the admitting nurse. We saw each other regularly.

      I picked the most comfortable chair in the waiting room and settled in.

      Ten minutes later Bea flew through the door and rushed to the admitting desk. “I’m Bea Bisby, my husband is here.” Poor Bea looked beside herself.

      “One moment, Mrs. Bisby.”

      I hurried across the waiting room. “Bea.”

      She saw me and her face crumpled. “Ellison.” My name was a sob. “How is he?” Apparently the brunette had given Bea the full story. How else would she know I’d come in with Buzz?

      “The men in the ambulance seemed calm.” I dredged up an encouraging smile. “I’m sure he’ll be all right.”

      “We’re ready for you, Mrs. Bisby,” said the admitting nurse.

      Bea gave me a quick, distracted hug. “Thank you for getting him here.”

      “Of course. Keep me updated?”

      “I will.” She disappeared through the swinging doors that led to the treatment area.

      There wasn’t much point in waiting so I took a cab back to Bisby, Marshall & Wallace. I thought about going inside, imagined Detective Peters’ outraged glare, and climbed into my own car.

      I drove home slowly. Pondering.

      Who had killed Winthrop Marshall? And why? And why had news of Winthrop’s murder nearly killed Buzz?

      I pulled into the drive, parked the car, and wandered inside—all the way to the kitchen where Mr. Coffee, loyal to his core, waited for me.

      “How was your meeting with your broker?” Aggie, also loyal to her core, looked up from the silver candlestick she was polishing. She knew about Winthrop’s come-ons and his thick lips—I’d told her. “Did he hit on you again?”

      “No.” I rubbed the back of my neck and tilted my face toward the ceiling. “I found him dead.”

      The blackened cloth in Aggie’s hand fell to the floor and her mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding,”

      My fingers sought the tightest vertebrae and pressed. “I’m not. I wish I were.”

      She settled the candlestick onto the counter and pointed at a stool. “Sit. I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

      I sat and Aggie brought me a cup of ambrosia.

      “What happened?” she asked after I’d taken a few restorative sips.

      “He’d been shot.” I stared into my coffee cup for a few seconds. “Probably sometime last night.”

      “Didn’t his wife miss him?” Aggie and her late husband Al had enjoyed a marriage based on love, trust, and mutual respect. If Al Delucci had failed to come home, Aggie would have found him.

      I suspected Ruth Marshall did not care that much about Winthrop.

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “Maybe he told her he was working late. Maybe they had separate bedrooms.” If I were Ruth, I’d have insisted on separate bedrooms. I’d have insisted on separate houses. “When I got there, his office was locked. His assistant opened the door and I found him dead behind his desk. Shot in the chest.” I did not tell her about the pants, or the ankles, or my eye-level views. Instead, I shuddered.

      She looked at me with sympathy in her eyes. “You knew him well?”

      That eye-level view. “Well enough.”

      “When I finish the silver, I’ll make a Bundt cake.” Bundt cake, a sign of caring and comfort for me to take to Ruth Marshall and her family.

      I thought about the pants and boxer shorts pooled around

      Winthrop’s pale, skinny ankles. “This death might call for a ham.”
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      Anarchy arrived at my house shortly after lunch. Shadows lurked under his eyes, but his smile was as warm as the summer sun.

      I basked in the sunshine for a few seconds. “Have you eaten? The quiche is still warm.”

      “Sounds good.” His voice was tired—as if Frank Wallace and the bevy of young women had already worn him thin.

      He took my hand and we walked to the kitchen with Max, my dastardly dog, trotting at our heels.

      Aggie nodded a welcome, her gaze catching on our linked hands.

      “Anarchy hasn’t had lunch yet.” I let go of Anarchy’s fingers and pulled a plate from the cupboard.

      Aggie took the plate from me and had Anarchy’s lunch—quiche Lorraine, greens dressed in her secret vinaigrette, and crusty bread— ready in no time.

      I positioned a placemat on the kitchen island and added a napkin and silverware. “Iced tea, coffee, or water?”

      “Iced tea, please.” Anarchy settled onto a stool and picked up the fork.

      Max settled on his haunches and stood watch next to Anarchy’s stool. He’d be happy to pick up any dropped bites.

      “Mrs. Russell tells me she found another body.” Aggie didn’t sound judgmental or aggravated as Mother would have. Aggie sounded almost blasé. Blasé was worse than aggravated.

      Aggravated suggested that finding bodies should stop.

      Immediately.

      Ellison-find-a-new-hobby-or-I’ll-disinherit-you.

      Ellison-you-won’t-have-a-friend-left-in-this-town.

      Ellison-people-are-talking-about-you-over-the-bridge-table.

      Blasé suggested I was a woman who found bodies as a matter of course.

      I was many things.

      Mother.

      Artist.

      Even widow.

      All were preferable to being a woman who found bodies—as a matter of course.

      Anarchy took a second bite of quiche. “How’s Bisby?”

      “Admitted to the hospital. I’m pretty sure he’s in stable condition but I haven’t heard from Bea yet.”

      “Bea?” His brows rose.

      “Yes.”

      “Bea and Buzz Bisby?” Anarchy’s eyes sparkled.

      “Yes.” My lips twitched (in response to the sparkle, not because I thought the Bisbys’ names were odd). “What did you find out at the brokerage? Who killed Winthrop?”

      “No idea. According to his colleagues, he was well-liked and seldom worked late. His secretary swears he’d already left when she went home at five.”

      “What did the other women say about him?”

      “The other women?”

      “The secretaries, the receptionist, the copy girl.”

      “They said he was a good boss.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      The fork paused on its way to Anarchy’s mouth. “You heard something else?”

      “If he hit on me, I can guarantee you, he hit on those young women.”

      “I don’t see how that follows.”

      I gaped at him. Was he kidding? “The women in that office are young and pretty with legs for miles. We’re not talking about a man of high moral fiber.”

      “Hitting on you shows a certain discernment.”

      Anarchy really thought that? I smiled at him like a moon-struck calf.

      “The man had good taste.”

      I strongly suspected Winthrop had very broad tastes. He didn’t hunt with a rifle but with a shotgun. If the pellet spray was wide enough, he was bound to hit something. Some misguided woman would fall for his lines. “Be that as it may, he asked about scratching my itch within three months of Henry’s death. Thank God I was in a position to say no. The young women in his office might not have had that luxury.”

      Anarchy chewed his quiche, considering. “We’ll ask more questions. What do you know about Debbie?”

      Poor Debbie. “Finding Winthrop was quite a shock for her.”

      “She was so upset she could hardly talk to me. Had she been working for him long?”

      “I know she’s been there since Henry died. Before that?” I shrugged. “Henry dealt with all things financial.”

      A cat coughing up a hairball—that’s the noise Aggie made.

      Max abandoned his steady focus on Anarchy’s plate, tilted his head, and gazed at her with a quizzical look on his doggy face.

      I pretended I hadn’t heard Aggie’s audible opinion of my late husband. “Can’t the office manager tell you how long Debbie’s been there?”

      “The office manager was out sick today. She’s not answering her phone. Peters is checking on her.”

      I wouldn’t care to be that office manager. Detective Peters was tough to take when one felt on top of the world. If I had to deal with him when I was sick, I’d pull the covers over my head and hide till next Tuesday. After the morning I’d had, I might do that anyway.

      “Ellison!” Mother’s aggrieved call carried from the front hall.

      Why, why, why had I ever given her a key to my house? And why was she yelling?

      There could only be one answer.

      I glanced at Aggie then at Mr. Coffee’s near empty pot. “I’ll need more coffee.”

      Feeling like Daniel on his way into the lion’s den (without the Lord’s protection), I pushed through the kitchen door.

      Mother stood in the foyer wearing a Chanel suit that couldn’t decide if it was beige or ecru. The suit was new. It had to be. Normally she would save such a light color for later in the spring. She was rushing the season. Something she never did unless a new suit or dress was simply begging to be worn. In addition to the suit, she wore an expression that couldn’t decide if it was sour or outraged. “Another one, Ellison? Really?”

      She was lucky (I was lucky) Buzz hadn’t died too. Otherwise the number would be two.

      “What happened?” she demanded.

      I studied the braided piping on her jacket—there was a subtle gold thread that completely made the ensemble. “I had an appointment with Winthrop and when I got there, he was dead.”

      “Why didn’t someone else find him? Why you?”

      Why me? How many times had I asked myself exactly that?

      “It’s a long story. One I was about to tell Anarchy. Would you care to join us?”

      “He’s here?”

      She’d recognized his car in the drive. I’d bet the cost of her new suit on it.

      “Yes.” My tone was butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth cool.

      She sniffed and glanced at her watch as if I were keeping her from something important. “How long is this story?”

      My mind veered toward an image of Winthrop’s naked lap. “Not that long.”

      A second sniff. “I’ll take the condensed version.”

      “There was a sick woman coughing all over the reception area. I asked to wait in Winthrop’s office. When his secretary opened the door, I found Winthrop dead.”

      “That’s it?” She patted the perfect helmet of her hair.

      “In a nutshell.”

      “Not a long story.”

      Not when I left out the pants around his ankles, and Debbie’s reaction, and Buzz.

      Mother drew a deep breath. She followed the breath with a deep sigh. “Why do these things happen to you?”

      We were back to why you. “I wish I knew.”

      Her nod was positively regal. “Perhaps you should figure it out, then you could avoid making the mistake in the future.”

      My disappointing propensity for finding bodies was an evergreen topic. Mother never tired of pointing out the error of my deplorable ways (at least she wasn’t blasé). It was time for a change of subject. “You look very nice. Where are you off
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